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EXPAND YOUR TERRITORY. Defeat your rivals. Satisfy your monster girls!

With the Raiders Guild crushed, Clay can finally relax and spend his time clearing the pesky monsters from around his dungeon.

But when a routine zombie bash uncovers a sinister new danger, Clay and his guardians find themselves locked in battle with a rival dungeon lord who really, really hates Lord Rathokhetra.

As the battle unfolds, Clay discovers there's a lot more to being a dungeon lord than taking territory and crushing adventurers. If he is to survive, he must master new tactics, stop threats from beyond this world, and keep his growing army of monster girls satisfied.

If he succeeds, Clay may become the most powerful dungeon lord to ever live.

But if he fails, all of reality will die with him.

Get the latest installment of the Dungeon Bringer saga now for your daily requirements of awesome battles, abominable villains, and deadly monster girls!
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Shadow Alley Press Mailing List

[image: image]


WANT TO KEEP UP WITH all of our great books? Then visit Shadow Alley Press and subscribe to our mailing list!
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 1: Killing Time
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ZILLAH’S POINTED FINGERNAILS left tingling trails on my skin as she traced the grooves of my abdominal muscles. She snuggled in close to my right side and gently nipped my earlobe with her sharp, white teeth.

“You know what day it is?” she whispered. Her words were hot and hungry in my ear. Combined with what her hand was doing under my loincloth, her question was more than enough to distract me from the tablets I’d been studying while my guardians slept.

With twenty ka banked in my core, I had more than enough to buy a level-three upgrade of some sort or another, but I’d held off spending any of my hard-earned soul juice. Motes were rare as hen’s teeth, and with no raiders near at hand, I had no idea when I’d get more. There was also the matter of the other dungeon lords on the map the orc had given to me. We still hadn’t been able to figure out exactly where my potential enemies were, despite the scouting done by Zillah and the scorpions. Saving the ka for a rainy day seemed like the most prudent course of action.

Or inaction, I guess. As far as action went, I didn’t have to look any farther than the gorgeous guardians sprawled around me on our oversized bed.

I slid my hand down Zillah’s back to stroke the curve of her spine where it met her scorpion’s tail. She shivered and tightened her hand around me, mimicking my strokes with some of her own.

“I know what day it could be,” I said with a grin. 

“It’s clean-up day,” Nephket murmured. My familiar was still curled up along my left side, her clawed hand spread flat over my heart. No matter how soundly she slept, the cat woman always woke up the instant I stirred. “It’s been three days since we cratered the Guild’s gate, and we still haven’t done anything about the hole it left behind. Or the fires the raiders set in my village.”

“That sounds like work.” Kezakazek’s muffled voice came from behind Nephket. “Boring, dirty work. We should just stay in bed. I declare today a bed day.”

The drow sorceress I’d pressed into my service after she’d tried to kill me had both of her dark arms arms wrapped around Nephket’s waist and one leg thrown over the cat woman’s thighs. Her hands slithered across Nephket’s body beneath our fur blankets, and the priestess sighed and pulled the dark elf closer with one hand. As much as Nephket wanted to get to work cleaning up the oasis, it was hard to turn down what Kezakazek offered.

“Those are very terrible guesses,” the scorpion queen said, but she didn’t pull away from my hand or let me go. “I bet Clay knows what day it is.”

I knew exactly what day it was, but I didn’t want to admit it and have to stir from that delicious cuddle puddle. I moved my hand in slow circles at the base of Zillah’s spine and turned to face her. Maybe my other guardians could help me distract her from the unpleasant task she had in mind.

“Let’s do something else first.” I flicked the tip of my tongue across her lush lips. “Then we can take a nap. When we’re all relaxed and rested, then—”

“Dungeon lords don’t sleep,” Zillah whispered into my ear. She nipped at the side of my neck, and her hand tightened. 

Maybe I couldn’t enjoy a good steak or a shot of fine whiskey, but there were other carnal pleasures within reach. And reach I did. 

My right hand sought out the curve of Zillah’s thigh, and I stroked her smooth, firm leg in slow, languid motions.

“Let’s stay right here,” I suggested. “There are so many things we can do today.”

Zillah threw her right leg over mine and trapped my hand beneath her. She retracted the thin plates of her chitinous armor and left behind smooth, warm skin that hungered for my touch.

“I’m going to do them all,” Zillah growled. She ground against my hand and reached across me to brush the hair from the triple streaks of fur on Nephket’s cheeks. 

The cat woman’s eyes opened wider at the scorpion queen’s touch, and a hungry smile spread across her lips.

“Good morning,” she said and the “R” rumbled in her chest like a Bengal tiger’s purr. “I had the best dream, and you were all in it.”

Thirty seconds later, Nephket had pulled us all into a reenactment of her very, very pleasant dream, and ninety minutes after that we were all very relaxed. We were tangled on our bed, and the furs and blankets that had covered us were scattered across the floor.

“Nap,” Kezakazek said. “Now.”

“I think Zillah has another idea,” I said. Now that we were all chilled out, I decided to tease her a little. “I think she wanted to go hunting for those red dots on my map.”

The map of Soketra the Inkolana orc had left for me showed the location of several other dungeon lords, but it lacked important features like a scale and a compass rose that would have made it easier to track down those potential enemies. Fortunately for me, none of our scouting trips over the past few days had uncovered any dungeons nearby. As near as I could tell, the closest red dot on the map had to be more than three days’ travel from the oasis. Because Zillah would have liked nothing better than to hunt down and kill every other dungeon lord, the fact that they were all out of her reach drove her nuts.

She pinched my thigh to let me know just how much my little joke had irritated her.

“One day,” she said, then snapped her teeth like a triggered bear trap. “But you know that’s not what we’re doing today.”

“Tablet time?” Kezakazek asked. “I wanted to study those again, see if I could help you figure out what you should spend your ka on.”

Zillah’s tail slithered across the bed and gave Kez a none-too-gentle bump on the ass.

“No,” Zillah said, a feigned pout pushing her lips out. “And you promised you’d help with what I have planned.”

“Don’t care,” Kez protested and buried her face in Nephket’s tousled hair. “I’m a drow, and we lie.”

“But it’s going to be so much fun,” the scorpion queen insisted. She shook the bed as she bounced with every word, and her stinger stabbed at the air above our heads to punctuate her excitement. “You know what we’re going to do?”

“Sleep,” Kezakazek pleaded. “I need so much sleep.”

“Not happening,” Nephket said with a throaty chuckle. She yawned and stretched her arms, then slipped out of the bed and dragged the drow along behind her. “And I don’t think we’re going to clean up the oasis, either. We did all make a promise to Zillah.”

“Yes!” Zillah pumped her fists into the air. “We’re going to kill so many undead! This is very exciting.”

I propped myself up on my pillows and hooked my hands behind my head as I watched Nephket and Kezakazek shimmy into their clothes. 

The cat woman’s coin-studded halter and short leather skirt looked a bit worn, and I made a mental note to find her something more appropriate to her station. They were fine for casual wear, but Lord Rathokhetra’s high priestess deserved something swankier. Or at least more imposing.

The drow’s clothes, on the other hand, were far more alluring than they were functional. She wore little more than shreds of gauzy black cloth, and the rags seemed designed to reveal more than they concealed. I’d be a liar if I didn’t admit it was distracting as hell to watch her slither into that outfit.

“The necropolis isn’t far from here,” Zillah said. She bounced on the bed once more and came down with one leg on either side of my hips. Her long tail swirled in the air as she grew more and more excited, and her eyes were as wide and bright as a little kid’s on Christmas morning at the thought of the murder and mayhem in her immediate future. “Pinchy says we can walk there in a couple of hours. I’m so excited.”

She threw her arms over her head with that last sentence, which made her bounce and jiggle in a way that riveted my attention. For a half-scorpion woman with a taste for blood, Zillah was far hotter than she had any right to be.

“Draw me a map.” I gave her a playful slap on one hip. “A two-hour walk is a few miles’ hike, and I don’t have the open space to make a tunnel that long. You and Pinchy need to lay out a more direct route for us to follow.”

“On it, boss.” Zillah snapped me a sharp salute. She used her tail to spring off the bed, gathered her chitinous armor over her tender bits, and then scampered toward the bedroom’s exit. She shadowboxed enemies on her way out of the room and hummed some sort of battle hymn that was both familiar and strange to me.

What was that song?

“Now that she’s gone, can I study the tablets?” Kezakazek asked. She’d only been my guardian for a couple of days, but she was making herself right at home. When she wasn’t busy in bed with the rest of us, all the drow wanted to do was study my four dungeon lord tablets. “I want to help you shop for goodies.”

“If we have time, I’ll let you look at them,” I said. “But we probably won’t. Zillah’s in a hurry, and it won’t take her long to figure out which path we should take.”

“He’s right, you know,” Nephket said. “The wahket are already on their way from our camp on the hill. They’re almost as excited about this expedition as Zillah.”

That surprised me, but it wasn’t hard to believe. The wahket had once been a proud warrior race before some sort of curse that wiped out all their men and turned the women into hermits. They’d spent a very long time waiting for Lord Rathokhetra to return to their oasis and raise them up to their former glory. For the cat women, the events of the past few weeks since I’d arrived must have seemed like nothing short of a miracle.

And, honestly, I felt the same way. My days as a gray hat hacker were behind me now, and I didn’t miss them in the least. After Nephket had summoned me to Soketra to save her and her sisters, I’d had a little trouble adjusting. Now, though, I was all in on kicking ass and taking names as a dungeon lord. It wasn’t the easiest job in the world, but the perks included a trio of the hottest monster girls I’d ever laid eyes on, a whole tribe of cat women who worshipped the ground I walked on, and awesome magic powers ready for me to unlock.

The downside was I’d promised Zillah we could wipe out the necropolis once she and the scorpions found it. She’d been hot to deal with the undead ever since we’d finished off the raiders, and I’d promised her we’d get on it just as soon as Pinchy and the rest of the scorpion gang found the necropolis that had spawned the wight Zillah had battled.

I’d expected the scorpions to take a few days to find the damned zombie nest, but it had only taken them a little over forty-eight hours. Efficient little fuckers.

Kezakazek returned to the bed and started to crawl across it, but I shook my head and slid my legs over its edge.

“Sleep,” she moaned and sprawled out next to me. She laid her hand on my thigh and licked her lips. “Or maybe round two and then sleep?”

As much fun as that would have been, Zillah would not be amused if she came back to the bedroom and found us not only delaying her trip but also getting busy without her. 

I hooked one arm around Kezakazek’s waist and hoisted her off the bed. The drow was short, not quite five feet tall, and quite slender despite her curves. She weighed almost nothing, and my dungeon lord strength was prodigious, so it took no effort at all to sling her over my shoulder.

“Sorry, spellslinger,” I said. “Today we’re killing undead.”

“But I don’t want to,” she groaned as I carried her out of the bedroom.

“I’ll bring the wahket to your burial chamber when they arrive,” Nephket said. “Try not to drop the drow. No matter how much she might deserve it.”

I paused and turned back to my priestess. It was easy to forget how tenuous our relationship had been not so long ago. She smiled at me, and I smiled back. In that instant, a soul-deep connection between us flared to life and warmth spread through my chest like sun-kissed honey.

“I couldn’t do this without you,” I said. They were simple words, but the emotional link I shared with my priestess filled them with a much deeper, stronger meaning.

Nephket responded by blowing me a kiss, and the gesture made my knees weak for a moment. She wasn’t the only woman in my life, and never would be, but she was the most important in so many ways.

“Gross,” the drow said. “You’re getting your gooey emotional spooge all over me. Come on, let’s go to the burial chamber. We’ll have at least a few minutes to look at your tablets.”

“Just for that, I shouldn’t show you the tablets at all,” I said.

Kezakazek pounded her tiny fists against my back in protest, but against my magically hardened skin, the blows had about as much impact as a sparrow’s fluttering wings had on its cage.

“If I’d known you’d be this cruel,” the drow snarled, “I would’ve let you drown me.”

“I can always find another hole full of water,” I offered.

Kezakazek wriggled off my shoulder and into my arms. I held her against my chest, and she wrapped her arms around my neck.

“You wouldn’t,” she said. Her violet eyes burrowed into mine as she looked to judge whether I was serious about dunking her.

“You never know what I might do,” I said with an offhanded yawn. “I’m a dungeon lord. We’re unpredictable and ornery.”

“You wouldn’t,” she said and snuggled up against my chest. “You’re not like that.”

I wasn’t sure how to take that last sentence. It was a nice thing for her to say, but there was something in her tone that made me think she didn’t mean it to be nice at all.

Dark elves are hard to read.

We entered the burial chamber, which was in serious need of an upgrade. I’d added cushions and divans for the wahket and my guardians to lounge on when we were gathered here. A low table in the center of the room held food I’d created with the Tablet of Transformation, along with a flagon of Gentleman Jack that I’d made for myself and planned to drink the next time I incarnated. Hopefully I wouldn’t end up with a dungeon lord hangover.

Despite the additions I’d made to the tomb, it just didn’t inspire awe the way I’d like. There were stray grains of sand in the corners, and the colorful tapestries that hid the two exits from my chamber looked drabber and more faded every time I saw them.

“I need to decorate this place,” I said to Kezakazek. 

She stood from my arms as I took a seat on my throne and put her hands on her hips. The drow clucked her tongue as she turned slowly to take in our surroundings.

“Well, if this was my throne room, I’d put the flayed skins of a few of my enemies on the walls for starters,” she said. “There’s a startling lack of skulls here, too. No self-respecting drow would be seen in any audience chamber without at least a dozen skulls.”

That’s about what I’d expected her to say. While drow were a darkly beautiful people, the few stories Kezakazek had told me about her people made it clear that they were cruel and almost universally evil. For a drow, the only good enemy was a dead enemy, and the only good ally was one you had enough blackmail on to bury if they crossed you.

Because she was my guardian, I wasn’t worried about Kezakazek crossing me, but I did wonder about the thoughts that ran through her head sometimes.

“That’s not really my style,” I said. “I was thinking more impressive and less Marquis de Sade meets Hellraiser.”

“I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about, and I don’t care,” Kezakazek said with a fake yawn. “May I see the tablets, please?”

“Here you go,” I said. While I didn’t approve of Kezakazek’s fascination with the tablets, she was a sharp cookie and I’d appreciate her advice on my next round of upgrades. I summoned all four of the tablets. They floated in the air in front of me, and Kezakazek crawled into my lap to get a better view.

“Thank you,” she said. “Now let me see if I can find something to do with those motes of ka gathering dust in your core.”

“If you find anything interesting, let me know,” I said to Kezakazek. “Maybe I’ll even take your advice.”

“You should,” the drow grumbled and shifted in my lap to get a better look at the Tablet of Transformation. “You’re third level, you should invest in Mechanical Efficiency to make your traps reset more quickly. Or maybe...”

For the next twenty minutes the drow and I bantered back and forth about the relative merits of different upgrades. Fortunately, Zillah arrived to rescue me before the sorceress could talk me into making a permanent decision. I had a sneaking suspicion I needed to keep my options open until I had a better idea of the threats around me. The Buried Kings were out of the picture for the moment, but would they stay that way?

“Pinchy and I have worked out a route we think will work,” Zillah said. Her tail arched over her head and a scroll of papyrus unfurled from her poisonous stinger’s tip.

The scorpion queen had done a more than serviceable job of mapping out the area near my tomb. She’d clearly marked the location of the stele above the crypt of the Buried Kings, as well as the tunnel that burrowed under the oasis to the blast site that had once held the raiders’ gate. She’d also drawn a rather enthusiastic representation of the crater we’d left in the ground when Kezakazek triggered the gate’s booby trap and ended the Guild’s fun and games here on Soketra.

More interesting to me were the parts of the map I hadn’t seen before. Zillah had painstakingly drawn in all the twisting tunnels she and the scorpions had found while surveying the area around my dungeon. There were at least a dozen of these natural corridors spread out like the web of a crackhead spider. Most of those winding tunnels dead-ended in small caverns or on the shores of a subterranean stream that flowed east to west across the Great Below south of my territory.

“Here is the necropolis,” Zillah said. The long nail on her right index finger tapped a roughly circular outline toward the bottom of the papyrus. “This tunnel here leads from the chasm down to the necropolis, but it’s a two-mile hike. But you can see how the passage curves around here as it descends. If we tunnel straight down from this location just south of the chasm and then angle back to the west, you could reach it with less than a quarter mile of tunnel.”

“That’s perfect,” I said. I pulled the Tablet of Engineering in close and compared its map of our surroundings to the diagram that Zillah had drawn for me. There were some discrepancies between the two maps, but the tablet was able to reconcile them quickly. Zillah’s estimate was correct. We could probably reach and clean out the necropolis in a few hours of hard work. “Any idea what kind of resistance we’re looking at?”

“More than you probably want, but not as much as you fear,” Zillah said with a grin. “We didn’t get too close to the graves on our scouting trips, but the necropolis itself wasn’t very large, and the only roamers we saw were skeletons and zombies. One end of the necropolis is buried under a few thousand tons of stone, so there isn’t some secret undead army waiting to ambush us.”

“That’s too bad,” one of the wahket said as she entered the burial chamber with her sisters. She was taller than most of the other cat women, and she wore her long, raven-black hair in a braided plait that dangled almost to her waist. “We could use the exercise.”

“Don’t get cocky, Anunaset,” Nephket cautioned. “This little adventure is already dangerous enough without borrowing more trouble.”

The tall wahket ducked her head, and a golden blush flooded her olive-hued cheeks. Without another word, Anunaset went to the weapons rack in the corner of my burial chamber and doled out spears and shields to the seven other wahket who’d come to the tomb with Nephket.

“No crossbows this time,” I called out to the cat women gathered around the weapons rack. I’d constructed some new additions to our arsenal while my guardians slept, and I hoped the wahket would find them useful in our coming battle. “They’ll be useless against the undead. Take those spiked clubs on the bottom instead. Oh, and look in the sarcophagus. I’ve crafted some new armor for you.”

The wahket oohed and aahed as they lifted their fine chain mail shirts from the elaborate coffin. I used the Tablet of Transformation to make subtle adjustments to each set of armor as the wahket donned their new gear. The custom-fitted armor covered the cat women from neck to mid-thigh, and the long sleeves covered their arms down to their wrists. Full suits of plate armor would’ve offered more protection, but Zillah had warned me that the wahket didn’t have the training to wear it effectively.

The chain mail offered a good compromise between mobility and bite-proofing. If there were zombies in the necropolis, I didn’t want the wahket to get gnawed on and infected with an undead plague. The last thing I needed was the walking dead rising up inside my tomb.

“You certainly outdid yourself,” Nephket said with a smile. She eased onto my lap next to Kezakazek, who seemed irritated to have her study time with the tablets interrupted. 

The drow let out an exasperated sigh, and I gave her a gentle pinch on her posterior as a reminder that everything wasn’t all about her. In fact, this little expedition wasn’t about her at all.

It was about securing my territory and preparing for the next step in my dungeon lord plans.

Not that I was entirely sure what that next step was, but I was confident my chances of success were much higher without a bunch of zombies in the neighborhood.

A few minutes later, the wahket had their gear in place and had gathered in front of my throne. They lined up as if for an inspection and banged their spears against their shields. The armor gleamed like silver in the light from my core, and the wahket’s eyes shone like embers. The heavy, spiked clubs I’d created for them hung off the belts they wore to secure the waists of their chain mail shirts, and they looked as fierce as I’d ever seen them.

“Let’s go kick some undead ass.” I rose from my throne with Nephket and Kezakazek under my arms.
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Chapter 2: The Necropolis
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ZILLAH CHUCKLED AND swatted Kezakazek’s ass as she passed the drow and led the way out of my tomb. I caught a glimpse of Pinchy and her fellow scorpions as they scampered across the ceiling and then dropped down onto Zillah’s back. They made good scouts, but they were far too slow to keep up with the rest of us at a full march without piggybacking on their queen.

“Come on, slowpokes,” Zillah said. “I can’t wait to get my spear bloody.”

The wahket cheered at Zillah’s words and followed the scorpion queen out of my burial chamber. They fell into an orderly double-column and held their weapons with practiced ease. I was still surprised it had only taken a few days for Zillah to transform the peaceful wahket into decent soldiers.

Something about that thought must have shaken up the memories of Rathokhetra I carried around in my head. As we left my burial chamber, my vision shifted. The short line of armored cat women stretched out to impossible dimensions. A column hundreds of feet wide and thousands long shimmered before me like a desert mirage. A faint sigh of approval drifted through my thoughts as the dungeon lord whose title I’d taken relived his glory days.

How many wars had the old dungeon bastard fought? How many of the wahket had trod across Soketra’s burning sands to bring his enemies to their knees?

The ancient creature’s voice dragged across my thoughts. “Countless.”

It sounded like it took the old coot a lot of effort to make himself heard, which suited me fine. I didn’t need the buzzard clawing his way out of the misty past to disturb me. There was hardly enough room in my skull for my own thoughts, much less a passenger’s nonsense.

I shook my head as we walked and drove the ancient specter out of my mind. He might’ve been the lord of this world once before, but his time had passed. Now I was the big man in the dungeon and these were my people. It was a new age, and whatever victories he had racked up had no bearing on my present. I’d build my own legacy, thank you very much.

“Down here,” Zillah called to me over the heads of the wahket. Our minds touched briefly, and I used the information from her thoughts to create a new passage that sloped down and away from the current tunnel. The scorpion queen raised her hand and showed me a thumbs up a moment later. “Perfect! Thanks, boss.”

“Zillah won’t let any of them get hurt, will she?” Nephket asked me. She hadn’t uttered the words aloud, but they rang loud and clear in my thoughts. She trusted me to keep her people safe, but that didn’t stifle the heavy tinge of motherly concern in her mind. The wahket relied on Nephket, and she had led them for a very long time. She wouldn’t be able to bear it if this adventure ended with any of them injured—or worse.

“She’ll do her best to keep them safe,” I said. “But it’s important for the wahket to learn to fight. They need to be able to defend themselves even when you or I aren’t around to help them. I don’t want a repeat of the trouble you had with the raiders.”

Nephket blushed at the memory of what had almost happened to her people. If she hadn’t summoned me and turned me into Rathokhetra 2.0, the Guild’s treasure hunters would have wiped out the wahket.

“You’re right,” Nephket reluctantly thought to me. “We’ve been at peace for so long we’d all but forgotten how to go to war.”

Her admission rankled me, and I felt a flash of anger that was out of proportion to what she’d said. My fists tightened and my jaw clenched so tight my molars ground together. How dare such noble warriors let themselves go so far from their past glory?

I blinked and willed myself to relax. Where the hell had that come from?

I wanted the wahket to be good fighters, but I wasn’t mad at them for not spending every waking moment at the oasis training for the next battle. Until the raiders had showed up on their doorstep, the cat women had been left alone for years.

Why was I so pissed?

There was a faint hiss in my ears, like the sound of a serpent’s scales gliding across sand-strewn rock.

Oh.

I wasn’t pissed.

But Lord Rathokhetra was not amused that his fabled feline warriors had let themselves go after he’d spent so long transforming them into fearsome fighters.

“Fuck off,” I muttered to myself. I didn’t like the way the old dungeon lord’s thoughts kept intruding on my own, and I wanted him out of my head. This was my show to run, not his.

“Is everything all right?” Nephket thought at me. She seemed hesitant to reach out, and I hated that my anger had reached her.

“I’m all right,” I said. “Just a dungeon lord headache.”

I hated to lie to my familiar, but I didn’t want to explain to her that the old Rathokhetra was giving grief to the new one. Once we’d cleared out these zombies and secured my territory, I’d spend some time with Kezakazek and we’d figure out how to get the old dungeon lord out of my thoughts forever.

Twenty minutes later, my merry band of adventurers arrived at the mouth of a cavern that was far too regular to have been formed by nature. We’d entered the open space on its north side, and that gave us a clear view of the damaged necropolis. The eastern and western walls had been carved from the limestone, and their surfaces were slick with a faint sheen of moisture that leaked from the craggy ceiling overhead. The walls were covered with what might have once been rows of regular patterns, but centuries of erosion had all but erased them and transformed this once-impressive home for the dead into a decrepit ruin.

Whoever had built this place had fashioned it after the design of some ancient city now long buried by the sands of history. The tombs that remained stood like homes arranged in a city block. Open spaces between these orderly blocks of graves reminded me of roads. Once smooth and flat, these flagstone patches were now littered with small animal skeletons and fist-sized chunks of porous rock that had fallen from the ceiling. The same moisture that had turned the walls into glossy slates had worn tiny grooves through the flagstones between the tombs, and now patches of gray moss spread across the pitted stones like blotches of mold over old bread.

“This place has seen better days,” I said. “Any ideas who built it?”

“Don’t ask me,” Kezakazek shrugged. “I was born beneath the purple sun of Erzelosh. We didn’t waste time or resources building fancy houses for dead people.”

“And I’m just a poor little dungeon guardian,” Zillah added. “I don’t know nothin’.”

All eyes turned to Nephket, the only one of my dungeon guardians who had been born and raised on this world.

“The people of Soketra have always venerated their dead,” Nephket said. “Especially since so many of our leaders perished and rose again as dungeon lords. Better to build an elaborate tomb for a king who never rises again than to neglect one who comes back as a vengeful dungeon lord.”

“Makes sense,” I said. “But seems like a pain in the ass to build it all the way down here.”

“Soketra has changed much over the millenia,” Nephket explained. “This may once have been much closer to the surface. It’s possible some cataclysm...”

Nephket’s words faded away as Rathokhetra asserted himself and piped up.

“The Marrow War,” he rasped through my thoughts. “The blood of gods disturbs the fallen—”

“Fun history lesson, Neph, but we’ve got company,” Zillah called out. “There.”

She pointed her mancatcher spear ahead and to our right. A small knot of undead creatures shambled out of a shadowed walkway and lurched in our direction. Pale blue flames glowed in the pits of a skeleton’s skull, and the glassy, sunken eyeballs of a pair of zombies rolled in their sockets. The rotten creatures were unnerving to look at, but they seemed more miserable and pathetic than truly fearsome. A quick glimpse from my dungeon sight proved my initial thoughts correct.

<<<>>>

Skeleton

Medium undead, lawful evil

Armor Class: 13 (Armor Scraps)

Hit Points: 4 to 20 (Average 13)

Speed: 30 feet

STR: 10 (+0)

DEX: 14 (+2)

CON: 15 (+2)

INT: 6 (-2)

WIS: 8 (-1)

CHA: 5 (-3)

Damage Vulnerability: Bludgeoning

Damage Immunity: Poison

Condition Immunities: Exhaustion, Poisoned

Senses: Dark Sight 60 feet, Passive Perception 9

Languages: Understands Common, but cannot speak

Challenge: 1/4

Actions

Bash: Melee Weapon Attack: +4 to hit, reach 5 feet, one target. Hit: 1 to 4 (Average 2) bludgeoning damage.

Zombie

Medium undead, neutral evil

Armor Class: 8

Hit Points: 12 to 33 (Average 22)

Speed: 20 feet

STR: 13 (+1)

DEX: 6 (-2)

CON: 16 (+3)

INT: 3 (-4)

WIS: 6 (-2)

CHA: 5 (-3)

Damage Immunity: Poison

Condition Immunity: Poisoned

Senses: Dark Sight 60 feet, Passive Perception 8

Languages: Understands Common, but cannot speak

Challenge: 1/4 

Undead Resilience: If the zombie is reduced to 0 hit points by damage, it is allowed a Constitution save (5 + damage taken). On a success, the zombie drops to 1 hit point instead. This save is negated if the damage was caused by celestial weapons.

Actions

Slam: Melee Weapon Attack: +3 to hit, reach 5 feet, one target. Hit: 2 to 7 (Average 4) bludgeoning damage.

<<<>>>

If this was the worst the necropolis had to throw at us, we’d have it mopped up in time for lunch. The skeletons were especially vulnerable to the clubs I’d made for the wahket, and none of the undead would have a chance to reach the cat women through their shield wall defense. Piece of cake. 

“Hold your ground,” I said to Zillah before she could lead a charge to meet the undead. “Lure them into the dungeon so we can harvest their ka.”

The scorpion queen grimaced at my suggestion but nodded. She might’ve been the most headstrong amongst my guardians, but she was also the most obedient. Where Nephket would challenge my judgment if she thought it put the wahket in danger, and Kezakazek would challenge me just because, Zillah held her tongue and did as she was told even when she didn’t want to.

“Anunaset, Sabra, Aliyah, and Nenet to the front,” Zillah commanded. “Spears ready, shields locked into a wall. Your job is to hold the undead so the second rank can finish them with their clubs.”

The wahket formed up quickly and efficiently. Zillah hadn’t had much time with them, but she’d worked the cat women hard to turn them into a fighting unit. Those she’d named stood shoulder to shoulder a few feet back from the dungeon’s mouth. They braced their spears to meet the shambling charge of the undead and leaned into one another for mutual support. The edges of their shields overlapped to form a wall that the zombies would be hard pressed to push through.

The remaining wahket crowded in behind the front rank. They’d slung their shields and spears over their shoulders and held their clubs in two-handed grips. They supported the weight of the weapons on their shoulders like major league sluggers ready for their turn at the plate. I pitied the undead skulls the beating they were about to take.

The skeleton was faster than the rotting corpses behind him and led the charge at the wahket. Its bony arms and legs clattered and rattled as it made its way toward us, but the skeleton had no weapons to speak of and its teeth were cracked and splintered down to ragged nubs. 

The zombies that followed it were no better armed or armored, and what little clothing they’d once worn had long since rotted away until not even threads covered their putrid flesh. Their teeth were in somewhat better shape than the skeleton’s, but their jaws hung slack as if they didn’t have the strength to snap them closed.

Zillah glanced at me and rolled her eyes at the pathetic threat posed by the undead, and I felt her disdain for the loathsome creatures. She wanted to rush out and behead the lot of them with her snap-jawed spear, but she held her ground out of respect for my wishes. The scorpion queen lived to fight, and it rankled her to watch this one from the back row. 

The skeleton shambled across the threshold of my dungeon, and the wahket kept their shields raised and weapons at the ready as the threat neared. They were trained to strike only when given the order to attack, and Zillah remained silent. Their apprehension grew as the undead clattered toward them, but they did not unleash their weapons. The front line did raise their shields and thrust them forward to hold the undead at bay, but their spears remained braced.

“Now!” Zillah shouted. “Right side, pin that dickless bone banger to the wall!”

Anunaset and Sabra moved as one. They pivoted to line up their attacks, then thrust their spears forward into the cage of the skeleton’s ribs. The sharp tips of their weapons passed between the curved bones and the undead’s spine. With a shout, the pair of wahket swung their spears hard to the right and smashed the skeleton into the dungeon’s wall with a sound that reminded me of biting down on a popcorn kernel.

The animated stick figure clacked its teeth together and lost a few ribs, but that didn’t slow it down. Its eyes burned with the eternal fury of the grave, and its hands scrabbled at the wahket’s weapons. It dragged itself up the wahket’s spears, one lurching step at a time.

Anunaset and her ally held their ground as the creature’s gnashing jaws drew nearer to their hands, and even I wondered when the scorpion queen would give the order to finish the fight.

“Back rank, strike!” Zillah shouted at the last possible second.

The two wahket on the right side of the second row, Nanu and Kissa, raised their weapons and brought them down in a pair of powerful overhead smashes. The skeleton’s skull exploded into a spray of brittle bony fragments, and it collapsed into a cloud of gray dust that smelled like old books and sea salt.

Before the wahket could celebrate their victory over the first undead, the zombies shambled into the fray. They’d been slower than the skeleton, but that didn’t matter up close. The living corpses hurled their bodies toward the front row of the wahket, and the cat women were forced to react before Zillah could bark the next set of orders at them.

As one, the wahket thrust their shields forward to drive back the undead. The first zombie stumbled back from the shield’s impact, but the second was smarter. The hideous monster clamped its jaws across the top of an iron-banded shield and dragged it down with the sheer weight of its body.

The sudden gap in their defenses might’ve been the end of the wahket, but they remembered their training. The cat women on either side of the gap thrust their spears forward, and the tips punched through the creature’s chest. The blow would’ve been fatal to a living man, but the zombie wasn’t even inconvenienced when his heart became a pincushion.

The animated corpse groaned and flailed its arms at the wahket, but the spears through its chest held it at a safe distance.

Unfortunately, that safe distance also put it out of reach of the clubs of the cat women in the second rank. Meanwhile, the zombie who’d bounced off the shields dragged itself back onto its feet and re-entered the fray.

“Second rank, spears!” Zillah shouted. She cursed when she realized she couldn’t reach past the tightly clustered wahket to attack the zombies with her own spear. “Now!”

“Dammit,” Kezakazek snarled. She wove an arcane pattern between her fingers and spat a series of guttural consonants. Her acid sphere was deadly, but it would take a few seconds to form.

A few seconds the wahket might not have.

The pinioned zombie groaned again and thrust itself forward. The effort was too much for its body, and the whole left side of his torso tore away from its spine and breastbone. Decayed organs slopped onto the floor in a disgusting puddle, and a horrible stench swept through the dungeon corridor.

Anunaset shouted in dismay as the now-freed zombie slammed into her shield. She drove her spear forward, but its haft couldn’t find purchase as it slipped through the ruins of the undead’s chest. 

The zombie’s teeth gnashed together as it tried to pry the shield from Anunaset’s grasp. The creature wasn’t strong, but its weight was unwieldy and the grotesque stench that surrounded it made the cat women cough and retch.

“Second rank!” Zillah shouted. “Strike!”

While the front ranks of the wahket hacked and wheezed from the corrupt miasma that clawed at their throats and lungs, the second rank sprang into action. The two in the center of the formation had their spears free and thrust them straight into the zombie’s skull.

The rotted cranium shattered and sprayed bits of decayed gray matter in every direction like a bowl of Jell-O hit by a bowling ball dropped from the tenth floor. Smelly gore splattered the wahket, and for the briefest moment their battle line wavered.

The second zombie plowed into their ranks. With their shields in disarray and their weapons out of position, the wahket were unable to defend themselves against the ungainly attack.

“Form up!” Zillah shouted. “Remember your damned training, pussycats!”

Kez unleashed her acid sphere into the zombie’s face, and the undead staggered back. Half its face dissolved into a black-and-red slop that drooled onto the floor as its deflated eye dangled from its socket.

The wahket shouted in surprise at the attack but took advantage of the breathing room it earned them. They hauled their shields back into position and readied their spears once again.

“That was close,” Nephket murmurred so low only I heard her words. She fretted over her wahket like a mother lion over her cubs, but she didn’t inject herself into their battle. Zillah was the commander, and my familiar knew better than to confuse the cat women by adding her  voice to the fray. 

“They’ve got this.” I reached out to squeeze her hand. “Trust them.”

“Finish it,” Zillah said. “Let’s not get bogged down with a few fucking zombies, ladies.” 

“Yes, ma’am!” Anunaset shouted. “Wahket, strike!”

The front row slammed their spears into the zombie’s torso, but didn’t push it back. They held it close to their shields even as its jaws chomped at the air in front of their faces and rancid fluids sprayed across them.

The second rank’s spears thrust into the zombie, too, nearly cutting it in half. With a shout, the club-wielding cat women on the outside of the back row lunged forward and hammered the decayed monstrosity’s skull into goo.

“Nice!” Zillah whooped. “Boss, Pinchy says we’ve got company headed our way from the east and more far to the south.”

The wahket looked a little shaken by their first battle of the day, but despite their gore-spattered faces they didn’t seem any the worse for wear. Best to keep them moving and finish this nasty job before they had too much time to think about how close they’d come to disaster.

“Let’s not keep the welcome party waiting,” I said.

I pushed the dungeon past the first crumbled tombs ahead of us, then turned hard to the east when I heard the shuffle-clatter of approaching zombies and skeletons.

The dungeon corridor plowed through the ruins of a tomb like a bulldozer through a snowman, and pieces of shattered masonry and cracked stone rained down around the gang of skeletons and zombies ahead of us. This was a larger group than the first we’d encountered, and I sensed the tension in the air as the cat women braced for battle.

The wahket remained in formation as we advanced and were ready for the five skeletons that charged into the dungeon. The bony bastards slammed into the shield wall with rib-shattering force, but they didn’t even seem to notice the damage they’d caused to themselves. Their jaws clacked together in a desperate attempt to reach the wahket, but the skeletons couldn’t get past the shields.

The second rank moved at the same instant that Zillah called for them to strike. Their clubs shattered the skulls of three of the skeletons in the blink of an eye, and the dungeon hallway filled with a cloud of bone powder that reminded me of moldering books in a forgotten corner of a secondhand bookstore.

For a moment, the wahket were blinded. They held fast, but I saw a danger they couldn’t detect.

“They’re coming over the top!” I shouted. “Clubs, swing!”

The remaining skeletons had taken advantage of the distraction to haul themselves up and over the shields of the wahket in the front row. The bony monsters were light and surprisingly nimble, and before the front rank could respond, the bad guys were behind them.

The club-wielding cat women in the second rank swung blindly. They weren’t in a panic, not quite, but it was a near thing.

The first club whistled through the smoke and managed to miss both the skeleton and, thankfully, the other wahket. I cringed at how near a miss it was and offered up a silent dungeon lord prayer that the next one wouldn’t take off the head of one of the cat women in the front rank.

Fortunately, the second club hit a skeleton and ripped its jaw clean off. It wasn’t a fatal blow, but it staggered the creature, who lost its footing when it stepped back into the first rank of cat women.

“What is that sound?” Nephket asked.

A strange piping warbled through the air. It reminded me of a badly out-of-tune bagpipe played by someone with no skill whatsoever. The distorted music, if you could call it that, unnerved me, and it was getting closer.

“Front rank, hold!” Zillah shouted.

The cloud of dust had settled, and the clear air revealed a very bad scene.

The wahket’s training hadn’t included any tips on what to do when your enemies monkey over your shield wall. Anunaset still faced forward, ready to deal with any threats that popped up, but Aliyah, who anchored the right-hand side of the formation, had turned to face the skeleton who’d bumped into her back.

Which left her open to attack by the trio of zombies who’d finally made it into the dungeon.

“Zillah!” Nephket shouted when she saw the danger. “Do something!”

“Ah, fuck,” Kezakazek groaned. She’d positioned herself far to the left of the dungeon corridor and peered out past the wahket. “There are a lot more creepy-crawlies headed this way. Like, a lot more.”

“Screw this noise,” I shouted. “I’m incarnating.”

“Boss!” Zillah shouted. She jumped forward and dug her chitinous legs into the dungeon’s wall. With a war cry, she vaulted to the ceiling, then twisted and dropped down behind the zombies. The scorpion queen used her spear to hook the rotter that had moved toward Aliyah’s back and flung it back out of the dungeon. “Save your ka. We’ve got this.”

Nephket raised her voice, and a warm chant surrounded my whole team with strands of golden energy that both lifted our spirits and restored our stamina. I glanced at her, and she nodded back at me.

If Zillah said we had it, I trusted her to make sure that was true.

Rathokhetra muttered his agreement at the back of my thoughts, which was almost enough to make me get physical just to spite him. That asshole had a very different idea of sound tactics than me. He’d let all the wahket die if it furthered his goals.

I was not going to be that kind of dungeon lord.

The wahket in the back rank cried out and smashed the skeletons to tiny bits. They wisely avoided any further head shots, which prevented more explosions of blinding dust from screwing things up for them. Instead, they hammered the creatures’ arms off, then smashed their legs to pieces and kicked their skulls back down the dungeon.

“What a mess,” Kezakazek grumbled. She poked one of the skulls with her toes, and when it didn’t try to bite her, picked it up. “This would look good in your throne room, though.”

Zillah and the rest of the wahket dealt with the three zombies in short order, but there wasn’t much of a breather. We’d taken down five zombies and six skeletons so far, but there was nearly twice that number of undead headed our way.

I checked my ka vessels and cursed when I saw that I’d only added four motes of ka after all that fuss. The wahket were valiant fighters, but they were still zero-level commoners and even the pathetic challenge rating of the skeletons and zombies gave them a run for their money. I needed to figure out a way to raise the level of the cat women, and fast. There was no sense in endangering their lives for so little return.

“Hold your ground,” Zillah barked at the wahket. “I have to go out there and see what the fuck is going on.”

“You sure that’s a good idea?” I asked Zillah. “You’re too important to die on a scouting mission.”

“As if. I need to deal with that noise,” Zillah said. “Something is calling the undead to us. For all I know, it’s raising them.”

That didn’t sit well with me at all. I wasn’t a necromancy expert, but I’d been under the impression this necropolis was a static sort of thing. If there was some creeper out there making more zombies and skeletons, maybe it was time to go back for reinforcements. Four times as many wahket would certainly help out.

I said as much, but Zillah shook her head and waved off my concerns.

“It’s probably nothing,” she said. “But I’ve got to go before the whole horde gets here.”

With that, she blew me a kiss and then boogied on out of the dungeon. When she was in a hurry, the scorpion queen used her human legs and all six of her scorpion legs to haul ass. She built up a full head of steam before she reached the oncoming parade of the living-impaired, then bounded off to the right, scrambled across the roof of a fallen tomb, and vanished from sight.

“She’s something,” Kezakazek sighed, almost wistfully. “Where’d you find her?”

“Long story,” I said, but then the zombies arrived, and story time was over.

Upright corpses ripe with rot and festooned with hanging patches of moss and mold stumbled down the main thoroughfare of the necropolis. Their skeletal friends wormed their way toward the front of the procession, and the jaws of all those skulls clattered together with a sound like a castanet troop in hell.

The wahket held their shields and weapons at the ready, but I felt the fear that wormed its way through them. They hadn’t broken, but this field trip had turned a lot darker than they’d imagined possible.

“You’ve got this,” I said. I used my dungeon lord powers to appear before the wahket in my Super Sentai getup. I wore head-to-toe gold armor studded with blue gems that blazed with electric power. My khopesh was an extra-fancy version of itself, as well, and looked like it would cut down a tree as easily as lop off a head. “You are the warriors of Lord Rathokhetra, and these creatures are nothing before your might!”

“For Lord Rathokhetra!” the wahket cried.

Kezakazek twisted her hands through painful contortions and barked a series of twisted syllables. One of the drow’s trusty acid spheres exploded out of her hands and plowed through the horde of undead a few yards outside our dungeon. The deadly ball sizzled and popped as it blew through a skeleton’s sternum and shattered its spine. The creature’s head popped off like a snipped daisy, and its bones collapsed to the ground with a dusty rattle.

The rest of the undead tromped forward and ground their fallen compatriot into splinters of dust. The stench that rose from their decayed flesh was enough to make even a dungeon lord gag, and the wahket swallowed hard and brushed at their sensitive noses as if they could wipe the stench away.

“Hold your ground,” I barked in my best Zillah imitation. “Focus on your shields. Let the horde smashed up against them, and the second rank can finish them off. Nephket, keep their strength up. I’m here to help, too.”

Nephket’s voice became louder and more strident in response, and the golden glow around the wahket intensified. The cat women stiffened as new energy buoyed their spirits and energized their muscles.

The leading edge of the horde slammed into their shields. It was composed mostly of skeletons, who clung to the iron rims of the round barriers in a vain attempt to wrench the protection from the wahket’s hands.

“For Rathokhetra!” the cat women shouted again. They thrust their shields forward, and the impact slammed the skeletons back into the next wave of attackers. Bones cracked and popped, and a trio of skulls let out one last chatter before they crumbled to dust.

But the horde was far from stopped. They surged forward in a concerted wave that rocked the first row of wahket back on their heels. Zombies and skeletons thrust their heads forward, and their jaws clacked together inches from the noses of the embattled cat women.

“For Rathokhetra!” the second rank of wahket shouted. They threw their weight into the backs of their allies and swung their clubs in an even, precise rhythm. The spiked weapons shattered naked skulls and crushed jellied brains into sticky goo that clung to their weapons and dripped down their arms like slime.

But not all of the zombies that took a hit went down. For every three that fell, another wobbled on its feet and surged back to the attack. Their undead fortitude let them shrug off some of the fatal blows, which turned the tide of the battle in their favor.

The warriors in the front rank choked and gagged at the horrible smells that rose from their enemies’ ruptured skulls and shredded bodies, but they kept their shields held high to defend the fighters in the second rank. The club-wielding wahket in the second rank took advantage of their defenses to put every ounce of strength they could muster into their attacks. The squad of wahket had become a war machine. They operated as a single, flesh-and-blood unit with one purpose: to destroy the undead.

As the grinding battle carried on, I was still with the wahket but my attention shifted to focus on the battle as a whole. From my new vantage, it was obvious the battle line had mired the undead in a relentless slaughter. As long as the shields held up, the second row could safely batter the undead into lifeless heaps of putrefied flesh and splintered bone.

Despite the horrifying resilience of the zombies, the wahket’s methodical strategy evened the fight. The second row had adapted their tactics to quickly swing a second time if any of their foes didn’t fall. The extra effort cost them energy, but the wahket were sturdy and their endurance was impressive.

The skeletons tried to scramble up and over the shields, but the press of undead bodies at the front line was too close to allow that trick to work again. Bony feet slid off rotten shoulders and moldy scalps, and the skeletons were crushed between the weight of their allies at their backs and the unyielding line of shields shoved in their faces. 

The wahket’s training had seen them through the worst of the fight, it seemed, and now it was just a matter of time before the dead died once more. It was grim, ugly work, but it was just work.

The middle ranks of the undead onslaught were likewise without challenge. There was no strategy here; the undead moved forward until they couldn’t make any more progress. When a living corpse in the front fell, the next one stepped up to take its place. 

If the undead smelled flesh, or detected life, or whatever it was they used to find their prey, they snapped and clawed in a vain attempt to get some life into their cold, empty bellies. It was gross, but it wasn’t much more dangerous than the mosh pit at your local black metal music festival.

The problem was beyond the fight. More zombies and skeletons headed toward the battle every minute. They were slow and shambling, sure, but they’d wear the wahket down eventually. Nephket’s voice would wear out, or a shield would break, and then...

“I’m going to incarnate,” I said. “It’s the only way—”

“Give Zillah a chance,” Kezakazek said. “She’s been gone less than two minutes. Let her do what she’s best at.”

“Killing things?” I asked.

“You know it,” Kez responded. That even earned a wink from Nephket.

“Have it your way,” I said. “But I’m going to watch this from the front row, just in case.”

I strode through the wahket and the mess of dead and undead bodies. From my vantage point, I saw the source of our problems.

A twisted black lump of a zombie crouched deeper within the necropolis. Its mouth hung open impossibly wide, and where its tongue should have been the creature sported an enormous trumpet-like fungal growth. Black light poured from the deformed creature’s eyes, and an even darker cloud of spores drifted from the mutant fungus that jutted from its jaw. The spores attracted hungry undead like the smell of sizzling burgers attracted hungry stoners to their local In-N-Out. 

That disgusting piece of shit had turned our leisurely undead killing field trip into a clusterfuck. He had to go.

Zillah should have found that little asshole and popped him like a zit in no time. 

So where the hell was she?

“Zillah!” I called out to her mind. “There’s an asshole at the back of the pack. He’s ringing the dinner bell for his buddies.”

“I know,” she thought back at me. For once, she’d actually been listening when I called. “But I need to plug this hole or they’ll just keep coming.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” I thought to her.

This time, there was no answer. But I felt her strain in my mind, and then a wave of relief washed out of her and into my thoughts.

The wahket shouted my dungeon lord name again, and the tide of battle swirled around me. Their shields rang with blows as the zombies and skeletons pounded at them, and gobbets of mutilated flesh rained down around the wahket. They were holding up their end of the deal, but they were flagging. There were limits even to Nephket’s magic.

“Now I’m starting to worry,” Kezakazek said. She prepared an acid sphere. “Is she all right?”

“I guess we’ll see,” I said. “I’m going to bite the bullet and incarnate to clear these bastards out of here.”

“So much ka,” Kezakazek muttered, then flung her corrosive ball through a zombie’s left eye. It burst out the back of the critter’s head with a gruesome splash.

“I don’t see that I have much of a choice,” I said.

And then the necropolis came tumbling down.

Or at least a big portion of its southern end collapsed even more.

Boulders the size of city buses back on Earth crashed down with a roar like thunder. A cloud of dust billowed toward us from the south end of the necropolis, but there was no sign of Zillah.

“Get back here,” I demanded. “Now.”

No answer.

Had my deadliest guardian buried herself in a cave-in?

If she had, I’d find some way to bring her back and kill her again for making me worry.

The cloud had reached the freaky zombie trumpeter, and Zillah still hadn’t appeared.

Anunaset took over for Zillah and barked commands at her sisters to keep them focused and raise their flagging spirits. She chanted a steady cadence and the second rank echoed the beats of her rhythm with blows from their clubs. They were exhausted, but they’d managed to drop enough zombies and skeletons to form a natural barricade in front of the first rank of shields. To reach the wahket, the undead now had to crawl over and slosh through a mound of corpse goo that slowed their movements.

The good guys might just win this one yet.

But would it be worth it if it cost me Zillah?

Kezakazek sent acid spheres into the undead with a slow but steady rhythm. Her voice had grown hoarse from the effort of spellcasting, but she didn’t slow down or hesitate. Her seething missiles burned through their bodies and unleashed gouts of corrupt, black fluids from the craters they left behind.

If I didn’t know better, I’d swear the rough edge to her voice was caused by the faint line of tears that leaked from her right eye.

Incarnating wouldn’t save Zillah, but maybe there was another way.

I shouted and stabbed my finger toward the growing cloud of dust. My dungeon shot forward and I raced along with it. The undead tripped and stumbled as the floor moved under their feet and the walls surrounded them, but I ignored them.

Small rocks bounced off the top of my dungeon’s corridor, but I ignored those, too. I kept on moving even when the dungeon entered the dust-choked section of the necropolis.

“Zillah!” I shouted. “Zillah!”

“Here,” she coughed from ahead of me. 

I urged the dungeon forward and ran smack into the black trumpeter. 

I was prepared to incarnate to kill the damned thing, but never got the chance.

Zillah burst from the dust and flicked a spray of disgusting black glue from the tips of her mancatcher spear. Tatters of rotted flesh dangled from her chitinous knees and hung from the tip of her tail stinger like sodden streamers. Her body was coated with vile smears, but her teeth gleamed white in a triumphant grin. This is what the scorpion queen was best at, and she loved it.

“Hey, asshole,” she shouted as she landed behind the fungus-mouthed freak. It bleated in confusion, and the sound made Zillah wrinkle her nose in disgust. “Shut up.”

The zombie caller swiveled its head to face the scorpion queen, which was the last thing it ever did.

Zillah thrust her spear forward, and the serrated inner edges of the twin tines crashed into the vile creature’s mouth. The mushroom instrument crumbled apart in mealy chunks and black spores burst from the creature’s savaged maw in a gauzy black cloud. Zillah’s spear pierced the creature’s head and separated the top half of its skull from the lower jaw. The black body sagged as its head flipped up into the air.

With a shout, Zillah snapped the spear’s tines closed, tossed her weapon into the air, and caught it in a two-handed grip. She swung for all she was worth and caught the head at the top of its arc. Her brutal, full-body swing sent the mushy skull out into the darkness beyond the necropolis. I thought I heard a wet splat as it found the ground, but maybe that was just wishful thinking.

“Nice shot, slugger,” I said. “Took you long enough.”

“There was a hole in the rubble back there. That’s where the undead were coming from, so I had to close it,” she explained. “Then I had to kill all the zombies and skeletons that came through the hole. Also, the ceiling almost fell on me.”

“Excuses, excuses,” I teased her. “Let’s get back to the wahket and see if they need any help finishing this fight.”

“Go ahead,” the scorpion queen said. “I want to check something.”

“Make it quick,” I said. “I don’t like the idea of you wandering around out here alone.”

“Worrywart,” she said. “I’ll be fine.”

The fungus creature’s death had taken the wind out of the zombies and skeletons. They moved slower and their attacks were clumsier. By the time I’d returned, the wahket had beaten the last of the walking corpses into goo, and the skeletons were little more than splinters of bone. The dungeon reeked of decay, but the wahket grinned and slapped each other on the backs.

I appeared before them as I appraised their condition. The wahket had suffered some minor wounds, but they’d slaughtered more than thirty of the undead. They’d acquitted themselves even better than I’d hoped. And I’d earned ten ka so far, to boot.

The day was looking up.

“You have fought well,” I said to the cat women.

“That they did,” Nephket agreed. Her voice was hoarse from the effort of chanting during the battle, but the priestess beamed with pride for her people. “Perhaps now would be a good time to head back and get some rest. I want to tend to these wounds as well, to make sure none of them get infected.”

“You’re right,” I said. Dungeon lords don’t need to sleep or rest, but that didn’t prevent me from feeling wrung out and exhausted. The fight’s tension had drained me, and I looked forward to just chilling in my burial chamber for a few hours. We’d cleaned out the necropolis and earned a break.

“Here comes trouble,” Kezakazek said.

“Hey, boss,” Zillah called as she approached. “Got something to show you.”

She tossed the blackened, blobby body of the decapitated trumpeter down in front of us. The wahket wrinkled their noses and stepped away from the mess. Even by undead standards, this one reeked. The spores that leaked from it released a bitter stench that chewed at my nose and throat like a whiff of battery acid.

“If you’re trying to spoil my appetite, you succeeded,” I said.

“You’re funny,” Zillah said with a wink. “But I know you can’t eat, so there’s only one appetite that I’m worried about. And I don’t think I could ruin that if I tried.”

She took in a deep breath and arched her back to emphasize her point. Despite the blood splatters, the rags of rotten flesh snared by her chitinous armor, and the stink in the dungeon, she was right. Just the sight of her was enough to fill my head with impure thoughts.

“What are we looking at?” Nephket asked. She had one hand over her nose and mouth, and her eyes watered. As bad as the dead thing smelled to me, it must’ve been torture for the priestess with her sensitive nostrils.

“This thing is a problem,” Zillah said. She used the tip of her spear to pry the remains of its lower jaw away from its throat. The decayed flesh and brittle bone snapped off to reveal the gruesome stump of the zombie’s neck. A spongy white mushroom had grown to fill the entirety of the undead’s throat, and I imagined that repulsive growth had spread down into its lungs like an alien cancer.

But the fruiting body wasn’t what Zillah wanted me to see. She fished something out of the ruins of its neck and held it out on the tips of her spear.

It was a black iron collar.

“What the hell is that?” I asked. Who would chain up a zombie? It didn’t make any sense.

“That,” Zillah said with an exaggerated pause for emphasis, “is a dungeon lord’s slave collar.”

“We’ve got a neighbor,” the scorpion queen continued. “And we’d better find him before he finds us.”
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Chapter 3: The Threat
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KEZAKAZEK PUNTED A fractured skull off the top of the mound of defeated undead. The yellowed bone wobbled through the air in an ungainly arc and shattered against the side of one of the mausoleum’s moldering tombs. It unleashed a cloud of off-white dust that drifted off to the west on a subterranean air current.

“I take it this means our field trip to the Tomb of the Buried Kings has been canceled,” the drow pouted.

“For the moment,” I admitted. “Looks like we’ve got bigger fish to fry, unfortunately.”

“I don’t recognize this glyph,” Zillah said. She extended her spear to offer me the blackened iron collar that dangled from one of its tips. “But I’ve been out of circulation for a while. Could be a newbie. Or maybe an old dungeon lord who’s been hiding down here for a very, very long time. Either way, we’re going to kill him very, very hard.”

If the scorpion queen didn’t recognize a dungeon lord’s calling card, I doubted I’d have much better luck. I was far newer at this than she was, given that my time on Soketra could have been measured in hours as easily as days.

Still, it couldn’t hurt to examine it. I tried to scoop the collar off the spear for a better look, but my hand passed right through it. I wasn’t about to waste the ka to incarnate, so I leaned in closer to get a better look.

The collar wasn’t black, as I’d first thought, but a deep crimson. Rust or, judging by the smell of the thing, blood flecked its surface in ugly patches, and the entire thing glistened with an unwholesome moisture. I tried to imagine this around my own throat and felt a pang of pity for my enemy’s slaves. The heavy metal would’ve chewed into the meat it surrounded, and every day the burden would have become greater.

“Can you move it a little?” I asked the scorpion queen. “I want to get a better look at the inside of it.”

Zillah tilted the ugly collar, and chunks of dead meat slithered away from it to reveal the intricate runes etched along its interior curve.

Faint glimmers of magical power glowed in the depths of those glyphs like the yellow-green pulses from a firefly’s tail.

“I don’t recognize this either,” I said. “Maybe there’s something around here.”

I peered around the back side of the collar, just to be sure I hadn’t missed anything, and spied a spidery rune etched into the lock. Before I could even register what I’d seen, a flash of recognition slammed through my memories like a thunderbolt.

My head filled with a ferocious din, like a junkyard dog was barking itself hoarse inside my skull. I didn’t recognize the collar’s rune, but the old Rathokhetra certainly did, and he did not like what he saw. A cold dread settled over me as burning letters filled my head.

<<<>>>

Delsinia, The Nightmare’s Bride

<<<>>>

Nephket splashed through the gory remains of the fallen undead to reach my side. The clawed fingers of her right hand wrapped around my forearm, and her other arm hooked around my waist. She shivered as if she’d sensed Rathokhetra’s disturbance.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

I draped my arm around Neph’s shoulders and squeezed her closer to me. Rathokhetra raged in my thoughts and unleashed an incoherent flood of raw vitriol that threatened to drown me in its ferocity. His emotions had no focus; I couldn’t even tell if he was pissed at this Delsinia or me. 

“I’m fine,” I said, which was technically true. Rathokhetra’s anger had knocked me for a loop, but it wouldn’t do any lasting harm. At least, I didn’t think so. “Just pissed. I thought wiping out the necropolis would give us some breathing room and buy us time to strengthen our defenses before a new pack of assholes showed up on our doorstep.”

“Aw,” Zillah said with a smirk. She leaned on her spear and kissed me on the nose. “You’re cute. Dungeon lords always have someone they need to kill, or someone who wants to kill them. It’s fun like that.”

“You need to upgrade your abilities,” Kezakazek chided me. “Your ka won’t do any of us any good locked away in your core if another dungeon lord steals it from you.”

A seething spray of anger erupted through my thoughts at Kezakazek’s words. That she would dare try to tell me, her dungeon lord, what to do with my resources was unthinkable. I should have her flayed—

Whoa. Where the hell had that come from?

I bit my tongue before I said something I’d regret and took a deep breath. I felt Rathokhetra at the back of my thoughts like a churning thundercloud of petty anger. He was still pissed as hell about, or at, Delsinia, and his wrath spilled over onto me every time I let my guard down. I needed to keep a closer eye on him before he goaded me into doing something stupid.

“No one’s stealing anything from me,” I said with a warning glance toward the drow. I shifted my eyes meaningfully toward the cluster of wahket who waited on the other side of the pile of pulped zombie corpses and shattered skeletons. “We’ll deal with this threat and get on with our lives.”

Nephket took my cue and gave me a quick hug before she returned to the wahket. Gratitude swelled in my heart as I watched her go, and I was very glad I didn’t have to give her explicit instructions to move the cat women away from us. Her thoughts buzzed in my mind as she urged the wahket to tend to their wounds and clean the mess off their gear.

While the cat women were distracted, I motioned for Zillah and Kezakazek to gather closer to me.

“I’m open to suggestions on what to upgrade,” I said. “We gained ten ka from slaughtering the bad guys, so I’ve got thirty motes to spend. I don’t want to blow it all on one thing, and I’d like to keep a reserve in case I need something specific to deal with a problem that pops up, but I’m willing to listen to your opinions.”

“You could advance us,” Kezakazek suggested. “That’s a third-level upgrade, so it costs ten motes of ka. All of your guardians would be the same challenge rating as your dungeon’s level.”

I summoned my tablet to confirm Kezakazek’s memories.

“Nice try, Kez. That’s a third of my ka for not very much benefit.” I said. “Zillah’s already at the same challenge rating as my dungeon, and Neph is my familiar, not a guardian. The only one who’d get any benefit out of that ka is you.”

The drow muttered something under her breath that sounded suspiciously like “motherfucker,” but I let it slide. She was my guardian with benefits, but she was also an evil dark elf with goals and motives all her own. I couldn’t fault her for wanting to increase her personal power, but I wouldn’t indulge her dark dreams at the expense of the rest of my dungeon.

“You should improve your ability to earn ka,” Zillah suggested. “You’re only getting one mote of ka for every three monsters with challenge ratings below one, and one mote of ka for every monster with a challenge rating above one. My old boss wasn’t much more powerful than you, and he got a lot more ka than that when he killed monsters who wandered into his dungeon.”

I summoned the Tablet of Transformation and scanned the list of third-level upgrades.

“Minor Enchantment, Healing Aura, and Ka Purification,” I read. “Those are the second- and third-level transformation abilities.”

“Ka Purification,” Zillah said with conviction.

“Enchantment might be nice, actually,” the drow countered. “I could use a set of magical armor that would protect my assets better than these rags.”

“I could have made you new clothes,” I pointed out. “But you told me you liked the rags.”

“I said I liked the way the rags made you look at me,” Kezakazek corrected. “Not the same thing.”

“Healing Aura could be useful,” Nephket offered as she returned from her sidebar with the wahket. “It could help the worshipers recover more quickly from battles.”

My familiar had a point there. Anything that could keep the wahket in fighting trim was a good thing.

But my heart sank as I read the description aloud.

<<<>>>

HEALING AURA

Duration: Permanent

Cost: 10 motes of ka

When this ability is purchased, the dungeon lord’s core emits a soothing golden aura that doubles the healing rate of all guardians and worshipers within fifty feet of the dungeon core.

<<<>>>

“That’s the problem,” I sighed, then continued with a lowered voice so the cat women wouldn’t overhear. “The wahket aren’t guardians or worshipers. They’re followers, but that doesn’t seem to really to give them any of the bennies that come from working for a dungeon lord.”

Nephket’s brow furrowed, but she nodded her head.

“Until we get a temple and can properly indoctrinate them, the wahket are in limbo,” the priestess said. “We need to rectify that situation. Soon.”

“I’d love to, but I don’t see a temple chamber anywhere on the Tablet of Engineering. It must be a higher-level ability,” I said.

Minor Enchantment looked nice, but I was positive that minor magical items were probably worth a damned fortune, and my hundreds of gold pieces did not constitute much of a treasure trove.

“Ka Purification it is,” I said. “At least that should let me get more ka, faster.”

“That’s what it’s all about,” Zillah said. She patted my back approvingly, and I felt ka gush out of my core as I invested in the new ability.

<<<>>>

KA PURIFICATION

Duration: Permanent

Cost: 5 motes of ka

When this ability is purchased, the dungeon lord harvests ka from monsters based on their challenge rating relative to the dungeon level. The amount of ka gained is equal to the cost to purchase an encounter equal to the challenge rating of the slain monsters.

<<<>>>

I briefly looked through the other tablets for more options, but there weren’t any that seemed reasonable. The incarnation tablet had several spellcasting abilities available at third level, which would’ve been nice if I didn’t have to incarnate to cast spells. There were some other abilities that would help with the cost of incarnation, but that was just digging myself a deeper hole in the short term. Incarnate Efficiency was a level-two ability that would reduce my cost to incarnate to eight motes per minute, but it was a five-mote investment to purchase the ability itself. It was a nice discount on incarnation costs, but I would still only get one minute of body time for a total cost of thirteen ka.

That was just too fucking expensive to even consider. Irritated, I vanished the tablets back to wherever they were stored when I didn’t need them.

Then a thought occurred to me.

“Do the wahket gain experience from fighting in my dungeon?” I asked.

“They don’t,” Nephket replied. She shook the gore from her feet as she rejoined me. “They aren’t guardians, so you can’t advance them, and they aren’t raiders so they can’t gain experience from fighting. As your familiar, I’m in the same boat for the moment. But a temple would fix that.”

“Then that’s what I’ll save my ka for,” I said. “Maybe that chamber will show up on the tablets next level.”

“Now what?” Zillah asked. She inclined her head toward the iron manacle still in my hand. “The dungeon lord that belongs to will certainly know his little buddy is dead. He probably won’t be very happy about that.”

“She,” I corrected, and Lord Rathokhetra snarled at the back of my mind.

“You know who this belongs to?” Nephket asked. “I thought you said you couldn’t read the runes on the collar.”

“I can’t, not exactly. But I have a feeling,” I said. I considered telling them Rathokhetra had give me the info but decided to keep that juicy little nugget of information to myself. I didn’t see any reason to let my guardians know I had an old ghost rattling around in my thoughts. “But Zillah’s right. The dungeon lord will know her guardian is dead even if she doesn’t know who killed it. If I were in her shoes, I’d send another guardian or three out to see what happened to my little friend.”

“Maybe not,” Kezakazek said. She crouched near a mound of corpses and peered into the puddles of gore that surrounded it as if searching for the answer to some question she dared not ask. “Maybe the dungeon lord’s already dead. The guardian wasn’t in a dungeon after all. Maybe it just wandered off after its master died.”

I raised an eyebrow at Kezakazek and considered her words. She might be right, but that was counting on luck I’d rarely had. It was more likely that she wanted me to live up to my promise to take her to study the crypt of the Buried Kings, which she was sure would be more interesting than fighting undead.

The drow might be right about Delsinia the dungeon lord’s fate, but she might also be wrong. If I had to choose one threat to ignore, it would be the Buried Kings. They were buried beneath the stele I’d claimed from the scarabkin, and I doubted they could claw their way free anytime soon.

If there was another dungeon lord nearby, though, that would become a problem almost immediately. Finding and dealing with Delsinia had to take top priority.

“Nice try,” I said. “But we need to find out if there’s a bad guy in our neighborhood. If Delsinia is alive, we need to kill her.”

Lord Rathokhetra rattled his cage again at the thought, which I took for his approval, and Zillah nodded in agreement. Nephket and Kezakazek, however, gave me wary side-eye glances.

“If you think that’s wise,” Nephket said. “But perhaps we should wait and see if any more undead arrive in the area. We could leave wahket scouts here, and they could report back if they spot any trouble. That would conserve our resources and allow you to continue expanding your dungeon without looking for a fight.”

“I appreciate your caution,” I said. I draped my arm around Nephket’s shoulders and pulled her close to me. “But I won’t be able to rest with a potential enemy so close at hand. If her forces captured our scouts or caught us unawares, I’d never be able to forgive myself.”

And getting stabbed in the ass because I was looking the other way would be embarrassing as hell. No way was I going to get caught flat-footed like that.

“You may be right,” Kezakazek admitted. “There is a saying amongst my people about unwanted neighbors.”

“And what is that?” Zillah asked.

“Kill them all,” Kezakazek said with a grin and a wink for the scorpion queen. “And use their skulls for soup bowls.”

“I knew I liked you for a reason,” Zillah said and blew a kiss toward the drow. “You’re almost as bloodthirsty as I am.”

“More,” Kezakazek corrected. “I just hide it better.”Zillah licked her lips, and I caught sparks of smoldering fire in her eyes. That look was for the drow, but it was also for Nephket and me. A familiar hunger stirred below my belt, but I pushed it out of my thoughts. There’d be plenty of time for sexy fun times after we’d dealt with the current threat.

“We’ll need the rest of the wahket,” I said to Nephket. “Send Anunaset to fetch them. In the meantime, Zillah, I want you to take Pinchy and her friends and see if you can figure out where that damned trumpet zombie came from.”

“What will we do if we find another dungeon?” Zillah asked.

“Keep an eye on it and send for the rest of us,” I said. “Whatever you do, don’t step foot over its threshold. She’ll know all about you and the scorpions the second you’re inside her domain.”

While I’d spoken those words, the knowledge behind them was a mixture of my own brief experience as a dungeon lord and images from Lord Rathokhetra’s memories. Dungeon lords knew the instant an enemy crossed into their territory, so we’d have to move fast and hit hard once we committed to the attack.

Zillah nodded and sidled over to Nephket and me. She drew us both into her embrace and looped her long tail around Kezakazek.

“I’ll be back before you know it,” the scorpion queen said. Then she kissed me so ferociously I thought she wanted to devour me. I returned the favor, and she melted against my chest. She looked up at me with fierce, hungry eyes. “See you soon.”

The scorpion queen snatched the drow off the ground with her tail, kissed her almost as hard as she’d made out with me, and then planted the diminutive soldier back on solid ground before she vanished from the dungeon.

“Rude!” Kezakazek called after Zillah.

“You love it!” the scorpion queen shouted back.

The drow’s cheeks darkened, and I realized it was her version of blushing.

“Ah, you looooove Zillah,” I said and pinched Kezakazek’s cheeks.

Nephket laughed and shook her head. She stood up on her tiptoes, kissed my cheek, and then nuzzled my neck. I squeezed her close, and she tilted her head back so our lips could meet.

“I’ll get the wahket lined up,” she said. “They’ll be ready to move when Zillah returns.”

“Good,” I said. “I’ll get a temple for them soon. I promise.”

“They’d like that,” she said. “They want to be closer to you.”

Lord Rathokhetra chuckled at that, a low, lusty sound that stirred up all sorts of dirty visions in my mind. I wondered if there would be other benefits to having the wahket as worshipers than just their ability to gain experience and grow in power. If they could all touch me, and I could touch them...

Nephket gave me a final squeeze and left to get her people moving. Her tail swished back and forth beneath her skirt, and my jaw clenched with desire.

I wasn’t sure if that desire was for the wahket or the battle to come. Both were alluring, but I couldn’t deny the fact that the opportunity to crush another dungeon lord ignited a primal lust deep inside me. Now that I knew there was an enemy somewhere nearby, the desire to wipe them out consumed my thoughts. I’d tear her limb from limb, drain her core to the last mote of ka, and—

“That’s what I’m talking about,” the drow said. “I recognize that fire in your eyes, Clay. Sometimes, killing your enemies is even better than sex.”
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Chapter 4: War Party
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WITHIN A FEW MINUTES of Zillah’s departure, I was as impatient as a kid on Christmas Eve. I didn’t want to wait for the wahket to arrive. I didn’t care what my scouts found. All I could think about was Delsinia.

More accurately, all I could think about was crushing Delsinia’s life out of her and eating her core.

“You all right?” Kezakazek asked. “You look like you ate a poisonous frog.”

“No, I’m not all right,” I grumbled. “This waiting is killing me.”

Or maybe it wasn’t killing me. Maybe the impatience I felt was canny old Rathokhetra banging at the walls of his cage in my mind. I turned away from my people and stared out of my dungeon while I rooted around in my thoughts to see if I could get anything good out of the old dungeon lord.

When I concentrated on Rathokhetra, I felt the boundaries of his personality in my head the same way you’d feel the empty socket of a missing tooth with the tip of your tongue. He was a definite presence in my mind, but he felt vague and indistinct. Almost like there was a piece of me missing.

“If we’re going to be stuck together, you might as well say something,” I thought.

Rathokhetra’s only response was a wave of rage that made me clench my fists and grind my teeth.

“Did the two of you have a lover’s quarrel back in the day?” I asked him. “She wanted to pitch, right?”

Another pulse of anger tightened my muscles like a shot of pain from a bad tooth. 

“You have anything interesting to offer me?” I thought at my sullen passenger. “I get that she pissed you off, but it would be a lot more useful if you could tell me something about her. Strengths, weaknesses, really anything would be more helpful than those tantrums you keep throwing.”

A long, rasping sigh echoed in my mind like the stone door of an ancient mausoleum opening. It was followed by the sound of something dry and coarse rubbing against the inside of my skull.

“Kill. Her.”

Rathokhetra’s voice sounded pained and exhausted, as if the effort of making himself heard had drained all the energy he had stored up. His words held a creepy reptilian edge that made me grateful that he wasn’t a Chatty Cathy after all.

“Fine,” I thought. “That was my plan anyway. I’d just hoped that with all your vast experience and mad dungeon lord skills you’d have something a little more coherent to offer. But that’s cool. I’m down for killing.”

“Good,” Rathokhetra grumbled.

“One more question,” I said. “About the Marrow War—”

The touch of a warm hand on my shoulder dragged me out of my internal conversation, and I blinked when I saw Nephket standing in front of me with a puzzled expression on her face.

“Zillah has returned,” she said. Her brow furrowed with concern, and she lowered her voice. “I didn’t want to disturb your meditations, but I thought it best to let you know.”

An itchy tendril of unease wrapped itself around my spine and tickled the primitive lizard brain at the base of my skull with a finger of fear. How the hell had Zillah gotten back so quickly?

Or had I been inside my own head for far longer than I’d thought?

“That’s good,” I said. “Where is she?”

“With the wahket,” she said. “She’s walking them through some more tactics.”

If the wahket were back as well, that meant at least a half an hour had passed, maybe more. My conversation with Rathokhetra had felt like it had taken only seconds, but clearly it had dragged on much longer. I needed to be more careful about that. It was bad enough when I got lost examining my tablets or making changes to my dungeon. If every chat with Rathokhetra burned up so much time, I’d be in real trouble.

With my concentration back on the real world and not trapped in my head, I heard Zillah bark sharp commands at the wahket. I turned to watch and saw the front rank lock their shields into position and brace their spears to receive a charge. The rank behind them readied their own spears atop the shoulders of the cat women in front of them. At a second command from Zillah, all the wahket rammed their spears forward. Anyone who ran into that shield wall was going to get a face full of pointy bits.

“Zillah,” I called. “I’m ready for your report.”

“Ah, the dungeon lord returns,” Zillah said with a grin. To avoid the pile of zombie corpses between us, the scorpion queen leaned back on her tail, and her chitinous hind legs carried her through the gore. 

When she reached me, her human legs wrapped tight around my waist and she dangled her arms over my shoulders.

“I found something fun,” she said and nipped the tip of my nose with her sharp teeth. “Blood gnomes.”

“Gross,” Kezakazek said, which was quite a statement coming from someone who’d been painting weird zombie-blood glyphs on a fractured skull a moment before.

“And what’s so gross about them?” I asked, very unsure that I wanted to know the answer to my question. I’d always thought gnomes were cute little bearded dudes who wore red hats and hung out in flower beds.

“They’re cannibals,” Zillah responded. She gave me a quick peck on the cheek and hugged me tightly. “Can we kill them? I’ve always wanted to eat a cannibal.”

Clearly, Soketran gnomes were a whole other thing from the kitschy garden dudes back home.

“Can we go around them?” I asked. Nephket gave me a slight nod of approval at that, and I winked at her over Zillah’s shoulder. “I’d rather not start a fight with a pack of miniature maneaters if I can avoid it.”

“Spoilsport,” Zillah grumped. “They’ll be easy enough to avoid, though you may want to deal with them sooner rather than later. I heard a story one time about these gnomes who captured a whole caravan of nuns. They used them as breeding stock, and they ate—”

“Let’s kill the dungeon lord first,” I interrupted Zillah before she could freak out the wahket with tales of cannibalistic infanticide. “We can deal with the long pig cookout next door later.”

“Fine. You ruin all my fun,” Zillah said. She unwrapped her legs from around my waist and lowered her feet to the floor. “Come on, I’ll guide you to the edge of the area we’ve scouted.”

“We’re all right behind you,” Nephket said. “How far is it?”

“Not far,” Zillah said. “There were a lot of false trails to follow at first, but I think we’ve found the way to the bad dungeon lord’s territory.”

The scorpion queen through the ruined necropolis, and I extended the dungeon passage right behind her. The cave-in that Zillah had kicked off had finished the work that the ages had started. We passed by the open doors of crushed tombs that no longer held any occupants and wound our way through a maze of open graves now covered with layers of fallen stone. I wondered how many dead this place had when it was full. The wahket had survived their encounter with the skeletons and zombies with little more than scrapes and bruises, but if there’d been twice as many undead—or even more—the outcome would’ve been very different.

I shook the gloom out of my head as we walked and focused my attention on our surroundings. I kept the dungeon ten feet wide to allow the wahket to walk four abreast without bumping into each other or poking each other with their spears, and the walls of the dungeon battered aside the necropolis’s decrepit structures as we traveled. I didn’t recognize the languages I saw inscribed above many of the open mausoleum doors. It certainly didn’t look like the angular pictographs I’d seen on the tablets, which meant they must not have been Soketran.

“What language is this?” I asked Nephket.

She squinted as we passed by one of the mausoleums. Her lips moved slowly as she struggled to make sense of what she saw, and then her mouth pursed, and her eyes widened a hair.

“The language is an old dialect of Ushalan,” she said. “They were a mortal empire who held dominion over much of Soketra before the coming of the dungeon lords.”

“And then?” I asked. “They got their asses kicked?”

“They held out for a long time before they were forced out of their ancestral lands,” Nephket mused. “When the gods died and the Marrow War began, the Ushalanti retreated deep below the surface.”

“What the hell is the Marrow War?” I asked. We didn’t have time for a history lesson, but there was something about this place that made me think it was more important than I understood. 

“When the gods died, their bodies burst and rained down upon the mortal realms,” Nephket explained. “Their blood burned in the sky, which is where the stars came from. Their flesh was consumed by beasts, who became the monsters of the many worlds. But their bones landed with the force of meteors.”

“Sounds gross,” I said. “Let me guess. Their bones have all kinds of juicy power in them, and all the mortal kingdoms went apeshit trying to get their hands on the stuff?”

“Yes,” Nephket said. “Legends say that any who found the marrow of the gods could use it to perform miracles of awesome power. Others say that the presence of the marrow is enough to rouse the dead from their graves. I think that’s why this necropolis was built.”

“To keep the dead from crawling out and eating people?” I asked.

“Not exactly,” Nephket responded. She read from the nearest tomb, “Let whosoever shalt find this lonely place know that it is cursed by the marrow of the fallen. Those who find a home here will one day rise again to spread our wrath upon the lands. Fear those you turned against, oh mortals, and prepare for thy doom.”

“That’s pretty metal,” I said. “You think there’s still some of that marrow around here?”

“No,” Nephket said. “The old texts claim its light could be seen for a thousand miles, and I definitely do not see any light down here.”

I considered that explanation but didn’t totally buy it. Religious scholars loved to exaggerate their divine bullshit, and I didn’t think the marrow would glow like the sun. Of course, I also didn’t believe it really came from gods and raised the dead, either. 

“Keep your eyes peeled just the same,” I said. “Be a shame to pass up a sweet magical item like that.”

Rathokhetra murmured his approval at my command but didn’t offer any further information on stinky old dead god parts. I prodded him a few more times as I followed Zillah, but he never responded to my bait. Either he wanted to keep his information a secret or he didn’t really know shit. 

I’d wager on the latter, honestly.

Zillah paused at the edge of the necropolis and pointed her spear at a narrow opening in the eastern wall.

“There are some sticky black spores here,” she pointed out. “There’s more of that shit deeper inside that skinny little tunnel, so I’m sure he dragged his bloated ass through here.”

One of the tomb scorpions scuttled out of the darkness and raised its claws toward me, then dipped its tail as if to confirm what Zillah had told me.

“How far down this did you go?” I asked.

“I’m a little too well endowed to fit in there, but the scorpions went a few hundred yards,” she said. “This was one of the last passages we found. The blood gnomes are down another tunnel farther back. I wanted to bring you up to speed before we pushed any deeper into the Great Below.”

“Good thinking,” I said. “Is this whole planet riddled with caverns and tunnels?”

“I keep forgetting you’re new at this,” Zillah said. “Soketra is riddled with an enormous cavern system. They say you can reach any cave entrance on the surface by navigating the deep, dark maze of tunnels down here. It’s also filled with spooky badness.”

“Learn something new every day,” I said. 

“Oh, I can teach you some new things,” Zillah said. “A Zelezean dancing girl showed me this trick with marbles that will absolutely blow your mind.”

“Do tell,” Kezakazek urged the scorpion queen.

“Business first,” I interrupted. As much as I wanted to know what, exactly, Zillah could do with those marbles, we needed to deal with Delsinia. “This way, then.” 

I urged my dungeon forward. The tomb scorpion snapped a sharp salute with one of its claws and headed back to its companions deeper within the cleft. I heard a faint hiss when the walls of my dungeon met the stone of the cavern, and the points of contact bubbled and reshaped themselves. The porous limestone melted away and was replaced by the smooth, slate-gray stone of my dungeon. It was a neat trick, and that was the first time I’d really noticed how it worked. Cool.

Zillah and Kezakazek took the lead as the dungeon moved ahead. They spoke in low tones as they walked, and the scorpion queen’s tail hooked around the drow’s waist. Kezakazek rested her hand on the small of Zillah’s back, and they leaned into each other with casual intimacy. It was nice to see them together like that, and I didn’t feel even a faint stir of jealousy. They belonged to each other, but they also belonged to me. 

Nephket squeezed my hand. Her tail swiped the backs of my legs and lifted my loincloth high enough that I felt the cool breeze of the dungeon air against my nether regions.

“You trying to start something?” I asked with a sly grin. “This isn’t exactly the time for it, but...”

“Just trying to get your attention,” she said. “You seem distracted since we came down here. Is everything all right?”

Lord Rathokhetra stirred at the sound of the priestess’s voice, and I felt a strange sense of possessiveness emanate from his corner of my mind.

I clamped down hard on that shit. He might’ve been the boss once upon a time, but now he was nothing more than a passenger in my thoughts. If he had any illusions that he’d somehow come back to life and reclaim all of this, he was sorely mistaken.

“I’m all right,” I said. “I have a lot to think about. I didn’t expect to have another fight on our hands quite so soon.”

Nephket nodded, but a shadow of concern washed over her face for a moment. She must’ve noticed my inner conflict with Rathokhetra, and it bothered her even if she didn’t understand what exactly was happening.

“Good,” she said. “This plan makes me nervous, but if you’re confident it’s the best way, then so am I.”

I could read between the lines and knew my familiar was concerned for the wahket more than herself. They depended on her to make the right choices for them, and they depended on me to protect them. Leading a bunch of zero-level commoners with spears and shields down into the Great Below to do battle with another dungeon lord seemed a little reckless.

“I know what you’re thinking, but bringing the wahket is a risk we have to take,” I assured her. “We don’t know what this dungeon lord has up her sleeve, and we don’t know what sort of guardians she might have. I have enough ka to manifest for a few minutes, but that might not be enough to finish the fight. If push comes to shove, I’ll need the wahket to help drive the nails into this dungeon lord’s coffin.”

“Of course,” Nephket said without hesitation. “The wahket will fight for you if that is what is required. Our lives are yours to do with as you please.”

“I’m not going to throw away any lives here,” I said. I squeezed her hand to reassure her that I meant what I said. “We need to deal with this threat, but I won’t ask the wahket to die for me unless there is no other way.”

“I know that.” Nephket forced herself to smile for me. “But there may not be a choice.”

That was true and there was no getting around it. This dungeon lord might be stronger than we thought, and this expedition might turn out to be a death march. But I sure as hell wasn’t going to let that kind of thinking infect me and my people. We were going to win this thing, and I was going to dance on Delsinia’s grave.

“There won’t be anything left of this other dungeon lord when we’re through with her,” I said. “Bank on it.”

Nephket leaned against me and pulled my arm around her waist. We walked like that for a few more minutes until Zillah raised a hand and the parade came to a stop.

“This is as far as we went,” the scorpion queen said. “Pinchy’s scouted a bit farther ahead, and the tunnel continues for another fifty or so yards before it branches off into four separate passages. With your permission, I’ll have the scorpions split up, and we’ll scout each of the forks. That will save us some time.”

“Go ahead,” I agreed. “The longer we spend down here, the more likely it is the dungeon lord will send scouts up to find her missing trumpet zombie. We need to finish this before she realizes the little bastard didn’t get himself offed by a wandering monster.”

“See ya soon,” Zillah said with a snappy salute.

She and the scorpions scattered to carry out their mission while the rest of us stood around in uncomfortable silence. I felt like I should say something, maybe even do something, but I’d be damned if I knew what.

“You know, if I was third level, I might have a spell to make this all much easier,” Kezakazek said to break the silence.

“Stop asking.” I booped the end of her nose with my index finger. “I know you want to get stronger, and I want you to be stronger, too. Right now, I need to save my ka in case I have to manifest.”

“Yes, well, if I had more spells, you might not need to manifest,” she protested.

“I know,” I said sternly. “Patience, grasshopper.”

Kezakazek huffed at that and drew herself up to her full diminutive height. She planted her fists on her hips and thrust her chest up toward me in defiance.

“I am a drow sorceress,” she said. “I am not a bug. I am not a cricket. I am not a moth. And I am certainly not a grasshopper.”

I raised my hands defensively and chuckled.

“It’s a saying,” I said, then cut my description short before I had to dive into the concepts of television and kung fu. “No offense. I know you’re a badass drow witch, but you need to hold your horses until after we’ve dealt with this dungeon lord issue. Then I’ll see about advancing all of you.”

“That would be nice,” Nephket said. She stroked Kezakazek’s hair with one hand and squeezed my hand with the other. She cast a meaningful glance at the wahket, who had nothing to do but watch us squabble. “Everyone’s nervous. Let’s not let our tempers get away with us.”

Kezakazek’s cheeks darkened at the priestess’s words, and she gave a short, sharp nod. I still saw the sharp edge of temper in the drow’s eyes, but Nephket’s words had calmed her enough to hold it in check.

“Let’s play a game,” Kezakazek said.

She led us through a sort of roleplaying exercise. One of us would describe a hypothetical enemy while the rest came up with inventive ways to dispatch it. It was an amusing game, even if the drow was much, much better at it than Nephket and me.

“And that’s why the best way to demoralize a foe is to build a penis pyre,” the sorceress said with a smug grin.

“Well, there’s another winner for you,” I admitted. 

All my methods defaulted to the most pragmatic solution, and Nephket’s answers tended toward the merciful. But Kezakazek was an endless font of truly horrible ideas. This was not a game I’d ever win against her.

“Penis fires are fine,” Zillah said, “but if you really want your enemies to think twice about attacking you, turn a few uteri into balloons and fill them with quickfire gas. You see a few of those float into your village, you’ll figure out a way to toe the line pretty darn quick.”

“That is disgusting,” Nephket said. “Did you find anything interesting?”

“Yep,” Zillah said. “But you aren’t going to like the bad news or the worst news.”

“Let’s have the bad news,” I said.

The scorpion queen reached into the small pack she wore on her back and pulled out a mutilated skull. 

“Take a look at this.” She tossed the bony trophy to Kezakazek.

The drow snatched the skull out of the air with ease and turned it over in her delicate hands.

“Oh, shit,” she said in horrified surprise. “Is this what I think it is?”

The drow held the object up so I could see it. Someone had neatly sawed off the top of the skull just above its eye sockets. The revealed edges were smooth and polished, like the lip of the ceramic bowl. There were faint spiral scratches along the inside of the skull and a series of strange holes around the nasal cavity.

“Somebody make themselves a cereal bowl?” I asked.

“You wish,” Kezakazek said. “This is all that’s left of a mind spider’s victim.”

“They’re fascinating, really,” Zillah said. She pressed her index fingers to the space between her nose and her upper lip. “They dangle from their webs over your face while you’re sleeping and jam these little ovipositor tubes right into your skull. Then they squirt an egg sac into your brain.”

“Gross,” Nephket said. “That’s really gross.”

She held one hand up in front of her chest and pointed back toward the wahket who waited a few yards behind us. She opened her eyes wide and then pointed her finger down toward the dungeon’s floor.

“Oh, right,” Zillah said in a much lower voice. “Sorry, didn’t mean to panic the troops. Anyway, when the egg hatches, the larva burrows back into your brain and attaches itself to the top end of your spine. Once it settles in, it can walk you around like a puppet until it gets too big and squishes your brain to death. Then the spider lops your whole head off, sticks its legs out of your ears and eyes, and crawls around until it finds another victim. If it gets too big before it finds a new host for its eggs, it pops off the top of your head to give itself more room. That’s what happened to that poor fucker.”

“And how many of these things are down here?” I asked.

“Define ‘down here,’” Kezakazek said with a dark smile. “They’re not common in the Great Below, but these caverns are enormous. There could be thousands of those wicked little beauties beneath Soketra, maybe tens of thousands.”

“How many of them do you think are around here?” I asked. I did not want to lose any of the wahket to freaky head-popping spiders.

“This discarded skull is old,” Zillah said. “I didn’t see any fresh ones nearby, so we probably won’t run into any mind spiders. But this carcass is a good reminder that these old caves can be every bit as dangerous as a dungeon. There are monsters down here much scarier than mind spiders.”

“If that was the bad news, what is the worst news?” I asked.

“We found the dungeon,” Zillah said. “It’s not even very far from here.”

“That sounds like good news,” I said suspiciously.

“You’d think,” Zillah said, but she wagged her finger at me to let me know how wrong thinking that would be. “But whoever this Delsinia bitch is, she has some nasty, nasty friends. And they’ve got a camp set up right outside her front door.”

“You sure those aren’t raiders hunting her core?” I asked. 

Maybe the Guild had been smarter than they looked. Shit, now that I thought about it, they could have a camp somewhere other than the oasis. Though, if they’d done that, wouldn’t they have sent their higher-level folks over to reinforce the low-level raiders I’d wiped out?

Imperfect intelligence was driving me nuts. I needed to know more.

“If those were raiders, they’re the lazy kind,” Zillah said. “It looks like they’ve been set up there for a while. We found a latrine that was far from empty, if you catch my meaning.”

“What kind of guardians are they?” Nephket asked.

“The bad kind,” Zillah offered. She inclined her head toward Kezakazek. “Drow.”

The sorceress’s eyes widened, and her lips compressed into thin black lines of panic. I felt her fear rattle against the inside of her skull like the wings of a butterfly trapped in a cage.

Even Rathokhetra gave off a faint scaredy-cat stink at the mention of enemy drow. The heebie-jeebies must’ve been contagious, because my stomach curdled into a knotted ball of anxiety, too.

If Kezakazek was one of the weaker drow, how deadly would the stronger ones be?

“How many?” the sorceress asked. She chewed on her lip while she waited anxiously for Zillah’s answer.

“We saw five,” Zillah said. “Looked like four soldiers and a sergeant. No obvious spellcasters, though it’s hard to tell with dark elves. It’s possible the sergeant was a priest or sorcerer, but I couldn’t tell without getting too close for comfort.”

“That is not good,” Kezakazek said. “I vote we seal this passage and go home. We could visit the Buried Kings; I’m sure that would be enlightening. Where there is one squad of drow, there are many more. Let’s pretend we didn’t see this batch and hope they don’t find us until we are much stronger.”

“But we have a dark elf of our own,” I said with a wink to Kezakazek. “You know their secrets, so we shouldn’t have any trouble taking them out.”

The sorceress wrinkled her nose at my words, and her lips twisted into a frown.

“My people are not as similar to one another as our appearances would suggest,” Kezakazek said. “And, to be honest, my experience with drow outside my immediate family has not been good. We were a powerful house once, but our enemies nearly destroyed us.”

“That’s why you became a raider?” Zillah asked.

Kezakazek fidgeted and shifted her gaze to the floor. She shuffled her feet against the stone beneath them for a few moments, then let out a sigh.

“My family was once quite powerful,” she said. “But we were betrayed, and I am the sole surviving heir to our territory and titles. I became a raider to gather enough wealth and power to go back and kick the shit out of the people who ruined my life and take back what’s mine by right of law and blood.”

Well, that was something. I’d known Kezakazek was on a personal quest for revenge, but I had no idea that her family had been some kind of nobility.

“Titles and territory?” Zillah asked, her eyes wide. “Were you a queen?”

“No,” Kezakazek said, in a tone that told us she was both amused and annoyed at the scorpion queen’s leap of logic.

“A princess?” Zillah asked.

The sorceress didn’t answer, but her cheeks flushed the color of ripened plums. 

“In theory,” she said at last. “But there is a reward on my head, so I’d just as soon we keep that to ourselves. Unless you want to deal with drow bounty hunters.”

“We definitely do not want to add that to our list of problems,” I said. I cast a meaningful glance at each of the guardians. “Your secret is safe with us.”

“Back to the question at hand,” Nephket said. “What should we do about these drow?”

All eyes were on me as I mulled over my decision. The wahket had already proved they could handle skeletons and zombies. I was confident we could take out a dungeon lord together.

But drow were another bundle of shit-eating poisonous parasitic worms. Kezakazek had almost taken me down with sheer determination. Five soldiers of her kind, trained and ready for battle, could be a real problem. And if this dungeon lord was allied with other dark elves, we might be in way over my head.

But taking Kezakazek’s advice and turning my back on these jackasses wasn’t an option. If I left these enemies at my back door, they’d be battering it down far too soon. 

No, I had to kill them. And I had a sudden inspiration for how to do it.

“I’m not walking away from this fight,” I said. “We’ll kill the drow. Then we’ll go into the dungeon they’re guarding and take its dungeon lord’s head off.”

“The wahket—” Nephket started, but I cut her off.

“I have a plan. A good one,” I said. “But it’s going to take me a little time to set up. Zillah stay here with the scorpions. If anything finds this passage, you let me know. Otherwise, wait for my word.”

“Sure,” she said. “You want me to kill anything that comes by?”

“Only if you have to,” I said. “There’ll be plenty of killing soon, but only when the time is right.”

“What are we going to do?” Nephket asked as we headed back toward my dungeon’s core.

“Something messy,” I said. As my plan solidified in my thoughts, I felt Rathokhetra’s approval for my brutal strategy. 

Good. Hopefully that meant it would work.
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Chapter 5: Murder Chute

[image: image]


“THE PROBLEM WITH MY people is that they’re very sneaky,” Kezakazek advised me as we headed back toward my dungeon. She’d spilled out a steady stream of drow lore during our trek home. “Insanely sneaky. Even goblins, and everyone will tell you that goblins are sneaky little thieves of the worst sort, think we’re too sneaky for our own good.”

“So far, you’ve told me that drow are sneaky magicians who secretly plot to conquer all of reality so your creepy Dreamspinner gods can take over,” I said. “That’s good information to have, but it doesn’t tell me the one thing I really need to know.”

“Which is?” she asked me.

“How to fucking kill them,” I said.

“We bleed,” Kezakazek said. “So stabbing works pretty good. Arrows, spears, swords, and axes are all pretty effective. Fire’s good, too. We’re tricky, but we aren’t the sturdiest warriors. If you can catch us, you can kill us.”

All of which lined up with the plan I had in mind even if it was going to cost me some ka.

Twenty yards away from my dungeon, I stopped and pulled up the Tablet of Engineering. I widened the section of the dungeon passage we stood in, lowered its floor about thirty feet, and created a ramp from our lower position to the higher section of the tunnel that led into the dungeon proper.

“Nephket and Kezakazek, take the wahket back to the dungeon.” I said. Before they could protest, I raised both hands. “There’ll be work for all of you, but I have to set this up. Scoot.”

Kezakazek grumbled but headed up the ramp with an extra-angry bounce to her step. I don’t know if it was a function of being my guardian or if that was her natural attitude, but if there was someone who needed to be hit with an acid sphere, she was on it. Despite my assurances, I knew she was afraid I’d just benched her.

Nephket swatted me with her tail as she walked by, and I returned the favor with a quick slap on her ass. We exchanged grins, and then she herded the grumbling cat women up the ramp and into the dungeon. None of them wanted to miss this fight, no matter how dangerous it might be.

“Don’t worry,” I said to myself. “There’ll be enough blood for all of you to spill.”

With the wahket out of my trick passage, I banished the ramp and reduced the ambient light from the dungeon’s ceiling until the upper opening was all but invisible. Hopefully, anyone who came this way would miss the upper passage and follow the lower tunnel I was about to create.

The new passageway narrowed from a ten-foot corridor to a five-foot path with a low ceiling. I looped the tunnel back up toward my dungeon and then threw in a couple of ninety-degree turns just before I connected it to my dungeon’s entry passage.

I cracked my knuckles and grinned wickedly. Now it was time for the fun part.

I walked up to the ninety-degree turn that connected the new passage to my dungeon. I opened the Tablet of Engineering and stuck a ram trap on the corner’s southern-facing wall. Anyone who got within a couple feet of that trap would be shoved ten feet straight south into a sharp corner that mirrored the turn to the north. 

The trap was considered an encounter, but because it didn’t cause any damage, it was only an average threat. At my dungeon’s level, that trap cost me six ka. Not bad for the first piece of my murder chute.

For my second dirty trick, I added a pit trap in the southern corner. Because it was separate from the ram trap, this too was just an average encounter for a third-level dungeon, and it cost me another six ka. After the spiritual energy had drained out of my core, I was left with a five-foot-square section of floor that would drop anyone stupid enough to step on it into a cleverly concealed pit that was ten feet deep. 

For my final evil twist, I placed a spike trap on a wall at the bottom of the new pit. Because its trigger wasn’t connected to the ram or the pit trap itself, this too was considered a single average encounter. I coughed up six more ka and installed the last piece of my diabolical trap. 

The murder chute was complete, and I still had seven ka in reserve just in case I needed to incarnate.

I made my way to my burial chamber, where I found Kezakazek, Nephket, and the rest of the wahket waiting for me.

“All right, step one is complete,” I said. “Come with me. You’re gonna love this.”

We followed the winding passage that led from the tunnel north of the burial chamber around to the raised area of the hall of statues near my dungeon’s main entrance. We didn’t go that far, though, because I didn’t need the wahket to trigger the statue trap. 

I fashioned a new narrow passage that connected the raised tunnel to a small room directly above the corner where I’d installed the three traps. The room I’d created was a twenty-foot square with a low wall around a ten-foot-square hole in the center of its floor.

“Gather round, kids,” I said. I motioned for the wahket to form up around the perimeter of the hole in the room’s floor. “With any luck, the drow are going to show up right down there. When you get the signal, shoot them with your crossbows. If you run out of bolts, throw your spears at them. If they still aren’t dead, spit on them and shout bad words. Nephket, keep their energy up, and Kezakazek, keep chucking those acid balls of yours until everything down there stops moving.”

“What’s the signal?” Kezakazek asked.

“You’ll know it when you see it,” I assured her. “It’s time to get this party started. Get your crossbows and your bolts. I know there aren’t enough bows to go around, but those of you who don’t have them can hold the bolt cases and help your sisters reload. You’ve got this.”

I hoped, anyway.

With my people on this end settled, I stationed myself on the north side of the murder chute. I wanted to see my contraption do its job, and I wanted to be close at hand in case something went wrong and I had to step in and deal with this shit personally. 

I reached out to Pinchy and had her tweak Zillah’s earlobe to get the scorpion queen’s attention.

“What?” my guardian asked in my thoughts.

“All right, it’s time,” I said. 

I laid out what I needed Zillah to do and gave her a clear image of the forked tunnel I’d created. There was no room for error here, and if she misunderstood what I needed from her, she might end up dead.

“Got it,” she said after a few seconds. “You’re pretty smart for a dungeon lord.”

“Thanks. You’re not so bad for a scorpion queen, either,” I shot back. “Get moving.”

“I’m the best fucking scorpion queen,” she snarked. Then she stepped out of the shadows she’d crouched in beyond the drow camp and revealed herself to my enemy’s guardians. She also opened her mind to me. and let me ride along for the show.

The dark elves were seated around a small fire, and their jaws dropped open when Zillah appeared from the darkness. None of them moved. They didn’t even reach for their weapons.

I understood that. If a mostly naked scorpion queen presented herself to me, I’d probably lock up for a couple of seconds until my brain caught up to my dick.

“Hey,” Zillah said. She stretched her arms over her head and let out an exaggerated yawn. “You guys looking to party?”

One of the drow—I guessed he was the sergeant because he had a super-fancy helmet with bat wings flared from its sides—jumped up from the stone he’d been sitting on. He barked out a few syllables in an ugly language I didn’t understand, then drew a pair of shortswords from the scabbards on his back.

One of the soldiers scrambled away from the fire and snatched something out of the shadows. He raised it overhead, and I realized it was a black cage with a wide door on the front. The soldier flung the cage wide, and a black shadow burst free from the iron bars and winged its way into the darkness.

“Shit,” I cursed. “That can’t be good.”

But before I had any more time to worry about what they’d unleashed, the drow burst into action.

The three soldiers still around the fire rushed toward Zillah, raised small crossbows in their left hands, and unleashed a flurry of pint-sized quarrels that streaked through the air.

My guardian threw herself out of the missiles’ paths, and the bolts bounced off the stone behind her. Their tips sheared off on impact with the cavern’s wall, and the barbed metal heads bounced onto the floor at the scorpion queen’s feet. Sticky black fluid oozed away from the metal, and I felt a twinge of fear in Zillah’s thoughts.

“Well, fuck.” She turned and scampered back toward my dungeon with the dark elves in pursuit. “I did not expect those tiny poison crossbows. I’ll just make a mental note that these fuckers really are sneaky.”

Zillah was faster than the dark elves, but she took pains not to get too far ahead of them. The plan was to have them follow her back to the dungeon, not for them to get lost in the Great Below. I needed them dead, and I needed them dead now.

“Coming in hot,” Zillah thought to me as she scrambled through the final length of dungeon corridor before she hit the murder chute.

More quarrels ricocheted off the walls around the scorpion queen, and she twisted and dodged like a dervish to avoid them. The drow had picked up their pace, and the gap between my guardian and their swords had shrunk to an uncomfortably narrow margin.

“When you get to the twisty part of the corridor, you need to jump,” I reminded Zillah, and gave her a clear image of the section I’d trapped. If she stumbled or tripped and triggered the ram, the whole plan would come apart and she’d be as good as dead.

“I understand,” she panted and then all her concentration was on staying alive.

Speaking of survival, I needed to warn Nephket about the bows.

“Tell the wahket to be careful,” I thought to her. “The drow have poison hand crossbows, and if anyone gets hit, I’m not sure what will happen.”

“We’ll stick as close to cover as we can,” she said. “Hopefully, even if we fire blind, the sheer number of attacks will be enough to finish them.”

That’s what I hoped, too, but as the rattle of Zillah’s feet on the stone drew ever nearer, I wasn’t sure that would be the case.

The scorpion queen burst around the corner ahead of me and flung herself across the pit. Her chitinous rear legs briefly touched the wall to the left of the ram trap, and then she sprang away and vanished around the corner.

The drow appeared right behind her. My eyes widened and my pulse pounded as I waited for them to stumble into the first trap.

In the split second before the sergeant’s foot would have landed on the trap’s trigger, he froze in place and flung his left arm out to the side to block his warriors from advancing any farther. The other drow skidded to a stop behind their leader, bows and blades held ready to face any threat.

I took a moment to eyeball the little bastards to get a better idea of what we were up against.

<<<>>>

Drow Soldier

Medium humanoid (elf), neutral evil

Armor Class: 15 (Chain Shirt)

Hit Points: 3 to 24 (13 Average)

Speed: 30 feet

STR: 10 (+0)

DEX: 14 (+2)

CON: 10 (+0)

INT: 11 (+0)

WIS: 11 (+0)

CHA: 12 (+1)

Skills: Perception +2, Stealth +4

Senses: Dark Sight 120 feet, Passive Perception 12

Languages: Elvish, Deeptongue

Challenge: 1/4 

Eldritch Ancestry: Drow are naturally resistant to being charmed, and they are immune to all forms of magical sleep.

Natural Spellcasting: The drow’s spellcasting ability is based on their Charisma (spell save Difficulty 11). All drow can cast the following spells, which require no material components or implements:

At will: Flickering Wisps

Once per day each: Darkness, Eldritch Glow

Weakness to Sunlight: While in sunlight, the drow suffers disadvantage on all attack rolls, as well as on Wisdom (Perception) checks that rely on sight.

Actions

Shortsword: Melee Weapon Attack: +4 to hit, reach 5 feet. Hit: 3 to 8 (Average 5) piercing damage.

Hand Crossbow: Ranged Weapon Attack: +4 to hit, range 30 feet/120 feet maximum. Hit: 3 to 8 (Average 5) piercing damage, and the target must pass a Constitution saving throw (Challenge 13) or be poisoned for one hour. If the saving throw fails by five or more, the target is also unconscious while poisoned. If the target takes damage or another creature attempts to rouse him or her, the target will wake up.

<<<>>>

The soldiers were tougher than zombies and skeletons, but not by much. They had nastier attacks, and that poison wouldn’t be any fun if it worked, but their hit points were so low that a couple of shots from a crossbow or spear could take them down.

<<<>>>

Drow Sergeant

Medium humanoid, neutral evil

Armor Class: 18 (Studded Leather, +2)

Hit Points: 24 to 80 (52 Average)

Speed: 30 ft.

STR: 13 (+1)

DEX: 18 (+4)

CON: 14 (+2)

INT: 11 (+0)

WIS: 13 (+1)

CHA:12 (+1)

Saving Throws: DEX +6, CON +4, WIS +3

Skills: Perception +4, Stealth +10

Senses: Dark Sight 120 feet, Passive Perception 14

Languages: Elvish, Deeptongue

Challenge: 3 

Eldritch Ancestry: Drow are naturally resistant to being charmed, and they are immune to all forms of magical sleep.

Natural Spellcasting: The drow’s spellcasting ability is based on their Charisma (spell save Difficulty 11). All drow can cast the following spells, which require no material components or implements:

At will: Flickering Wisps

Once per day each: Darkness, Eldritch Glow

Weakness to Sunlight: While in sunlight, the drow suffers disadvantage on all attacks, as well as on Wisdom (Perception) checks that rely on sight.

Actions

Double Strike: The drow makes two short sword attacks.

Shortsword: Melee Weapon Attack: +7 to hit, reach 10 feet. Hit: 5 to 10 (7 Average) piercing damage plus 1 to 6 (3 Average) poison damage.

Hand Crossbow: Ranged Weapon Attack: +7 to hit, range 30 feet / 120 feet maximum. Hit: 3 to 8 (Average 5) piercing damage, and the target must pass a Constitution saving throw (Challenge 13) or be poisoned for one hour. If the saving throw fails by five or more, the target is also unconscious while poisoned. If the target takes damage or another creature attempts to wake it, the target will wake up.

Reactions

Parry: The drow adds three to its armor against one melee attack that would hit it. The drow must be aware of the attacker and be wielding a melee weapon to use this ability.

<<<>>>

Ah, fuck. That guy looked like serious trouble.

The violet-eyed bastard flicked his platinum hair over his shoulder and knelt down to get a better look at the floor. He chuckled and then wagged his finger in the air in front of his face. Now that he was inside my dungeon, I had no trouble understanding what he said.

“Ha, another dungeon lord,” he chuckled. “A good trick, but my eyes are too keen to fall for such a basic trap. You will make a pleasant surprise for my master to add to his menagerie. I shall return with reinforcements to deal with you.”

This motherfucker...

“Kez,” I thought to the drow. “Get ready to make some noise.”

Before the enemy drow could retreat and head back to their dungeon, I ran straight through them. Even the cocky sergeant gave an involuntary shudder as I passed through his body, and when I appeared behind the small force, they all nearly leaped out of their skin.

“You dare to defile my home with your presence?” I shouted. “I will tear these tunnels down around your ears before I will allow you to step another foot into my domain.”

The second I finished my corny little speech, Kezakazek unleashed her Thunderclap spell.

I’d been prepared for the spell, but it still jolted me. The deafening sound roared through the narrow dungeon passageway, and the intruders cried out in pain and surprise. Even the sergeant, tough fucker that he was, let out a shocked yelp and shook his head as if dazed. The soldiers, obviously not as strong as their leader, coughed and gasped as blood burst from their nostrils and leaked from their ears.

That was a hell of a spell.

Between my sudden appearance and the sonic boom that had burst their eardrums, the drow panicked. The sergeant shouted a warning and then leaped across the pit trap to the north side of the kill chute. He spun in place and tried to warn the soldiers not to pursue, to turn and run, but they were beyond listening to him. They charged forward in a tangled knot.

Right onto the pit trap’s trigger.

The floor swung open by the hinges on its west side and banged against the wall of the pit. The drow shouted with surprise and plunged into the darkness.

Their leader cursed and took an involuntary step back from the edge of the pit that had just swallowed his men.

Right into the ram trap’s trigger zone.

The heavy stone face shot forward and threw the unprepared drow sergeant across the pit. He slammed into the wall on the far side with a meaty crunch, and his nose burst apart like a tomato hit with a sledgehammer. His shortsword dropped from his nerveless fingers, and he too plummeted into the trap.

A ragged chain of screams burst from the pit as the spear trap triggered and impaled the drow on a half-dozen sharpened spikes. I hustled up to the edge of the pit and stared down at the carnage, a warm, fuzzy feeling unspooling from my blackened dungeon lord heart.

“Ouch,” I said. “That looks like it probably stung.”

The combination of the fall and the trap inside the pit had killed two of the drow soldiers, and their bodies dangled from the spikes that jutted from the wall. The other pair of soldiers had collapsed onto the bottom of the pit with their hands over their heads. The trap’s spikes had ripped furrows through their chainmail, and blood showed bright red against their exposed midnight-black skin. 

It was good to see these assholes squirm.

The sergeant, however, was far from out of the fight. He glared up at me and raised his crossbow.

“You are a fool, dungeon lord,” he snarled. “House Jarazikek will chain you to our will. You have no chance against our master, Kozerek.”

“Ah, you’re cute when you’re mad,” I said. “But you’re down there, and I’m up here, so it looks like you’re losing this particular fight.”

The idiot fired his crossbow at me, and the black-tipped bolt whipped through my head.

Of course, it did no damage, because I was as immaterial as the wind. The poisoned bolt shattered on the ceiling behind me, and pieces of broken wood and metal rained down around me like the drow’s broken dreams.

“Kill these assholes,” I ordered the wahket.

Crossbows fired from overhead, and bolts rained down onto the dark elves in a deadly hail. The sergeant raised his hand and unleashed a flood of multicolored lights that flew up through the hole in the ceiling above us, but they had no effect other than to illuminate the wahket as they fired their crossbows. 

The cat women’s bolts, on the other hand, had a significant effect on the dark elves.

The intruders’ chain shirts deflected a handful of the missiles, but more of the deadly projectiles found their way past that protection. The drow soldiers died with strangled screams, and their sergeant howled with rage and pain, and then went silent along with his little friends.

The pit’s spikes retracted, and the darkly elegant bodies of my enemies fell to the floor. They lay there like bleeding sacks of meat, which was just what I wanted to see.

“Nice work,” I said. I shot a thumbs up to Nephket and the wahket in the murder gallery. The cat women grinned down at me, the tips of their bright white fangs peeking past their lower lips.

“Fish in a barrel,” Anunaset called down.

“Clay!” Kezakazek shouted and jabbed her finger down at the pit. 

The wahket threw themselves away from the low stone wall at the gallery’s edge. Another crossbow bolt whipped through the air next to my head and shattered against the ceiling above me.

“You will die for what you have done to my property,” a choked voice gurgled from the bottom of the pit.

The drow sergeant had survived the onslaught. A spear had punched through his abdomen and shattered a fist-sized cluster of links in his chain mail shirt, but he still had enough life in him to cause me grief.

Thick amber auras surrounded the fallen dark elves, and their corpses twitched and writhed as if their spirits struggled to drag themselves back from whatever hell had claimed them.

A cold knot of dread twisted itself into my guts like a fist wrapped in barbed wire. Something pulled at my core, tugged at the motes of ka it contained, as if eager to pluck them free and put them to some dark use. What black magic fuckery was this?

Before any of us could react, that strange and sickly light flowed away from the corpses and wrapped itself around the sergeant’s boots. It crawled up his legs and around his waist in a flash, then found its way to the puncture wound in his torso. An icy keening echoed from the depths of the pit as that bizarre radiance wormed its way into the drow’s injury and vanished in the blink of an eye.

“Levitate,” the dark elf sergeant barked in the ugly language known as Deeptongue. His body floated out of the pit and a dark grin split his face. A flickering amber radiance burst from his eyes and mouth like the light from a candle in a particularly devilish jack-o'-lantern. 

Kezakazek unleashed one of her patented killer acid spheres, but the drow sergeant scoffed and twisted his body away from the attack. In a handful of moments he’d risen almost to the hole in the murder gallery’s floor. He’d be up there with the wahket any second, and then the killing would begin. They were no match for the sergeant, and they wouldn’t have time to form up behind their shield wall.

Death was coming for my people, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.

“That’s right, dungeon lord,” the dark elf gloated. “Their blood will be on your hands. Kozerek has come for them.”

I prepared to incarnate, but I wasn’t sure I’d be able to stop him. He’d floated up out of my reach, and I wouldn’t get to the gallery before he started the slaughter. I could kill him, yes, but not in time to save the wahket.

“Nope,” Zillah crowed as she plummeted through the hole in the murder gallery’s floor. 

The fork of her mancatcher spear slammed down on either side of the drow’s throat. Zillah hooked her tail around the sergeant’s waist and pulled him in close where his blade and crossbow were of no use.

The pair plummeted toward the pit, and I shouted a warning to my guardian.

“There are traps down there!” I cried.

“I know,” Zillah said, and her rear legs went wide to brace her above the pit’s yawning maw.

The dark elf wasn’t so fortunate. Zillah’s mancatcher drove him down into the bottom of the pit and pinned him there with an iron grip on his throat. Blood leaked out from his black skin where the spear had cut through his flesh, but his eyes glared up at me with defiant hatred.

“We’re just the tip of the spear,” the drow said. He coughed up a tablespoon of dark blood, which ran from the corners of his mouth and spilled over his chin. Sparks of amber light dotted the blood and bubbled on his lips like fireflies. “Our pet dungeon lord has already dispatched her forces to deal with you. These pathetic kittens will be nothing before their might. And then I will come for you, dungeon lord, and you will bend to my will like the others before you.”

“Big talk from a dead man,” I said. And then to Zillah, “Kill him.”

The drow sergeant grunted as the spear’s tines snapped together with a sound that reminded me of a nice crisp bite of a red apple. The amber light vanished from his eyes and mouth, and his body sagged.

Zillah pulled her spear back, but the barbs had caught on the drow’s severed spine. She leaned back on her tail and hoisted the corpse out of the pit, then stared at the sluggish flow of blood from his torn arteries.

“I’ve never eaten drow before,” she said. “Can I?”

Kezakazek peered down from the murder gallery and shrugged. 

“We aren’t poisonous,” the dark elf said. “But I’m not sure we taste very good.”

“You taste just fine,” Zillah said with a lascivious grin. “We’ll see about this guy.” She pinned the dead body to the floor with her tail and pulled the spear free.

“Before you turn into a free-range cannibal,” I said, “can you use your spear to fish the rest of them out of the pit? I don’t care what happens to their bodies, but I’d like to save their gear.”

“Sure,” Zillah said. “You get the loot, I get the meat.”

“I don’t want to see you eating those things,” Nephket said from above. “And I don’t want to smell it, either.”

The scorpion queen retrieved one of the drow from the bottom of the pit and tossed his body onto the sergeant’s.

“I thought lions were meat eaters,” Zillah said. “Getting picky on me?”

“Oh, I eat a lot of things,” Nephket said. “But I’m not eating people. Not even evil people.”

“What about unicorns?” Zillah asked as she stacked another dead body on the pile. “I hear they’re delicious. I’ve never been able to get close enough to one to see, though, because of the virginity thing.”

“I think that’s just a myth,” Kezakazek said. “Why would a horse care whether you were a virgin or not?”

“For starters, it’s a magical horse,” Nephket said. “And it’s a symbol of purity.”

Zillah scooped two more bodies out and grunted with disgust.

“I’m impure because I like to play a little hide the sausage?” the scorpion queen asked. “Does finger banging my lady friends take me off the good girl list? How about butt stuff? Does that count?”

Nephket held up her hands and laughed.

“Okay,” she said. “You’re probably right. Maybe it is just a myth. Who’d want to be friends with a horse who didn’t want you to do any of those things?”

“I’ll drink to that,” I said and immediately regretted the words. Dealing with the drow was thirsty work, and I would’ve gladly burned some ka for a nice, tall drink of Gentleman Jack. Shit, I’d even settle for some shitty Fireball at this point. I just wanted to drink until I relaxed and drifted off into a blissful oblivion for a few days.

Mostly, I wanted to forget the nonsense that drow had spewed. Listening to the sergeant referring to himself in the third person and making all those proclamations about my dire future had exhausted me.

Zillah hoisted the last drow out of the pit and dropped her spear onto the ground next to her.

“Let me just strip the skinny little fuckers,” the scorpion queen said. She struggled with the first chain shirt for a moment before she remembered she was dealing with a dead body. A quick wrench on each of the drow’s arms dislocated his shoulders, and he slipped right out of his armor and landed on the dungeon’s stone floor with a meaty slap.

The drow really were skinny. They were tall but had the scrawny physiques of young guys who hadn’t quite finished puberty. Their long, silver hair and delicate features didn’t make them look any tougher.

They wore pants of thin suede that was stylish but useless as armor, so Zillah didn’t bother removing those. She did poke one of bodies in the groin with the tip of her finger and chuckled.

“If that’s all they’re packing, it’s no wonder there are so few elves,” she said.

She winked at me, then loaded the bodies up on her tail. She coiled the stinger tip around to hold the bodies in place, picked up her spear, and gave me a sharp salute.

“That’s five shortswords, five hand crossbows, four chain shirts, and the sergeant had a nice suit of studded leather armor,” she said. “Those bolt cases probably still have a few poisoned quarrels in them, so be careful. We don’t want anyone getting stuck.”

“Thanks for your help,” I said. “Don’t go too far away. I think we might have more guests.”

“Got you, boss,” Zillah said. “I’m going to haul these tasty morsels over to the scorpion lair. They should keep for a couple of days.”

“Thank you,” Nephket said. “I was hoping you weren’t going to leave them in our bedroom.”

“Well, technically,” Zillah said, “that’s my lair. You are all welcome to hang out in my bed, but I could kick you out anytime I wanted.”

“But you wouldn’t,” Kezakazek said. She licked her lips. “At least you wouldn’t if you know what’s good for you.”

The scorpion queen didn’t have an answer for that, though I did detect the slightest golden blush in her cheeks before she turned away to store her bounty.

“Okay, I need the rest of you to collect this stuff and stow it in the burial chamber,” I said. “If the drow wasn’t bluffing, more bad guys are on their way.”

I jumped over the pit and headed for the core without waiting to see if the wahket did what I’d commanded. I knew they would jump to follow my orders, and if they didn’t Nephket and Kezakazek would kick their asses into gear. I didn’t have the time or inclination to babysit my dungeon’s residents and was grateful it wasn’t necessary. 

I’d spent eighteen of my ka on the traps I’d set, but I’d regained sixteen motes by killing the drow invaders. That left me at twenty-three ka, which was enough for several more traps or maybe an upgrade. As soon as I reached my core, I needed to take another look at the tablets and make some decisions.

But before I settled into that research, there was a nagging question I needed to have answered.

“Kez,” I called to my sorceress guardian. “Did you hear the name that asshole said before he died?”

“Kozerek Jarazikek?” she asked. “Yeah, but that’s not him.”

“You sure about that?” I asked. “He seemed awfully confident.”

“Kozerek is like the boogeyman, Clay. He’s the monster under the bed,” Kez said in my thoughts. “Drow use that name when they’re trying to be spooky. The real Kozerek died a long, long time ago.”

“How?” I asked, my curiosity piqued. Even if it was just some goofy drow legend, it might be useful knowledge to have.

“Dungeon lord fucked him up,” Kez said. “Kozerek was a wizard who thought he’d make a name for himself by hunting and killing dungeon lords. He got two, I guess, before shit went sideways. Some seriously badass dungeon lord smote him in the dick. Strung Kozerek up like a pinata and let him swing at the entrance of his dungeon for something like a hundred years. He’s long gone.”

“Thanks for putting my mind at ease,” I said.

It was nice to know I didn’t actually have some dungeon lord version of Boba Fett hunting my ass, but I still had to worry about Delsinia’s troops. If she had a bunch of bodies to throw at me, I needed to come up with a plan to hold them off, and fast.

Rathokhetra invaded my memories again, this time with a brutal display from some ancient war. Wahket men and women clad in golden, form-fitting armor held off a seemingly endless wave of enemies. Some of the cat people wielded spears and shields, some had khopeshes, and all unleashed ferocious roars as their enemies slammed into them. The creatures these ancient wahket fought were vague and indistinct, wreathed in so many shadows it was impossible to tell what they might’ve been. I wasn’t sure if that was what they really looked like or if Rathokhetra simply didn’t care enough to remember the faces and forms of those his armies had destroyed.

The wahket fought like demons, but the battle’s grind wore them down. They fell, one by one, even as they hacked their enemies to pieces. The battlefield grew slick and muddy with blood.

The memory faded, and I understood what the old dungeon lord was trying to tell me. His answer to my current problem was to throw the wahket at it. He didn’t care how many died, because to him they were just tools to be discarded when they were no longer useful.

I called bullshit on that kind of asshattery. Each of my resources was precious to me, and I wouldn’t squander them any more than I would have set a pile of money on fire back on Earth. 

Rathokhetra’s grating chuckle at my thoughts about resources made me catch myself. Maybe I wasn’t as different from him as I’d thought. If there were hard choices to be made, I was willing to make them.

I just didn’t want to.

“Fuck you,” I muttered to myself. I’d arrived at the treasure vault and used its open spaces to set up a few defenses. I didn’t want to spend any ka on traps, but rearranging walls didn’t cost me even a single mote. I erected new barriers inside the open room that would route the dungeon lord’s attacking force down a serpentine path. That turned the twenty feet of open floor into a twisty little maze twice the length of the room. It wasn’t much, but it forced the attackers into a narrow tunnel that my forces could more easily defend.

It struck me how similar this was to the tower defense games I’d played before, only it was a lot messier. I’d beaten the first wave, but the second wave was coming and I didn’t have the budget to string up all the defenses I would have liked.

I returned to the burial chamber and plopped down on my throne. The core’s hum soothed my ragged nerves and pushed Rathokhetra back into the dim recesses of my mind. Maybe that was why I liked it there. 

I pulled up the tablets and looked through the options available to me, but I was distracted by a pulse of anxiety from Pinchy before I could make any progress. 

The scorpions had stayed behind to keep an eye on the entrance to the other dungeon, and it looked like that had been a good idea. Pinchy’s eyesight was terrible, so she couldn’t tell me exactly what was coming, but she could feel their feet pounding against the floor. They were too close together and marched in too disordered a formation for her to give me an accurate count, but there were at least twenty of them coming.

And they were coming fast.

“Thanks, Pinchy,” I muttered. “Let’s open the butcher shop for business.”
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Chapter 6: The Brink
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WITH THE ENEMY ON THEIR way, I took one last look at my tablets to make sure I hadn’t missed anything important. If there were any upgrades that I’d gained on the way to third level that could help me and my people, I needed to take them. 

I started with the Tablet of Incarnation. There was only one first-level ability in the bunch, and it was aptly titled Incarnate. That one was already in my repertoire and allowed me to physically appear anywhere within my dungeon for a whopping one minute at the astronomical cost of ten motes of ka. That ability could turn the tide of battle if I used it at the right moment, but only the most dire of circumstances could justify its cost. I still cringed when I thought about all the power I’d burned using Incarnate when I’d first arrived in Soketra. Sure, I’d saved Nephket and her sisters from almost certain death at the hands of Kezakazek’s raiding party, but the price had been ludicrously high.

Of the second-level abilities on the Tablet of Incarnation, I’d already invested motes into The Dungeon Speaks and The Dungeon’s Visage. Those two abilities cost me nothing to use and let me communicate with any creature in my dungeon or appear anywhere within my dungeon. They were handy tools, but they wouldn’t win any fights.

That only left a handful of second-level dungeon abilities available to me from the Tablet of Incarnation. 

<<<>>>

THE DUNGEON DETECTS

Duration: Permanent

Cost: 5 motes of ka

This ability allows the dungeon lord to detect any magical items within 100 yards of his dungeon. The dungeon lord is aware of the general location (within 50 feet) and approximate power of the magical item. The dungeon lord does not know any other details about this magical item.

THE DUNGEON REVEALS

Duration: Permanent

Cost: 5 motes of ka

This ability allows the dungeon lord to mark any hidden, invisible, or otherwise concealed creatures or objects within his dungeon. All marked creatures or objects are visible to the dungeon lord's guardians, worshipers, or traps that require detection. The creature or object remains marked until it leaves the dungeon.

The dungeon lord may mark a creature once every six seconds.

ENHANCED PROFICIENCY I

Duration: Permanent

Cost: 5 motes of ka

This ability adds +1 to the dungeon lord’s chances of hitting with a weapon, inflicting damage with known spells, successful use of skills, and resisting the effects of hostile magic.

INCARNATE EFFICIENCY I

Duration: Permanent

Cost: 5 motes of ka

This ability reduces the cost of the Incarnate ability from ten motes of ka per minute to eight motes of ka per minute.

<<<>>>

I weighed each of the new abilities but wasn’t sure I saw a power-up that would help me win a fight.

The Dungeon Detects definitely wouldn’t tip the odds in my favor in a battle. I’d keep it in mind for the future when I needed to do some treasure hunting, but there was no way I’d expend any of my precious ka on that until I had more to spare.

The Dungeon Reveals seemed a better bet, but only if my foe threw some truly sneaky fuckers at me. My RPG experience told me that rogues could hide in shadows and there were plenty of invisible monsters out there, but if my opponent didn’t have any of those on her payroll, those would be wasted points. I made a mental note to pick this up if any unseen bad guys started to pick off the wahket, but it was a no-go for the moment.

Improving my proficiency likewise seemed like a minor benefit. For starters, proficiency was useless unless I incarnated, and that cost a damned fortune in motes. And, unless the monsters we were about to face were significantly more powerful than I thought, I was confident my existing combat skills and kickass khopesh would be more than a match for any enemies if I did have to incarnate.

Which made the Incarnate Efficiency I ability a tempting choice. Unfortunately, I only had twenty-three motes of ka in the juice bank, which meant there was no practical difference between paying ten motes for a minute and paying eight motes for a minute of incarnation. I could still only afford two minutes of incarnation.

Nope, fuck that.

It was time to look at the third-level abilities. I hadn’t tapped into any of these yet, and I kept my fingers crossed that another review of them would reveal some killer combination I could use to my advantage.

<<<>>>

EXPERTISE I

Duration: Permanent

Cost: 10 motes of ka

This ability imbues the dungeon lord with the knowledge to use two skills with proficiency. Available skills vary by region. Consult your familiar for more information.

SPELLCASTING I

Duration: Permanent

Cost: 10 motes of ka

This ability allows the dungeon lord to cast first-level arcane or divine spells from one of the schools of magic (abjuration, conjuration, divination, enchantment, even location, delusion, necromancy, or transmutation). The dungeon lord gains a number of spell slots equal to a wizard of his dungeon’s level for arcane spells, or a cleric of his dungeon’s level for divine spells. The dungeon lord may purchase this ability more than once to learn different schools of magic. The dungeon lord may also purchase this ability more than once to learn arcane or divine spells from schools already selected. 

The dungeon lord must incarnate to cast spells.

<<<>>>

Unless one of the skills I could learn was Kick All Ass, the Expertise ability seemed useless at the moment. After this clusterfuck wound down, I’d have to check what skills were available with Nephket, but for the moment I didn’t see how it would benefit me. The spellcasting trick would be cool, but because it required me to incarnate, it wasn’t a viable option. Best case, I could buy Spellcasting I, incarnate, and then throw around first-level spells for a minute before I ran out of motes and had to turn back into a will-o’-wisp. 

That was a pretty shitty ROI for dropping motes into an ability. Next.

“Let’s see what the Tablet of Engineering has for me,” I muttered. The first tablet disappeared, and the second floated into view before me. I peered at its surface and stroked my chin as I considered my second-level options.

<<<>>>

ALARM

Cost: 1 Easy encounter

Limit: No

Spawn: Yes

Combinable: Yes

Damage: N/A

Reset: 30 seconds - 6 seconds per dungeon level (minimum 6 seconds)

Type: Mechanical

The trigger for this nonlethal trap must be placed on a single five-foot square. When a nonresident creature steps on the trigger an alarm alerts the dungeon lord, guardians, and worshipers within the dungeon. Alerted creatures are aware of which trigger caused the alarm to sound.

The dungeon lord may choose for the alarm to be audible to intruders, or silent. Silent alarms can still be heard by the dungeon’s residents, but not by the intruders.

<<<>>>

That was an interesting little trick. It would be handy in the future, but I already knew the bad guys were coming. I didn’t need to be warned when they were close because I already had a scout with an eye out for them.

This was my first close look at traps, and I wanted to make sure I understood them. I examined each section of the trap’s description carefully, and the tablet provided me with an explanation for each of them.

The cost section informed me that the cost of a trap was the same as the purchase price for guardians of the same difficulty level. An easy trap would cost me the same as an easy encounter. In my third-level dungeon, that meant three motes of ka. Not a fortune, but nothing to sneeze at, either. It wouldn’t take long for me to run out of ka if I sprinkled traps around willy-nilly.

The limit of zero meant that this trap could be placed as many times as I wished to pay its cost. Again, that was pretty neat but not very helpful.

The “yes” in the spawn section told me I could place this trap inside one of my guardians’ spawn chambers, and combinable meant that its trigger could occupy the same five-foot-square section of my dungeon as another trap’s trigger, another trap, or even another type of dungeon feature entirely. That seemed very useful, and I filed that tidbit of information away for later use.

This trap didn’t cause any damage, and the reset value defined how long it would take for the trap to be ready to trigger again after it was set off. At third level, the alarm trap would reset twelve seconds after it was first tripped.

Finally, because it was a mechanical trap anyone with enough perception to find its trigger and enough skill could disable the mechanism. Any trap that was disabled would be reactivated at sundown when my guardians respawned.

With that information tucked away securely in my wee little brain, I dove into reviewing the rest of the traps at my disposal.

<<<>>>

NET TRAP

Cost: 1 Easy encounter

Limit: No

Spawn: Yes

Combinable: Yes

Damage: 1 per dungeon level

Reset: 30 seconds - 6 seconds per dungeon level (minimum 6 seconds)

Type: Mechanical

When this trip is triggered, a spiked net falls from the ceiling. The net covers the same five-foot-square area as the trigger, and all creatures in this area suffer one point of damage per dungeon level and are immobilized for six seconds.

After six seconds have passed, the target may attempt to free themselves with a Strength check. If this check fails, the target suffers an additional one point of damage per dungeon level and their next strength check to free themselves suffers a minus one penalty. This penalty is cumulative.

The target can be freed at any time by an ally outside of the net. This requires six seconds.

PIT TRAP

Cost: 1 Average encounter

Limit: No

Spawn: Yes

Combinable: Yes

Damage: 1 – 6 per dungeon level (Average 3)

Reset: 30 seconds - 6 seconds per dungeon level (minimum 6 seconds)

Type: Mechanical

When this trap is triggered, the five-foot-square section of floor where the trigger was placed collapses inward. Any creature on this square of the floor falls into the trap and suffers 1 to 6 points of damage per dungeon level.

Creatures who fall into the trap may climb out with a successful Dexterity check, with a minus one penalty per level of the dungeon. If the creature does not climb out of the trap before the trap resets, they may not exit the trap until someone outside of the trap either triggers the trap again or pries open the floor.

RAM TRAP

Cost: 1 Average encounter

Limit: No

Spawn: Yes

Combinable: Yes

Damage: 1 – 6 per dungeon level

Reset: 30 seconds – 6 seconds per dungeon level (minimum 6 seconds)

Type: Mechanical

When this trap is triggered, all creatures in the five-foot-square area of the floor where the trigger was located are pushed forward ten feet. All pushed creatures suffer 1 to 6 points of damage per dungeon level and suffer an additional 1 to 3 points of damage per dungeon level if there is a dungeon wall within five feet of the trap’s trigger location.

SPEAR TRAP

Cost: 1 Average encounter

Limit: No

Spawn: Yes

Combinable: Yes

Damage: 1 – 6 per dungeon level

Reset: 30 seconds – 6 seconds per dungeon level (minimum 6 seconds)

Type: Mechanical

When this trap is triggered all creatures in the five-foot-square trigger area are impaled by spears that thrust out from an adjacent wall, floor, or ceiling. The spears caused 1 to 6 points of damage per dungeon level.

<<<>>>

As nice as all those traps were, I was concerned about their usefulness in the coming battle. I had no idea what Delsinia would send after me, and that limited my ability to intelligently deploy traps to kill them. 

Based on the zombie trumpeter, I bet that Delsinia’s guardians were mostly of the shambling undead variety. Skeletons and zombies were definitely as tough as my guardians, but that probably meant that Delsinia had a whole horde of the damned things just waiting to take a bite out of me and my people. A trap would take down a couple of the horde, but the rest would just amble on by while I waited for the mechanism to reset.

Traps might not be the best answer.

I peeked at the level-three abilities, but none of them looked very promising.

<<<>>>

KA REFINERY

Cost: 10

Limit: 1/core

Spawn: Yes

Combinable: Yes

Damage: N/A

Reset: N/A

Type: Arcane

This chamber refines one mote of ka per dungeon level from the streams of the geomantic nexus. This chamber must be placed on a stele.

MECHANICAL EFFICIENCY

Cost: 10

Limit: No

Spawn: Yes

Combinable: Yes

Damage: N/A

Reset: 30 seconds – 6 seconds per dungeon level (minimum 6 seconds)

Type: Mechanical

When this ability is activated, a single trap within the dungeon lord’s dungeon has its reset time reduced to the minimum.

TROUGH HALL

Cost: 10

Limit: No

Spawn: No

Combinable: No

Damage: N/A

Reset: N/A

Type: Cultivation

Once created, this chamber produces enough non-meat food to sustain up to five creatures with the challenge rating equal to the dungeon’s level. Creatures that require meat cannot be sustained by this chamber.

<<<>>>

Well, so much for the engineering tablet. The Ka Refinery seemed like an awesome chamber to build, but not when I had an enemy breathing down my neck. The Mechanical Efficiency ability just seemed weak, no matter how I sliced it, because traps already had reduced reset times as the dungeon increased in level. Maybe it would be more functional when I was a much higher level than I was now, but I didn’t like it.

I was intrigued by the trough hall, though, because what the fuck was a Cultivation type? I contemplated that for a moment and imagined some sort of weird dungeon farm with rooms filled with food for my guardians to gorge on, but vegetables didn’t seem like they were going to cut it for a bunch of cat ladies and the scorpion queen. I also had a sneaking suspicion that drow weren’t big on fruits and veggies, either, which would leave Kezakazek hungry.

Maybe if I found some herbivorous monsters who could also serve as food, the meat eaters could chow down on the plant-eating guardians, who would then respawn at sundown.

Seemed efficient, but gruesome as hell. I didn’t think I could use my guardians as a food source even if it would keep the wahket fed and happy.

“On to the next,” I muttered, and summoned the Tablet of Guardians.

The list of monsters I could summon had expanded significantly, but I didn’t have the time it would take to integrate them with my other defenses.  Besides, if I held out long enough to get the temple and turn all the wahket into my worshipers, they’d be able to gain levels and I wouldn’t need any more guardians. 

I shuffled past the monsters to look at the three other abilities available to me at third level.

<<<>>>

ADVANCE GUARDIANS

Cost: 10 motes of ka

When this ability is activated, all guardians with a challenge rating below the dungeon’s current level are advanced to a challenge rating equal to the dungeon’s current level.

ARCANE CONDUIT

Cost: 10 motes of ka

The dungeon lord may cast any arcane spells known through his familiar. The familiar must be able to speak and move freely in order to cast the spell, and the spell can be disrupted if the guardian is injured.

DIVINE SPEAKER

Cost: 10 motes of ka

The dungeon lord may cast any divine spells known through his familiar. The familiar must be able to speak and move freely in order to cast the spell, and the spell can be disrupted if the guardian is injured.

<<<>>>

I’d already explained to Kezakazek why I didn’t want to purchase the Advance Guardians ability, so I scratched that off my list. The other two abilities, however, could have immediate implications for this battle. The unfortunate part was that I would burn twenty ka just to set up the combo. And that would only give me access to one kind of spell, and from one school.

Rathokhetra stirred at the back of my thoughts, and his disapproval made me want to go ahead and blow all my ka just to spite him. Sadly, the old bastard was probably right. It would be far more efficient in the short term to just incarnate and lay waste to my enemies rather than invest in spellcasting abilities I might not have the opportunity to use.

I’d already taken a close look at the Tablet of Transformation after the undead slaughter, so there was no point in revisiting that one. I’d hoped the tablets would hold some new ability that would ensure my victory over the bad guys, but that wasn’t in the cards. I let out an exasperated sigh, banished my tablets, and leaned back in my throne.

“That’s not a very happy face,” Zillah said as she entered my burial chamber. She chucked me under the chin with the back edge of her stinger. “Turn that frown upside down before the wahket get in here, boss. They need to see you ready to get out there and kick ass. I also don’t like it when you frown, because it makes your face less pleasant to look at, and—”

I bared my teeth in a death’s-head rictus.

“Better?” I asked.

“Um, no,” she said. “Maybe I could do a little somethin’ somethin’, you know, to help raise your spirits before things get bloody.”

“I wish we had time,” I said. I let my face relax into a natural, if not particularly wide, smile. “I hoped I had more options with my dungeon lord abilities, but it looks like this fight is going to come down to spears and bows again.”

The scorpion queen twisted around to give me a pleasant view of her posterior and wiggled her tail.

“And stingers!” she said. “At least we’ll have a drow feast when this is over.”

For once, I was grateful that I couldn’t eat or drink while disincarnated.

“We’re definitely not having that,” Nephket said as she entered my burial chamber at the head of a column of wahket. Anunaset and three of her sisters marched over to my sarcophagus and dumped their loot into it.

“You’re not,” Zillah corrected. “But I’m pretty sure I am. And Kezakazek might, too.”

The drow brought up the rear of the wahket train, and she smirked when she heard her name.

“Maybe,” she said. “That makes me a cannibal, which is a stretch even for my people.”

“It will be so good,” Zillah enthused. “We can gather some peppers outside, grind them up, make a nice chili...”

“It’s time to get ready for the bad guys,” I said, cutting off Zillah’s buffet menu before the wahket got completely freaked out. From the uneasy looks in their eyes, their proud warrior tradition did not extend to eating their fallen foes. “According to Pinchy’s report, Delsinia’s dickheads should arrive in the next ten minutes or so. First up, I want eight of the wahket to head back to the chamber of statues and restring our trap there. Whatever Delsinia sends is going to come through that way, and I want as many of the invaders as possible crushed in that channel. After the statues come down, I want the wahket stationed at the head of the ladder to stab the shit out of any hostiles that try to climb up.”

Nephket nodded briskly and clapped her hands together to silence the excited chatter of the wahket.

“Anunaset,” she said, “take your team and get them into position.”

Eight of the cat women left my chamber quickly, spears at the ready and crossbows slung over their shoulders. All eight wore the chain mail I’d created earlier, which reminded me I needed to make some more.

Fortunately, the drow gear was worth a tidy eleven hundred and twenty-five gold pieces. Five hundred of that came from the studded leather, which was apparently fancier than I’d thought. The hand crossbows were each worth seventy-five gold pieces, which accounted for another three hundred and seventy-five gold pieces in my treasury. That gave me two thousand and two hundred gold pieces, total.

I immediately spent two hundred and fifty to make custom-fitted chain shirts for the remaining wahket and Nephket. I’d have given my familiar the studded leather, but the drow who’d worn it was far too small in the chest and ass to make it comfortable for Neph. I wasn’t sure I could alter it without damaging it, so I put it aside for more research.

Later. When a rival dungeon lord wasn’t trying to kill me.

“I need another team of eight wahket in the audience chamber,” I said to Nephket. “Get them into their chain shirts and have them stand guard at the edge of the raised platform in that room. I’ll remove the stairs up to the platform, so your team should have an easier time holding the high ground against the invaders.”

Nephket nodded and called out another group, who scrambled to get into their armored shirts. My familiar watched her people with sad eyes, and I knew she understood what I’d just said. 

Removing the stairs up to the exit from the audience chamber reduced the odds of a successful retreat by Anunaset’s team to almost zero. If they were overwhelmed and had to pull back from the statue room, those wahket were likely to die. That was a bitter pill to swallow, but a fact we all needed to get our heads around. Death was on the wind today, and anyone who let down their guard for even a second could be swept away by its icy talons.

“Set up a third group of eight in the hallway outside the burial chamber. I’ve made a little maze in Zillah’s bedroom, which I’m sure you’ve all walked to get here, and I want the third team to use it to their advantage.”

“Last group.” I raised my voice to be heard over the clink and rattle of chain shirts and weapons. “Head to the scorpion lair and wait there until I give you another command. Scoot.”

The wahket hustled to get geared up and to their posts, and I was proud of their professionalism and eagerness for battle. They wanted to become the fearsome warriors their people had once been, and they would do whatever I asked to regain their former glory. They were motivated, hungry troops.

The very best kind.

“And what would you have me do?” Nephket asked.

“Go with the last group and hole up in Pinchy’s lair,” I said. 

Nephket opened her mouth to protest, but I leaned forward and kissed her hard on the mouth. 

“You have a part to play in this, Neph,” I said. “Trust me.”

She looked dubious but nodded sharply and headed to the sarcophagus to grab her armor and get going.

“She’ll kill you if you keep her out of harm’s way in this fight,” Zillah said under her breath. “Can’t say I blame her.”

“She has a job to do,” I said. “And, yes, it’s an important one.”

“Good,” Kezakazek said. “Care to tell me why we’re not pushing into Delsinia’s territory instead of just waiting for her to show up on our doorstep with a team of asskickers?”

“Two reasons,” I said. “First, if any of you get killed in this fight, you’re in my dungeon. You’ll respawn and be ready to go at sundown.”

“Valid,” Kezakazek agreed.

“And Delsinia’s troops who die here will just be dead,” I said. “We have the advantage here, and I’m not going to abandon it.”

“Good plan. We win this fight, then go after Delsinia while her pants are down,” Zillah said. “I like it.”

Armed and armored, Nephket stalked back to my throne. She bowed low before me, then stood up straight and stared deep into my eyes.

“Our lives are yours,” the priestess said. “We will do whatever it takes to win this fight.”

My familiar’s eyes were wet with unshed tears when she said those words. She wasn’t only pledging her life, but the lives of the thirty-two wahket who served me. Nephket understood the stakes on the table that day, and she wanted me to understand that she didn’t regret the choices she’d made that led her to that point.

“We will win this,” I said to Nephket. I took both of her hands in mine and leaned forward until our foreheads almost touched. “I swear to you.”

Maybe I shouldn’t have made her that promise, but I meant every word of it. The wahket weren’t just beautiful and ferocious cat women, they were the last of their kind. If we lost this battle today, my core would wink out like a candle in a hurricane. My guardians would die, and Rathokhetra would be no more.

But more disturbing to me would be the loss of an entire people. While I lived, the wahket had a chance to regain their former glory. They could return to Soketra in force, given time.

I wanted that to happen. I would make that happen.

Rathokhetra’s dry, sandy chuckle echoed through my thoughts like the scraping footsteps of a jackal creeping through an abandoned tomb.

“We’re here too, boss,” Zillah said. A lopsided grin had painted itself across her face, and she seemed uncertain of what to say for the first time since I’d met her. “What do you need us to do?”

I gave Nephket one last squeeze and a gentle kiss.

“Go,” I said. “Wait for my word.”

She kissed me back with a ferocious hunger. A low, rumbling growl echoed in her chest as she backed away from me. She turned sharply and left, her strides determined.

“As for you,” I motioned for Zillah to approach the throne. “You’re the last line of defense with the wahket outside this room. Promise me you won’t fuck it up.”

“Ooh, a challenge.” She grinned at me. “No one’s getting past me. And, for the record, I’m willing to die for you, too. As long as we don’t make it a habit.”

The scorpion queen reared back on her tail and banished the armor that concealed her most sensitive areas. She spread her arms wide and arched over me like a cobra preparing to strike, a sly smile playing across her lips.

“I’ll be back for you, dungeon lord,” she promised. “Take a good long look and remember what you’ll lose if you fall today.”

She lunged then and landed with her feet on the arms of my throne and her hands on either side of my head. She crouched down and studied my face for a long moment. Her breath smelled wild and violent, like a predator fresh off a kill.

“I won’t let you down,” I said.

Her tongue darted out and flickered across my lips. She nodded, and then Zillah was gone.

“I’m not going to get all gross and mushy,” Kezakazek said. “But I won’t let you down, either. We’ll kill these pieces of shit and take Delsinia’s dungeon from her. She’ll regret messing with us.”

I reached out for the drow, but she smirked and drew away from me before I could catch her.

“Nope,” she said. “You’ll get a kiss if and only if I don’t die. Work for it, dungeon lord.”

“Then you better get out of here and back up the wahket in the statue room,” I said.

Kezakazek winked at me before she turned on her heel and left for her post.

Alone in my burial chamber, I closed my eyes and lost myself in a moment of meditation. It’d been a couple of days, at least, since I’d focused my mind inward like that, and I found the experience calmed and focused me at a time when I needed it most.

But it did something else, too.

A crack opened in my mind and Rathokhetra’s presence leaked through it. He appeared before my throne and judged me with dark, pitiless eyes.

For a moment, he seemed on the verge of speaking. But after a long pause, he gave me one, slow shake of his head, and then vanished.

I felt windblown sand spit into my face and opened my eyes to an empty burial chamber. Of course it was empty.

Rathokhetra was a ghost. He could haunt me all he wanted, but he couldn’t affect this world any more than I could affect where I’d come from. We were both adrift on different levels of reality, and we’d just have to get used to it.

A sharp pang pricked the edges of my awareness before I could do too much more navel-gazing. 

The bad guys had arrived.

Two dozen of Delsinia’s guardians were less than a hundred yards away from my front door, and they were some of the ugliest fucks I’d ever seen.

They were humanoid creatures who were clearly no longer among the living. Their skin was mottled gray and pulled tightly across bones that jutted against its surface as if the skeleton within wanted to burst free of its rotten body. Their eyes glowed an unholy blue, and their mouths were filled with rows of jagged teeth that were so dissimilar they looked like they’d been collected from a dozen different creatures. The invaders had fingers that were tipped with sharpened black nails like the talons of a raptor.

They wore no armor, and no clothes of any kind. The only ornamentation on their bodies were the thick iron collars around their throats that I knew bore Delsinia’s sigil on their back sides. 

Both sexes were well represented in an equally disgusting measure. The breasts of the females hung like empty sacks from their chests, and pockets of rot dotted their flappy surfaces. All the males sported raging hard-ons, though half of their members were rotted down to blackened stumps and the other half were pocked with wormholes and septic blisters. Males and females alike were covered in black blotches of mold and nasty open sores that wept putrid fluids.

“Yeah,” I thought to myself. “This is not going to be fun.”

I took a moment to study one of the creatures and really did not like what I saw.

<<<>>>

Ghoul

Medium undead, chaotic evil

Armor Class: 12

Hit Points: 5 to 40 (Average 22)

Speed: 30 feet

STR: 13 (+1)

DEX: 15 (+2)

CON: 10 (+0)

INT: 7 (-2)

WIS: 10 (+0)

CHA: 6 (-2)

Damage Immunities: Poison

Condition Immunities: Charmed, Exhausted, Poisoned

Senses: Dark Sight 60 feet, Passive Perception 10

Languages: Common

Challenge: 1

Actions

Bite: Melee Weapon Attack: +2 to hit. Hit: 4 to 14 (Average 9) piercing damage.

Claws: Melee Weapon Attack: +4 to hit. Hit: 4 to 10 (Average 7) slashing damage. Creatures who are struck by this attack and are not elves or undead must make a successful Constitution saving throw against Difficulty 10 or be paralyzed for 1 minute. The target is entitled to another saving throw every six seconds, and a successful save ends the paralysis immediately.

<<<>>>

That did not look good.

The ghouls had shit for armor class, which was nice, and their hit points weren’t much more impressive.

But they had two attacks apiece, twice as many as the wahket, and a single lucky hit was enough to take a wahket out of the fight. Based on my dungeon lord’s instincts, it looked like the wahket had about a fifty-fifty chance of succumbing to paralysis any time they got hit by those claws. This could quickly turn into a clusterfuck.

“All right, kids,” I said. The Dungeon Speaks ability amplified my voice until it boomed like thunder through every corner of my territory. I could have restricted the announcement to just my people, but I wanted the bad guys to know I was onto their shenanigans. “We’ve got guests. Let’s put out the welcome mat.

“And kill all of these fuckers.”
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 7: Blood and Gore
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“MORE UNDEAD,” KEZAKAZEK groused as the first ghouls made their way into the trench that ran down the center of the statue room. “This is going to suck.”

“These are ghouls,” I said to my people, and willed my voice to only reach their ears. I wasn’t sure if the ghouls could understand what I said, but I didn’t see any point in taking chances. “Their claws can paralyze you, so use the defenses I set up and hold them at bay with your spears. They’ve got no special immunity to crossbows, which means you can fill them full of holes.”

The wahket nodded uncertainly at my words, but I could feel the fear in their hearts. They would fight for all they were worth, but they were still just a few days from their lives as peaceful villagers. One way or another, this battle would transform them all.

And then I took a deep breath and gave them a cold-hearted command.

“If any wahket get paralyzed, leave them where they fall.”

That last sounded harsh, but it had to be said. If the wahket tried to evacuate their fallen, they’d only lose more of their number to the ghouls. A single scratch would be enough to take out one of the cat warriors, and if they were distracted by their fallen sisters, their defenses would be down. A single casualty could easily cascade into far too many if they didn’t keep their minds on their enemies.

Before the wahket could respond, the enemy crashed through my dungeon’s entrance in a flood of diseased flesh. It was time to fight.

“Hold the trap,” I said to the wahket in the statue chamber. “When I give the word, yank the rope.”

My hands tightened on the arms of my throne at the strange, creeping sensation that flowed through me as Delsinia’s guardians advanced toward my core. Rage flared in my heart at the thought of these filthy beasts defiling my tomb. The anger was so intense and all-consuming I at first thought it came from Rathokhetra, but that old bastard remained strangely silent.

This hissy fit belonged solely to me.

Every step the ghouls took into my dungeon stoked the fires of my anger. I wanted to command the wahket to trigger the trap and jump into the pit to rend the ghouls with tooth and claw. Hell, I wanted to climb down off my throne and burn all the ka I had to rip those filthy, maggot-eaten beasts apart with my bare hands. I’d carry the scraps of their rotted flesh back to Delsinia and force her to eat them before I drained her core. I’d...

What the hell was wrong with me? I clamped down on my anger with an iron will and dragged my attention away from my dreams of future vengeance and back to the battle at hand. 

I had all the faith in the world that my people would defeat these ghouls, but only if I kept my head in the game and my passion for slaughter in check.

I held my tongue until the first ghouls had almost reached the ladder that would let them begin their climb out of the trench. The rest of the undead were packed into the pit like piranhas swarming toward their prey.

“Pull the rope!” I said, and my voice boomed in the statue chamber like a clap of thunder. “Kez, fire at will.”

A moment later there was a tremendous crash as the statues tumbled down into the narrow trench filled with ghouls. Beneath the thunder of stone smashing into stone, I heard the thick liquid sound of pulped meat and the brittle crack of bone as it splintered into shards beneath the weight of the statues.

The wahket cheered, but I wasn’t ready to celebrate yet.

Despite the damage the falling statues had inflicted on the gruesome undead, it hadn’t killed any. The ghouls groaned in a hideous parody of life and dragged their damaged bodies from beneath the statues. Slick yellow bones gleamed through tears in rotted flesh and decayed muscle, but the ghouls were not out of the fight.

“Crossbows, fire!” Anunaset cried. She’d taken up a position at the top of the ladder, her spear poised to plunge down into the face of any ghoul who came within range.

I admired her courage and clear thinking when the shit was on the verge of hitting the fan. She hadn’t assumed the traps would kill all the ghouls; she’d positioned herself to respond if things went south.

The rest of the wahket responded to Anunaset’s command and sent a storm of quarrels into the mob of wounded undead. The bolts found their targets, but the ghouls kept right on coming.

Kezakazek unleashed a ball of acid that struck one of the ghouls in the back of the head. The deadly spell dissolved away a fist-sized chunk of the ghoul’s scalp and a patch of skull I could have dropped a silver dollar through without touching an edge. A viscous splash of decomposed brain, black and gelatinous, flowed out of the ugly hole and splattered down the ghoul’s back.

But that didn’t stop the goddamned monster any more than the crossbow bolt that jutted out of its chest had.

“Focus fire on my targets!” Kezakazek barked. She jabbed her finger at the ghoul with the remnants of glowing green acid splashed across its head and down the side of its face.

The wahket who’d reloaded their crossbows ran up to the edge of the pit to get a better line on the ghoul at the base of the ladder. The cat women fired in almost perfect unison, and all five of their bolts found their target’s torso. The beast’s corrupted flesh offered little resistance, and the bolts buried themselves to their fletchings.

The ghoul unleashed a hellish shriek and its legs gave out. It collapsed into a pile of reeking meat, and the baleful blue fire in its eyes winked out with the last echoes of its death screech.

The wahket cheered at the fallen creature, and those who’d fired stepped back from the edge and stomped on their stirrups to reload their bows.

But one dead ghoul was hardly a dent in Delsinia’s forces.

“Another at the ladder,” Anunaset announced. Her voice was calm and cool under pressure, and that seemed to jolt the wahket into action even more than her shout. “Iszet and Keft, to me with your spears. The rest of you keep firing.”

Kezakazek launched a second acid ball into the mass of ghouls that had gathered around the base of the ladder. The deadly sphere skidded across a ghoul’s face and peeled the creature’s nose away like a moist scab.

The undead had no sense of tactics and no real skill. They operated by a ferocious instinct fueled by an insatiable hunger. For the moment that gave us the advantage as the undead struggled to navigate the ladder without knocking one another off its metal rungs.

Kezakazek’s next acid sphere hit the spine of one of the ghouls, and a half-dozen quarrels from the wahket found their marks in the same creature. That snuffed out the blue light in the eyes of the undead beast, and my bloodlust rose within me like magma bubbling from a volcano’s guts.

Two down, twenty-two to go.

But in spite of that victory, the ghouls had figured out how to climb the ladder and were nearing their goal.

Anunaset and her partners at the top of the ladder stabbed their spears into the monster closest to escaping the trench. The sharpened tips of their weapons punched through the ghoul’s moist skin and burst from its back in a spray of black, clotted blood. For a moment, I thought the wahket would be dragged down into the trench by the unexpected weight of the creature’s body impaled on their spears, but the cat women had braced themselves so their weight was farther back from the edge. They ripped their weapons free of the wounded ghoul with a simple tug that sent the creature tumbling off the ladder.

The injured undead fell back into its allies, who shredded it with their talons before they realized it wasn’t a living creature. They stared up at the wahket with fury in their eyes, and even I felt a cold tingle of dread run down my spine at the focused hatred that poured out of the ghouls.

The wahket cheered one another, certain that their defensive position gave them supreme advantage over the ghouls. The undead monstrosities had to climb the ladder to get out of the pit, and they were too slow and clumsy to manage that as long as the wahket stood ready to stab the shit out of any ghoul who managed to get anywhere near the top of the trench.

The vile monstrosities suddenly tilted their heads to one side in unison. Those on the ladder dropped off of it and gathered around its base. More crossbow bolts and acid balls fell on the creatures, but they ignored the attacks and formed a knot against the trench’s wall.

What the hell were they up to?

The first half of the ghouls had dragged themselves out of the rubble and surged to the same wall, where they lowered their arms and pressed their faces against the stone. Several of the second wave of ghouls wrapped their arms around the waists of the undead ahead of them and crouched down to bring their heads just below the shoulders of the undead nearest the wall. Another wave of ghouls rushed forward and dropped to their hands and knees right behind the second rank of their allies.

In the blink of an eye, another undead warrior scrambled up the makeshift ramp formed by the bodies of the other walking corpses. When it stood on the shoulders of the ghouls nearest the wall, it turned and braced its back against the ladder. It laced its fingers together to create a stirrup before it, and bent its knees as another of the ghouls raced up the ramp of living corpses in far less time than it would have taken it to climb the ladder.

Well, shit. The assholes had gotten a lot smarter.

Before I could warn the wahket, the charging ghoul reached his friend at the top of the undead pyramid. It planted its foot in the pocket of rotten flesh formed by its ally’s fingers, and leaped up toward the lip of the trench.

Even with a little help from his friends, the ghoul didn’t quite reach the top of the trench, but its hands locked around a rung of the ladder within inches of its goal.

Anunaset shouted in surprise but didn’t back away from the ladder. She and the other wahket plunged their weapons through the ghoul’s face and popped the back of its skull off. 

The thick and chunky stew of the ghoul’s brains rained down on the ghouls behind it, but the wounded creature didn’t stop its determined climb. It reached the top of the ladder and lashed out with one clawed hand as it thrust itself out of the trench.

Iszet shrieked as the creature’s black nails raked down the side of her leg. She shuddered, and her spear fell from her nerveless fingers as her body locked up. With a quiet groan, the wahket tumbled back and collapsed onto her side. She trembled, eyes wide, but her muscles were as rigid as the statues she’d help drop onto the ghouls.

The undead let out a victorious shriek and tried to drag itself the rest of the way up the ladder. Anunaset and Keft retaliated with a flurry of vicious stabs that ripped the ghoul’s arms from its torso before it could climb free of the trench. Before Anunaset could call for reinforcements, another of her wahket sisters had already moved up to take Iszet’s place.

But the ghouls had reinforcements, too. Another ghoul scrambled over the armless body ahead of it, and another was hot behind it. The undead knew no fear and didn’t care about casualties. Even as one of them fell, the next in line lurched forward to snap its jaws and flail its claws at the wahket.

Crossbow bolts shrieked into the mass of undead near the ladder’s base, and Kezakazek added a blistering rain of acid spheres to the mix. The missile fire dropped a ghoul, but another of the foul creatures had scrambled up the ladder and paralyzed Keft with a brutal slash of its claws.

“Spears, to me!” Anunaset shouted. Her cool demeanor vanished in the face of the rising tide of ghouls, and I couldn’t blame her. Shit had gotten wildly out of hand.

I wanted to send reinforcements to pull the wahket out of the fire, but I held my tongue. Rathokhetra murmured his agreement as I resisted the urge to disrupt my plans. My defenses were layered to whittle down the ghouls while protecting my core. If I sent the second group of wahket into the jaws of this clusterfuck, there’d be no one left for the next phase of my attack.

Before any of the wahket could step up to help Anunaset, another ghoul clawed its way out of the trench. It unleashed a horrific shriek and lashed out at Anunaset. 

The wild slash of undead claws forced the wahket to dance back from her foe. She held her spear in a defensive posture and warded off the creature’s blows with her shield, but I knew we’d lost this front.

With the wahket pushed back from the edge of the trench and their ramp of undead flesh completed, Delsinia’s vile warriors surged onto the room’s upper level. Their rotten teeth clicked together in an incessant clatter that reminded me of a rattlesnake’s warning. 

A wahket rushed forward and thrust her spear into the chest of a ghoul, but it threw its head back and clicked its teeth together in a staccato chuckle. Before the wahket could rip her spear free, the ghoul lunged down its length and ripped its claws down her cheek. With a groan, the wahket stiffened and fell back, bringing our casualties to three.

For a split second, I considered ordering the wahket to form a shield wall and hold their ground. If they could get into position in the hallway that left the statue room, they could set up a three-wide barrier and hold off the ghouls for a few more seconds.

But my gut told me there was no time for an orderly fallback to a more defensible position. The ramp trick had earned the ghouls the advantage, and there was no way the wahket could get into position before the undead clawed them to pieces.

“Fall back!” I called out to the wahket. “Retreat to the audience chamber!”

I sensed the gratitude of the wahket as they abandoned their posts and sprinted down the short hallway as fast as their legs would carry them. They had a head start on the ghouls, but it was a slim lead. 

I hoped it would be enough, because when the wahket reached our next chokepoint, they would have to scale a five-foot-high wall to reach the relative safety of the chamber’s upper level. If the ghouls caught them before they could climb out of harm’s way, the five who still stood might not survive.

“Go!” Kezakazek shouted and slapped Anunaset hard across the face as the cat woman tried to drag Keft to safety. “Leave the fallen. You’ll all die if you try to bring them with you.”

It was hard to watch the brave warriors turn tail and run, but I kept my attention glued to the battle. If any of the ghouls broke away from the main pack, I needed to know. I couldn’t afford to let one of their number catch me by surprise.

A ghoul stopped to sniff one of the fallen cat women, and for one horrifying moment I thought it would feast on the immobile wahket. It lowered its face toward hers, inhaled deeply, and opened its jaws.

At the last second, it abandoned its fallen prey. Maybe it had decided the paralyzed wahket would keep until it had finished off her sisters. Maybe the thrill of the hunt was just too much for the undead beast to deny.

Or maybe Delsinia had forced the creature to get back to its fucking job.

“Audience chamber,” I directed my voice to the wahket stationed at our second battle line. “Pull your sisters to safety if you can, but your first priority is to deal with the ghouls.”

The wahket seemed confused by my command at first, but then dropped to their knees when the first wahket burst through the doorway to my audience chamber. The warrior sprinted down the center of the room and threw herself up toward the elevated position I’d created for the wahket to fight from. The rest of the fleeing wahket were right behind the one in the lead, with Anunaset and Kezakazek bringing up the rear.

The cat women on the battlements dragged their fleeing allies to safety with quick, efficient jerks. Seconds later, only Kezakazek remained on the floor of the audience chamber. 

She flung an acid sphere at the ghouls who shambled through the doorway, and her attack lodged in the chest of a ghoul. It sizzled and spat like bacon on a hot griddle, but the ghoul didn’t seem to have noticed.

“Your hand!” Anunaset called down to the diminutive sorceress. The wahket had leaned out so far over the battlements her sisters had to hold her legs to keep her from falling. Anunaset extended her clawed hand toward the drow and shouted again. “Your hand!”

The ghouls were only ten feet away from Kezakazek. I felt the dread in her heart as she did a quick mental calculation. She was one lunge away from the closest ghoul, and if she turned her back on it, it might rip her apart with its claws and teeth. But if she stayed where she was, she had no hope.

With a desperate shout, the drow whirled to face the wall behind her and leapt with all of her might.

She stretched her hand toward the dungeon’s ceiling, and Anunaset extended her arm to its limits in an attempt to reach the dark elf.

I didn’t think it would be enough.

I watched in horror as Kezakazek’s fingers clawed desperately at the air.

And then Anunaset howled and lunged forward. She almost slipped from the grips of the other wahket.

Anunaset’s long fingers wrapped around Kezakazek’s palm. Her grip was tenuous, but she refused to let go. Streams of blood ran down the back of the drow’s hand as the wahket dug her claws in to secure her grip.

“Pull!” Anunaset shouted.

The four wahket who’d grabbed the lunging cat woman, two on each of her legs, scrambled backward and dragged Anunaset up and over the battlement. The instant she was safely back on solid ground, they released her legs and fell to their knees to grab the drow and haul her away from the claws of the ghouls below.

“Shit,” Kezakazek muttered as she cradled her wounded hand. “Thanks for the save, but maybe next time don’t skin me alive.”

“If only you were taller, I wouldn’t have needed the claws,” Anunaset said with a grin. “But I’m glad you are safe.”

“Me, too,” Kezakazek said. She accepted Anunaset’s offered hand in a firm clasp.

The wahket surprised the drow, and me, by dragging Kezakazek in for a quick hug.

“Let’s finish these foul creatures,” Anunaset shouted.

And, for a few seconds, it looked like they just might.

Another ghoul went down under a flurry of crossbow bolts, but his body didn’t hit the floor. Instead, his companions hoisted him up in front of them like a gruesome war banner. Their guttural voices rose into a ragged chorus, and the ghouls in the rear of the pack suddenly surged forward around those in the front.

“Shit. They’re doing it again!” Kezakazek yelled as she flung another acid ball into the crowd. “Stop them before they build another ramp of bodies!”

Delsinia guided her ghouls with a deft hand and turned them to the same trick she’d used to get them out of the trench. It took them only a handful of moments to build a narrow ramp of their own bodies from the floor up to the elevated position of the wahket.

The rotten warrior who’d caught the fallen ghoul hoisted his dead shield onto his shoulder and charged up the ramp into the wahket.

I felt a grim sense of satisfaction from an alien force inside my dungeon. With a start, I realized it was the brush of Delsinia’s mind against my own as she guided her warriors toward my core. She was here, somewhere, but try as I might I couldn’t pinpoint her location. 

Anunaset howled in rage and rammed her spear at the rushing ghoul. Crossbow bolts zipped through the air toward the monster, but the attacks never landed. Instead, they hammered into the ghoul’s fleshy shield and did no damage.

With a furious shriek, the ghoul swept in a wide horizontal arc. The unexpected attack ripped the spear out of Anunaset’s hand and drove the rest of the wahket back. 

A wahket raced along the edge of the battlement toward the ghoul’s blind side. Her spear lanced into the creature’s side with a wet squelching noise, but it wasn’t enough to bring the undead down.

The lead ghoul slammed his elbow down and shattered the spear’s haft. Before the wahket could recover, he lunged forward and raked her face with the tips of his blackened claws.

The wahket screamed and stumbled back, but fortunately she was not paralyzed. Blood streamed down her face, and she fumbled for the crossbow at her hip.

“Pull back,” I shouted. There was no sense in leaving the wahket to face the undead here. The battlefront was too wide and the individual ghouls too strong for the cat warriors to fight like that. They needed a confined battle line to put their shields to best use, and I’d fortunately planned ahead to give them one. “Get into the maze, the freshest warriors at your front. Form a shield wall. Now!”

The wahket jumped as if I’d dropped a lightning bolt in their midst and retreated from the ghouls. They used their spears to hold the undead off and backed into the winding passageway I’d created through Zillah’s bedroom.

“What is happening?” Nephket asked me. “We can hear the battle, but I can’t see it. What do you want us to do?”

“Hold,” I responded to my familiar. I had a plan for her, but it needed to be sprung at the right time. “Be ready.”

I felt a wave of displeasure wash over me as Nephket grimaced at my command, but she didn’t challenge my decision.

The wahket who’d retreated from the audience chamber had put enough distance between themselves and the undead invaders to set up safely.

“First line here,” I told the wahket. The passage was just five feet wide, which only narrowed their shield wall to three wahket, but it also forced the ghouls to attack on a narrow front. It would have to do.

The cat women at the front of the wahket raised their shields and wedged their shoulders together. They braced themselves with one leg forward and one back and held their spears ready to stab the fuck out of anything that approached them. It was a solid foundation for defense, and I hoped it would be enough to whittle down the ghoul’s numbers.

The good news was that the ghouls’ plan to scale the battlement had worked, but it had cost them. Four of their number were stranded on the lower floor of the audience chamber. The isolated ghouls struggled to climb the sheer wall, but their brittle nails peeled off like stickers against the stone.

“Nephket,” I said. “Bring your people to the audience chamber, crossbows at the ready. Kill the ghouls you find there.”

“Finally,” she said with relief. “On our way.”

A few seconds later, eight wahket and the priestess entered the audience chamber. Their crossbow strings twanged as a volley of quarrels slammed into the first ghoul and snuffed out the blue flames in his eyes. The wahket reloaded furiously as the ghouls turned away from the wall to face them.

I felt Delsinia’s rage as she realized the flaw in her plan and sneered at her misfortune. She’d lost twice as many of her ghouls as the wahket they’d paralyzed, which gave me the edge in this battle.

“When you’ve finished those ghouls,” I said to Nephket, “head to the statue room and tend to the fallen there. Get them back on their feet, then head back to the scorpion lair.”

Now that the ghouls had moved past the passage that led off to the scorpion lair, I no longer had to worry about them finding the path between that cavern and my burial chamber. I increased the dimensions of the route between Pinchy’s house and my core to an eight-foot-high by ten-foot-wide tunnel so the wahket could reach my burial chamber more quickly.

In the brief time I’d been focused on Nephket, Kezakazek and Anunaset’s squad had taken down two more ghouls with a series of lucky critical strikes. The narrow passage the ghouls were forced into worked to our advantage. It restricted the number of creatures that could attack while allowing the wahket to maximize their defenses and put their spears to good use.

“Bored, bored, bored,” Zillah whispered in my mind. “Will I ever get to fight? Maybe I should distract myself with these delicious cat girls stuck here with me. They’re all so pretty. Maybe I could taste just one...”

“Hold your horses,” I said. “You’ll get your shot soon enough.”

“I hope so,” the scorpion queen said. “Do you think we should let all the wahket sleep in our bed? You can make a bigger one, right? Think about that. Thirty different partners, all who worship you. And the children...”

For a split second, Zillah filled my head with a very elaborate, very detailed fantasy. There was a definite appeal to her suggestion, though it didn’t seem like the best use of my ka to incarnate for a romp.

“I’m trying to work here,” I said.

“All work and no play,” she teased.

“Yeah, yeah,” I said.

The battle in the twisted passage had started to take an ugly turn. One of the front line fighters had been paralyzed, and Anunaset commanded for her to be dragged out of the way so another could take her place. It was a good call, but that momentary breach in the shield wall was the only opening the ghouls needed.

One of the undead bulled through the gap and seized one of the cat women by the arm. Its jaws clamped down hard on her bicep, and for a moment I thought we were about to lose another of our fighters. But the chainmail held, and the ghoul’s teeth splintered and broke loose from its gums. 

The cat woman ripped her arm free of the ghoul’s rotted grasp and slammed her shield up under the monster’s jaw as she regained her defensive posture.

The wahket shouted in surprise at the skirmish behind their front line and rammed spears into the ghoul, but the damage was already done. The wahket were forced to step back to defend themselves. There was no way for anyone to get past them and the ghoul to plug the hole in the front-line defenses. 

The shield wall was down to two cat warriors, which wasn’t enough to seal the hallway. Confusion reigned in that tight corridor as the front rank struggled to hold back the tide of ghouls while the second tried to finish the ghoul without stabbing their friends in the backs.

“Hold!” Anunaset called. Her sharp command cracked the narrow hallway like a whip’s snap. She pushed her way past a stunned cat woman to reach the ghoul that had breached the wall. With a roar, she drove her spear through the undead’s face and then dragged her spear down to the floor.

With her spear as a lever, Anunaset forced the wounded ghoul off its feet and pinned it to the dungeon’s floor. The other wahket in the second row shouted and quickly added their own spears to the creature’s body. That gave one of their sisters the room she needed to jump into the battle line and seal up the hallway before another ghoul could make its way into the back ranks.

It was an excellent move, and I would have to remember to commend Anunaset on quick thinking later. She was smart and fierce and kept her head when the shit hit the fan. I needed more like her.

Unfortunately, the ghoul on the ground wasn’t quite dead. Its claws bit into the thigh of the wahket at the center of the front battle line. She cried out in pain as blood spurted from the wound, and then her vocal cords seized up and she began to topple backward.

“Gods damn you monsters!” Anunaset shouted. She caught the paralyzed wahket by the collar of her chain shirt and held her up. Then Anunaset stomped down hard on the ghoul’s head and squirted its brains from its crushed skull.

“Fall back!” she called.

The shield wall hadn’t quite crumbled, but it wasn’t far from falling. All that kept it up was Anunaset’s quick thinking, but that wouldn’t be enough. If a ghoul attacked the paralyzed wahket she held, it would all fall apart.

The two remaining members at the front of the wahket force thrust their spears forward to give the ghouls something to think about and began their slow, cautious retreat.

The wahket behind the front turned and ran to give those at the tip of the spear room to maneuver. Anunaset dragged the paralyzed wahket behind her as she fled. The other paralyzed wahket was in the hands of two of her sisters at the front of the retreat. I wanted to order them to drop the wounded to hasten their escape, but in this narrow hallway the fallen would have been trampled to death by friend and foe alike. Better to pull them to safety where they wouldn’t die or become a hazard for others.

The two wahket from the shield wall had gained some ground on the ghouls, but not enough. They jabbed their spears at the undead who drew too near, but their thrusts had become weaker as their stamina waned. If something didn’t change very soon, they’d be worn down and overrun.

“Crossbows!” I shouted at the wahket closest to the danger zone.

Four wahket instantly drew their weapons and turned back toward the failing shield wall. They stood on their weapons’ stirrups and cocked them with a strong pull on their strings.

“Fire when you’re clear,” I ordered the wahket who stood ready. “Shield wall, step back and go low!”

The exhausted wahket thrust their spears at the ghouls a final time, then raised their shields and scrambled away from their enemies like crabs scuttling up the shoreline.

The four crossbows fired into the massed ghouls, who recoiled from the sudden assault. My trick hadn’t been enough to take any ghouls out of the fight, but it had given the shield wall a few moments to retreat. Now they had enough space from the ghouls to turn and run, which they did.

“Fall back to the burial chamber,” I ordered the first two wahket squads. “Restore your strength and ready yourselves for a stand there.”

Moments later, the wahket had retreated through the maze and rushed past Zillah and the last of their sisters. They didn’t stop until they’d reached my core. They lowered the wounded to the floor and then collapsed to the stones alongside them. Their lungs heaved as they struggled to catch their breath, and their adrenaline-fueled anger and fear filled the burial chamber with the heady perfume of battle.

“Hells yeah,” Zillah shouted. “It’s time to get this party started!”

Another anxious prickle tugged at my thoughts, and I swept my awareness through my dungeon in search of its source. Fourteen of the ghouls were still on their feet, though several of their number were so badly wounded they wouldn’t hold up long against Zillah and her squad.

But there was another force here, too, one I couldn’t quite pin down. It flitted across my nerves with the light touch of a fire ant looking for a bare patch of skin to bite.

Rathokhetra stirred as he sensed it, too, and his memories of another time and place were lit up by a flash of primal fear.

“Another dungeon lord is near,” he growled.

No shit, I thought. I considered burning some ka for The Dungeon Reveals ability but held off. I wasn’t even sure that the other dungeon lord was actually here. Maybe I was feeling Delsinia’s presence because she was guiding her ghouls with her thoughts. I needed more information before I squandered any ka on a potentially useless ability.

“Zillah, you’ve got fourteen incoming,” I said. “Get that shield wall in place.”

“You know how to get my juices flowing,” Zillah responded. “We’ll be ready when the bad guys show up.”

“Anunaset, take the rest of your people into the raised passage to the statue chamber,” I said to the wahket arrayed before the cobra throne. “Take the wounded with you and hide far back from the main tunnel to my burial chamber. Catch your breath and be ready to strike on my command.”

I had a plan, but it was risky. I wouldn’t be able to spring it until the ghouls were already in here with me, and if I timed it wrong I’d be dead before the trap’s jaws closed.

“It’s all on you now,” I said to Zillah. “Hold the door as long as you can.”

“No sweat, boss,” the scorpion queen said. “Really. We’ve got this.”

She blew me a mental kiss, then turned her attention back to the coming undead. Zillah had arranged three wahket in a narrow shield wall before her and held her mancatcher spear at the ready. Her tail bobbed from side to side in the air behind her like a cobra prepared to strike. The rest of the cat women assigned to Zillah waited behind her in a second wall at the entrance to my burial chamber, poised to attack if anything got past their leader.

This was it. If anything went wrong here, the ghouls would be on top of my core in seconds. I could still manifest, but it would cost me dearly. And if I couldn’t keep their grubby hands off my core, well, it was a nice run while it lasted.

“Strike!” Zillah shouted.

The undead were here.

The wahket shield wall plunged their spears into the first ghoul, and it went down with a guttural cry. Zillah’s spear caught the next one in line and pinned it in place for her tail to slam down on top of its head. The stinger pierced the creature’s crown and exploded through its lower jaw like a venomous bullet.

The scorpion queen unleashed a victorious war cry and slammed the ghoul in her clutches back into the crowd behind it like a rotting club. She released her spear and whipped her tail into the ceiling. The ghoul impaled on Zillah’s stinger wailed once, and then its skull came apart and its body flew back to tangle in the arms and legs of its allies.

The ghouls wailed and raked their black nails down the fronts of the wahket shields. The furious attack would have been far more intimidating if more than two of the ghouls could attack at the same time, but their bloated bodies and weak combat skills rendered them impotent.

The wahket realized the ghouls couldn’t get past them in this narrow corridor and counterattacked with vigor. Zillah added her brutal skills to the fray, and the mancatcher spear lashed out to remove the head from yet another ghoul.

For a moment, the ghouls faltered and the blue light in their eyes dimmed. Those in the front took a step back and assessed their situation. They seemed on the verge of breaking formation and retreating in a blind panic.

I perched on the edge of my throne, eager to finish this battle.

“Press your attack,” I commanded Zillah and her team. “Don’t give them time to consider their options. If they try to retreat, run them down.”

“Loud and clear, boss,” Zillah shouted. She punched her stinger through the chest of the first ghoul in line and slammed him into a wall.

Delsinia’s thoughts brushed against mine, and I felt a thread of panic worming its way through her mind. She had a hard choice to make: push forward and try to take my core, or save the troops that remained to protect her against my counterattack.

Were I in her shoes, I’d have pulled my people out of that shitstorm and braced for whatever my enemy threw at me.

“Run.” I thrust the thought at Delsinia and hoped she got the message. I had no plans to allow her people to retreat, but I wanted her to think she had a chance to escape.

Delsinia waited, unsure of the right choice. It must have been centuries since she’d faced a battle like this. The weight of command pressed down on her thoughts, and I felt her within seconds of breaking under the strain.

“Push them back,” I snarled to Zillah. “Their command is cracking up. Shatter them.”

“Forward!” Zillah shouted. “Kill them all!”

Another ghoul went down, and another screeched in protest as spears punched through her body and Zillah’s stinger ripped out one of her eyes.

It was working. Delsinia’s thoughts dissolved into a panicked jumble, and she drew back from my onslaught. She fled from the battle, mind in disarray, and her ghouls followed her lead.

The undead turned tail and tried to escape the wrath of the wahket. Their legs tangled in one another’s and their arms pummeled their allies as they scrambled to get away from the spears that rammed into their backs.

“Run, you rotted pricks,” Zillah growled.

And run they did. 

For about three seconds.

And then two of the wounded ghouls exploded in a gory blast that forced the wahket and Zillah to stop their pursuit and shield their faces from the bony shrapnel.

Light burst away from the exploded corpses, and the blue glow in the remaining ghouls’ eyes became amber fire. Their mouths dropped open, and they screamed in hellish unison as if the last shreds of their tattered souls had been stripped away.

The ghouls’ retreat stopped, and they surged toward the wahket again. The undead no longer attacked as individuals, but as parts of a single loathesome organism. Their bodies seemed to melt together as theys swarmed into the wahket like a tidal wave of rotted meat.

When the weight of the ghouls slammed into the shield wall, it drove the wahket back on their heels. The cat women braced themselves and remained upright, but the impact shoved them five feet back across the stone. Even worse, ghouls clung to their shields and dragged them down to expose the wahket to the undead horde’s raking claws.

Zillah’s tail lashed out and her spear flashed, but even killing a ghoul didn’t put it out of the fight. Its weight still bore down on the shields, and the wahket faltered. They were brave and fierce, but they weren’t strong enough to hold back a ton or more of undead flesh.

“Okay, boss,” Zillah said. “It’s time to close the door. Seal your tomb. It was a good fight, but I don’t think we can keep going.”

Icy fingers of dread closed around my heart at Zillah’s words. I could seal the tomb, which would buy us some time. But it would also pin the wahket outside where they would be destroyed by the ghouls. Zillah and my other guardians would respawn, but the wahket would be snuffed out like the last flame of a guttering candle.

“No,” I said. “Pull back to the burial chamber. Now. Set up a defensive line in front of the throne and hold it.”

“You heard the boss,” Zillah shouted. “Pull back!”

The scorpion queen used her tail to brace the wahket as they stepped backward. The wahket forced their shields back up and stepped back one small step at a time. It was a risky, dangerous maneuver, but it worked. The wahket held off the slavering, raving undead despite the long odds against their success.

They killed two more ghouls by the time Zillah reached my chamber. She positioned herself in the center of the room, and the wahket took the flanks. They set up a shield wall on either side of the scorpion queen, and she braced herself for the attack.

My last line of defense was only five feet in front of my throne. I was prepared to incarnate, but if the ghouls overran our position, I wasn’t sure even my strength would be enough to save my core.

“For Rathokhetra!” Zillah shouted.

The wahket echoed her cry and slammed their spears into their shields.

And then there was no more time for battle cries.

The ghouls surged into my chamber in a vicious mob, their voices raised in sepulchral howls that reminded me of a chill winter wind wailing through a long-abandoned graveyard.

The undead slammed into the wahket’s shields, and the cat women hissed and roared into the faces of their enemies. Spears thrust and claws sliced through the air, and the air was filled with black blood and scraps of rotted meat.

Zillah’s tail darted into the mob of ghouls. Its venomous tip tore through flesh, severed arms, and shattered legs in a relentless whirlwind of destruction. Her mancatcher spear snipped off undead limbs as she pruned the ghouls like grisly trees.

The wahket held their ground, but it took three or four of their attacks to bring down a ghoul, while only a single scratch stood a good chance of taking down a wahket. It was a lopsided, ugly battle, despite Zillah’s presence.

My side killed four of the ghouls before the wahket’s luck failed. A lucky claw swipe from an undead opened a nasty cut over a wahket’s left eye. She had no time to cry out before hot blood washed over her face and her muscles went rigid. Before the wounded wahket hit the ground, another took a shot to the arm that also paralyzed her.

The crush of ghouls had pushed Zillah back, but she kept herself between the ghouls and the core. A series of precise stabs and sweeps of her tail gave her a few moments’ time to snatch a breath before the ghouls charged in again.

Unfortunately, the weak right side of the wahket flank was on the verge of falling. It wouldn’t be long before the undead pushed through and Zillah would be pinned between two enemy forces.

The line faltered, and I knew it was time to spring the trap I’d set for these bastards.

“Anunaset,” I called. “Attack the rear!”

A dark force tried to wriggle into my thoughts, but I banished it with a mental shout. I didn’t know who or what was behind this amber light that kept giving my enemies a second wind, but I vowed to kill them.

Slowly.

Anunaset’s squad charged into my burial chamber on almost silent feet. The ghouls had no idea they were under attack from the rear until it was far too late.

The wahket plunged their spears into the backs of the unsuspecting undead, and black blood flowed across the stones of my dungeon’s floor in thick, sluggish streams.

“Yes!” Zillah crowed. “Fuck ‘em up, Anu!”

I clenched my fingers around the arms of my throne and ground my teeth. We were winning, but our edge was slight, and it could turn in the blink of an eye with a few lucky claw strikes from the ghouls. If the tide turned again, I’d have to manifest.

But I didn’t want to do that unless I had no choice. There was another fight coming that day, and I needed my reserves of ka to kill Delsinia super dead.

Kezakazek had arrived with Anunaset and poured a steady stream of acid spheres into the backs of the ghouls. The undead were confused by the sudden strike to the rear, and not even the amber light seemed capable of getting them organized again. The ghouls’ right flank was wiped out before they could turn to face this new attack.

Anunaset howled and laughed as she rammed her spear through a ghoul’s open mouth and out the back of its head.

But there were still ten ghouls on their feet, and they fought with a renewed fury. They stopped trying to kill the wahket and focused all their attention on reaching my throne to get to the core. 

Zillah shouted as one of the undead raked its claws along her right forearm, but she shrugged off its paralyzing effects and retaliated by slamming the haft of her spear across that ghoul’s head. The blow landed with such force it deformed the ghoul’s skull and popped one of its burning blue eyes from its socket.

Two of the wahket on the right flank weren’t so fortunate, and they went down with claw marks across the backs of their hands. They were just scratches, but the paralyzing ability of the ghouls still wormed its way into the unfortunate cat women.

The wahket had done a good job of holding back the ghouls, but the right side of my flank was about to collapse, and once that happened the ghouls would stream to my core.

It was time to incarnate.

I stood from my throne and raised my khopesh overhead.

“That’s far enough, assholes,” I called. My voice boomed like an earthquake’s crack, and every burning eye in the room turned toward me. I used The Dungeon’s Visage ability to appear before my enemies like an avatar of destruction. In their eyes, I was covered head to toe with golden armor studded with glowing blue jewels and my khopesh was a blazing crescent of destruction.

I reached out for the ka burning in my core and prepared for the glory of battle.

“Someone call for reinforcements?” Nephket cried as she charged into the room with the rest of the wahket. They burst from the scorpion tunnel in the east wall of my burial chamber and unleashed a blizzard of spear strikes that took out two of the ghouls on that side.

“About time!” Zillah cried. “Don’t let me have all the fun.”

The sudden attack from Nephket’s squad gave my left flank time to turn and come at the ghouls from that side. Combined with the attack from the rear and Zillah’s vicious strikes, the bad guys didn’t have a chance.

I sat back in my throne with a nasty smile and watched the last stage of the battle play out.

The wahket tore the rest of the ghouls apart like a pack of cats with an injured mouse. In seconds, the last of the undead had fallen, and my burial chamber was covered in dead bodies and splatters of black blood.

Delsinia screamed in my thoughts, and the frustrated, terrified sound brought a smile to my lips. I didn’t know if she could hear me, but I spoke to her anyway.

“That’s right,” I said. “You went all in with a pair of aces, but I flopped a full boat on the river. I’ll be seeing you, Delsinia. Real fucking soon.”

Nephket turned her attention to the fallen wahket, but from the exuberant feeling that emanated from her I was sure we didn’t have any fatalities. A few scratches, some temporarily paralyzed wahket, but no one had died today.

At least not yet.

“Welcome to Level Four, dungeon lord,” a now-familiar voice whispered in my thoughts.

I checked the ka vessels on the inside of my right arm, and pride welled up inside me. That battle had netted me forty-eight ka. I’d jumped from seventy-two total motes to one hundred and twenty. And seventy-one of those motes were still free to spend. Maybe I could splurge on some of those upgrades I’d been eyeballing—

“Come here, you,” Zillah said. She was splattered with the blood and viscera of her fallen enemies, but her eyes burned with a hunger that ran much deeper than her bloodlust. Her armor vanished as she crawled onto my throne and straddled me. She pulled me close and her heart hammered against mine as she lowered her mouth to nip at my lips. Her tongue darted across my teeth, and her breath blew into me with the heat of a desert wind.

The scorpion queen’s hunger pulled me in with the inexorable and undeniable force of a whirlwind. For a moment, all thoughts of the battle that had just passed vanished from my head, and my concentration was chained to the warm heat of Zillah on my lap and her mouth on mine.

“Gross,” Kezakazek said. “I mean, seriously. These pieces are still twitching on the floor, Zillah.”

“I can feel something else twitching, too,” my guardian said with a husky voice.

“Easy,” I said. My blood still ran hot for the scorpion queen, but the all-consuming spell of passion had been broken, at least for the moment. I ran my fingers down the scorpion queen’s naked back, and her muscles rippled under my touch. “I want this as much as you, but we have another fight to deal with first.”

“Are we going to kill a dungeon lord?” the scorpion queen asked, her voice low and smoky. “Please tell me we’re going to kill a dungeon lord. I’ve waited my whole life for that. Oh, this is terribly exciting. Not that what we were doing wasn’t exciting, but we’ve done that before and killing a dungeon lord is new—”

“Yes,” I said. “We’re going to kill a dungeon lord.”

“When?” Kezakazek said.

“Right. Fucking. Now.”
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Chapter 8: Defenders
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WHILE NEPHKET TENDED to the wounds of the wahket, and Zillah and Kezakazek traded war stories from the previous battle, I rooted around in my tablets to see what new tricks I’d gained at fourth level.

I scanned the Tablet of Engineering first in the hope that I’d find the temple waiting there for me. I was disappointed to discover that the only options available for me at level four were two new traps, a couple of triggers, something called an ore extractor, and an arcane laboratory. Those might be useful at some point in the future, but they wouldn’t help me carve Delsinia’s heart out of her chest.

“On to the next one,” I muttered.

The guardians tablet had three new level-four abilities. Berserk Fury would allow me to dramatically increase the combat effectiveness of one guardian while reducing their defenses. That may have been what triggered the ghouls into their frenzied final assault on my core, but I didn’t want to use the wahket or any of my guardians like that.

The Soul Mount would let me temporarily inhabit a guardian, which I could think of all sorts of dirty uses for, but it didn’t feel right, either. I’d consider that one for later, but for the moment, it went on the discard pile.

Which only left Familiar Bond.

Well, wasn’t that interesting?

<<<>>>

FAMILIAR BOND

Cost: 15 motes of ka

Requirement: Arcane Conduit or Divine Speaker

This ability allows the dungeon lord to cast any spells he knows through his familiar. The dungeon lord does not have to incarnate to cast these spells, but the familiar must be able to say the words, make the gestures, and wield the implements necessary to cast the spell.

The dungeon lord can cast spells through his familiar at any distance while both are within his dungeon. If the dungeon lord is in the dungeon and the familiar is not, the range is limited to one mile. If both dungeon lord and familiar are outside of the dungeon, the maximum range for this ability is one hundred feet.

<<<>>>

Well, hello, nurse. The Familiar Bond ability wasn’t cheap, and it would require me to pick up either the Arcane Conduit or Divine Speaker abilities as well, which would raise the total cost by another ten motes. But it would also allow me to cast spells through Nephket without the need to incarnate.

That seemed extraordinarily useful.

I mulled over my decision for a few moments and then picked up both Divine Speaker and Familiar Bond for a total investment of twenty-five motes of ka.

A faint golden haze coalesced on the right side of my vision, and when I focused my attention on it the word “spells” appeared in the same hieroglyphs used on my tablets. I currently had no available spells, which made sense: I hadn’t purchased any of the spellcasting abilities I’d seen on the Tablet of Incarnation.

I summoned that golden slate and reviewed its contents carefully. For a moment, I considered jumping into the deep end and just buying up all the spellcasting abilities I could afford, but I reined in my impulses before I did something so foolish. I had a lot of ka, but that didn’t mean I should burn it all to become a budget Gandalf.

I focused my attention on the first-level spellcasting abilities and was pleased to see a list of spells unspool from beneath each option that I examined. I flicked through each of the schools in search of something that I could use to heal my allies during battle.

When my eyes settled on Spellcasting – Evocation - Level 1, I found what I was looking for. The Heal Wounds and Restoring Mantra spells both looked very promising. Closer examination showed me that Heal Wounds would restore one to eight hit points to one of my allies with a touch, while Restoring Mantra would heal one to four points of damage at range. That was enough healing to get even a gravely wounded wahket back on her feet.

There was also a third spell that looked every bit as intriguing. Light of Condemnation allowed me to blast an enemy for four to thirty-two points of damage and surround them with a glowing light that would make it easier for my allies to beat the shit out of them.

“Hell, yes,” I said. I selected the Spellcasting ability for ten motes of ka. That left me with exactly thirty-six motes in my core. That’d buy me three minutes of incarnation if push came to shove. That had to be enough.

“You look pleased with yourself,” Nephket said as she approached my throne. Her hands were bloody from the battle and tending the wounds of the wahket, but her eyes were bright and gleamed with pride.

I banished my tablets and offered her a wide grin.

“I am,” I said. “It looks like the wahket are feeling better.”

Of the thirty-two wahket who served me, twenty of them hadn’t suffered so much as a scratch in the battle. Eight of them looked only a little banged up, and I knew they’d be telling tales of their derring-do for the next year. 

But the last four were out of the fight for a few days, maybe longer. Their wounds didn’t look life-threatening, but they were severe enough to make them useless in a fight until they’d healed.

“Some,” Nephket said. “But as you can see, some are not fit for the field. I suggest we leave the wounded here to defend you and your core in case of another attack.”

I weighed our options and pondered our best course of action.

The wahket we left behind wouldn’t be great fighters, but they might be able to slow down any enemies who came into my dungeon until I could get back here to deal with them. It was a cold calculus, but it was the right choice.

The abilities I’d just purchased enabled me to cast four first-level spells each day. I could have completely healed the most seriously wounded wahket, but that didn’t seem like the best use of my resources. Those spells would do me a lot more good if I used them to heal Kezakazek or Zillah in the heat of battle. But if I was stuck in my tomb, I wouldn’t be close enough to my guardians to do the healing.

Delsinia had come into my dungeon, which meant she’d left hers behind. And if she could do it, there was no reason I couldn’t manage the same trick.

I rooted around in Rathokhetra’s memories until I found what I needed. It was a risky tactic, and if I fucked it up I’d lose everything, but it was our best chance at ending this fight and expanding my territory in one battle.

“That’s a good suggestion,” I concurred. “Those four will stay behind while the rest of us go after Delsinia. But the wounded won’t be guarding my core.”

That got the attention of Zillah and Kezakazek. The scorpion queen hoisted the drow off her feet with her tail and stalked to my throne.

“Then who is going to guard your core while we’re off slaughtering the bad guys?” Zillah asked.

“I am,” I said. “It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

“You’ll have to explain that one to me,” Kezakazek said. “Because if you are guarding your core, that means you won’t be coming with us to assault your rival’s dungeon? Then how will you claim her core after we put the beat down on the rest of Delsinia’s minions?”

“I’m coming with you,” I corrected her. “And so is my core.”

“Did you take a shot to the noggin during the fight, boss?” Zillah asked. “Because I just heard you say you’re going to bring your core into your enemy’s lair.”

“Hear me out,” I said. “The drow attacked us, right? And then Delsinia sent ghouls after us.”

“And what if she has more drow and ghouls waiting in the wings?” Zillah asked. “They’ll get your core, and that’ll be the end.”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “I felt Delsinia when she attacked. She expected those ghouls to crush us. She’s back in her dungeon, right now, licking her wounds. And she’s scared shitless.”

“I still don’t understand why that’s a good reason for you to bring your core with us,” Nephket said with a frown.

“Because Delsinia’s only real shot at getting my core is to launch a sneak attack while we’re invading her dungeon,” I said. “If we only leave a skeleton force behind to guard the burial chamber, she could sneak around us and attack the core while we’re away. The wounded won’t be able to fend off another ghoul, much less a dungeon lord.”

All three of my guardians stared at me, their arms crossed over their chests. They exchanged uncertain glances and then went back to glaring at me.

“This doesn’t feel good,” Nephket said. “It’s too dangerous.”

“I agree,” Kezakazek said. “What if Delsinia’s setting a trap for you? You’ll waltz in there with your core and just hand it over.”

I leaned back in my throne and drummed my fingertips on its arms. The silence stretched out between us to an uncomfortable length, but I didn’t budge. I stared at each of them in turn and waited for them to change their minds.

“Oh, shit,” Zillah said. “He’s not going to budge on this. We’ll just have to watch his back and make sure no one steals that core.”

“Thank you,” I said with mock sweetness to Zillah. “Now that that’s out of the way, we need to hit Delsinia hard. Now.”

“The wahket could use more rest,” Nephket started.

“When we’re finished with Delsinia, they can sleep for days,” I said. “I want to strike before she can recover from her defeat. If we get to her now, we could be through with this whole fucking mess by dinnertime.”

Nephket nodded and gave me an exaggerated curtsy. I could tell she was a little miffed at me, but I didn’t have time to worry about that. There was only room for one commander on the battlefield, and that was me whether they liked it or not.

“I’ll scout,” Zillah said. “I’ll meet up with Pinchy and see what’s what.”

“Reach out to me if you run into anything,” I said. “But I don’t feel anything in the tunnels of my dungeon out that way. I think we’re good for now. But watch the entrance at Delsinia’s end.”

The scorpion queen snapped me a salute with her spear, then ducked out through the hole in the west wall of my burial chamber.

“I still don’t think this is safe,” Kezakazek said. “But if this is what you want to do, this is what we’ll do.”

“You better believe it.” I threw in a wink to soften the sting of my words. “I appreciate your support, Kez. We’ll get through this.”

“And then you’ll advance me?” she asked with a smirk.

“We’ll see how you do,” I said. “But, yeah, that’s on the list.”

She nodded and then reached out to turn my right hand over. She raised an eyebrow at the empty ka vessels on the inside of my forearm.

“You spent some ka?” she asked.

“Oh, yeah,” I said. “I picked up a couple of new tricks.”

She gave me an expectant look, but I kept my secrets to myself. She’d see what I had up my sleeve soon enough.

In the meantime, I prepared two Heal Wounds, one Restoring Mantra, and one Light of Condemnation spell. Four first-level spells were all I could manage in a day, and I hoped that would be enough to deal with whatever we ran into.

“We’re ready,” Nephket said. The wahket arranged themselves into neat ranks behind her, and they bowed their heads and raised their spears as she spoke.

“Then let’s go.” I grimaced at the dead ghouls scattered around the burial chamber. I banished them with a wave of my hand and burned their blood from the walls, ceiling, and floor. I also created a few small cots for the wounded wahket. “I’ll keep an eye on this place while we’re gone. If anything happens, I’ll send help.”

The injured cat women nodded gratefully and bowed before me. It felt strange to see that level of obeisance from these proud warriors, but I accepted their gratitude. Our relationship wasn’t quite master and servant, but there was a definite hierarchy here and I was at the very tippy top of the org chart. The wahket liked it that way, and I had to admit, so did I.

I reached out and took the core from its place between the jaws of the cobra throne. It thrummed in my hands, a sound that was half contented purr and half anxious growl. It wanted to be with me, but it also knew I planned to haul it into harm’s way.

The core weighed nothing, but it was roughly the size of a bowling ball, which made it hard for me to hang on to. If I had to incarnate and fight, I didn’t want to drop the ball on the ground to use my weapon. Frustrated, I stared at the core and willed it to show me a different option.

The opalescent ball shimmered and floated out of my grasp. It floated up to a spot over my left shoulder and hovered there. I took a step, and the core followed me. Perfect.

“Zillah’s out ahead of us,” I said. “And I can see everywhere in my dungeon. We don’t need to move cautiously or quietly unless I warn you. It’s less than a quarter mile to Delsinia’s dungeon, so let’s move quickly.”

The wahket snapped to attention and then briskly marched through the doorway and into the Great Below.

Nephket and Kezakazek fell in behind them, and I brought up the rear. We were on our way to kill the witch.

I banished the undead bodies from the fight we had with the skeletons and zombies before we reached them because I didn’t want anything to slow us down. This attack relied on speed as much as strength. We had to hit Delsinia before she could rearrange her dungeon or summon new guardians to ambush us.

“So this is new,” Zillah whispered in my mind. “That naughty girl has attached her dungeon to ours.”
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Chapter 9: The Raid
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IT ONLY TOOK US FIVE minutes to reach the point where Delsinia’s dungeon butted up against mine. I hated the strange merger the instant I laid eyes on it.

While my dungeon corridors were smooth, almost featureless stone, Delsinia’s dungeon was constructed from a strange fibrous material that combined organic and inorganic elements. Chunks of ragged stone were held in place by patches of coarse vines that anchored themselves in dense pockets of moist, black soil surrounded by thick rings of moss.

Pink worms as thick as my wrist undulated and wound their way through holes in the stones and gaps in the vines. Their bodies pulsed in waves as if they were trying to move half-digested food through their systems.

“Can I keep one for a pet?” Kezakazek asked.

She reached for one of the worms, but Zillah caught the drow’s wrist with her tail.

“What if it’s poisonous?” the scorpion queen asked. “Or a trap?”

“She’s got a point,” I conceded. My guardians and I were clustered at the edge of Delsinia’s dungeon. I had no idea what would happen once we crossed her threshold, but I didn’t think it would be good. “Let’s keep our hands and feet inside the ride until we reach our destination, all right?”

Kezakazek huffed and pouted her bottom lip, but she gave me a sulky nod.

“Fine,” she said. “But I’m taking souvenirs before we leave.”

“We’ll find a nice pile of skulls for you to bring back,” I said. “But we have to kill her first.”

And with that, I stepped out of my dungeon and into Delsinia’s territory.

The instant my foot touched the rough floor of my enemy’s dungeon my strength began to fade. Though my core still hovered above my left shoulder, I felt as if it had somehow grown more distant from me. The ka was still there, I could still spend it if I needed to, but the core itself felt fuzzy and indistinct.

“You all right?” Nephket asked me quietly.

I realized that I had stopped dead in my tracks, and my shoulders were slumped. I straightened up and squared my shoulders. I wasn’t about to be cowed by this rival dungeon lord, no matter how creepy this all seemed. We’d come to kill her, and that’s exactly what I was going to do.

“I’m fine,” I said, “I just had to adjust for a second. Let’s keep moving.”

The entrance to Delsinia’s lair sloped downward as we headed deeper into her territory. Pinchy and the other scorpions ranged out ahead of us, their tails raised high and their claws spread wide as they searched for enemies or traps. I trusted their vibration sense would detect any change in the floor or walls before we triggered a trap even if that meant we had to slow our pace.

We hadn’t gone more than thirty feet before we reached our first obstacle. Delsinia had sealed her dungeon with a wall of thick, black bars. They reminded me of wrought iron and were spaced about six inches apart across the five-foot width of the corridor. Through the gaps in the bars, I could see the tunnel continued straight ahead, while another tunnel branched off to our left. I could still see in the darkness, but my eyes weren’t as sharp as they were in my own dungeon. It was a frustrating limitation, and I wanted to be rid of it as soon as possible.

Unfortunately, the only way that would happen was if Delsinia was dead and I claimed this place as my own.

“Can you get through these bars?” I asked Zillah.

I flattened myself against the wall to let the scorpion queen slip past me. Her tail brushed across my waist as Zillah passed me, and its tip flicked at the lower edge of my breechcloth. She winked at me, then reached out and grabbed a bar in each of her hands.

“Weird,” she said. “I thought these were iron, but they feel like something else.”

Zillah drew her mancatcher spear and rested its crotch against one of the bars. Her right hand twisted the back section of the spear’s haft, and its complex mechanism went into action. The spear’s tines slammed together with a sharp clack, and the bar between them snapped in half with a brittle crunching noise.

Blood, thick and such a dark red that it was almost black, oozed from the fractured ends of the bar and puddled on the floor.

“Was that bone?” I asked.

“Yep,” Zillah said. “Delsinia is one creepy little bitch.”

Rathokhetra’s laughter rumbled through my thoughts at that. There was a hard edge to the sound, and it reminded me of the rasp of a knife drawn across a whetstone.

While Zillah cleared the rest of the bars out of our way, Pinchy and her friends slid between them. Two of the scorpions headed off to our left, while Pinchy and a pair of her siblings went straight ahead.

Both groups of scorpions sent back a nervous alarm within seconds of their departure. They weren’t in any immediate danger, but whatever they’d seen had them freaked out.

Big surprise in this place.

I pressed the scorpions for more details, but they were unable to convey any new information other than a strong sense of wrongness. We’d have to be careful moving forward.

“There, that should do it,” Zillah said.

She’d hacked the bars off to within a few inches of the ceiling, and the dungeon floor was littered with broken black bones and puddles of sticky blood.

“Good work,” Nephket said. “Gross, but at least the path is clear.”

“I’ve seen worse,” Zillah said. She swept a hand toward the opening she’d created. “But let’s find this bitch and kill her so we can get out of this dump.”

“It won’t look like this for long,” I said as I stepped through the gate. “Redecorating is high on my to-do list after we’ve cleared this hellhole.”

As I passed through the broken bars, a high-pitched titter echoed through the dungeon all around me. It was a childish, unnerving sound that made me hesitate for just a moment before I took another step. Nothing had attacked me, I didn’t sense any danger in my immediate vicinity, and the scorpions hadn’t found any traps, but I was still freaked out. That creepy little kid laughter had messed with my head.

“What was that?” Zillah asked from behind me. She sounded shaken, and that made me nervous. I’d never seen Zillah afraid of anything. If she was freaked out, then the rest of the guardians and wahket were probably pissing themselves.

Clearly, Delsinia was good at playing on our fears.

I couldn’t let that stop us. It was time for a dungeon lord team-builder speech.

I activated The Dungeon’s Visage, and...

<<<>>>

Ability unavailable.

<<<>>>

What the fuck?

I activated The Dungeon Speaks...

<<<>>>

Ability unavailable.

<<<>>>

With an aggravated grunt, I reached out for the Tablet of Incarnation to see if it could tell me what the fuck was going on here.

But my trusty tablet refused to appear.

Rathokhetra grumbled at the back of my thoughts, and bits and pieces of knowledge filtered up from his memories into my brain. We weren’t in my dungeon any longer, which meant most of my powers wouldn’t work the way they were supposed to.

“You should be able to incarnate,” Rathokhetra groaned from his resting place in my thoughts. “But abilities that rely on your dungeon will not function here.”

“That would have been nice to know before I started out on this little expedition,” I thought back to the old bastard.

This was very bad news indeed. I wasn’t sure what powers I’d have available when it came to the showdown with Delsinia, and I doubted my guardians and the wahket would be able to defeat her by themselves. This had just gotten a lot trickier than I’d planned.

I composed myself before I turned to Nephket, careful to keep my nerves from showing on my face. No sense making everybody nervous because I was gimped.

“Neph,” I said. “Tell the wahket they don’t have anything to worry about. The creepy laughter and weird shit are just for show. We already wiped out Delsinia’s forces. She’s trying to rattle us so we’ll leave without a fight.”

A curious smile spread across Nephket’s face.

“We aren’t nervous,” she said. “At least we wahket aren’t.”

Kezakazek raised an eyebrow at that and crossed her arms beneath her breasts.

“You’re not?” she asked. “Because I grew up with the most evil motherfuckers in the known worlds and this has me on edge.”

Zillah didn’t say anything, but she chewed her lower lip nervously and gave me a single slow nod of her head.

Nephket spread her arms and looked around the grimy dungeon.

“The wahket do not fear this place,” she said. “This was foretold in our prophecies. It was promised that our lord and master, Rathokhetra, would lead us safely through this hell. Once we have passed through the darkness, we will be restored to our rightful place at his side.”

I raised my eyebrow at Nephket but didn’t say anything. I didn’t really have an answer to an ancient prophecy. It was nice that the wahket were all cool with this shitshow, but their total faith in me felt like a heavy weight on my shoulders.

“Good to know,” I said. “Onward.”

The recon from the scorpion team told me that the passage to the left looped around to connect to the same chamber as the passage ahead of us, so I led us straight forward. 

Twenty feet past the bars, we ran into a wide, six-sided chamber that was fifteen feet across and twenty-five feet wide. In the center of the wall across from us I saw another five-foot-wide passage that led into the darkness beyond.

A foul fog covered the floor and made it impossible to see the floor. The concealing vapors churned and roiled as if stirred by spectral hands, and half-seen shadows skittered through the swirling layers of fog.

“That doesn’t look good,” I grumbled.

Pinchy and her friends apparently agreed with me because they had taken to the walls to stay out of that reeking miasma and had fanned out around the room’s perimeter to keep an eye on things. If any bad guys approached, we’d have a heads-up long before they reached this chamber.

But we still didn’t know what was actually in the room.

The fog complicated things. I didn’t want the scorpions down in that mess because there was no telling what sorts of nastiness Delsinia might have hidden in here. But I also didn’t want my people to discover any traps that might be hidden on the floor the hard way.

“Zillah,” I said. “Take the lead. Poke the floor with your spear as you go. I don’t want us to stumble into any traps.”

“Got it, boss,” Zillah said. She blew a kiss to me as she passed.

The scorpion queen thoroughly poked and prodded the floor just inside the entrance of the room. She leaned her weight on the spear with every new section she checked, and when nothing tried to kill her, she moved ahead.

Zillah reared up on her tail as her rear legs carried the stinging appendage into the room. The tail occupied the area she’d already cleared with her spear, and she leaned forward to test the ground ahead.

“Nice moves,” I said.

“I’m pretty slick like that,” Zillah said. She continued her search of the room with painstaking care until her spear hit something with a metallic clink. She slowly leaned her weight into the butt of the spear, but it didn’t budge.

“What did you find?” I called to her.

“Not sure,” she said. “Something metal, but I can’t see what it is through all this damned mist.”

She raised her spear and tested the floor to either side of where she’d heard the click. The weapon’s tip rattled against something with every thrust of her spear, but whatever was under there didn’t budge when she put her weight into it.

“It feels strange,” she said. “Like cages, maybe.”

“Can you lift one out of the mist?” I asked.

“Good idea.” Zillah stopped pushing down on her spear. Instead, she shifted her weight and pushed down on the weapon’s butt end.

She was rewarded with a metallic rattle that echoed through the chamber like the ringing of a cracked church bell. The tip of her spear lifted above the fog and whatever she’d hooked came with it.

“It’s heavy,” Zillah grunted. She adjusted her grip on the spear and lifted one side of the item out of the fog.

The object was composed of rusted iron that formed a sort of cage, but its dimensions seemed strange to me. Then it hit me.

“That’s a coffin,” I said.

“Gross,” Zillah shot back.

“Neat,” Kezakazek said.

I figured there weren’t any traps that could harm an immaterial dungeon lord in this place, so I stepped into the fog and headed toward Zillah.

“The rest of you can hang back for a second,” I said as I approached the coffin. “I’ll let you know when it’s safe to move up.”

The fog churned around my legs, and I felt a strange chill pass through me at its touch. That didn’t make any sense. I was immaterial. Why would the thick ground cover react to my presence at all?

I took another step, and the floor shuddered beneath me.

“Boss?” Zillah asked. “What did you do?”

“Nothing, I just walked into the room,” I said. Before I could continue, the floor groaned again, and Zillah and her captive coffin began to rise.

“You did something,” the scorpion queen said. “The floor’s rising under me.”

“Is she okay?” Kezakazek asked from behind me. The narrow passage made it hard for anyone behind me to see what was going on in the room. “What’s happening?”

I froze in place, but the floor kept on rising. Soon, a mound of dark earth dotted with eroded flagstones rose above the fog to reveal that the ironwork coffin Zillah had discovered was only one of a couple dozen others.

“She’s fine,” I said. “I’m heading over there. Stay put.”

I took a step, and when the room didn’t react to my progress, I took another. It only took me a few seconds to reach Zillah, and no traps or other mechanical oddities presented themselves on the way.

The coffin frames were covered with patches of rotted vines and crowns of bloated mushrooms, and each of them held a fist-sized floating ball of purple-black light surrounded by rings of curdled fog.

What I’d thought were flagstones turned out to be tombstones that had fallen over. Their stone surfaces were covered in letters from a hundred different languages. Rathokhetra’s memories helped me decipher some names, but even that old fart didn’t understand all the languages written on those grave markers. 

The pieces fell into place for me, and I suddenly understood what was happening.

“These are spawn points,” I said. “Those little balls there are the ghouls coming back.”

“I thought guardians wouldn’t respawn if they bit the dust outside of their dungeon,” Zillah said.

“That’s what I thought, too,” I grumbled. “Apparently there are some dungeon lord tricks that I don’t know.”

That bothered me. A lot. If Delsinia’s guardians could recover from death outside the dungeon, they’d be back here when the sun set in a couple of hours. I needed to finish her before that happened.

“Can we break them?” Zillah asked. “That would put a real crimp in the bitch’s plans.”

“I don’t think so,” I said. Rathokhetra grumbled his agreement. “At least not until we’ve killed her and taken her core.”

“Oh, well,” Zillah said. “At least we have a couple of hours to take care of that before these pains in the ass come back.” 

“Might as well keep moving,” I said. “I’ll bring the others up and we’ll follow you.”

“Gotcha,” Zillah said.

With that, she marched ahead of me, tapped her spear on the ground between the rows of coffins, and headed toward the exit on the far side of the room.

I retraced my steps to Kezakazek and managed not to trigger any more mechanical shenanigans. So far, so good.

“Kez,” I said. “Tell the others to follow in your footsteps, single file. We’re going to get across this room, but I don’t want anyone to wander off track and set off a trap or something worse.”

“Let’s do this,” the drow said. “All this tension is making me itchy to kill something.”

She relayed my instructions to the wahket within earshot, and they echoed them for those farther back. When I was sure everyone had heard the instructions, I crooked my finger at Kezakazek.

“Let’s go,” I said, and led her to the hill of coffins.

“All clear,” Zillah called from the exit when she saw that we’d reached the top of the earthen mound. “The straight shot from the hill to the exit is safe.”

Our little group made its way across the respawn chamber, and Zillah headed off down the hallway ahead of us, still careful to check the floor with her spear before she took a single step. Pinchy and the other scorpions joined her and checked the walls and ceiling for any hidden dangers that might lurk there. 

The passage took a sudden sharp turn to the left ten feet past the respawn chamber. The similarity to the kill chute I’d created to deal with the drow invaders gave me pause.

“Zillah,” I said. “Let the scorpions take the lead here. I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

“As you command,” Zillah said with a sarcastic grin. “But I don’t think we’ve got anything to worry about. I think Delsinia shot her load already. We should move ahead and stab her guts out.”

“I’m not so sure she’s out of cards to play,” I said. “I’d rather not rush into an ace she’s been holding.”

“Safety first,” Kezakazek said. “But for the record, I think you’re being paranoid.”

“I don’t,” Nephket whispered into my thoughts. “Let your guardians do their job, and we’ll all be much better off for it.”

We waited for a few moments as the scorpions scuttled past Zillah. Each of them gently brushed her tail as they passed and then clicked their claws when they were ahead of her.

Pinchy and her allies returned to give us the all clear a minute or so later, and we wound our way through the snaky passage. The tittering laughter grew louder with every step we took, and the walls themselves groaned as if offended by our presence. The wriggling worms multiplied in number until the walls were nearly covered with their undulating pink forms. The air, already thick and moist, became oppressively warm.

For the first time since she’d fled my dungeon, I felt Delsinia’s thoughts. They crashed into mine like a splash of acid that scoured the inside of my skull with its raw intensity. 

Delsinia was enraged at the losses she’d suffered, and her need for vengeance burned bright and hot as a blowtorch’s flame. Her emotions made it hard for me to concentrate, and Rathokhetra responded with grumbles and growls that didn’t help the matter even a little bit.

With a concerted effort, I was able to shove Delsinia clear of my thoughts, but I couldn’t silence her and Rathokhetra at the same time. 

I really needed to get these assholes out of my head.

The scorpions had stopped ahead of us in a round chamber fifteen feet across. Four pillars, spaced equidistant around the room’s center, stretched from the floor to the ceiling. Unlike the rest of the dungeon, the columns seemed to be made of solid stone. They bore no ornamentation, and their very ordinary appearance made me immediately suspicious.

“Avoid those pillars,” I said. “They could be a trap.”

“Or they could be hollow,” Kezakazek said, “and filled with treasure. Let’s crack one open and see what’s inside.”

“There’ll be plenty of time to gather up loot after we finish her,” I said. “And everyone will get their share.”

There was a passage ahead of us, and another off to our left. The one to the left seemed to open into a chamber of some sort while the one straight ahead took a hard curve to the left.

“Pinchy, take your team and scout that hallway.” I pointed ahead of us. “Zillah, check that chamber off to our left there. Make sure there are no traps or hidden bad guys.”

“I hope there’s a monster,” Zillah said. “A big, scary fucker with fangs, claws, the whole shebang. I need a fight. A good, bloody, knock-down, drag-out fight.”

“If you could stop wishing murder and mayhem on the rest of us, that would be awesome,” Kezakazek said. “I’m as bloodthirsty as the next girl, but fair fights suck. And fights where I’m the underdog suck even more.”

“I don’t know,” I said as Zillah snorted and left the room. “The last fight where you were the underdog worked out all right for you, didn’t it?”

Kezakazek put her hands on her hips and leaned forward.

“I was not the underdog in that fight,” she said. “You just got lucky. Very lucky.”

I hooked one arm around her waist and pulled her close. Our faces were only inches apart.

“I’m not the only one who got lucky, if I remember correctly,” I said.

“All clear,” Zillah called from the other chamber. “But you should take a look at this.”

Kezakazek grinned at me and slithered out of my grasp. She headed for the next chamber, and Nephket and I followed in her wake.

“They certainly are a handful,” the cat woman said. “Just don’t forget who brought you here.”

She gave me a quick pinch on the ass and then scooted away before I could pinch her back.

“Tease,” I called after Nephket, and she threw a laugh over her shoulder as she entered the next room.

“Whoa,” I said as I caught up to my guardians.

“Right?” Zillah said. “This is really something.”

The chamber wasn’t terribly large, merely fifteen feet wide and about as long, with a recessed pulpit on the end opposite its entrance. While the size was modest, the furnishings most definitely were not.

Two neat rows of golden pews flanked a central aisle like ranks of armored guardians. Their arms were carved into leonine figures with blazing sapphires for eyes. Strange glyphs were inscribed on the backs and sides of the pews in a repeating pattern that was both dizzying and hypnotic.

A thick carpet runner covered the central aisle and climbed up the short steps to the pulpit. A highly detailed cobra was stitched into the fabric, and its sinuous body circled an ornate golden scepter that had been sewn with such care it looked as if I could have reached into the carpet and slipped it out of the serpent’s coils.

A trio of floor-to-ceiling stained glass windows were set into the side walls of the temple, and what appeared to be golden sunlight poured through them.

“This is remarkable magic,” Kezakazek said. She’d wandered over to one of the windows and held her hand in the golden light. “It’s warm. It even makes my skin ache like real sunlight. But we have to be hundreds of feet below ground. Most impressive.”

She pulled her hand out of the light and scrubbed it against the skin of her thigh as if to remove the warm taint of the sun’s rays from her obsidian skin.

“The designs in these windows are strange,” Zillah pointed out. “Why are there so many cat women in them?”

Nephket studied the windows and then frowned at me.

“These don’t look familiar to me at all,” she said. “They’re clearly wahket, but what are these cobras surrounding them?”

Rathokhetra howled in outrage as Nephket spoke. It was as if he didn’t want me to hear the words that came out of her mouth, or that they somehow offended him. Or maybe he didn’t want me to think about them too much.

Because I’d often wondered why the lord of the wahket had a cobra throne for his sphere. There was something here that I needed to get to the bottom of, but I’d deal with it after Delsinia was good and dead.

“That’s a puzzle,” I said. “But not one we have time to figure out now.”

“When we’re done here,” Nephket said. “We’re definitely taking this temple. It’s exactly what we need.”

“I agree, but we need to kill Delsinia first,” I said. “Let’s get on with it.”

Pinchy and the others hadn’t reported any traps, which didn’t make any damned sense. If Delsinia knew she was going to war with me, then she certainly knew there was a chance her plans wouldn’t work out and I’d come down here looking to kill her for what she’d done. 

And yet, we hadn’t encountered anything even remotely dangerous. Did this dungeon lord actually think those ghouls would respawn before I cut her heart out?

I stormed out of the temple before my doubts could eat me alive. I had no idea how to fight another dungeon lord, and no way to know how strong Delsinia was. She’d thrown a serious force at us, drow and ghouls and that weird zombie trumpeter thing, which meant she could easily be stronger than I expected. What if she didn’t have any traps or other guardians because she was such a badass she didn’t need them?

I shoved those thoughts aside. I had a trio of guardians, a small army of wahket, and a very bad attitude.

That would have to be enough.

I moved through the pillar room with my guardians trailing behind me. The wahket who’d gathered in this chamber followed us down the short passage and around its tight bend into a ten-foot-wide by fifteen-foot-long chamber in which the only notable feature was the complete lack of contents. The walls, floor, and ceiling were the same gruesome material as the rest of the dungeon, but the stink and worms didn’t bother me anymore.

“You have to do better than this bullshit,” I grumbled.

Pinchy and her pals had already left through the room’s only exit and scouted the next hallway before I arrived. I followed their lead and found an even more profoundly boring room at the end of that passage.

The chamber was a fifteen-foot square with only one entrance and no contents. It was completely empty.

We’d reached the dungeon’s end, but we’d found no core and no dungeon lord.

“Where the fuck is Delsinia?” I asked no one in particular. “And where is her goddamned core?”
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Chapter 10: The Reckoning
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I PROWLED THE PERIMETER of the dungeon’s final room with clenched fists. I was sure we hadn’t missed any chambers in Delsinia’s dungeon, but we were clearly missing something.

“Where the fuck is she?” I asked again. None of my guardians answered, but I hadn’t expected them to. If I couldn’t find her, how would they?

I probed the sore spot in my thoughts where the old Rathokhetra lived, but he kept his slithery, sandy thoughts to himself for once.

The haunting laughter continued, more bothersome than before. Delsinia was close enough she could see my frustration, and I could taste the strange madness that surrounded her thoughts. But she might as well have been on another planet for all of that.

My rage made it hard to think, so I wadded that emotion into a ball and chucked it out of my thoughts. My old life as a hacker had taught me to be methodical and approach problems without preconceived notions about their solutions. Getting pissed off had never helped me crack a system or dump an intruder. Emotions made things more complicated, messier than they needed to be, and they had no place in my brain when it came to the hard problems.

I continued my circuit around the empty chamber and concentrated on Delsinia’s thoughts. They grew stronger as I approached the back of the chamber, then waned as I moved away toward the walls or entrance of the chamber. There was something close, but I couldn’t find it.

“Zillah, take half of the wahket and search the dungeon for any secret rooms we might’ve missed,” I said. 

“Delsinia might’ve just run,” Kezakazek offered. “She saw us slaughter the zombies and skeletons that her little trumpet boy set on us, knows that we killed her pet drow, and saw that we still had enough juice left in the tank to stomp the guts out of all those ghouls who came for your core. If my team got its ass kicked three times in a row, I’d pack up my shit and run like hell.”

“No,” I said. “She’s here, somewhere. She’s a dungeon lord. Where would she go if she left her dungeon?”

“Maybe she’s just hiding, then,” Zillah suggested. “She knows her ghouls will be back in a couple of hours. The drow, too. Everything will respawn, and if we’re still here...”

Zillah had a good point, but she brought another question to mind. We’d found the spawn chamber for the ghouls, but I hadn’t seen anything that would spawn drow. We had to have missed something.

“That’s why we need to find her and end this,” I said. “You’re going to search this place top to bottom.”

“It’s going to take a while,” Zillah said.

“That’s why Kezakazek is taking the other half of the wahket and the scorpions,” I said. “Our best weapon here is vibration sense. Use it to search for secret doors, trapdoors, and hidden areas. We’re missing something, and I want you to find it.”

“Let’s do it,” the scorpion queen said to the diminutive drow. “I’ll head to the entrance and work my way back. You start from here and work your way toward the temple.”

The two of them split the wahket into two parties, then figured out how to turn everyone around and march them back through the dungeon without a traffic jam. It was a pain in the ass to move so many people around the narrow corridors, and I was glad we hadn’t been ambushed. If Delsinia had launched an attack on our rear, she might’ve been able to claw her way through the wahket, one cat woman at a time.

She still might if we didn’t catch her.

I stopped pacing while the bulk of our forces headed off in search of whatever we’d missed. I hoped they’d find something, and soon.

“That temple will save you some ka,” Nephket said. “Once you’ve taken Delsinia’s core, it will be consecrated to you. I can hold services there for the wahket. They can become your worshipers.”

My familiar’s soothing words helped keep my anger at bay, though it also stirred Rathokhetra back to life. The angry old fuck really did not like the fact that Nephket worked for me and not him.

“You’re sure that’s what they want?” I asked.

Nephket stepped up to me and put her hand on my chest. She stared up at me with golden eyes that seemed to glow even in the darkness.

“What else could they ever want?” Nephket asked. “You are our god, Clay. You will bring my people back to the greatness we once enjoyed. These wahket have waited for a very long time to serve you. We do not doubt our place in your life. You shouldn’t doubt your place in ours.”

The emotion behind her words hit me a little harder than I’d like to admit. I needed the wahket, and they clearly needed me, but this responsibility was an impressive weight to bear. 

“You’re right,” I said. “This will be good for all of us. It’s been too long—”

“Three hundred years,” Nephket confirmed. “That is how long we have been at the oasis.”

“That long?” I asked. “But how did the wahket have children without men?”

Nephket laughed, a throaty chuckle that sent tingles down my spine. The tips of her claws caught lightly against my skin, and she pulled herself closer to me.

“How old do you think I am?” she asked.

I looked deeply into her eyes and, for the first time, I recognized the wisdom there not as a divine gift, but as something Nephket had earned over an unfathomably long time.

“That’s right,” she said with a faint smile. “The wahket who are still here were among those who first fled with Lord Rathokhetra. I was young, too young to remember many of the details. But it was my mother, and her siblings, who buried Rathokhetra’s body back in that tomb. The wahket you see have waited a very long time for your return, Clay.”

I wrapped my arms around Nephket and held her tightly as I let that sink in.

“Why did you wait so long to call back Rathokhetra?” I asked. 

“That wasn’t my choice,” Nephket said. She rested her cheek against my chest, and I felt the faint moisture of a single tear. “We dreaded the coming of the raiders, but we also prayed for it. The prophecy said you would not hear our call until your tomb was threatened by those who would plunder it.”

Well. That was weird. According to Nephket, they’d been at the oasis for hundreds of years. What kind of prophecy could’ve predicted exactly the right time to reach out to me? And how in the hell —

“What is that noise?” Nephket asked. Her voice was high and tight with stress, her eyes darted from side to side, and her ears twitched on top of her head.

A split second later I heard it, too. A faint grinding noise, not stone against stone, but metal on metal.

“A trap,” I snarled. I covered Nephket’s body with my own and summoned my khopesh. I didn’t know what good it would do against a death trap, but I felt better with it in my hand.

A heavy gate crashed down from the ceiling and sealed the passage out of the core room. Its bars gleamed, sleek and shiny as new stainless steel, each of them as thick as my wrist.

“What was that?” Zillah asked in my thoughts. “We’re coming back for you.”

“There’s no point,” I said. “Watch yourselves. Delsinia’s up to something.”

I didn’t know how many surprises Delsinia had in store for us, and I was afraid to find out. 

“What do we do?” Nephket asked.

“I’ll incarnate and see if I can lift the gate,” I said. “Might not work, but it’s worth a shot.”

I reached out for the ka in my core to activate my Incarnate ability, and all hell broke loose.

A gust of cool, dry wind blasted down on me and sent a shiver racing up my spine.

My khopesh appeared in my hand in the blink of an eye, and I looked up to find the source of the wind. A wide hole yawned above me and a blinding silver light poured out of it.

A shrieking harpy plunged through that hole, straight at my face.

I tried to deflect her dive attack with my khopesh, but she had the drop on me. Before my arm was in position, she hammered an elbow into my forehead, slammed into my chest, and wrapped her arms and legs around me like a crackhead attack monkey.

And then she fucking bit my cheek so hard I was sure the next sound I’d hear would be the crunching of my bones between her powerful jaws.

“Surprise, surprise, surprise, lover,” she snarled. “Miss me?”

She slammed her forehead into my nose, and the impact filled my head with blazing comets.

With a roar, I grabbed my attacker by her mane of long, green hair and hurled her away from me.

She screamed as she sailed across the room and grunted when her back slammed into the wall. She glared at me with emerald eyes surrounded by flickering shadows, and I glared right back at her.

<<<>>>

Delsinia, The Nightmare’s Bride, 6th-level Dungeon Lord

<<<>>>

My special dungeon lord sight didn’t give me any more information than that, but at least it was something. 

“Careful,” Nephket cautioned me. “She’s more powerful than she appears.”

Not that Delsinia appeared weak, mind you. Her naked arms and legs were corded with wiry muscle, and patches of glistening green scales covered her shoulders, abdomen, and thighs. Her chest and hips were wrapped in white chains with links as thick as my thumb, and she moved with a sinuous grace that was mesmerizing.

“Silence, silence, silence, slave,” Delsinia hissed.

My rival dungeon lord twisted her hands counterclockwise and bone daggers appeared in each of them. The daggers were connected by what looked like an extra-long spinal cord that rattled and chattered as Delsinia moved the daggers in strange patterns.

“No need to get snippy,” I said. “Put the blades down and surrender to me. Hand over your core and walk away. We don’t have to—”

The dungeon lord exploded into motion. She raced toward me, body low to the ground, muscled legs pumping. The bone daggers in her hands flashed with a supernatural light as she thrust her hands toward my gut.

She was fast, I’d give her that, but I was no slouch in the fighting department. I pivoted on my back leg and twisted to the side. My khopesh swept up, and its hook caught her weapons and slid them away from my gut with millimeters to spare.

Delsinia was so committed to the attack that she couldn’t correct course to protect herself. Her blades shot past me, and her knee slammed into my thigh so hard we both grunted in pain.

Before Delsinia could get away, I braced my right leg and brought my left knee up into her stomach with all the force I could muster. The short, sharp strike slammed into her solar plexus so hard it lifted her into the air and her breath hissed out of her lungs.

My khopesh was out of position, which is the only thing that kept me from lopping her head right off. Instead, I had to satisfy myself with a hard strike to her temple with the hooked sword’s pommel.

The blow should have knocked the fight out of Delsinia, but she acted like I’d stroked her cheek with a feather. She twisted her body away from me, landed on her feet, then launched herself into a graceful front flip that bounced her up and over my head.

The spine that connected Delsinia’s dagger looped under my chin and arrested her jump. She twisted in midair and swung down with acrobatic ease. Her knees slammed into my back and she pulled back hard on her daggers like a rider trying to bring an unruly mount to heel.

“No!” Nephket howled. 

Before I could warn her to stay back, my familiar had thrown herself through the air. Her mouth was opened in a feral scream and her claws were bared. She had every intention of tearing Delsinia’s throat out and feasting on her gizzard.

But neither Delsinia nor I were incarnated, and Nephket sailed through us both like we were no more than a mirage.

“Yes, yes, yes,” Delsinia hissed in my ear. “Die. Pain. Cease!”

I reached over one shoulder to grab the dungeon lord’s emerald hair, but she jerked her head back and slid lower on my back to stay out of my reach. She locked her bony ankles in front of me and leaned back until my back bent like a drawn bow.

Fortunately, choking a dungeon lord isn’t a very effective way to kill us. The bony vertebrae hurt, sure, but I was in no danger of suffocating. Unless she sawed off my head, which I supposed she could have if she really tried, Delsinia wasn’t going to end this fight on my back. 

I backpedaled across the room as fast as my sandaled feet would carry me.

At the last possible second, I felt Delsinia try to slither off me, but I was having none of that. I grabbed her ankles with both hands and held on tight. A moment later the dungeon lord was sandwiched between my back and the hard and unyielding surface of her dungeon.

She shrieked in surprise and pain, and her grip on the daggers slipped just enough to let the bones around my throat go slack. 

Before she could recover, I hooked the fingers of my left hand under the garotte and threw myself into a forward somersault.

My weight crashed down on top of the much smaller dungeon lord on my back, and her breath exploded from her lungs in a hot rush alongside my left ear. Something cracked and splintered beneath me, and I hoped it was her ribs. I pulled the length of bone up and over my head and rolled to my feet without releasing it.

Delsinia lay flat on her back, her arms and legs spread-eagled and her hair splayed out around her head like the guts of a bug that had splatted against a windshield. A low moan escaped her lips and her eyes flashed like warning lights.

With a roar, I yanked hard on the spine and ripped the daggers out of her hands. I flung the weapons behind me and they rattled against the bars of the gate.

“Big mistake, lady,” I said. Rathokhetra’s rage had stoked my own anger to a seething boil. It was time for this one to die.

I took a two-handed grip on my khopesh and raised it high overhead. At the height of its arc, I swung it down like the blurred blade of a guillotine. In my mind’s eye, I already saw her body shattered and split cleanly in half. Rathokhetra howled, sure that Delsinia was dead.

Unfortunately, this dungeon lord was far tougher than I’d expected.

My khopesh’s leading edge slammed into Delsinia’s chest just between her breasts and skipped off the bone chains that protected her. Instead of carving a bloody swath of destruction down her body, my weapon only managed to draw a thin line of blood down to her navel.

Of course. Of course she had magical fucking armor.

The crazed dungeon lord sprang to her feet with lightning speed and swiped at my midsection with nails I realized were very, very sharp. Her left hand met the inside curve of my khopesh’s hooked blade as I parried, but her right hand swooped below my guard and into my gut.

The blow forced me back a step, and if I hadn’t been wearing my own magical armor, it probably would have ripped my guts out. As it was, I escaped her attack without a scratch, but I didn’t want to give her another chance to eviscerate me.

My blade was too heavy for a quick reversal, so I settled for a front snap kick into Delsinia’s left knee. The attack should have shattered the joint and left her crippled on the floor, but, again, dungeon lords are resilient motherfuckers.

When my toe made contact with her body, Delsinia flipped backward and most of my attack’s force was wasted. She landed on her hands and did a front handspring back at me with her mouth open wide in a hellish scream.

“You, you, you!” she screamed. “Die!”

Her voice sounded rough and tortured as if it’d been years since she’d used it to do anything but scream. There was a ragged, emotional undercurrent beneath the words she shouted, a hint of loss and betrayal that I couldn’t understand.

“Not today,” I snarked back and twisted away from her attack. 

Delsinia sailed past me with her claws extended and landed on the ground right next to her fucking daggers. She swept one of the daggers off the floor and spun in a graceful pirouette that sent the spine and other blade whipping through the air above her head. With a feral screech she swept the blade at my exposed back.

The whistling blade came so close to severing my spine I felt a cool breeze as it shot past my back. With a surprised shout, I jumped forward and spun around, my khopesh held before me in a defensive position. I wasn’t sure I’d be fast enough to parry the dagger if she swung it at me again, but I was damned sure going to try. 

“How long?” Delsinia asked. Her voice was still ragged, but the rage had lessened. There was a curious, questioning tone to her words. “Down, down, down. How long?”

“Lady, I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about,” I snapped.

Delsinia lost her shit at my response. She threw her body into a series of twisting cartwheels and launched her dagger at me in a cyclone of whip-crack slashes that forced me to retreat until my back hit a wall.

She was so fucking fast. I’d been much quicker than the raiders who tried to take down my temple, but compared to Delsinia I was a damned snail. 

I deflected another of her whirling slashes and the dagger rebounded off my khopesh with a high-pitched tone like the ringing of a crystal gong. I thought that would be enough to rip the blade from her hand, but Delsinia was faster and smarter than that.

When her blade rebounded from mine, she released her grip on one dagger and thrust her arm forward. The spine that connected the blades looped around her forearm, and she ducked low to let both blades spin over her head. With a triumphant shout, Delsinia caught the spine in her fist and pivoted at the hips to arrest the blades’ rotation and bring them down in an overhead slash.

Straight at my face.

In that moment, I knew I had a choice. I could play keep-away with Delsinia and hope she ran out of juice before she cut me to ribbons. Or, I could do something stupid and bring the fight to her.I released my grip on the khopesh with my left hand and raised that arm up toward Delsinia’s daggers. The razor-sharp weapons descended toward me like the raking claws of a plummeting raptor. There was no way for me to avoid that attack. It was too fast, and the weapons were already too close to my body. Their tips punched through the flesh of my arm like a pair of ice picks into a ripe watermelon, and rich, red blood gushed from the twin wounds.

The pain was shocking, but not nearly as bad as I’d feared it would be. After the initial moment of impact, the blades embedded in my forearm produced nothing more than a dull, irritating ache.

With a dark grin, I twisted my wounded arm to wrap the spine between the daggers around my wrist. Before Delsinia realized what had happened, I ripped my arm back and tore the bone chain from her grasp.

Disarmed, Delsinia used her superior agility to increase the distance between us. She tumbled backward with a handspring that would’ve made a gymnast jealous. She landed with perfect form and raised her hands in front of her in a defensive posture. Her emerald eyes darted from my hands to my feet and back again as she searched for an opening in my defenses.

“Enough of this shit,” I said. “I’ve taken out your zombie trumpeter. I slaughtered your drow. I turned you ghouls into compost, and now I’ve disarmed you. You’ve lost this fight, Delsinia. Give up. I promise I’ll make your death as painless as possible.”

I stalked across the room toward her, and Delsinia sidled from side to side in the hopes I’d slip up and let her get past me. She made one desperate lunge to get around me, maybe to go for Nephket, but my khopesh darted out and blocked her path.

“You left me,” she wailed. “Down, down, down. So many years. So dark. Left, left, left.”

“I don’t even know you,” I said. I’d backed her into a corner now, and her eyes were locked on the tip of my blade as if it were a serpent about to strike. “Do me a favor. Shut your mouth and die.”

“You do know me, me, me,” she screamed. “Look, look, look!”

Time froze around me as Delsinia stood tall and her hair flared behind her like a cobra’s hood. Our eyes locked, and I felt a dry desert wind scour us with gritty sand. The dungeon receded around us, and I found myself perched high above a sun-soaked desert with Delsinia curved against my side. Her lips caressed the side of my neck as we watched our troops carve a swath of destruction through our enemies.

Rathokhetra howled through my mind like a screaming storm. Oh, yeah, he knew who the fuck this was.

And, suddenly, so did I.

My khopesh felt very heavy and its tip fell to the stone floor. I’d misinterpreted Rathokhetra’s pain as rage. He wasn’t angry at Delsinia. He fucking missed her.

“You see, see, see,” Delsinia said. Her voice was low and tortured. “Finally. You see me.”

“Delsinia,” I started, but she cut me off.

“I worshipped you,” she howled. “I killed, killed, killed your enemies. My love made me your slave, slave, slave.”

I heard Nephket’s stifled gasp from behind me and was torn by the desire to tend to the two very different kinds of pain in the room for me. Three if I counted Rathokhetra’s agony in my skull. 

“I am not the same man you knew,” I said in a vain attempt to make Delsinia understand. 

“You lie!” she shrieked. “I see, see, see you, my Lord Rathokhetra.”

I dredged Rathokhetra’s memories for some sign of this woman. I needed to know what she was to him, and what he’d done to her. I needed some way to make her understand that we didn’t have to be enemies. She had nothing I wanted, and if I could convince her to leave me the hell alone, I wouldn’t have to leave here with even more blood on my hands.

Hell, if I played my cards right, there was a chance we could part as allies. It might be very useful to have another dungeon lord to watch my back for any threats that reared their ugly heads in the Great Below.

“The Rathokhetra you knew is but a memory,” I explained. “He was betrayed by his allies, and they all but destroyed his empire. His priestess summoned me to take up his mantle and defend his people. I’m sorry for your loss, but—”

“My loss, loss, loss?” Her voice cracked as she barked out a crazed, desperate laugh. “I gave you that empire. I chained my people to your dreams. I lost everything!”

I glanced toward Nephket, but she had nothing to offer except for a slow, sad shake of her head. Her eyes were wide with fear and confusion as if all of this was a version of history that she’d never stumbled across in her readings of Rathokhetra’s prophecies and scriptures. Delsinia wasn’t the only one who was in pain.

There was only one person in this room with any answers as to what the fuck was going on here, and it was high time that piece of shit offered me something other than grumbles and groans and mindless outbursts.

“Hey, asshole,” I thought to the splinter of Rathokhetra lodged in my gray matter. “Give me something I can work with here.”

The old fucker shied away from contact and retreated further into the shadows of my memories. He was harder to find, but I still felt him inside me like the annoying sting of a tiny splinter wedged in the calloused skin of my heel.

I didn’t know if I could force Rathokhetra to tell me anything, but I was damned sure going to try.

“No more running,” I said to him. “I don’t care how much you hate talking about Delsinia. It’s your turn at bat and you better hit it out of the fucking park.”

The old dungeon lord resisted me again, but I was done playing nice. I dragged him out of the shadows and into the light. He squirmed and wriggled, but it was a losing battle. He was inside my head, and I was, at least for the moment, still the fucking boss.

He relented at last. A flood of memories gushed out of him and took up residence in my skull. It wasn’t a pretty story, but it seemed to be the truth.

I didn’t have time for the whole history lesson, but what I saw made me wince. Rathokhetra and Delsinia had once worked together, very closely. When shit started to go south for the old bastard, he sent Delsinia away to safeguard his back door from some nasty, nasty creatures in the Great Below. It wasn’t supposed to be forever. A few months, maybe a year. To protect them both, he’d laid a geas on Delsinia that prevented her from telling anyone of his location or from leaving her dungeon until he came to release her. 

He hadn’t banished Delsinia to this place to be cruel; he’d done it to save her from his enemies the only way he knew how.

But the war hadn’t gone the way Rathokhetra expected. It had dragged on and on, and his resources had been spread so thin that he didn’t dare bring the only woman he’d ever truly loved, the only creature he’d ever considered his equal, out of the darkness. He was afraid his enemies would find her and use her against him. He was afraid for Delsinia, and for himself.

Well, that was certainly a doozy.

“I...he never meant for this...” I began. Then I stopped, and my shoulders sagged. “You were never meant to stay here for so long. It should have been a short while until it was safe for you to return. But I...he was defeated.”

Delsinia’s eyes leaked fresh tears with every word. Her beautiful features cracked and an ugly sadness forced its way to the surface. She stared at me with ancient eyes and wept bitterly for a past she could never recover.

“End, end, end,” Delsinia sobbed. “Free me. It is the only way. Hurry, hurry, hurry.”

She fell to her knees and bowed her head. The emerald waves of her long hair cascaded to the floor between us like a pool of spilled ink.

I looked away from her for just a moment and locked eyes with Nephket. My familiar’s eyes brimmed with tears, and I wondered what legends she had remembered. She knew I hadn’t been the one who betrayed Delsinia, but Rathokhetra had. And her people had worshiped him just as surely as Delsinia had loved him.

The thing about never meet your heroes? It goes double for your gods. 

We’re bastards. 

Every fucking one of us.

I glanced toward the gate and saw Zillah and Kezakazek at the bars. They stared at me, eyes open wide in disbelief. I felt their bloodlust, their anger, their confusion, and their desire to end this mess.

“Do it,” Zillah said. “She attacked you. She’ll do it again if you give her a chance. You can’t ever trust another dungeon lord.”

Kezakazek let out a long, ragged sigh and lowered her head for a moment. Her shoulders sagged as she weighed the decision that had fallen into my lap, and then she went very, very still. Finally, she lifted her eyes to mine and offered me a bitter little smile.

“You have to cut her throat,” she said. “She attacked you. She attacked all of us. She has to die.”

“They may be right,” Nephket said. She cleared her throat and wiped her tears with the back of one hand. “This isn’t how I wanted this to end, but it does have to end. You know it does, Clay. We’ll never be safe with another dungeon lord this close. And with her history...”

Rathokhetra wanted Delsinia gone, too. But his reasons weren’t as pure. Mingled with the rage he felt was a sticky undercurrent of shame at what he’d done to the love of his life, and a dark thread of self-hatred at what he’d allowed to happen to this woman that he’d loved so much. He’d tried so hard to keep her safe that he’d damned her to centuries of isolation. And now that he was dead, he could never release her from the geas that bound her to this place. The old dungeon lord believed her only solace would come from death.

But I did not want to kill Delsinia. She’d been my enemy, but only because she thought I was the asshole who’d fucked her over. She hadn’t deserved to be locked up with a bunch of ghouls for a few hundred years, and she sure as hell didn’t deserve to die.

I did not want her blood on my hands.

“No,” I said. I banished my khopesh and knelt down in front of her. We were so close she could have bitten me again. She could have clawed at my eyes with her razor-sharp nails. But she didn’t.

“Why?” she asked without raising her head. “Why. Why. Why!”

With each repetition of the word, Delsinia slammed her clenched fists into the floor of her dungeon. Her dungeon rattled with the impact of her blows, and its floor swayed from side to side.

“Where’s your core?” I asked. 

The dungeon lord finally lifted her head. She leaned back into a sitting position and cocked her head curiously like a hunting dog that smelled something he couldn’t quite understand.

“Hide, hide, hide,” she said with a mischievous grin. “You said. Made me promise. Deep, deep, deep.”

There was a cunning glint in Delsinia’s eyes that I did not like, and a low whine from Rathokhetra put my nerves on the razor’s edge. He knew this woman better than any of us, and if he was suddenly afraid, there was something very, very dangerous about her.

“And now I’m asking for you to return it,” I said. It was a gamble, and if I was wrong, there was going to be a hell of a fight in my future.

“Take, take, take,” she said, and I couldn’t tell if it was a question or a demand.

“I will take it from you,” I said. “And then you’re free to go and do whatever you want. You won’t be held here any longer.”

“Boss,” Zillah said, her voice a cautious warning.

Delsinia leaned forward, and I felt Nephket and my other guardians stiffen. There was true madness hidden in this woman’s eyes, and I wanted to back away from it just as you’d step back from an angry hound. But I forced myself to remain still because I needed Delsinia to trust me. I did not want to kill her, not if there was any other choice.

“Deep, deep, deep.” Her voice was low, almost guttural. “Inside where he, he, he can’t find.”

Delsinia’s eyes locked with me and pushed a thought into my head so hard it blinded me for a moment. 

Her core was protected by the walls of her rib cage. It throbbed beneath her skin like a second heart, and I marveled at the power so close to my own. A few millimeters of flesh, a thin expanse of muscle, and the bony arcs of her ribs were all that stood between me and what I’d come for. I could take it. 

All I had to do was tear open Delsinia’s chest and rip it out.

Easy-peasy.

“No,” I said. “I can’t kill you. There has to be another way.”

Delsinia’s eyes flashed like lightning and for a moment I thought she would lash out at me. But it wasn’t rage I saw there. It was fear.

“You have to take it,” she said. “To face, face, face him.”

“Face who?” I asked. “Is there another dungeon lord down here?”

“Worse, worse, worse,” she said, each word a sob. “He will come, come, come.”

Before I could question her further, Delsinia’s spine straightened and her eyes opened so wide they looked on the verge of popping out of her skull. A sickly amber glow oozed from her pupils and flowed across her eyes like blood spilled in the deep, dark ocean. She opened her mouth, and the same light shone from between her teeth as if she had a candle in her throat.

“You have tormented my slave quite enough,” a familiar voice said from between Delsinia’s lips. “And, now, you will pay for your temerity. I, Kozerek of the House Jarazikek, Blood Lord of the Night Hounds, Nightmare Chair of the Shunned Court, declare your life forfeit. Make peace with your fate, you fool. Death is coming.”

Well, that didn’t sound good.
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Chapter 11: Revelation
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DELSINIA SPRANG TO her feet and lunged at me with her mouth opened so wide I could see her molars. She didn’t have fangs, but past experience told me her bite was a painful experience I did not wish to repeat.

I slid to the side and allowed her to charge past me. Before she could correct course and come back for another attempt to chew off my face, I took hold of her left arm and used it as a lever to hoist her into the air. Her feet left the floor, and I used my free hand to grab Delsinia’s thigh and lift her over my head.

She writhed and spat like a snake with a broken back, but for all her speed and cleverness, I was much stronger than her. 

I swung her down to the floor hard enough to drive the air out of her lungs, but not hard enough to do any permanent damage. The shock of impact rolled her eyes back into her head, though, and the stunning attack was enough to drive the amber glow from her eyes and mouth.

Good. At least Kozerek the Bastard of Bottomless Bullshit was gone for the moment. I needed to get this situation straightened out before he showed up again and caused me even more trouble.

“Kill, kill, kill,” Delsinia gasped, her eyes wide as she jabbed her left index finger into her sternum. “He’ll be back.”

“She’s right,” Zillah said. “That monster’s got his hooks into her. If you don’t kill her, he’ll drive her around like a meat puppet. You might not get the drop on her next time.”

“Have a little confidence in your dungeon lord,” I said to Zillah with a grin. “You’re not wrong to worry about Kozerek, but we need Delsinia now more than ever.”

Kezakazek leaned against the bars that separated us.

“I’d have a lot more faith in this whole operation if you weren’t in there, and we weren’t out here,” the drow said. “Tell us why you need her?”

Nephket stood beside me, her hand on my shoulder just below the core. She gave me a squeeze and filled the other guardians in on what she’d figured out.

“Knowledge,” she said. “Delsinia knows far more about Kozerek and his pals than we do. Those drow we killed were never her guardians. They were here to keep her in line.”

“Oh, shit,” Zillah said with a breathy sigh. “But that means—”

“That the drow know how to put a leash on dungeon lords,” I finished. “And I’m next if we don’t figure out how to stop them.”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Delsinia said with a vigorous nod of her head to punctuate every word.

“Open that gate,” I said Delsinia. “I’m tired of sitting in a cage.”

The other dungeon lord stared up at me with doubt in her eyes and fear plain on her face.

“Take, take, take?” She pulled my hand against her chest again. She was tired of being a dungeon lord, and probably a lot more tired of whatever torture the drow had visited on her. If Kozerek could pop in and out of my head without notice, I’d probably beg for someone to kill me, too.

“Maybe,” I said. 

Delsinia looked stung by the word but nodded. She waved her hand and a terrific grinding noise echoed through the dungeon. The bars rose slowly, and Kezakazek ducked under them like an impatient limbo dancer.

The sorceress got up in Delsinia’s face and jabbed her dark finger into the dungeon lord’s chest.

“Tell me everything you know about the drow who did this to you,” the sorceress barked. “And tell me how he did it. Now.”

The sight of the aggressive dark elf clearly panicked Delsinia. She raised both hands in a defensive posture and hissed like an angry serpent poised to strike.

“Do it,” Kezakazek snapped. “Take a swing, see what happens to you.”

The bars had risen high enough for the rest of my crew to enter, and Zillah appeared behind Kezakazek as if by magic. Her tail moved above her head like the shadow of a hawk waiting to dive after its prey.

“Whoa, whoa,” I said and stepped between Kezakazek and Delsinia. I raised my hands, palms out. “We need to talk, not fight.”

“Talk, talk, talk,” Delsinia said with obvious disdain for that idea. The threat of violence churned behind her eyes like a storm front on the horizon.

“Enough,” I said. 

I was willing to cut Delsinia some slack because of the pain she’d suffered at the hands of the drow and the shit she’d gone through thanks to the old Rathokhetra, but I wouldn’t let her needlessly antagonize my people.

“This, this, this,” the defeated dungeon lord said.

She tilted her head back to reveal an ornate necklace fastened so tightly around her throat that angry red flesh pressed through its links. It shimmered and faded in and out view as Delsinia tilted her head, and vanished completely if I didn’t focus all of my attention on it. 

The chain was thick and black, and its surface was studded with rubies as big as the last knuckle of my index finger. Each of the chain’s links was inscribed with an intricate rune that flowed into the symbols inscribed on its neighbors. The arcane writing twisted and writhed across the surface of the necklace, and it drew my eyes along its length with hypnotic intensity.

Rathokhetra’s gritty growl dragged my attention away from the necklace. I averted my eyes, thankful for once that he’d disturbed my thoughts. If this was a trap for dungeon lords, I’d damned near stuck my dick in it.

“What the hell is that thing?” I asked Delsinia. 

“Slave, slave, slave,” Delsinia said. Unshed tears shimmered in her eyes as she pulled at the necklace to no avail. 

“We need to get that off her,” Zillah said. There was a barely restrained rage in the scorpion queen’s voice. Her abrupt about-face on the subject of Delsinia drew every eye in the room. “What? I don’t have many rules, but I’m firmly anti-slavery. I don’t give a fuck who it is.”

“Let me see,” Kezakazek said. Delsinia flinched away from the drow’s touch. “I can’t help you if you won’t stand still.”

Delsinia was much taller than the dark elf sorceress, so she knelt before Kezakazek and lowered her head so the drow could more easily reach the necklace. The dungeon lord pulled her vibrant green hair over her shoulders and let it dangle to the floor behind her.

While Kezakazek examined the necklace, I asked more questions. I hoped it would distract Delsinia from whatever Kezakazek was up to, but I also didn’t have time to wait for answers. Kozerek had sounded like he was on his way very soon, and I wanted to be ready for the fucker when he arrived.

“The drow put that necklace on you?” I asked.

“Yes, yes, yes,” Delsinia said. Her shoulders shuddered at the memory of what had happened to her, and her hands closed into white-knuckled fists. Her thoughts ground against my own as she struggled to form more intelligible sentences. “I — they — I’m sorry. My thoughts drift. The drow tricked me. Enslaved me with this collar. My mind aches.”

Fucking dark elves. Other than Kezakazek, who had done her level best to kill me not so very long ago, I’d yet to meet one I wouldn’t gladly skin alive.

But even for dark elves, this collar was a new and infuriating low. Maybe it was because of Rathokhetra’s connection to Delsinia, or maybe it was because she was beautiful, or maybe it was just professional courtesy, but the thought of an enslaved dungeon lord made me want to find those responsible and shred them into meat confetti with my bare hands.

“And you wanted me to kill you to release you from their trap?” I asked Delsinia.

“Yes, y—” she stopped herself before she could repeat the word again. “Yes, that is the reason. Partly.”

“I’m taking the wahket to the temple,” Nephket said. And then, in my thoughts, “If you need us, we will be there. And be careful. She may be broken, but she is still a dungeon lord.”

“I hear you,” I said. “Trust me, I am as on edge now as I ever have been. If I get even a whiff that this is going sideways, I’ll end it. Somehow.”

“Good,” she said. “And do not forget to claim her core. This temple will change everything for us.”

I motioned for Zillah to join me on the opposite side of the chamber after Nephket had gone. Kezakazek was still busy with the choker, but I wanted to get the scorpion queen’s scouting report in the meantime.

“Did you find anything when you searched this dump?” I asked.

“No,” she said with a touch of disappointment. “We hadn’t gone far before the gate closed. We came right back here when we heard the noise. Want me to take the scorpions and continue the search, boss?”

“I don’t think we’re in any immediate danger of attack,” I said. “Go ahead and sweep the place. If there any secret doors or hidden chambers, I want to know about them.”

“You’re so cute when you’re giving orders,” Zillah said. The scorpion queen shifted her gaze toward Delsinia, and I felt a twinge of curiosity from her thoughts. “Are we adding this one to the crew?”

That was a question I hadn’t considered. I wasn’t sure it would even be possible for one dungeon lord to be another’s guardian. Then again, would she be a dungeon lord once I took her core? Would she be anything?

“I have no idea,” I said. “Maybe?”

“Think about it,” Zillah said. “I feel bad times coming. She could use our help. And we could use hers.”

With that, Zillah smacked my ass with her tail and headed for the exit with the scorpions scuttling across the ceiling to keep pace with her.

I was surprised at Zillah’s sudden warmth toward Delsinia, but I supposed it made sense. The scorpion queen had spent a while as a virtual slave to a dungeon lord she hated. Maybe she saw something she recognized in Delsinia.

My thoughts raced with all the new information that had poured out over the past few minutes. I’d gone from being absolutely certain I would kill Delsinia the instant I found her to trying to save her from the dark elves who’d enslaved her. I wasn’t sure what my best course of action was, but I needed to figure it out in a big hurry.

Rathokhetra murmured his agreement to that sentiment, but I knew his judgment was impaired by his feelings for Delsinia.

Unfortunately, the ultimate choice might not even be mine. If we couldn’t get the collar off Delsinia, we wouldn’t be able to trust her. She’d have to die before the dark elves got here. There was no other option.

“How’s it looking, Kez?” I wasn’t sure what I wanted her answer to be.

“Rough, but I think I can do it,” she said. “It’s going to sting, though.”

“D-do it,” Delsinia said. “Now.”

“You heard her,” I said in response to Kezakazek’s dubious glance in my direction. “Let’s get this off before it’s too late.”

Kezakazek nodded and went to work.

She hummed a strange, minor-key tune while her fingers plucked at the strange mechanism on the back of the collar. She used her fingernails to pry apart a series of narrow clasps that each released a faint sizzle of power and tiny argent sparks. With the clasps out of the way, the dark elf moved on to the mechanism’s inner workings.

“How does that go again?” she muttered. “Red string good, blue string bad? Or was it green string go, silver thread stop?”

Delsinia glanced up at me with sudden concern, and I gave her a bland smile. There was no use lying to the woman. If Kezakazek fucked up, the dungeon lord would likely die.

The drow hummed for a few more seconds, shrugged, and then reached into the mechanism with the pointed nail of her left index finger. She took a deep breath, held it, and then slowly crooked her finger. Her nail lifted a green string from inside the locking mechanism until it was taut. Then Kez turned her fingernail just enough to put its sharpened edge against the string and pulled.

Delsinia screamed and pounded one fist against the floor. Her muscles spasmed as pain rippled through them, and she unleashed a string of profanity that made my ears ring.

I raised an eyebrow in Kezakazek’s direction.

“Is she going to be all right?” I asked.

“I warned you it would hurt,” she said to Delsinia and me. “But we’re almost there. Just another couple of triggers to disarm, and I’ll have it off her neck.”

Delsinia’s muscles unclenched at last, and she let out a ragged, shuddering sigh.

“Don’t stop, stop, stop,” she said. “Get it off me.”

Kezakazek went back to work, and this time she didn’t pause when Delsinia screamed. The dark elf nodded as she removed more threads from the mechanism, and each one tore another cry of pain from Delsinia’s trembling lips. My rival dungeon lord was only half-conscious by the time Kezakazek paused to crack her knuckles and stretch the kinks out of her back.

“We’re close,” Kezakazek said. She rubbed her eyes and blinked hard. “This next phase will really hurt. If I’m successful, she could still be badly wounded. And if I fail, it’ll be really, really bad. Like, really bad.”

While my dungeon lord’s special vision didn’t work at all in Delsinia’s territory, it was plain to see that she’d been worn ragged by the ordeal. She had no visible wounds, but her skin had taken on a flushed hue and her breathing was ragged and hoarse. Sticky bubbles of foamy spittle had gathered at the corners of her lips, and her nostrils flared like she couldn’t get enough air.

“Don’t stop,” Delsinia begged. “Free, free, free.”

“We aren’t stopping,” I reassured her. “But I need to patch you up before we continue.”

It was time to put my new spellcasting abilities to use.

I knelt and rested my hand on the top of Delsinia’s head. A strange string of syllables filled with pops and cracks wormed its way out of my mouth, and a rush of golden light flowed down my arm and poured over her like a pot of warm honey made by psychedelic bees.

The knots vanished from Delsinia’s taut muscles as the light poured over her body, and her chin sagged toward her chest with relief. I wasn’t sure how much damage I’d just healed, but the dungeon lord looked much better now than she had a few moments ago.

“Thank you, my love,” she said.

Kezakazek’s eyebrows shot up at that, and it was my turn to shrug. Delsinia’s mind had been mauled by centuries trapped in this hellhole and then hammered into obedience by the drow. There was no accounting for anything she said while she was in such a fragile state.

With the healing out of the way, Kezakazek wasted no time finishing up her job. Her nimble fingers found the last piece of the puzzle and tugged it out of the lock’s guts.

The collar shattered like a crystal goblet dropped onto a stone floor. The links fractured into dozens of individual pieces that scattered across the chamber like shooting stars. They smoldered where they lay on the floor for a moment and then vanished with faint crisp pops.

Delsinia groaned and fell to the floor. Her hands groped at her neck, and she moaned in pain when they encountered the ugly band of vivid red wounds that encircled her throat like the memory of a noose. She cried out in pain and writhed on the floor for a moment. Her breaths came in jagged, shuddering spasms.

And then the dungeon lord lay very still.

“Fuck. Did I kill her?” Kezakazek asked me.

I took Delsinia’s hand in mine and felt for her pulse. After a long, tense moment, I felt the faint thump of her heart against my fingertips.

“Nope,” I said. “She’ll be fine. Good work.”

“I didn’t spend my entire childhood learning how to build instruments of death and destruction for nothing,” Kezakazek said. She blew some imaginary dust off her pointed fingernails. “Maybe you could advance us all as a reward for my efforts?”

“Maybe,” I said.

Delsinia’s eyes opened to narrow slits, then widened when they locked on mine.

“Rathokhetra,” she whispered. “You freed me.”

I tried and failed to hide my frown at the name and offered Delsinia my hand. She took it and stood with graceful ease. She was almost as tall as I was, and her eyes burned into mine with an eerie intensity as she searched for something only she understood.

“You can call me Clay,” I said. “Rathokhetra is just, you know, a title, I guess. Clay’s better.”

“As you wish, Clay,” she said. “You have freed me from Kozerek’s grasp, at least for the moment. My mind is clear, but I do not know for how long. The dark elf’s power over me was not just the collar, it would seem. I can feel his foul touch still on the reins of my soul.”

“Then we don’t have much time,” I said. “Can you show me where the dark elves come from? I’d like to prepare a surprise for them.”

“No,” Delsinia said in a calm, regal tone. “You must take my core before he reclaims my mind. I am not strong enough to fight him any longer, and I am not sure what he will do when he returns.”

“Any idea how to do that without killing you?” I asked. 

Every person in the room tensed as Delsinia reached toward me with both hands. Her limbs were sleek but well-muscled, and she was a powerful dungeon lord, after all. If she wanted to take another shot at killing me, this was as good a chance as any.

“No one moves,” I sent to the guardians. Their minds roiled in protest, but they held their ground.

“My love,” Delsinia whispered as she clasped my face between her palms. Her face was less than an inch from mine, and the only thing I could see was the vivid emerald of her eyes and the strange shadows that surrounded them. “I have waited so long for your return. I have suffered so much. I am weary and broken, and that vile wretch could return at any moment to destroy the last shreds of my mind and spirit. Will you not release me from my torment?”

The fallen dungeon lord’s voice was an orchestra of emotion. Relief that I’d come for her at long last, sorrow at what she’d lost, frustration at her damaged mind, and a deep exhaustion that tinged everything in melancholy tones. 

Despite all that, I couldn’t let her die. Not only did I want her help to defeat Kozerek and his pointy-eared pals, I was sure Delsinia could be saved. She deserved better than to die in the prison where she’d suffered for centuries.

“No,” I said. I took her hands in mine and held them against my chest. “Not yet.”

“Please—” she started, but I cut her off before she could tug at my heartstrings.

“You’re a dungeon lord, Delsinia,” I said. “You were a queen. I know you’ve been hurt. I know you’re tired. Give me a few more hours. We’ll make those animals pay for what they did to you.”

Delsinia leaned into me, trapping our hands against her chest. She turned her face up toward mine and gave me a small, sad smile.

“How many times have I told you that vengeance is not important?” she whispered. “I will give you this, my love, as my final gift. But you must swear to me that if the fiend takes my mind again, you will destroy me before I can follow his commands.”

“I think I can keep him out of your head,” I said.

“You always have a plan.” She stepped back from me. Her fingers slipped from mine, and she smoothed her green hair down her back. The scales on her forearms shimmered like a rainbow over a waterfall, and the shadows around her eyes danced like smoke on the wind. “What would you have me do?”

“Your core,” I said. “Can you give it to me without dying?”

The rest of my guardians watched us with sharp interest, and I waited for Kezakazek or Zillah to chime in. The fact that they hadn’t so far was amazing, especially given Kez’s distaste for any show of emotion that didn’t involve some form of sexual activity.

Delsinia’s brow furrowed as if she hadn’t even considered that option. She must’ve been more badly damaged than I’d thought.

“Perhaps,” she said. “But without my core, I will no longer be a dungeon lord. What use would I be to you?”

“Let me worry about that,” I said.

Delsinia narrowed her eyes in concentration. She held her hands out toward me, palms upraised, fingers cupped. Her brow furrowed with intense concentration, and beads of sweat appeared across her forehead and cheeks. A low groan escaped her lips as she struggled to call forth her core. Apparently Delsinia’s core was happy where it was and had no intention of emerging from its safe place inside her chest.

My own core hummed and emitted sharp pops like bursts of static electricity. On a hunch, I held my hands over Delsinia’s and willed her core to show itself.

A few moments later, a faint silver spark appeared above Delsinia’s hands. Her eyes met mine, and a connection between us snapped into place. 

The muscles in my arms went rigid and I couldn’t have moved my hands if I wanted to. 

Slowly, very, very slowly, the spark between Delsinia and I grew. After a minute of intense concentration, a baseball-sized silver orb hovered between our palms. After five minutes, the sphere was the size of a softball.

And then, with one final push from Delsinia and a pull from me, the orb swelled to the size of a bowling ball and its silver hue changed to an opalescent sheen.

“Take it,” Delsinia said, her voice ragged and weak.

She rotated her hands, and I mirrored her motion until her hands were above mine. Her core fell into my hands, and I felt a sudden surge of strength burn through me.

“Wow,” Zillah said as she returned with the scorpions perched on her tail. “Now you have two balls. Awesome. I didn’t find anything out there, by the way.”

“Bummer,” I said. “Not about my balls, about not finding anything.”

Pieces of Rathokhetra’s memories drifted up to me as I studied my second core, and I understood what I needed to do next.

“You hid it right here?” I asked Delsinia with a chuckle. “I should have thought of that.”

“You did,” she said with a wistful smile. “Once.”

I walked to the center of the room and held the core out at waist height. The floor buckled beneath the glowing orb, and the strange vines and stones unwound from one another to reveal a perfect circle a little less than a yard across. A deep rumble shook the floor, and a pedestal rose through the hole in front of me. 

As it settled into place, I realized the pedestal was a stylized lion. Its clawed paws clasped Delsinia’s stele between them, while its head was tilted back in a ferocious roar.

I lowered the core into the lion’s mouth, and it fit perfectly between the creature’s fangs. A crystal-clear chime echoed through the chamber and vibrated in the still air for long seconds.

I placed my hand on the core and invested five motes of ka in the Claim Stele ability. A silver flash burst from the core and Delsinia’s dungeon shuddered around me. Chips of stone fell from the ceiling and parts of the floor unraveled as the vines retracted and stones fell away to reveal layers of rich, black earth.

“Uh,” I said. “That didn’t happen the last time I did this.”

“How soon you forget, my love,” Delsinia said with a wry grin.

<<<>>>

Congratulations, dungeon lord. Would you like to claim this dungeon, or raze it?

<<<>>>

“Make it mine,” I said.

There was another flash of light, and the dungeon’s appearance underwent a sudden and radical transformation. The creepy tentacles, vines, and worms all vanished and were replaced by the clean, smooth stone lines of my territory. I briefly wondered if I could change the basic décor of my dungeon to something that better suited my aesthetic but decided to leave that for later. I could play my own version of the Sims XIII when I had more free time and fewer enemies threatening to eat my soul.

A perfectly clear vision of my new territory leapt into my mind. Delsinia’s lair was only a little more complicated than I’d imagined, which was good to know. 

We’d missed a concealed door just inside the dungeon’s entrance. That door opened onto a passageway that led to a small, fifteen-by-twenty-foot chamber, and another passage led out of that room to a second hidden door that exited into the hallway just before the ghoul-respawn chamber. In addition to that spawn, which was now defunct since I hadn’t invested any ka in it, there was also a spawn for skeletons and one for zombies, which were also dead for the time being. Oddly, I couldn’t find anything that looked like a secret passage that would let the drow come rampaging into the place. Was Kozerek bluffing?

“I need you to show me where the drow came through,” I said to Delsinia. “But I have an important question to ask you first.”

“Anything,” Delsinia said. 

“Will you serve as my guardian?” I asked.

Conflicting emotions flickered across the former dungeon lord’s face like streaks of lightning through an approaching storm. Anger sparked in her eyes, then sorrow pulled down the corners of her lips, and lines of consternation etched themselves into her forehead. She clenched her hands into tight fists, then unclenched them.

I knew it was a risky request. Firing someone from their job and then asking them to work for the new boss didn’t usually go over well. But it was my only play. 

Delsinia was the only one who could point me toward the drow before the fuckers invaded. She also knew more about Kozerek than I did, and that had to be useful.

She was also very, very deadly.

And hot enough to melt iron with a glance.

Finally, she gathered her composure and nodded.

“I will serve you,” she said. “As I served Rathokhetra in days of old.”

I sealed the deal before either of us could change our minds. It cost me fifteen motes of ka, but it was well worth it.

<<<>>>

Delsinia, Soketran Soul Taker, Challenge Rating 5

<<<>>>

Well, that was impressive. Not only was Delsinia a hell of a fighter, but she could also suck the life out of her enemies to heal herself or soak damage. She was sneaky, too, which would make her a hell of an assassin if push came to shove.

“Oh, I see how it is,” Kezakazek snarked. “No advancement for those of us who’ve been with you from the start, but we’ll add new bodies to the pile?”

“Kez,” I cautioned, but she raised her hands and backed away before I could continue.

“I know, I know,” she said with a lopsided grin. “My time is coming. I’m a patient dark elf. I can wait.”

Zillah waited for Kezakazek to leave the chamber, then tossed a little shrug my way. I’m not sure if she was trying to smooth over Kezakazek’s little tantrum or if she was siding with the drow.

“Can you?” I said. “You know what I mean.”

“I’ll calm her down,” the scorpion queen said. “But you do need to remember to dance with the ones who brought you once in a while.”

Ouch. She had a point, but that stung.

Delsinia watched my other guardians go with a slight frown tugging at the corners of her lips.

“Do they always speak to you like that?” she asked.

“Mostly,” I said. “They’re stone-cold killers, so I cut them a little slack in the attitude department. And Kez has been asking for an upgrade for a couple of days now. I should hook her up soon.”

“Perhaps,” Delsinia responded. “You could also remind them that you are the dungeon lord, and they are your servants.”

It was my turn to hold up my hands.

“Whoa,” I said. “That’s not the kind of show I’m running. They’re my guardians, but I’m not their master. We work together.”

Delsinia appraised me for a moment and then leaned in so close I could feel her lips against my ear as she whispered, “My love, perhaps you should be reminded of how rewarding discipline can be.” She trailed her index finger down the ridges of my abdomen and tugged at the waist of my breechcloth. “For both sides of the paddle.”

My breath caught in my throat, and my pulse jumped to attention, along with other parts of my anatomy. Old memories from Rathokhetra blazed across my mind’s eye, and it took a great deal of effort to get my attention back to the present.

“We have work to do,” I said.

Delsinia kissed the side of my neck so lightly I didn’t realize she’d done it until I felt the lingering heat of her lips on my skin. She smiled at me, and her eyes smoldered with promise and some sultry memories of her own.

“May I show you your territory?” Delsinia backed away and straightened the bone chain that hugged her body. She managed to pull it just enough to make me sure it revealed a lot more than it actually did. Her chained daggers had returned and were now wrapped around her waist like the world’s most dangerous belt.

“Sure,” I said. “Let’s have the guided tour.”

“As you know, this is my core chamber,” the soul taker said. “I love what you’ve done with the place. It is so you.”

She spared me a sly smile at that and turned on her heel to lead me through the chamber’s sole exit. 

I followed her around the sharp corner of the passage and into the next small room. I didn’t even try to keep my eyes off the mesmerizing sway of her hips.

“This is where the caller of the dead once spawned,” she said. “But now that this dungeon has passed into your hands, we shall not see its kind here again.”

I hadn’t realized we’d lose the dungeon’s guardians, but I supposed it made sense. They had been tied to Delsinia, and she was no longer the master of this domain.

We left that chamber and made our way back to the circular room with the pillars. Delsinia moved to the center of the four columns and raised her hands.

“Here is my ka refinery,” she said. “Or rather, it was my ka refinery. Its power has already begun to fade, however. If you wish to retain this augmentation to your dungeon, you will have to invest your motes into it.”

I frowned at her words because I’d thought this whole dungeon would become mine once I’d claimed the stele. Apparently, that wasn’t how things worked.

I had thirty-nine motes of ka, including twenty-three I’d gained by absorbing Delsinia’s core and claiming her dungeon. That was a decent enough amount, but I’d also promised the temple to Nephket and needed to consider advancing all of my guardians soon.

I summoned my Tablet of Engineering to figure out the costs to claim the two new structures I’d discovered. The ka refinery would cost me ten motes, but the temple wasn’t even on my tablet yet. If I was lucky, it would be a chamber that unlocked at fifth level. I did some quick mental math and figured out the cost for fifth-level chambers should be twenty motes. If my math was right, and I could claim chambers that were higher than my current dungeon level, that would only leave me with nine motes free. 

Fuck.

That wasn’t enough to buy the advance ability. Kezakazek was going to be seriously pissed if I didn’t give her a healthy boost the next time I saw her. I really did not want to find out just how big of a fit she could throw if she put her vicious dark elven mind to it.

But maybe I wouldn’t have to.

I raised my hand and reached out to the ka refinery. I sent ten motes from my core into the chamber, and the pillars flared with golden light.

<<<>>>

KA REFINERY

Cost: 10 motes of ka

Limit: No

Spawn: No

Combinable: No

Type: Arcane

Description: The ka refinery extracts motes from the geomantic streams that flow through all worlds. The refinery pulls a number of motes equal to the dungeon's level and stores them in the dungeon lord's core.

Multiple refineries can be positioned in a single dungeon, but the number of motes each refinery will extract is reduced by 1 for every additional refinery in the dungeon.

Refineries deposit their ka in the dungeon lord's core at sunset each day.

<<<>>>

“Neat,” Zillah said as she ambled out of the temple. “These are pretty. How much damage do they cause?”

“None,” Kezakazek groused. She was right behind Zillah, glowering like a banshee about to shriek. “Though if I was advanced...”

“I’ll make you a deal,” I said to preempt the drow’s festival of rage. “When this refinery has generated ten motes of ka, I’ll spend it all on a boost for you.”

“Really?” Kezakazek asked. “Because if you’re teasing me, I’m going to craft a magical vagina dentata that supernaturally implants itself into one of your guardians at random. Then one night—”

“I get it,” I said. “I pinky-promise that you get the first ten ka out of this refinery for any ability I can purchase.”

Nephket emerged from the temple, cleared her throat, and flicked her head toward the passage behind her.

“I see you’ve already found the temple,” Delsinia said. “It was meant for the aniset, but they never arrived...”

A flash of pain crossed the soul taker’s face but vanished before it could take root. 

“In any case,” she continued, “you should feel free to use it as you see fit.”

Rathokhetra’s thoughts ground like stones inside my head. He felt closer now, nearer to the surface of my mind. There was a strength to the old monster that I hadn’t felt before, as if by reclaiming more and more of his old territory, I was making him more powerful.

More real.

I did not like that at all.

To banish that grim specter from my thoughts, I strode across the refinery and into the temple. The wahket sat in the pews, their hands clasped in their laps and their eyes closed as they regained their strength from our struggles of the day. Surprisingly, the temple had not changed at all when I took over the dungeon.

I wasn’t sure whether I could claim the temple, since it wasn’t on my Tablet of Engineering, but I’d never know if I didn’t try. Before any second thoughts could stop me, I reached out and exerted my claim over the temple.

<<<>>>

TEMPLE OF WORSHIP

Cost: 20 motes of ka

Limit: 1 per core

Spawn: No

Combinable: No

Type: Divine

Description: The Temple of Worship allows the dungeon lord to convert up to ten non-guardian, intelligent creatures into worshipers per dungeon level. This conversion requires a ceremony conducted by a religious leader, and all creatures to be converted must be willing participants.

At the ceremony's end, the worshipers gain an affinity for the dungeon lord. They can now see, touch, and hear the dungeon lord, even without the use of The Dungeon's Visage, The Dungeon Speaks, or other abilities.

In addition, all worshipers now gain experience points for killing monsters or raiders inside the confines of their dungeon. This allows these worshipers to gain levels and become stronger over time, just as raiders do.

Worshipers must continue to gather in the temple for a ceremony at least once per week. If they attend ceremonies at least three times per week, they gain a ten percent bonus to all experience points gained. If they attend a ceremony for five consecutive days, they gain a morale bonus to all attacks and damage for the next week.

<<<>>>

Holy shit, it had actually worked. It cost me twenty ka, but it was worth it to give Nephket this gift and to turn the wahket into warriors with much greater potential.

A bright light flashed through the temple and interrupted my thoughts. The stained glass windows underwent a sudden and shocking transformation. The images of the glass wahket transformed until all of the windows were identical.

I saw myself in each of them and felt a strange twinge inside my head, like the first trembling wave of a migraine.

“Finally,” Rathokhetra’s voice crackled in my thoughts like distant thunder. “At last, I am free. May I suggest-—”

“I’m going to need you to fuck off,” I thought at the old tyrant. His sudden strength and assertiveness had rattled me, and I did not want to hear his voice any longer. “When I want to hear from you, I’ll rattle your cage.”

“As you wish, dungeon lord,” Rathokhetra said. His voice was so laden with sarcasm the words felt oily against my thoughts. “But you and I are one, now and forever. Best not to forget that.”

Great. That’s just what I fucking needed.

Nephket bounced into the temple and threw herself onto my back. She wrapped her legs around my waist and her arms around my neck. She showered the left side of my face with kisses; each one smacked so loudly I was sure I’d gone deaf in that ear.

“Thank you,” she squealed and vaulted off me. She was halfway down the aisle to the pulpit before she pulled herself together and her scamper became a stately, dignified walk. When she reached the front of the temple, she took her place behind the lectern and clasped its edges with both hands. She held on tightly as if afraid the pulpit would vanish from her grasp if she shifted her attention from it for even a moment. And then, when she was sure this was all real and she had nothing to lose, she spoke.

“My sisters,” she said. The exhausted wahket stiffened in their seats and leaned forward as they picked up on the intensity in Nephket’s voice. “After so long, the time is finally at hand.”

An audible gasp ran through the crowd, and I eased back to the temple’s entrance. It didn’t seem right for me to eavesdrop on this religious event even if it was tied to me.

Kezakazek and Zillah waited in the refinery chamber with Delsinia.

“Ugh, church,” Zillah said. She elbowed me in the ribs and continued, “How does it feel?”

“What?” I asked.

“Having people pray to you,” she said. “Is it annoying? Do you have to answer them?”

“Knock it off,” I chided her. “I don’t know how I feel about it. But it’s serious business for the wahket. Let’s respect that.”

“Fine,” Zillah said. “But you know what this means, right?”

I leaned back against the wall and crossed my arms over my chest.

“Apparently, you’re going to tell me,” I said.

“It means you’ll be real to all of them,” she said. Her tail looped around my right ankle and then wormed its way up higher until the stinger’s tip rested on the inside of my thigh. “They’ll be able to touch you. And you’ll be able to—”

“You’re going to need a bigger bed,” Kezakazek said with a smirk.

“Many dungeon lords have dozens of wives,” Delsinia confirmed. “Their children are often gifted with abilities that far surpass mere mortals, and they make excellent guardians. Though the more ambitious ones must be watched closely and culled before they can pose a threat to their dungeon lord.”

That gave me pause.

“Wait, I thought guardians couldn’t turn against their dungeon lords,” I said. “I thought they were sworn to serve and protect, no matter what.”

Delsinia smiled and stroked my cheek with the back of her hand. The scales that covered the outside of her forearm also provided armor to her knuckles, and they were smooth and cool where they caressed my skin.

“You have much to learn, my love,” she said. “Some of which I will enjoy teaching you once again. What you believe is mostly correct, though there have been guardians in the past who have freed themselves when their resentment of their dungeon lord sharpened their hatred into an appropriate tool. Some who have mastered certain arcane arts have also slipped the bonds of their guardianship. And others have been freed by jealous rivals. Your guardians are your guardians.

“Until they are not.”

Both Zillah and Kezakazek ducked their eyes away from my gaze while Delsinia spoke. That didn’t sit well with me, and when this was all over, we were going to have a little chat. Here I was, thinking I could trust my guardians completely, and Delsinia came along to throw a wrench into the works.

The murmurs from the temple stopped for a moment, and a new sound emanated from the sanctuary after the silence. It was soft at first, a faint melodious whisper that grew in strength with every passing moment. Harmonies separated themselves from the melody and then wound their way through an intricate, hypnotic tune.

There were words, but despite my dungeon lord senses I couldn’t quite understand them. The syllables tugged at my thoughts and stitched themselves through the beats of my heart, and a growing sense of pride anchored itself in my chest. I’d sworn to protect the wahket from the moment I’d arrived on Soketra, and I’d done my level best to fulfill that vow. But the bond the cat women forged with me in that moment went beyond a simple promise.

The ties between us became stronger than any chain, more powerful than any spell. They were no longer just my people to protect, they were a part of me as surely as my own arms or legs. 

“Whoa,” Zillah said. “I felt that.”

“We all did,” Delsinia confirmed. “I have only experienced this event once before, and I never thought to again. It makes quite an impression.”

Delsinia was right about whatever this was leaving a mark. Waves of emotion pounded against my heart. I felt the adulation of the wahket, but also a great sense of awe tinged with fear. After so many centuries apart, the wahket had reunited with their god, and they were ecstatic.

Honestly, so was I. For a handful of heartbeats, I was so overwhelmed by the powerful emotions that all I could do was bask in them.

“My lord,” Nephket said as she exited the temple. She was radiant in her joy. Streams of golden light poured from her like rivulets of water off an exquisite statue. She strode toward me with smooth, purposeful strides, and her tail cut through the air behind her like a whip.

The wahket followed their priestess, their heads held high and their eyes alight with pride and conviction. 

“I think that’s our cue,” Zillah said to Kezakazek and Delsinia. She took the two of them by the hands and led them out of the refinery chamber. “We’ll see you later, Clay.”

There was a wistful tone to Zillah’s voice, as if she didn’t really want to leave but knew better than to stick around. 

Nephket didn’t say anything when the other guardians left. All of her attention was fixated on me, and there was no room in her world for anything else. She didn’t stop until her body was flattened against mine and her arms were wrapped around my shoulders. Her skin was fever hot against mine, and the look in her eyes was more seductive than anything I’d ever seen before.

“We are yours,” she whispered.

As if on cue, the rest of the wahket surrounded us. Warm hands caressed my back, stroked the backs of my legs, twined in my hair, and traced the line of my jaw. Dexterous fingers tugged my clothes loose and freed Nephket from her armor. The air rang with the sound of chain mail falling to the floor, and the press of bodies around me drowned all of my thoughts under a crashing sensual wave.

Nephket’s arms tightened around my neck as she pulled herself up to me and hooked her legs around my waist. Her mouth closed over mine and her tongue darted across my lips like a wisp of flame in search of fuel. She lowered herself onto me, threw her head back, and cried out. The wahket raised their voices in answer and pressed in around us so tightly I couldn’t tell where I ended and they began.

Time vanished in that Möbius strip of flesh and desire, and the wahket gave more to me, and demanded more from me, than I’d imagined possible. 

“The drow will not wait for you to sate your appetites,” Rathokhetra muttered at the back of my thoughts.

“Fuck. Off.”

As if they’d sensed my distraction, the wahket became more insistent with their affections. I drowned in their love and couldn’t imagine a better way to go out than that.

And that’s what it feels like when the wahket pray to you.
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Chapter 12: Forerunners
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AT SOME POINT DURING the festivities, the wahket and I moved back to the core room. With a wave of my hand I covered that chamber’s floor with a springy mattress that the wahket’s claws promptly destroyed. I was really, really glad I hadn’t introduced them to the novelty of a waterbed. The whole place would have been flooded.

We still had most of an hour to go before sunset when the wahket ran out of steam. Nephket curled up near the core, and the wahket spiraled out around her to cover the rest of the tattered mattress. 

Apparently Zillah and Kezakazek had joined us at some point, though I honestly could not remember when that had happened. The scorpion queen and dark elf spooned near the outer edge of the mattress, and several of the wahket had curled up around them.

The only member of my merry band who hadn’t participated in the fun was Delsinia, who was nowhere in sight. I closed my eyes and found her in the dungeon, which took the edge off my paranoia.

I’d lost myself in the moment with the wahket, an issue that troubled me. As a dungeon lord, I had all kinds of cool powers to play with, and I was tougher than any ten regular men combined.

Unfortunately, I was also subject to losing time when my emotions or memories were involved, and that worried me. Yet another problem to add to my list of shit to investigate when I didn’t have murderers breathing down my neck.

I slipped out of a tangle of limbs, and Nephket reached out for me in her sleep. I caught her fingers in mine, kissed the backs of her knuckles, and then lowered her hand onto the hip of a nearby wahket. A faint smile crossed my familiar’s lips, and she slid into the embrace of a dream. 

Before any of my worshipers could stir from their catnaps, I left the core chamber and headed for the temple to check on Delsinia. Her absence didn’t worry me by itself, but combined with all her other recent troubles it gave me cause for concern.

Delsinia sat in the front pew, her eyes focused on the nearest stained glass window. The golden light that poured through it splashed across her face and she basked in its warmth with her eyes closed.

I cleared my throat to get her attention without startling her. She opened her eyes and turned in her seat to face me where I stood at the back of the temple.

“Hanging in there?” I asked her.

Delsinia started to speak but furrowed her brow and bit down on her words before they could escape. She took a deep, shuddering sigh, and then continued. 

“I am well,” she said. “All things considered.”

The soul taker’s state of mind seemed too fragile to intrude upon, but I couldn’t resist the urge to probe for evidence of any outside force. The drow were sneaky, and I wouldn’t put it past them to hide their hold on Delsinia even after they’d reasserted it. I found nothing, though, which was a huge relief.

I made my way down the aisle and took a seat on the raised platform. We were only a couple of feet apart, but the separation between us felt miles wide. Delsinia had suffered, was still suffering, and in some ways the person I had once been was at the root of that pain. I wanted to pull the soul taker out of the darkness that clung to her like a rain-soaked cloak, but I needed to know more about what had happened before we could take that journey together. For now, I’d have to satisfy myself with the one thing I needed most from Delsinia.

“I know this is a sore subject,” I said. “But I need you to tell me about the drow.”

“They found me three years ago,” Delsinia said. “Kozerek claimed he was guided here, but he would never say who or what had guided him.”

Holy shit, I thought. I’d believed the drow had something to do with the raiders, but they’d been here much longer than Kezakazek’s former guild.

“Why?” I asked. “If they could find you, they could have found my dungeon as well. And it was a hell of a lot less protected than your place until very recently.”

“The thoughts of a dark elf are always a mystery,” she said. “The drow crowed about how he had added me to his collection. He tortured me and made me drain my ka into a reservoir he brought to me each week, but other than that the drow wanted nothing to do with me. They posted guards to watch over my dungeon but seemed uninterested in further exploration.”

That was strange. As far as I knew, which admittedly wasn’t very far at all, only dungeon lords had any use for ka. What the hell was the drow up to?

“But if you had a ka refinery all this time, it would have given you hundreds, maybe thousands, of motes of ka,” I said. “Why wasn’t your dungeon much more powerful than the drow could deal with?”

A single tear slid down Delsinia’s cheek as she struggled to get the words out.

“I,” she started, then let out a huge sigh. “I saved all of it. The geas locked away my ability to expand my dungeon or advance, no matter how much ka I gathered.”

Rathokhetra’s thoughts churned in the back of my mind, a mixture of shame and rage that gave me a headache. The fucker had hidden his girlfriend down here in the dark depths of the Great Below with a bunch of undead and no way to defend herself against a serious threat. She’d been his bank, a living repository of ka that he could reap when he returned.

If Rathokhetra hadn’t been such a shithead, none of this mess would be hanging over my head. His paranoia and possessiveness had screwed everything up.

“Fuck,” I spat. “I’m sorry, Delsinia. That wasn’t me, but I’m still sorry this happened to you.”

“I am sorry as well,” she said. “Had I been stronger, Kozerek would not have been able to enslave me. His forces would never have encroached on your territory. Perhaps, in time, we would have discovered one another again. Our reunion would have marked the dawn of a new age. All that ka. All that power. We could have changed the world. Now, though, I fear we have come together only to be destroyed.”

“I’m not so sure that’s how this story ends,” I said with a smile I had to force into place. “Kozerek knows we’re here, but I bet he doesn’t know the whole story. Show me where he came from, and I’ll see what we can do to fuck up his plans.”

“You do not know what he is capable of,” Delsinia said. “He is not merely a wizard. What he did to me was an abomination. If he could place the chain around my neck, then no one is safe, my love.”

“You let me deal with that,” I said. “Lead the way.”

We stood together. Delsinia looped one arm around my waist and the other around my shoulders. 

I turned to face her, and her eyes were even with mine, her lips inches from my mouth.

“I wanted you to know,” she said, her voice harsh with emotions she could hardly control, “my feelings for you have not changed. The drow damaged my mind, they turned me against you for a time, but now I am free and I can see clearly.”

“I’m not the man you were in love with,” I explained. Despite that, my lips moved closer to hers, and the heat of her breath against my face lit a fire inside me. Memories of a time before, memories that didn’t belong to me, bubbled up through my thoughts. It was as if I’d known Delsinia my whole life.

“You are not,” she said. Her lips closed over mine, and we kissed with bruising passion. She was nearly as strong as I was, and our embrace was tight enough to make both our ribs creak. Finally, she drew her head back and smiled at me. “But you are. And more.”

She kissed me again, more lightly this time, and smiled. Then she led me out of the temple. As we passed through the ka refinery chamber, Delsinia ran her fingers across one of the rune-etched pillars. At her touch, golden light flared from the refinery’s surface and illuminated her features in stark relief.

She was a fantastically beautiful woman, with stern, noble features. The faint green tinge to her skin did nothing to detract from that beauty, and the shimmering of scales on the outside lines of her forearms and thighs, and scattered across her belly and chest, only added to her allure. The bone chains that were her only clothing sparked and shimmered with every move and revealed far more than they concealed. 

I was a lucky, lucky man to have her at my side, even if it might only be temporary.

Delsinia took my hand and pulled me away from the refinery and toward the room’s southern exit. Just outside the room, at the first right-angled corner in the passageway, she stopped.

“This is where they will come through,” she said.

I examined the wall, but my dungeon lord sight showed me nothing. When I examined the overhead map of my new territory, I didn’t see the wall at all. It wasn’t even made from the same material as the rest of the dungeon. Shit, Zillah had missed it, too. 

“The dark elves are very clever,” she said. “This wall is wreathed with many enchantments that make it difficult to discern. Even now that I know how to operate it, I sometimes forget it exists.”

The strange wall was constructed from thousands of small stones, none of them larger than my thumbnail. Their colors and shapes had been arranged to create a spiral pattern that pulled at my thoughts when I looked at it for too long. Delsinia reached out and tapped three stones that, to me, looked exactly like the stones that surrounded them.

A heavy, grinding rumble echoed through the dungeon’s walls, and I felt a momentary stab of panic at the thought that Delsinia might’ve just sprung some sort of horrible trap.

“It is safe,” she said. “You will see.”

The section of wall split down its center, from floor to ceiling. The two halves of the wall slid out and then apart to expose an unlit room beyond.

“What in the hell is this?” I asked. The fact that I couldn’t see into the chamber told me it wasn’t part of my dungeon, and that raised the hackles on the back of my neck. “Are there any more of these little rooms tucked away at the edges of this dungeon?”

Delsinia shook her head so hard her face was briefly obscured by the swirling strands of her emerald hair.

“No,” she said emphatically. “This is the only one.”

“Let’s see what these jerks have been up to,” I said.

I extended my dungeon slowly, careful not to run over anything important. The glow from the walls of my dungeon let me see a few feet out ahead of its end, but no farther. That made my trip across this secret chamber more difficult and a hell of a lot slower than I would’ve liked.

A few minutes later, I’d extended my dungeon twenty-five feet past the secret door and stood in front of the most bizarre contraption I’d ever seen. At first glance, its entire surface seemed to be just twisted rings and arcs of metal held together by nothing more than hope and spit.

At the contraption’s center was a silver sphere that had been painstakingly polished to a mirror-like sheen. The curved surface caught the light from my dungeon’s mouth and twisted it into strange arcs that deformed my reflection into a funhouse caricature. My eyes bulged from their sockets like a pair of poached eggs, and my mouth and chin pulled toward the bottom of the sphere like molten wax.

A pair of gears jutted from the top and bottom of the sphere, and the teeth on the interior of a pair of black rings meshed with each of them. The first ring, attached to the top of the mess, was the smaller of the two, and its circumference was only a few hairs wider than the sphere’s. The second and wider of the two rings was several feet larger than its smaller sibling but was otherwise identical. The interiors of both of these innermost rings were lined with twin tracks of fine teeth for thirteen other gears. Each of those gears was attached to a smaller ring, and those rings connected the inner and outer layers of the sphere’s construction in an elaborate tangle of eccentric orbits. Red, blue, and green orbs lay on even smaller spiral tracks within the smallest rings and performed an intricately choreographed ballet that made my eyeballs ache as I tried to follow them.

“Do you have any idea what this is?” I asked Delsinia.

“A planar gate,” she said. “It allows Kozerek and his people to travel from their world to this one.”

That explained how the drow got here, but not how to stop them from coming back. If this mess of interlocking spheres was anything like the gate the raiders had come through, any attempt I made to destroy it might turn it into a big old bomb. This close to my dungeon, there’d be no telling how much territory or how many people I’d lose. The guardians would respawn, even from that messy death, but the wahket wouldn’t be so lucky.

And after the time I’d just spent with the cat women, I would not allow them to die. 

All of that assumed I could destroy the bomb. From what Kezakazek had told me, the drow were sneaky fuckers, and there was no telling what sort of safeguards a prick like Kozerek would have placed around a gate this important to him.

“How does this work?” I asked Delsinia.

“I will not pretend to know all of its secrets,” she said. “But from my studies of this device I can tell you the gate activates on a regular schedule based on the movement of the spheres.”

She pointed toward one of the small globes on a spiral track. It was about halfway from the outer edge of the circle to the end of the spiral, and its surface glowed a fiery red.

“When this sphere reaches the end of its track, the gate will open,” Delsinia said.

I studied the globe for a moment and counted down the seconds in my head. After ten seconds had passed, the orb moved forward with a faint click. It hadn’t traveled very far, just one tooth on the grooved track, but it didn’t have far to go before it reached its goal. A quick calculation told me the orb would reach the end of its trip in two hours, maybe a little less.

That didn’t give us a lot of time to make our plans before the dark elves showed up, but at least the drow weren’t already up my ass. I studied the contraption and weighed my options.

We could set up an ambush here and attack the drow as they came through the gate. That would give us home-field advantage and the opportunity to pick off the dark elves before they could mount a serious offensive. 

But I had no idea what lay on the other side of that gate. There could be an entire drow army encamped not too far away, or a massive dark elf city filled with potential recruits. Kozerek also knew something had gone sideways with his little plan, so he might be mustering a damned invasion force right now. If that was the case, our ambush could quickly turn into a slaughter for my people.

Before I could commit to a course of action, I needed better intel.

“Delsinia, do you know what’s on the other side of this gate?” I asked.

“I never ventured through it,” she said.

“That sucks,” I said. “I need to see what’s on the other side so I know how to prepare for these assholes.”

“The gates are timed, but perhaps you could interfere with that timing,” Delsinia said.

“That’s an excellent idea,” I said. “Maybe if I just turn this a little...”

The smallest sphere moved easily when I grabbed hold of it and tried to rotate it toward its destination. The thought did pass my mind that this might raise an alarm on the other side of the gate, but it was a little late for second thoughts.

“Rise and shine,” I called to Nephket while I fiddled with the gate. “Naptime’s over. Rally the troops and come to me. It’s time for a field trip.”

Nephket came awake in the blink of an eye. One moment she was completely asleep, and before I’d finished my thought, she was awake and on her feet.

“Kezakazek won’t be happy you’ve interrupted her beauty sleep,” my familiar said, “but we’ll be there soon.”

I wondered if Nephket really needed to sleep, or if she did it out of habit. If my familiar shared my perpetual insomnia, we could get a lot more done while the rest of the crew was catching some z’s.

While I waited for my guardians and the wahket to arrive, I studied the gate. It didn’t have the control box that I’d associated with the booby trap on the raiders’ magical portal, so that was something. I rocked the little globe on its track and found it moved as easily backward as it did forward. It also didn’t zap me with some kind of booby trap.

I’d call that a win.

“You going to get hurt playing with other kids’ toys,” Zillah said. “What is that thing?”

“It’s a gate,” Kezakazek said. “But that is a very unusual design.”

“It was made by drow,” Delsinia said with a frown.

“It was not,” Kezakazek said. “Trust me. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say it was demoncraft.”

Well, wasn’t that interesting?

And disturbing.

“The drow might not have made it,” I said. “But they use it to get here. And now we’re going to use it to go there. Wherever there is.”

“If it’s demoncraft, doesn’t that mean the other end of the gate could be in a very bad place?” Nephket asked. “Let’s just seal it up outside your dungeon and call it good.”

“I’m not sure that would work,” I said. “Kozerek doesn’t seem like the kind of guy who’d be stopped by a few walls. I think we need to deal with him in a more permanent way.”

“He also seems like someone with contingencies for his contingency plans,” Kezakazek said. “What if we go through the gate and find ourselves stuck in a drow fortress?”

“There’s my little optimist,” I said to Kezakazek. “Look, I understand this doesn’t seem very safe. But we have to see what’s on the other side of this thing. We can’t just wait for Kozerek and the drow brigade to come on over and fuck up our shit.”

“I do prefer to do the fucking,” Zillah said. “When do we leave?”

I extended and widened the passage to engulf the gate and still move around it without brushing against its slowly rotating rings. The walls of my dungeon butted up against the back wall of the room the drow had created for their gate. Anyone who came through the portal now would find themselves trapped in my territory unless they could burrow through the solid rock behind the gate.

Maybe the drow had some black magic fuckery that would let them escape another way, but that was a problem for future me.

I put my fingertip on the fiery red globe and rolled it slowly down the track. As it clicked through each tooth, tendrils of static electricity crawled up my arm like veins of blue power.

“Wow, I do not like the looks of that,” Kezakazek said. “You all right?”

“Peachy,” I shot back. “But be ready to yank me off this thing if it lights me up.”

With only a handful of teeth left, the resistance built up. A dozen lightning bolts crawled along my arm, and it took considerable effort to move the sphere any farther.

“Shit,” I said. “This is harder than it looks.”

“You can do it,” Zillah said. “You’re the toughest dungeon lord I’ve ever slept with.”

“Technically, isn’t he the only dungeon lord you’ve fucked?” Kezakazek asked.

“You don’t know that,” the scorpion queen shot back. “I’m an ancient force of terror. I could’ve been banged the legs off six or seven dungeon lords before I got to this one.”

“You told me—” Kezakazek shot back.

I shoved against the globe for all I was worth, and the orb moved through an impressive wall of flashing light and crackling thunder. And then all resistance vanished and the little ball click-clacked its way along the grooves until it reached the end and settled into place.

I yanked my hand back as the inner and outer rings rotated into a new position. If I’d been any slower, they would’ve caught my wrist between them and banged me up something fierce.

Blue lines of power crawled around the rings and arced between them as they aligned. The smaller rings rotated into place and locked their globes into position. Bolts of power flowed from the outer ring to the inner ring, and every one of the small globes blazed with blue light. Then, with a final electric crack, all that juice poured into the small sphere I’d moved.

There was a terrific metal screeching noise and the mirror ball at the center of the gate flattened and widened until it filled the entire inner ring. Then with an almost inaudible pop, like a soap bubble bursting, it vanished.

A very surprised-looking drow suddenly jerked around and stared through the circle at us. A single candle on a stand to his left cast enough light to show me his shocked little face, but the dark elf was surrounded by shadows that made it impossible to see anything around him. He could’ve been alone, or he could have just as easily been surrounded by six or seven hundred other drow armed to the teeth and ready to slaughter us all.

The drow recovered from his surprise and barked a string of syllables in a language I couldn’t understand, but based on his tone and facial expression, I’m pretty sure he said, “What in the actual fuck is going on here?”

“Boo, bitch,” Zillah shouted. Before I could say another word, her mancatcher shot past me and its tines hooked around the drow’s throat. The weapon’s sharpened edges sliced through the blood vessels on either side of the dark elf’s neck, and his hands flapped uselessly at the blood that coursed from his wounds. 

The drow’s knees went weak as the blood drained from his body, but before he could fall to the floor Zillah’s tail rocketed forward and her stinger plunged through the dark elf’s forehead with a sharp crack. The impact was enough to cause the drow’s eyes to bulge from their sockets and blood to drool from his ears. 

Zillah twisted her wrist, and the mancatcher’s blades snapped together with a grisly crunch. She pulled her tail back through the portal and dangled the dark elf’s severed head in front of me.

“This one broke,” she complained. “Can we find some more to play with?”
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Chapter 13: Final Preparations

[image: image]


WHILE I COULDN’T GUARANTEE there was an army of drow on the other side of the gate, the presence of one guard meant there’d most likely been at least a pair of them. And, like cockroaches, if you see two drow there are a few dozen more that you won’t see until it’s too late. 

It was time to get on with the killing.

I thrust my hand forward and my dungeon burst through the gate with a sound like a fistful of forks caught in a garbage disposal. I wasn’t sure if that was an alarm, but it might as well have been. There was no way any bad guys within a hundred yards could have missed that din.

The actual gate was only five feet wide and eight feet tall, which forced us to pass through single file. But as soon as I’d moved the dungeon’s passage beyond that chokepoint, I widened the tunnel’s mouth to fifteen feet and ordered everyone through, wahket first.

“Move! You see anything on the other side, stick a spear in it. If you can’t reach it, shoot it with your crossbows,” I shouted. “Zillah, back up the front rank and take command of the wahket. Nephket and Kezakazek, with me. Delsinia, get on the right flank and kill anything that gets in your way.”

Rathokhetra approved of my plans, but I didn’t really give a shit. I was blind at the moment, and until I could see deeper into my enemy’s territory, this was the best plan I had.

The wahket charged to the opening with their spears at the ready. The fifteen-foot-wide tunnel would give us an eight-wide front rank of spears and shields, a second rank of the same width and composition, and eight crossbows in the third row to help soften up any enemies that were out of melee range. Zillah’s tail could reach past all three ranks, and if necessary, she could scamper up the wall and across the ceiling to get at any spellcasters or missile troops that gave us trouble. 

I wasn’t sure what the hell to do with Delsinia, but she was more than strong enough to hold down our flank if anyone tried to get around us.

“Hostiles!” one of the wahket called, and another of the cat women hissed in pain. The clash of metal on metal rang through the air, though it sounded strange and distorted as it passed the gate to reach my ears.

Urged on by the sounds of combat, the last of the wahket charged through the gate and formed up with their sisters. My guardians were hot on their furry little tails, and the shit was well and truly on its way to the fan. With the last of my people through the breach, I raced forward to join them in enemy territory.

<<<>>>

Warning: Transdimensional expansion requires the expenditure of one ka per five minutes to maintain the connection with the home plane. Failure to maintain this connection will result in dungeon drift.

<<<>>>

The message’s burning letters flashed across my vision the instant I stepped through the portal, and a mote of ka vanished from my core, which left me with only eight motes.

Sonofabitch. If we didn’t finish this fight in the next forty minutes, something shitty would happen or we’d have to retreat. Maybe both.

We needed to find Kozerek, punch his ticket, and then get the fuck out of here before everything came down around our heads.

“We’ve got one wahket down, not fatal, and she’s been pulled to the rear,” Nephket said. “There are a significant number of drow ahead, and they’ve all got poisoned bows.”

As if in response to Nephket’s status report, a flurry of pint-sized crossbow bolts hissed through the air and clanged off the wahket’s shields. The miniature quarrels shattered into black fragments on impact with the armored wall, but there were plenty more where those came from. If we didn’t close the gap to those archers and take them out soon, they’d get the best of us.

“Crossbows, fire!” I shouted. “Give those needle-dicked dart slingers something to think about other than putting holes in your sisters!”

The first and second ranks of the wahket ducked low behind their shields. With a shout, the third rank unleashed a volley of return fire that punched through the shadows outside my dungeon’s entrance.

I still couldn’t see shit more than ten feet outside of my dungeon, but the screams of wounded drow had no trouble reaching my ears. Their high-pitched wails of surprise and pain raised my spirits, and I thrust my dungeon farther forward.

“Advance!” I barked to the wahket, and they moved forward in a steady, even line. More bolts glanced off their shields and shattered against the stone walls that surrounded my troops.

“Charge incoming!” Zillah suddenly shouted. She’d taken up a position behind the third rank of wahket, but I saw no signs of Pinchy or her siblings. They must be out there feeding information back to the scorpion queen about our enemy’s movements. 

Drow warriors burst from the darkness and rushed toward my dungeon’s mouth. They each wielded a pair of shortswords and wore chain armor that was even more ornate than the stuff we’d looted from the sergeant.

“Suck it, fancy boys,” I shouted and shoved the end of my dungeon forward. 

The dungeon stopped before it rammed into the drow’s feet, but it still threw off their stride. When their supple black leather boots slammed into a floor that was a couple inches higher than they’d expected, the charge turned into a stumbling disaster.

With panicked shouts, the dark elves tried to right themselves and put on a defense. Unfortunately, their headlong charge carried them forward in an awkward, staggered line and left them wide open to the spear wall of the wahket.

“For Rathokhetra!” the cat women shouted and thrust their spears ahead.

The heavy, sharpened tips slammed into the drow. The dark elf armor turned aside a few strikes, but far more spears penetrated through the thin links with bloody results. The drow’s own momentum carried them into the attack and drove the weapons deeper into their bodies.

One of the drow, a vicious bastard with a wispy mustache so long I was surprised it didn’t get caught in the chain links of his armor, slipped between the spears and slammed his shoulder into a shield. He rebounded from the wahket who held the shield and probably outweighed his skinny ass by at least ten pounds. He snarled in frustration and raised one of his swords high overhead for a slash at her face.

I wanted to shout a warning, but it wasn’t necessary. My guardians were on the job.

The scorpion queen’s mancatcher sang through the air and caught the mustachioed dark elf’s sword arm below the wrist. Before he could slip free of the spear’s grip, Zillah’s tail stabbed through the drow’s chain mail shirt and burst from his back in a spray of blood and venom.

The soul taker didn’t hesitate to go on the offensive, either. She cast one of her spine-chained daggers like a fisherman launching a hooked line. Her weapon plunged through the throat of an unarmored drow and ripped the arcane syllables from him before he could complete his spell.

I pushed my dungeon farther forward, and its light finally showed me the defenders. There weren’t as many as I’d feared, and I was confident my newly upgraded wahket spear wall could hold off the half-dozen or so warriors that still remained on their feet, but a pair of sorcerers behind the blade wielders worried me.

“Zillah and Delsinia, take out those casters!” I shouted.

Nephket and Kezakazek didn’t wait for the scorpion queen and soul taker to hog all the glory. The sorceress unleashed an acid ball that soared over the heads of the wahket and plunged into the gathered drow beyond them. Nephket stomped on the stirrup of her crossbow and loaded another bolt into her weapon, took careful aim, and unleashed a thrumming quarrel.

For once, my forces had numbers on our sides. There’d been a total of nine drow in the chamber, but we’d taken three of them down. The six that remained upright seemed rattled and confused by what was happening, and most of them sported wounds from our spears and bows. The poor bastards might have been prepared for many dangerous things, but I doubt they ever expected a band of angry cat women would charge through their fancy gate and start poking them full of holes.

Zillah and Delsinia had both shot around the ranks of wahket and landed behind the drow. They converged on one of the two spellcasters, and their combined attacks pulped the drow magic user in the blink of an eye. The second sorcerer raised his hands as if to surrender, but the terrible duo had already started to move toward him. I doubted he’d survive more than a few seconds.

Meanwhile, in the front ranks, the drow swordsmen displayed an impressive flurry of blows, but they couldn’t batter their way through the wahket shields. Their concerted attack sounded like a hailstorm on a tin roof, a steady metallic banging that echoed through the dungeon.

“Pull back!” I shouted into the minds of the wahket.

They held their shields high and took two steps back, just as they’d been trained. The spears in the second rank and the crossbows in the third retreated as well, giving their sisters in the front plenty of room to retreat from the fight safely.

The dark elves foolishly thought they’d cowed the cat women and had gained the upper hand. Their strikes became more reckless, and they spun into the mouth of my dungeon with one leaping, swooping attack after another.

The truth was, I’d wanted their ka, and I couldn’t get it while they were outside my dungeon.

By the time the dark elves realized their mistake, it was far too late for them to back out of the lions’ den they found themselves in.

The front and second ranks of wahket ducked their heads low and thrust their shields forward. The crossbows in the back rank rose to their full height and unleashed a storm of bolts. Four of the missiles struck one drow, and three slammed into the warrior next to him.

The dark elves weren’t slaughtered by the surprise attack—they were too tough for that—but they were certainly rattled by it. The two who’d been wounded by the crossbows threw their arms up defensively, while the rest of the swordsmen threw themselves into a last-ditch attack.

But the instant the dark elves raised their swords to strike, all eight of the spears in the second row of wahket thrust forward over the shoulders of the shields. Chain mail links shattered and drow flesh surrendered to the driving points of the sharpened spears. Blood splashed as the wahket ripped their spears out of the punctured bodies, and the wounded drow cried out in pain.

The front row finished the job with a series of brutally accurate stabs that dropped the wounded dark elves to the ground.

With a shout, the front ranks raised their shields and brought them down hard on the upturned faces of the injured drow. Skulls shattered and dark elf teeth rolled across my dungeon’s floor like handfuls of tossed dice as the wahket finished the battle.

“We thought you might like to talk to one of them,” Zillah said. 

She and Delsinia had captured the last mage, who looked like he wished he were dead. The soul taker had him wrapped up in her chain and slung over her shoulder like a sack of very sad potatoes. Delsinia tossed the dark elf at my feet, and he landed with a pained groan and a splash of blood from a wound on his forehead.

“Do you wish to question him?” Delsinia asked me.

“You’ll pay for this,” the dark elf gasped. “You’ve made a serious mistake.”

“I’ve made a mistake?” I asked sarcastically. “Me? Listen up, little buddy. I’m not the one who’s fucked up here.”

“You stand at the doorstep of House Jarazikek, you fool,” the drow mage spat. “You are doomed.”

“Not if they’re as weak as you lot were,” Zillah said. She nudged a severed dark elf head with her foot, and it rolled across the floor to face our captive. “How are they coming through?”

“Through the Solamantic Web,” the dark elf said as if explaining why the sky was blue to a toddler.

I really wanted to incarnate and pummel this piece of shit for a while, but I held my temper in check.

“Kezakazek, take half the wahket. Find this web,” I said.

“On it,” the sorceress said. She rattled off a list of wahket names, and her escort formed up behind her. As they walked past our captive, Kezakazek spat on him.

“Why do you betray us, sister?” the drow mage asked the dark elf. “Free me and together we will defeat these fools. Our rewards will be greater than you can imagine.”

Kezakazek froze in her tracks. Then she turned slowly and stalked back over to the chained-up mage.

“Sister?” she asked. A dagger appeared in her hand as if by magic. She crouched down and placed its tip against the mage’s cheek. “You dare call me sister? My family was destroyed by bastards like you. My sister, by blood and oath, was used to death by the Daemonicon Cognate.”

With every word she spoke, she pressed the dagger deeper into the drow’s cheek. Blood squirted from the wound and splashed to the pale stones of my dungeon’s floor.

“You ask why I betray you?” she snarled. “It is because my people betrayed me and mine. You and all of those like you will pay for what you have done.”

With a strangled cry of rage, Kezakazek flayed the drow’s cheek back to the bone. His blood-stained teeth gleamed through the open wound, and crimson foamed through them as he wheezed in pain.

Kezakazek wiped her blade across the back of the drow’s dark hair and stowed it beneath the rags of her clothing.

“We’ll be back soon,” she told me. “Sorry I marked up your prisoner.”

“You’ll pay for that,” the mage said. His words were directed at me, not at Kezakazek. “You’ve ruined one of ours. She would’ve made fine breeding stock if you hadn’t corrupted her mind with your dark magic.”

“I was corrupted long before this dungeon lord saved me from the fires of my own vengeance,” Kezakazek said. “When you get to hell, tell my family that Kezakazek Ekzilizke has not forgotten.”

“Traitor bitch,” the prisoner spat. “You will be fortunate if your family’s fate befalls you after what you’ve done here. Kozerek will feast on your bones, princess. He will delight in bringing an end to your debased line.”

Kezakazek flinched at the word “princess” and stiffened her shoulders. The prisoner had clearly recognized her family’s name, and what he’d said had stung my guardian.

That was enough to make me want to pop the dark elf’s head off right that second, but I held my instincts at bay. He would die, there was no doubt about that, but I needed to squeeze him for information first.

“We’re going to play a little game now,” I said to the drow. “I’m going ask you questions. You’re going to answer them. If you don’t, or if I think you’re lying, I’m going to let my friends hurt you. A lot.”

“Pain means nothing to me,” the drow said. The sentence ended with a high-pitched titter that sounded completely mad. “We are pain. Do your worst. Every minute you waste with me brings you one step closer to meeting my master, and your end.”

“Hurt him,” I said to Delsinia.

I expected her to go to work with her daggers, but the soul taker surprised me. She dropped her knee into the drow’s back and leaned over to put her mouth next to his ear.

“Your kind inflicted much pain on me,” she whispered in a voice choked with rage. “You taught me how to hurt. And now I will teach you.”

Delsinia pressed the tip of one bone dagger to the drow’s exposed teeth. She wormed its blade between two of his molars until the teeth creaked in their sockets.

“I don’t know, man,” I said. “That looks like it’s going to fucking smart. You may want to talk before she gets going.”

The drow sneered, but Delsinia slammed the palm of her free hand onto the dagger’s hilt before he could respond with another of his witty retorts.

The sudden force thrust a full inch of the weapon into the drow’s mouth. The wider section of the blade pushed his teeth apart, and one of the molars sheared off at the gum line to expose the dark thread of its root.

The mage screamed and wriggled under Delsinia, but she held him fast. Blood gushed from his injured mouth and pooled across the floor.

“Okay,” I said. “Now that we’ve established that you’re not quite as much of a badass as you think you are, let’s get back to the game. How many drow can we expect to come through that web?”

“A host,” the mage gasped. Blood splattered out of his mouth with every syllable.

“That sounds like a lot,” I said. “But I need you to be more specific. How many drow in a host? Ten? Fifty? A hundred?”

When he didn’t immediately respond, Delsinia tapped her dagger’s blade against the exposed root of the shattered molar.

The drow screeched in agony and his eyes rolled back into his head. When they finally focused on me, I saw a dread clarity in them. He understood he wasn’t getting out of here alive, but he also understood that he had some choice as to just how badly it would hurt before he was gone.

“A hundred,” he sighed, defeated.

That was not what I expected. A hundred trained warriors and wizards against my team seemed like mighty long odds against us even if I had time to set up another kill chute.

My mind raced as I tried to come up with a plan. A murder maze would help, but it probably wouldn’t be enough to stop the drow, especially if they were as pissed off as Kozerek seemed to be. And the wahket wouldn’t be able to hold a chokepoint forever, especially if Kozerek had enough mages with him. 

And a hundred drow were just the start of our problems.

If the drow came through the web and didn’t care for their odds, there was nothing to keep them from retreating and coming back with even more of their buddies. A hundred drow could easily turn into a thousand if we didn’t stop them from calling for reinforcements.

“How do we seal the Solamantic Web?” I asked the drow.

He hesitated until Delsinia stroked her thumb along the tattered edges of the ugly wound Kezakazek had inflicted on him. He shuddered when her nail brushed against the stump of his molar, and the words poured out of him like blood.

“You can’t from this side,” he said. “The only way to close the web is to sever its connection to the gateway within House Jarazikek.”

Delsinia’s eyes flicked to mine, and she gave a short, sharp shake of her head. 

I felt the same about going into drow country, but I wasn’t sure we’d have a choice. We couldn’t leave a gateway between Soketra and House Jarazikek if we ever wanted to live in peace. We’d have to go through the web and fuck shit up from that side.

Unless...

If I destroyed the gate after the drow came through, the explosion might be enough to wipe out the bad guys. If I had all of my guardians and worshipers retreat back to the tomb, they’d be safely out of the blast radius. With one kamikaze attack, I could take out all the invading drow in one fell swoop.

It was a solid plan, but it was not my preferred way to go out of this world.

“It’s time for the bonus round, asshole,” I said to the wounded dark elf. “How do I close the web from the other side?”

The mage hesitated for just a moment, and Delsinia hooked her index finger through the tattered flesh at the end of his wound. She pulled back on his flayed cheek for a long moment, and his cry of pain became a keening wail that seemed like it would never end.

“There is an anchor strand on the far side,” he panted when the soul taker finally released him. “Destroy it, and this section of the web will collapse.”

“How long will it take to collapse?” I asked.

“Once the anchor thread is severed, the connection will unravel,” he said hastily. “I have no idea how long it will take for this area of the web to fall, but at this distance it will not be long.”

Delsinia looked up at me, and I nodded. We weren’t going to get anything else useful out of the prisoner.

Her hand moved like a flash of lightning, and her bone dagger buried itself in the drow’s temple. His eyes bulged from their sockets, his tongue lolled through his ruined cheek, and he died.

<<<>>>

Welcome to Level Five, dungeon lord.

<<<>>>

I took a quick check of the ka vessels on the inside of my arm and found twenty new lights there. Less the two I’d used to maintain my dungeon across dimensions for the past ten minutes, that left me with a total of twenty-seven motes.  I wanted to spend some time reviewing the new dungeon lord abilities that were available to me, but I needed to get a better handle on the situation first.

“You broke that one, too,” Zillah said with an exaggerated yawn. “I’m hungry, if no one minds...”

Nephket and the rest of her people looked away, their faces pale.

“Zillah,” I warned. “You know the rules.”

“I know,” she said. “No stuffing my face around the squeamish people. Fine. Can we get on with the killing, at least?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m pretty sure there’s going to be plenty of killing in the very near future.”

“You got that right,” Kezakazek called out of the darkness ahead of us. “Bring your tunnel over here. You’ll want to see this.”

I doubted that was true, but I did as Kezakazek asked and extended the tunnel forward until the golden light from its mouth illuminated the drow. She stood before a device even stranger and more complicated than the original gate had been.

Sheets of purest black silk were suspended in thick copper hoops. Arcs of silver chain were connected to glowing spikes that penetrated the sheets in patterns that reminded me of constellations. The whole mess was hard to look at, especially as the various hoops floated around, and sometimes through, one another.

“So that’s the web,” I said. “Anyone have any bright ideas on how it works?”

Rathokhetra woke inside my thoughts.

“I do,” he said. “All dungeon lords must master the web if they are to survive.”

“Spill it,” I thought.

The memory of the dungeon lord didn’t speak again, but the secrets of the web unfurled in my thoughts like gouts of smoke from a long-smoldering fire.

The Solamantic Web was a massive diagram of the known worlds scattered like gems across the many known planes of existence. It resembled a spiderweb, but only because that was how mortal minds most easily conceived of the multidimensional spaces the damned thing encompassed.

Points of light illuminated each intersection of the web’s glistening strands. Some of those glowing dots were so tiny they were barely visible as flecks of white. Others were much larger, the size of marbles, and glowed like Christmas lights in shades of red, blue, green, gold, and a myriad of other colors.

The size of the lights represented the amount of power that flowed into those worlds. The silver threads were the streams of ka that flowed into them from other worlds and planes to form rich pools of energy that a dungeon lord with the right skills could tap into and use to perform all sorts of miracles.

The colors that emanated from the lights told a story, too. The white lights, by far the most numerous, were contested by more than one dungeon lord. The power of those worlds was pulled this way and that by the struggles of these enemies, which made it impossible for the dungeon lords to harvest it efficiently.

Red lights were firmly held in the grip of a single dungeon lord. All the ka that flowed into them was absorbed by this master, who used it as he or she saw fit.

Golden lights were the rarest, but the most coveted. They were unclaimed worlds, and their ka was ripe for the taking.

“Clay!” Nephket shouted. “Wake up!”

Shit, it had happened again. Rathokhetra’s memories were filled with knowledge I needed, but they were also as deep and treacherous as a dry well. Once I fell into one, it cost me far too much time to clamber back out.

I caught Nephket’s hand as she swung a sharp slap toward my cheek. Apparently a second sharp slap because my opposite cheek already stung.

“I’m okay,” I said. “I just...”

I really didn’t want to explain about the long-dead dungeon lord living in my thoughts like an unwanted squatter. He’d been a real asshole to Delsinia, and she did not need to think I might turn into her ex. I also didn’t want the wahket to doubt whether I was the real deal.

“I was exploring the web,” I said. “I think I understand it now.”

“That’s good,” Kezakazek said. “Because I sure as hell don’t.”

The web was close enough for me to touch, but I held my finger slightly above its surface. Brushing against it wouldn’t activate it, but concentrated thought and contact would. Given that I wasn’t sure when Rathokhetra would try to reassert himself and take over my mind, it seemed like a safer plan to not put my finger on the button.

“This is Soketra,” I said. It was a small red dot, surrounded by other red dots. “The color means that there’s only one dungeon lord here, at least now.”

“All those other red dots around us are other dungeon lords?” Zillah asked. “We’re surrounded.”

She had a point there. Eight other points of light encircled this world, and five of them were red. Fortunately none of them were any larger than Soketra, so I didn’t have to worry about some juiced-up dungeon lord making a play on us. There was also a very real chance that they didn’t have a Solamantic Web to use for travel between worlds anyway. 

Hell, before the drow poked their noses into Soketra, I hadn’t had a Solamantic Web or the knowledge to use one.

The neighboring white worlds were more troubling to me than the red ones. These were much larger than any of the red dots, which meant they had more power. It also meant there were multiple dungeon lords on each dot, all duking it out for the top slot. If a dungeon lord claimed one of those white worlds for his or her own and turned it red, they’d be in a prime position to strike out at weaker worlds around them.

Like Soketra.

It appeared my fighting days wouldn’t end with the drow.

“This is all cute,” Delsinia said, “but where is Kozerek?” 

The malevolent gleam in her eye that had ignited when she’d tortured the mage was still there. Her features seemed sharper, more aggressive, as if they’d been honed by her renewed need for revenge.

“Here.” I pointed toward a white dot adjacent to Soketra on the Solamantic Web.

“It’s white, so they have multiple dungeon lords there?” Kezakazek asked.

“Yes,” I said. “But I’m less worried about the other dungeon lords than I am about the fact that the drow are using the web to move from one world to another. The Solamantic Web isn’t something to be trifled with. A normal wizard might spend his entire lifetime trying to learn its ins and outs and never get further than what I’ve just said here today. If the drow can use it, they must have another dungeon lord on their payroll.”

“You mean on a leash?” Nephket asked. “How many have they captured? We should destroy this thing before they try to put a collar around your neck.”

I shared my familiar’s concerns, but I wasn’t going to let her see that. My people needed to believe that I was fearless, that I had no doubt we would defeat these drow and decorate my throne room with their skulls. My strength was their strength, and they needed to be at their confident best to face the drow. 

Because the dark truth was that I didn’t know how the drow had enslaved Delsinia, or how many other dungeon lords they’d noosed with a slave’s chains. It was possible that every one of those red dots was another dungeon lord Kozerek had conquered, and all the white dots were worlds they were trying to conquer. I felt like a kid who’d jumped into a pool only to discover that he didn’t know how to swim, and he’d plunged headfirst into the very deepest end.

“We can’t wreck the web from this side,” I said. “And even if we did, they might be able to use their dungeon lord to create a new one and come after us from a different direction. Our best bet is to travel to the other side, find their dungeon lord, and neutralize him, her, or it so Kozerek can’t use them to recreate the web.”

“We also have to kill whoever knows the trick of leashing dungeon lords,” Kezakazek said. “Otherwise, these assholes will find another poor bastard to use.”

“Kozerek,” Delsinia choked out the name around a knot of raw emotion. “He has to die. Open the web, let me hunt him down. When I’ve slaughtered the fool, I will come back and lead you to the web so it can be destroyed to safeguard your territory.”

That was the safest and most obvious plan, but I wasn’t sure Delsinia could make good on her promise. She had the skills to sneak up and gut Kozerek, but the drow had already trapped her once. They might know some weakness that would let them do it again. 

“I want him dead, too,” I said. “But I don’t think you can just march into enemy territory and hope for the best. If you pop out on the other side and face a hundred drow ready for battle, you’d be dead before you had a chance to put any of your special skills to use. And the rest of us would face the same fate a few seconds later when they stormed through the portal. No, we have to be smarter than that.”

“Kill chute?” Zillah asked. “It worked well enough on the last group of drow that we fought.”

“That’s a good idea, but the traps won’t be able to stop a large force,” I said. “A few of the dark elves would be taken out by the traps, but it takes those devices a while to reset. The rest of the drow forces would disable the traps during the downtime, and then we’d be well and truly hosed.”

Even as I explained to my guardians why the kill chute wouldn’t do what we needed it to, a new plan coalesced around the less lethal traps in my arsenal. 

I’d played enough tower defense games to know that dividing forces before you attacked often turned the tide of battle in your favor. If I split the drow forces, we might be able to devour the beast a bite at a time. It was risky, but maybe...

“Delsinia, what was the trick you used to ambush me when I first came to your dungeon?” I asked.

“The Room of Bones and Shadows,” she said.

“How many people will it hold?” I asked

“Eight, including me,” she said.

“And how long can they stay up there?” I asked.

“Forever,” she said. “If you have enough food and water.”

Well, that was certainly interesting. The pieces of a plan took shape in my head, but I didn’t have much time to assemble them. If Kozerek still planned to come through when the first portal opened, we had about an hour and a half to prepare.

“All right, here’s the plan,” I said. “No arguments, just listen. We don’t have much time, and I need everyone to play their part.”

It took me a few minutes to lay out what I intended, and all my guardians and the wahket were pissed when I’d finished. Nephket was the first to raise her hand, but I cut off her objection before she spat out its first syllable.

“I know you don’t like it,” I said. “It’s dangerous, I know. But we’re out of options here. This is what we’re doing.”

I wasn’t entirely sure if this was the best plan, but it was the best one I could come up with the time and tools at my disposal. If I’d let them debate the pros and cons, we’d be there for hours and still not make everyone happy. At the end of the day, we’d all be dead at the hands of the drow if we didn’t do something.

And that shit was not happening on my watch.

I’d lost another two ka to the cost of maintaining my dungeon across dimensions, which left me with twenty-five motes. I’d need at least twenty of those to execute my plan, which only left me five for maintenance. I’d burn through that in ten minutes, and we didn’t expect Kozerek and his army to show up for at least an hour. 

“We have to pull back through the portal,” I said. “I’m burning ka for every minute I spend on this side, and I can’t afford it.”

With that, I retracted my dungeon’s passageway until we were all safely in Delsinia’s former territory. I spent a few minutes digging through the abilities that had unlocked for me at fifth level and frowned at what I found. The Tablet of Incarnation had the usual assortment of new spellcasting levels, Expertise bumps, and the quite nice Incarnation Extension that would increase the Incarnation ability’s duration to five minutes per ka spent. But it also held a group of abilities that didn’t seem to fit in with my role as a dungeon lord.

Exemplar of Peace encouraged hostile creatures to avoid my dungeon, which seemed totally at odds with my goals of luring in outsiders to take their ka. Exemplar of Growth increased the rate at which crops and livestock matured, which would have been neat if I had any farmers on the payroll. There were a few other Exemplar abilities, as well, but they all shared the same lack of utility for the fight at hand. I made a mental note to examine those more closely with Nephket later. Maybe there was some nuance here I was missing.

The Tablet of Guardians had a greatly expanded list of monsters I could call to my dungeon, but I didn’t have time to mess around with bringing new critters into the mix. The last thing I wanted to do was disrupt the wahket battle lines when I most needed them to rely on their combat training. But this tablet also had something called a Growth Chamber, which would allow me to create beasts to guard my dungeon. It was an interesting option, but it would take a week for those creatures to mature, and I wasn’t sure how obedient or combat-effective they would be. They’d also need to be fed and watered, which seemed like a job for a zookeeper, not a dungeon lord bent on conquering his enemies.

Strengthen Ore, Imbue Potion, and Inscribe Scroll were on the Tablet of Transformation. While I could see definite uses for creating potions of healing and scrolls of blasting the shit out of my enemies with lightning, I’d need an arcane laboratory and the proper supplies before I could put those abilities to use.

The Strengthen Ore ability intrigued me, but the ability to transform one type of metal ore into another wasn’t high on my list of things to purchase. It could be useful, but not until I’d also purchased an Ore Extractor chamber. The idea of going into the mining business seemed odd, but it also made a certain sense. If my dungeon became known as the go-to place to find rare metals, I’d attract a lot of potential ka donors.

That wasn’t going to help me with Kozerek, though, so I opened up the Tablet of Engineering to see if I’d unlocked exciting new traps to play with.

Abbattoir? Birthing Chamber? What in the actual fuck was I supposed to do with a room that let me create meat and another room that let creatures in my dungeon whelp more efficiently? I wasn’t even sure creatures in my dungeon would want to have babies. Maybe Pinchy would like a whole brood of scorpions to watch over. 

I’d have to ask her.

The last ability on the Tablet of Engineering was so weird and out of place I had to read it twice to make sure I understood what the heck it said.

<<<>>>

Settlement

Cost: 20 motes of ka

Limit: One per core

Spawn: N/A

Combinable: N/A

Type: Cultivation

Description: When this ability is unlocked, the dungeon lord may claim a single settlement within one mile of his primary dungeon.

This ability is required for advancement to sixth level.

<<<>>>

While there were some intriguing possibilities in having a settlement on the surface, it did nothing for my current situation. I wasn’t even sure how I’d ever get back the ka investment.

Disgruntled as I was about the Monster Rancher Starter Pack of new abilities that had popped up at fifth level, I did find two new options on the Tablet of Engineering that would be perfect for the plan I had in mind.

<<<>>>

CONCEALED TRIGGERS

Cost: 20 motes of ka

Limit: No

Spawn: Yes

Combinable: Yes

Type: Mastery

Description: When this ability is unlocked, all traps in your dungeon become twice as difficult to detect.

<<<>>>

Short, sweet, and very, very useful. Unfortunately, it was also expensive, and what I had in mind wouldn’t leave me with many free motes to play around with. When I had more ka, I’d certainly look into investing in this ability, because it was almost too good to be true.

But the next ability was the one that seemed like a real game changer for me and my dungeon.

<<<>>>

SLIDING WALLS

Cost: One Easy Encounter

Limit: No

Spawn: Yes

Combinable: Yes

Type: Mechanical

Description: This trap causes one dungeon wall, no larger than 10 feet by 10 feet, to slide out of a hidden slot in another wall or swivel ninety degrees on one corner.

<<<>>>

While this trap wouldn’t inflict any damage on the drow or his minions, it would cause all kinds of havoc. The possibilities for this nonlethal trap were endless and sparked very nasty ideas in my head.

I went to work on my plan immediately and spent over an hour setting it up, moving the wahket into position, and then preparing intricate architectural features I hoped would confuse and disorient the drow.

When I’d finished my work, I reckoned we still had thirty minutes before Kozerek showed up. There was still work to do on the other side of the portal, but I had to wait before I tackled that. If I went through too soon, I’d run out of ka to maintain my dungeon and the whole plan would fall apart. But if I went too late, Kozerek would arrive before we were ready for him. It was a delicate balancing act, and if I erred on either side we were all dead.

With fifteen minutes before Kozerek’s arrival, I took a deep breath and pushed my dungeon through the portal.

“Delsinia,” I said. “Do your thing while I finish my preparations. We don’t have long before the asshole army shows up.”

“On it.” She swung her bone dagger over her head. 

It only took me ten minutes to arrange my dungeon to receive guests and drop the last of my traps in place. That cost me two ka in maintenance fees, which left me with three motes in the tank. If Kozerek was on time, I’d still have two motes left, and I’d need both of them.

Five minutes passed without any sign of the drow.

“Where’s the dick?” Zillah asked. “Shouldn’t he be here by now?”

“He should be.” I prayed I wouldn’t run out of ka because the drow wasn’t punctual. “Any second...”
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Chapter 14: Invaded
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THE SOLAMANTIC WEB opened with a sound like a cat being scalded. The long, ear-piercing screech went on and on, and every moment we were forced to listen to it made me want to throw up more than the last.

Fortunately, it appeared that dungeon lords couldn’t actually puke, which was an unexpected, but welcome, bonus.

The first drow through the web knew something was wrong, but the changes I’d made left them too confused to react to what they saw. I’d transformed their cozy little staging area into a fifteen-foot-wide by twenty-five-foot-long passageway that took a hard ninety-degree turn opposite the entrance from the web. I’d also lit up the room until it was as bright as the sun, which the subterranean elves did not seem to like even a little.

While the wahket and the rest of my guardians had no trouble seeing in the dark, all but Kezakazek were equally comfortable in daylight. Even Kez had been away from the cavernous cities of her people for long enough to adapt to bright lights, but the brilliance put the invading dark elves on edge and left them squinting and groaning as they advanced.

“Something’s happened while we were gone,” the first dark elf through the web shouted back to those who’d yet to cross over. Because the scout was in my dungeon I understood him perfectly, but the response back was a twisted lot of nonsense in the harsh-consonant language of the dark elves.

“What did they say?” I asked Kezakazek.

“Whoever’s calling the shots on the other side had trouble and instructed the scout to move ahead,” she said. “There was also something about an extra bounty for your head.”

That made sense, and it played into my plans. I hoped, really hoped, that the drow leader would be so pissed I’d killed off some his underlings that he’d throw everything he had at us rather than play it safe with a scouting party. I kept my fingers crossed as the lead drow nodded back to his commander and then charged forward.

He was followed by a big old bunch of his buddies. Where the drow we’d seen so far wore chain mail or studded leather armor, these kids came ready for war. Their heads were protected by black helmets that covered their eyes with slats of metal but left their lower jaws exposed. The helmets sloped back from their crowns and gave the elves a sleek, predatory profile that reminded me a lot of the Xenomorphs from the Alien movies.

Ornate, surprisingly flexible plate armor covered the rest of the invaders’ bodies. The armor was emblazoned with raised runes and strange sigils that made my eyes water, and a kaleidoscopic shimmer of particolored lights formed an aura that clung tightly to their outlines. 

The drow had also switched up their weapons. Instead of nimble shortswords, these assholes wielded longer blades and heavier crossbows that looked like they could punch through a shield if they landed a square hit. These boys and girls weren’t scouts, they were the real deal war host. 

“Contact,” I thought to all of my guardians and worshipers. My guardians were with me, but my worshipers were tucked away at the mouth of a new kill chute that I’d thrown together. 

Time was ticking. I had two ka left and would lose one of those in the next few minutes. If the drow got their asses in gear, maybe the wahket would earn me more life juice before my core ran dry and everything unraveled around us.

When they didn’t face any immediate threats, the drow warriors formed up just outside the web. Their leader shoved his way to the front to get a good look at his boys and girls and survey the situation for himself. 

The drow army was split roughly half-and-half between males and females, though the five mages at the rear of the formation were all males.

I counted thirty dark elves on our side of the web, but through the open portal the wavering outlines of far more came into view. Those who had gathered in my dungeon looked eager for battle, and their cruel eyes glinted like chips of broken glass through their visors. The dark elves we’d slaughtered had been rookies; these were seasoned vets who hungered for blood and knew all the tricks to wring it out of their enemies.

<<<>>>

Drow Dragoon, 6th-level, 80 hit points

Kozerek Jarazikek, 7th-level Drow Wizard, 37 hit points

<<<>>>

I tried to squeeze more information out of my dungeon lord vision, but even though these dickheads were in my territory, I couldn’t get anything further.

“Your senses are limited when used against creatures more powerful than your dungeon,” Rathokhetra piped up from the back of my brain. “You’ll have to weigh their strengths by other means.”

I didn’t have any other means at my disposal, so I stared hard at the bad guys to see if that helped.

Kozerek wore little armor, but I knew that didn’t mean he was defenseless. He practically glowed with all the magical auras that surrounded him, and I was positive he had a whole grimoire’s worth of defensive wards woven into his loose-fitting clothes. The pair of swords he wore across his back looked just as heavily enchanted, and I wondered what kind of nasty tricks they carried.

With any luck, he’d be dead before I got up close and personal with those blades.

“This is the domain of another upstart dungeon lord,” the drow shouted to his men, but mostly for my benefit. “He has slain your brethren. He has destroyed our property. He has freed our slaves. For that, he will pay the price.”

The gathered troops slammed their swords into their gauntleted hands and unleashed a battle cry that seemed a little shrill to my ear. Sure, they looked tough, but I couldn’t shake the impression that drow didn’t have the grit of my wahket. They seemed a bit too twiggy, despite their beefy hit points.

“If you are listening, dungeon lord, know this,” Kozerek bellowed. “House Jarazikek sends their finest to deal with you. You will not be slain. Your core will not be emptied. You will spend the rest of your miserable existence as the slave of our House. Your punishment will never end, though you will beg for your life to be extinguished.”

“I’m gonna skull fuck him with my stinger,” Zillah whispered in my ear. “In front of all his little toy soldiers. I’ll jab it in his eyehole and pump him so full of my death juice his skull will explode.”

Though I wanted Zillah to do exactly that if she got the chance, now was not the time to leap to the attack. The drow outnumbered us and had tricks I didn’t know how to counter. We needed surprise on our side if this was going to work.

“Not yet,” I cautioned the scorpion queen. “We have a plan, and we need to stick to it. There are twice as many of these assholes on their way through the web. That’s not a fight we can win without serious losses.”

“We’ll respawn,” Zillah started. She was eager to get into the fight, and I didn’t blame her. “Then we’ll hit them again. I don’t mind death for a cause as just as this one.”

“Anunaset won’t,” I said. “Neither will Nunet. Or any of the wahket. Do you want the blood of the wahket on your hands?”

“I didn’t mean—” Zillah said.

“I know,” I cut her off abruptly. “But we need to keep our emotions in check. We can beat them, but not if we fly off the handle.”

My guardians all nodded at my words, and I felt a momentary pang of regret at how harsh I’d been. But the guilt vanished almost as soon as it had appeared because I was right. There was no room for emotion here, no leeway for anyone to go rogue and attack too soon.

Kozerek had finished his little speech and marched out of the room. I’d left a wide-open passage for the drow to travel down. I wanted them to get confident. The corridor they followed twisted around one corner, and then another, but it was still plenty wide for them to walk five abreast with Kozerek out in front.

After a good hundred feet of twists and turns, though, the passage narrowed. The walls angled in to form a single five-foot-wide passage. Kozerek paused there as if he’d realized that he might have been played. His entire force was inside my dungeon now, and they’d reached a point where turning back wouldn’t be as simple as entering.

Suddenly cautions, Kozerek motioned to one of the women next to him, and she stepped out in front of him. The dark elf removed her helmet to get a better look at the floor ahead of her and crept forward in a low crouch. 

“That’s what I thought, you fucking coward,” I muttered to myself.

Kozerek was a big, tough asshole when there were no threats present, but he wasn’t willing to put his own neck on the line if he thought I had strewn some traps on the path ahead.

That was all according to my plan.

The dark elf who’d been volunteered continued forward at a snail’s pace. She tried to look confident, but fear radiated off her like heat waves from a Texas highway in July. She knew her boss suspected trouble, and that’s why she’d been given the lead. To Kozerek, this woman was expendable, and now she knew it.

<<<>>>

Ka maintenance cost: 1 mote. Caution, only one mote remains in your core.

<<<>>>

My stomach wrapped itself into a knot at the red announcement that flashed across my vision. In five minutes, I’d run out of ka. And five minutes after that, I wouldn’t be able to maintain my dungeon on my side of the portal, and we’d be fucked. I willed the drow scout to move faster before my plan collapsed.

Ten feet beyond the chokepoint, the unwilling scout’s foot came down on a trigger plate before she saw it. The section of the floor her foot had landed on sank an inch before it stopped with an audible click. By that point, the rear end of the drow train was a good sixty feet beyond the Solamantic Web and inside my dungeon.

Which is why none of them heard the trap their scout had just triggered.

At the same instant the drow scout had tromped on the trigger plate, a thick stone wall shot across the first corner in the tunnel that led away from the Solamantic Web. The drow had sealed their only escape route from my dungeon.

“That is so sneaky,” Kezakazek said when she saw what the trap had done. “I mean, really. That is pretty devious for a non-drow.”

“You haven’t seen anything yet,” I said.

Delsinia grinned at that and clutched her bone daggers tighter. Her eyes glowed like a pair of emerald flames surrounded by deep shadows. The smile that split her face was homicidal in its intensity, and even I found her readiness to slaughter these dark elves unnerving. She had a lot of revenge stored up, and she looked ready to let it all out.

Of course, I couldn’t blame her. These fuckers had tortured and enslaved her. Whatever she did to them when I turned her loose would be far less than they deserved.

A quick survey of the drow in my dungeon told me we were looking at mostly sixth-level warriors, with five sixth-level sorcerers brought along for fire support. At seventh-level, Kozerek was a ball of hurt just waiting to bounce, and I hoped we took him down before he had a chance to use any of the deadly toys in his arsenal.

All I had was my cunning, some first-level wahket spear wielders that were outnumbered four to one, and a quartet of kickass guardians ready to snap off the heads of a bunch of dark elves and drink their blood.

Well, Nephket probably wouldn’t drink their blood, but she’d be down for the killing.

When there were no explosions and no spikes burst from the walls to impale the scout, she shrugged and continued along the narrow passage. After another thirty feet the tunnel opened into a fifteen-foot-wide corridor, took a hard right turn, and then continued for another fifty feet.

“All clear,” she called back.

This is where she’d made a terrible mistake.

The rest of the drow followed her and also didn’t run into any trouble. They made their way down the length of the narrow five-foot-wide corridor in a single-file staggered formation spaced out so there were no more than twenty of their number in that choked passage at a time. 

I held my breath and waited patiently for the drow to filter through the chokepoint, and my pulse hammered in my veins as the bulk of their forces gathered in the wider passageway beyond it. I wanted to spring the trap, because I was down to a single minute before my ka went to zero, but I held fast.

Finally, when only the last twenty of the dark elves remained in the narrowest part of the passage and my last mote of ka was consumed, I gave the order.

“Now!” I shouted to the wahket.

The cat women were hidden in narrow galleries that ran alongside the final stretch of claustrophobic hallway. The two that I’d chosen earlier stomped down on the trap triggers I’d placed inside the galleries. Stone walls slid into place on either end of the killing tunnel and trapped the tail end of the drow force.

The isolated dark elves shouted in surprise and looked around for enemies. Too late, they saw the narrow holes in the wall that had been hidden by stone plugs the wahket had pushed out when the trap had been sprung.

With a thunderous roar, the cat women struck at the invaders.

The dark elves shrieked in surprise and agony. Though their plate mail turned aside many spear thrusts, the drow were in too close quarters to adequately defend themselves. They twisted and turned, but there was no escape from the weapons of the bloodthirsty wahket.

The wahket angled their spears through weak joints, the chain mail that covered the drow’s armpits, and any other critical points they could find. Sweat poured down their savage faces and dripped from their chins as they continued the relentless assault on their enemies. 

For the first time, the wahket were not fighting for me. They fought because it was who they were. They fought for the memory of the ancestors the whole world had feared. And they fought because every death brought them closer to reclaiming that former glory.

Outside the trap, Kozerek howled and raged at his troops.

“How did you miss that trap?” he screamed at the scout he’d forced to take the lead.

“There was no trap!” she protested and caught Kozerek’s stinging backhand as a reward.

Inside the trap, the twenty drow screamed as the spears took their toll. The dark elves took a lot of killing with all those hit points, and they suffered every second as the wahket whittled their numbers down.

Four minutes had passed since I’d last paid the maintenance cost on my extended dungeon. There were only sixty seconds left before the dungeon would collapse and all my hard work would be for nothing.

“Kill them,” I commanded the wahket. “Now!”

Kozerek shouted for his troops to move the sliding walls and rescue their brothers and sisters. The warriors threw themselves into action, but even their combined strength wasn’t enough to budge the stone from its position. 

Finally, one of the drow fell. Then another. And another. Motes of ka flickered into my core, and I let out a breath I hadn’t known I’d been holding. The first mote winked out almost as quickly as it had appeared.

We’d been within seconds of disaster, but the wahket had turned the tide. My heart soared with pride at their efforts. Soon enough, the last of the drow in the kill chute had been slaughtered. They’d never had a chance. Forty motes of ka appeared in my core, but more importantly, all the wahket engaged in that battle had earned enough experience to increase their sterngth.

<<<>>>

Wahket Warrior

Medium humanoid

Armor Class: 15 (Chain Shirt)

Hit Points: 45 (6d8 + 18)

Speed: 30 feet, climb 20 feet

STR: 12 (+1)

DEX: 17 (+3)

CON: 16 (+3)

INT: 10 (+0)

WIS: 10 (+0)

CHA: 11 (+0)

Skills: Perception +4, Stealth +6

Senses: Darkvision, Passive Perception 10

Languages: Common

Challenge: 3 

Actions

Leonine Lunge: The wahket warrior can double her speed for one movement action. Once this trait has been used, the wahket warrior cannot use it again until she does not move for six seconds.

Claws: Unarmed Strike: +5 to hit, reach 5 feet, one target. Hit: 6 (1d6+3) slashing damage.

Spear: Melee Strike: +5 to hit, reach 10 feet one target. Hit: 6 (1d6+3) piercing damage.

Shield Wall: When ranked up in a row at least 3 wide and equipped with shields, the wahket have an Armor Class of 20. The wahket in the shield wall may only make attacks with their spears and suffer a -2 penalty to hit and damage with those attacks. 

Other wahket may attack over the shield wall with spears and receive a +2 bonus to hit and damage with those attacks.

<<<>>>

I didn’t have time to admire the new and improved wahket, but what I saw was most impressive. Our days of a shield wall defense would probably be at an end now that the wahket could do so much more damage with their claws without giving up much in the way of defense. A slow grin split my face as I imagined the drow charging into battle and the wahket’s claws slicing the faces off our foes.

“How does it feel?” I asked Kozerek in a voice that boomed through every corner of my dungeon. “How does it feel to stand by as your people are torn apart? Their blood will be on your hands, Kozerek.”

Kozerek threw back his head and howled in frustration. The outburst didn’t faze his troops, who didn’t so much as cover their ears or flinch when he unloaded his rage at no one in particular. The soldiers and mages all stood very still because none of them wanted to be singled out for their commander’s wrath.

“I will have your core, dungeon lord,” Kozerek growled. “I will chain you to me for all eternity. When I’ve grown bored with you, you will beg to lick the filth from the soles of my feet for a moment’s escape from the torment you will endure. You will plead with me to be fed alive to the hounds.”

“Big talk, little man,” I said. “But you still have to get to my core. I’m not sure you’ll make it that far, even if you could find it.”

“Find it?” he laughed. “You fool. You cannot hide your core from me. I sense it even now.”

“Sure, sure, Chuckles,” I taunted the dark elf commander. “You keep right on telling yourself that you know everything while my girls trick your soldiers and carve them into steaks to eat later.”

The drow didn’t waste any time on one of his witty retorts or temper tantrums. He drew his swords from their scabbards and stalked ahead of his troops. He was pissed as hell, which is exactly what I wanted to see. The more furious he got, the more likely he was to make a mistake.

And I really, really needed him to make a mistake. I’d whittled away a good chunk of his troops, but he still had all of his sorcerers and most of his swordsmen. And while it would take him a good long while to make his way to my core, I had no doubt Kozerek knew exactly where it was. I’d left it exposed on my cobra throne for just that reason.

“Keep coming,” I thought. “Just keep coming, you arrogant piece of shit.”

Because I hadn’t had enough ka to lay in a real death trap filled with brutal traps, I’d settled on what I hoped was a clever use of four sliding walls. I’d also moved the triggers for the sliding walls away from the walls themselves, including hiding three of them inside the wahket’s ambush galleries, to minimize the chances of the drow finding them. 

Three of the walls had gone off to perfect effect, which left one to go. 

And now it was time for the dangerous part of my plan.

“Okay, kids,” I said to my guardians. “We’ve got the bad guys trapped inside my dungeon with no easy way to retreat. It’s time for part two of the plan.”

“You’re sure this is a good idea?” Nephket asked. “If they reach your core, all of this is for nothing.”

“They’ve got a lot of winding passageway to get through before they reach my core,” I said. “And there is still one big surprise waiting for them before they get there. With any luck, we’ll finish this before they realize what’s happened, and then we can starve them out.”

There were a lot of dubious looks sent my way, and I didn’t blame my guardians for their worry. This was a huge gamble, and if it didn’t go as planned, we were well and truly fucked.

“It’s the only play we’ve got,” I confessed. “We have to see it through.”

Delsinia looked around the Chamber of Bones and Shadows one last time, then lowered one of her bone daggers through the transparent section of its floor. 

While the wahket had been safely locked away in the ambush galleries I’d created for them, my guardians and I had hidden in Delsinia’s extra-dimensional pocket right outside the Solamantic Web. Kozerek and his asshole pals had run right below us, completely unaware that the enemy they sought was just a few feet away. The asshole hadn’t even considered we would use Delsinia’s powers to thwart him, and now he was about to pay the price for his stupidity. 

Delsinia climbed down the spinal column that bound her daggers together, and the rest of us followed her. I was the last to descend, and Delsinia reclaimed her weapon once my feet touched the ground. It coiled around her waist like an obedient serpent, and the bone knives curved around one another like an ornate buckle.

“In and out,” Kezakazek reminded all of us. “If this web really does drop us into the middle of House Jerazikek, our lives will be in danger from the instant we cross through.”

“We weren’t planning on a sightseeing tour,” Zillah teased. “But your point is well taken. I promise not to eat any drow that does not absolutely need to be eaten.”

That earned a grim chuckle from the rest of us, but I knew whistling past the graveyard when I heard it. This was an incredibly dangerous move on our part, and it could easily end in disaster. I had to move my dungeon into the heart of enemy territory, which would give any drow who found us access to my core. 

I raised my hand toward the Solamantic Web and commanded it to open. There was a faint shudder in the air around us as reality warped and twisted, and the strands of the web twisted and churned to form a gateway between Soketra and wherever the fuck the dark elves had come from. A spiral of sparking power spun in midair before us and then faded to reveal an inky black hole in reality.

“Let’s move,” I said. 

Zillah leapt through the opening in space and vanished from our sight the instant she crossed its threshold. 

I held my breath and waited for her to give us the signal to go ahead. One painful heartbeat after another thudded past for what seemed like an eternity, with no sign of the scorpion queen’s beautiful and savage face.

“All clear!” Zillah shouted as her head reappeared for a split second and then retreated back through the Solamantic Web’s gateway.

I commanded my dungeon to move forward, and the passageway shot toward the darkness. I braced myself for yet another loss of ka to maintain the dungeon across dimensions, but it didn’t happen. 

Because my dungeon had stopped at the mouth of the Solamantic Web.

<<<>>>

This territory has been claimed by another dungeon lord.

<<<>>>

“Well,” I snapped. “This fucking sucks.”

“What’s wrong?” Kezakazek asked. “We’re clear. Let’s go.”

“I can’t move the dungeon through the web. There’s another dungeon lord blocking our path,” I said. “Until we can claim the stele that’s in the way, I’m stuck on this side of the portal.”  

“Where is the stele?” Nephket asked. 

“No idea,” I said. “Probably somewhere close.”

Nephket turned to face me. She reached up, nuzzled her cheeks on either side of my face, and gave me a long, lingering kiss.

“We’ll find it for you,” she said. “Then you can claim it and we can move through and finish this.”

Before I could protest, my guardians vanished through the web and into the drow fortress. A flash of anger passed through my thoughts, and Rathokhetra added his annoyance to it.

That was enough to get me to calm down and remind myself that the guardians had made this move for me. They hadn’t defied me, they were trying to help me. 

But what they’d done was still incredibly dangerous. My connection to all of them but Nephket was severed the instant they crossed the web’s threshold. Even the mental ties to my familiar were stretched thin by the distance between us, and her thoughts were distorted by a strange crackle of static.

“Neph,” I sent to her. “Keep in touch. Our connection isn’t solid through the web.”

“See through my eyes,” she called back. “If you start to lose contact, we’ll turn back.”

That was a good idea, and I immediately took Nephket up on the offer.

And wished I hadn’t.

My guardians were in a grand hall of some sort. The floor was made from an enormous slab of polished black stone that emanated a faint purple radiance. An enormous design had been carved into the floor in stomach-churning detail. While Nephket wouldn’t focus on it for any length of time, the scene the drow had created involved some kind of demonic creature with a thousand cock-tipped tentacles. Dozens of those flailing dick whips had found imaginative homes in drow who seemed to be either lost in ecstasy or near death. The rest of the tentacles coiled in the air and dripped gruesome fluids from their bulbous tips onto the upturned faces of the creature’s partners.

Gross.

I turned my attention away from the hentai engraving and back to the drow in my dungeon. They’d entered another chokepoint tunnel, this one littered with fake triggers that I’d crafted by creating floor tiles that didn’t quite sit evenly with their neighbors. 

The drow wasted minutes at a time looking for deadly devices that didn’t exist. Every time they found a wobbly tile, the scouts stopped, examined it, and then tried to disarm a trap that didn’t exist. It was slow, tedious work, and it drove their leader to exasperated madness.

Just the way I liked it.

The more time the drow wasted, the more impatient their leader would become. His impatience would cause him to lash out at his underlings, and that would make them careless. If I was very lucky, they would spend the next half hour navigating that chokepoint and, when they didn’t stumble across any real traps, they’d just assume anything else they found was another bluff.

“I don’t think there’s anyone left behind,” Nephket reported back to me. “We haven’t seen a soul, and Zillah says she can’t sense any vibrations that don’t belong to us. We’ve sent the scorpions out to look for any drow who remained behind, but we may be in the clear.”

I wanted to believe my familiar was correct, but I couldn’t. If there was an active stele that meant there was a dungeon lord somewhere nearby. Even if by some miracle the dungeon lord was far away dealing with some other dungeon entirely, he would know that my guardians were in his territory. No dungeon lord would tolerate invaders for long, and it was only a matter of a very short time before whoever owned the stele that blocked my way would send some guardians to find out what the fuck had happened.

“Be careful,” I warned my familiar. “Whoever owns that dungeon knows you’re there. Find the stele. I’ll worry about the rest of this mess.”

Minutes ticked by with interminable slowness. The wahket paced restlessly in the secret rooms I’d created for them. They wanted me to turn them loose on the drow to slake their bloodlust. 

That wasn’t in the cards. The wahket were safe where they were, and I wouldn’t risk any of their lives in a futile battle against a superior force. So far, we’d had the advantage of surprise against our enemies, and I wanted to keep it that way. First-level wahket, even ones as fierce as my worshipers, weren’t a match for a well-armed force of sixth-level drow warriors backed up by a wizard and his cabal of sorcerers.

“Patience,” I told the wahket. “Your time is coming.”

The drow had finally exited the long passage filled with fake traps. Their leader was practically beside himself with rage at that point, and it did my heart good to see him stomping and screaming at his underlings.

“You fools wasted too much time scraping at the floor and found nothing!” he screamed. “I should flay all the scouts and feed them to my dogs.”

“But Lord Kozerek,” one of the scouts lamented. “If we had missed a trap, the consequences would have been catastrophic.”

Kozerek’s eyes narrowed to slits of pure malice. His rage emanated from him like a poisonous stink that made all the drow take a step back.

Too late the scout realized her error. She raised one hand defensively, but Kozerek slapped it aside and glared at her as she shivered in place.

“Peel,” he commanded.

The dark elf began to scream as her body obeyed Kozerek’s command. Streams of blood coursed from beneath her helmet and traveled down her face like gory rivers. The bridge of her nose curled away from the cartilage beneath like a thin slice of peel from a potato. Her cheeks flayed themselves next, and her jaw flopped open as she wailed in agony.

The rest of the drow stared in horror at their comrade as her flesh stripped itself from her bones and slithered out of her armor. Scraps of meat littered the ground around the scout like bloody leaves from an alien tree.

She collapsed into her own gore a few moments later, and her scream withered to a pitiful whimper.

Finally, she went silent.

“Let that be a lesson to the rest of you,” Kozerek barked at the remaining scouts. “We will wait here while you scout ahead. Be quick, be thorough. Do not fail me in this.”

The scouts vanished through an exit on the opposite side of the room while Kozerek and the rest of the troops stood in loose formation. The chamber was a square approximately fifty feet across, and it was boring as hell. The only feature of note was the ceiling, which was almost as tall as the dungeon was wide. Several of the drow had taken note of this oddity, but none of them seemed too concerned about it.

Idiots.

“This place is strange,” Nephket whispered in my thoughts. “Kezakazek claims it wasn’t built by drow. She believes they took it from someone.”

“Probably from the dungeon lord who owns the stele that’s blocking my path,” I said. “Be very, very careful.”

“We are,” Nephket assured me. “But we’ve found nothing to worry about so far.”

That made me wonder if the drow were using the same tactics as I was. Lure your enemies in, let them get comfortable, then drop a ten-ton hammer on their fucking heads before they realized they’re in danger.

I focused my vision on Nephket’s point of view and saw just how right she was. They’d left the grand hall and made their way deeper into the fortress. Instead of a glossy black, this floor was a cracked mess, littered with chunks of stone and mortar like the abandoned toys of an angry child. The walls were covered with tapestries that had once been colorful erotic displays, but the fabric had faded and frayed over the years, and most of the detail was now so moth-eaten and tattered it was hard to tell what was fucking what.

“Looks like an abandoned porn set in a bad part of town,” I thought.

“What is a porn set?” Nephket asked, her curiosity piqued.

I tried to come up with a good way explain porn movies to a cat woman who’d never seen anything remotely like television and hadn’t been around men for the few hundred years leading up to my return. I gave up after a few seconds’ consideration and just sent her a mental image.

“Oh,” she replied. “Looks like something that would appeal to Zillah.”

Satisfied my guardians weren’t in immediate danger of having their throats torn out by some vicious dungeon lord, I returned my senses to The Invading Drow Game Show.

One of the scouts had returned and knelt before Kozerek.

“We have found nothing for fifty feet beyond this chamber,” the dark elf said. “We believe the dungeon lord may not have had time to lay traps deep into his core. I suggest we move the attack force ahead.”

Kozerek furrowed his brow and considered his dilemma. He didn’t believe there weren’t any other traps ahead of us. But if the scouts had returned safely, there was no point in wasting time.

“Very well,” he said. “Return to your brothers and sisters. Continue your exploration. We will move forward.”

The scout nodded and scampered away from Kozerek. I’d have almost felt sorry for the scout if he wasn’t part of the army of fuckstains who wanted to kill me.

“Forward!” Kozerek led his troops across the chamber.

The drow marched in a wide formation meant to maximize their attack power against any foes who might appear, but they faced no enemies. 

I waited until the last of them had crossed the chamber’s midpoint and then sprang my last, and best, trap.

“Now,” I said to the wahket.

Nunet rushed to the square red plate I’d placed on the back wall of the ambush gallery. She pushed on the trigger, and it sank into the wall with a faint click.

The wide chamber the drow were halfway across was actually two passages, one above the other. All that separated the top half, where the dark elves were, from the bottom half was a fifty-foot square of five-foot-thick stone.

And that giant chunk of rock was balanced on a single stone brace that ran along its underside, neatly splitting the chamber in half across its width. The western half of the room was much wider and heavier than its eastern half, which would normally have caused it to tilt down into the deep western end of the passage like a seesaw with a fat kid on one seat.

But a single five-foot section of stone wall that jutted horizontally below the western end of the slab held it in place.

The trap that Nunet had triggered caused that final sliding wall to retract. Without that wall to support its weight, the western end of the rotating floor swung down with the speed of a trap door under a gibbet.

The eighty or so drow gathered on the western half of the stone suddenly realized just how badly they’d fucked up.

Kozerek shouted an order to retreat, but it was far too late for that. The drow screamed in confusion as the floor vanished from beneath them and they plummeted thirty feet into the passage below.

Legs shattered as the drow in the front slammed into the stone floor at the bottom of my trap. Kozerek himself ended up on the bottom of the dog pile and cried out in pain as the weight of his army fell on him. More bones broke and the first drow to fall had the air crushed from their lungs by their allies. Dazed and battered by their fall, the drow army lay still at the bottom of my trap.

And then the second half of the trap went off.

The stone slab that had dumped the drow into the lower half of the chamber was thicker on the western end than on its eastern side. When the weight of the drow army slid off the east side of the slab, the much heavier opposite end of the pivoting floor obeyed the law of gravity and slammed back down into its resting place.

With a thunderous crash, the trap sealed the drow into a tidy prison.

“Oh, shit,” I shouted at the fallen drow. The Dungeon Speaks ability lent my voice a weird, warbling echo that made it sound as if it came from somewhere south of the depths of Hell. My words rebounded against the walls of their prison until it sounded like there were a hundred of me shouting at them. “Did you fall down and go boom?”

Their leader’s face had paled to an ashen-gray pallor. His eyes bulged in their sockets, and the red stains of burst blood vessels crawled across their whites.

“I will destroy you,” he howled. His voice cracked as it rose up through the octaves. He sounded more like a madman who’d missed a round of meds than a powerful wizard. “I will tear this place down around your ears and feast on your soul.”

“Seems unlikely,” I said. “You’re trapped down there at the bottom of a pit which I created, and all your friends are on top of you. You’re stuck like bugs in a spider’s web. And speaking of a web, I’m about to shut yours down. Get used to your new digs, Kozerek. They’re your new home.”

“You cannot fathom the forces you are tampering with,” he growled. “The Solamantic Web is not a toy for children like you. You are as likely to destroy yourself as to close the web.”

“I’ll take my chances,” I told him. “Ta-ta for now, spunky.”

With most of the drow army safely out of the way, I turned my attention back to my guardians.

“Any luck?” I asked Nephket.

“Zillah found some weird magical item she insists is a sex toy,” my priestess responded. “But no dungeon lord so far. How are things on your end?”

“Pretty good,” I said. “Most of the bad guys are safe at the bottom of a pit, and I don’t think they’ll get out anytime soon.”

“Whoa,” Nephket said. “I think we might be getting close to the dungeon lord.”

With that, she slowly rotated to give me a good look at their surroundings.

The first thing that hit me was the smell of burned hair. It hung in the air like a poison cloud that clawed at Nephket’s nostrils with every breath she took.

The second thing I noticed was just how big this fucking place was. The hallway that Nephket stood in was close to a hundred feet wide, and it was so long its ends were hidden in deep shadows. Open archways and closed doors lined both sides of the enormous hall, and I counted fifty of each before I ran out of patience.

“How the fuck are we going to find the stele before I die of old age?” I wondered.

“That’s a very good question,” Nephket said. “Do you have any spells that might be able to detect magic? It should be the strongest power here.”

That was an excellent idea, but the only spells available to me were a pair that could cure wounds and one that would light up an enemy like a fireworks display. All useful, but not in this circumstance.

Rathokhetra stirred a memory up for me, and I summoned the Tablet of Incarnation.

“The Dungeon Reveals, The Dungeon’s Voice, The Dungeon’s Visage,” I read off the list of low-level powers. “Here it is. The Dungeon Detects.”

<<<>>>

THE DUNGEON DETECTS

Duration: Permanent

Cost: 5 motes of ka

This ability allows the dungeon lord to detect any magical items within 100 yards of his dungeon. The dungeon lord is aware of the general location (within 50 feet) and approximate power of the magical item. The dungeon lord does not know any other details about this magical item.

<<<>>>

I gladly dropped the five motes and cracked my knuckles. It was time to get to work.

I closed my eyes and let my attention drift out to Nephket’s mind. The Familiar Bond I’d purchased earlier allowed me to use my abilities from her point of view, rather than only my own. I activated The Dungeon Detects and felt a sudden rush as my awareness flowed out in all directions from Nephket.

“What was that?” Nephket asked, her eyes wide. A shiver ran down her spine, and goose pimples rose across her skin.

“Magic radar,” I said. “Not a big deal. Just one of those things a dungeon lord can do.”

“Most impressive,” she said. “Whoa.”

She turned her head from side to side, looked up, looked down, and turned in a slow circle. Points of light appeared around her at various distances. I instinctively knew they were all minor magical items, but that was all the information my new ability afforded me.

“A lot of magic in here,” she said. “We should gather all of this up. It could be incredibly useful.”

“We’ll have time to explore later,” I said. “Maybe. But if we don’t find this dungeon lord and his stele first, we’re fucked.”

Nephket nodded, and together we analyzed what we could now see. 

The Dungeon Detects covered a hundred yards, which extended beyond the perimeter of this fortress. Oddly, at about fifty yards the ability picked up a solid wall of magic that extended to the limits of my ability. What the hell was that?

I shook my head and focused on the items closer to Nephket. There were a trio of small and less powerful sources thirty feet below my familiar’s location. They seemed like insignificant powers, so they couldn’t possibly be the core. Maybe they were lightly enchanted weapons or armor of some type. I noted them for later and moved on.

There were a dozen or more magical items flanking the hall where Nephket stood, but I dismissed them almost immediately. They were far too weak to be a stele or a dungeon lord’s core.

Ten feet overhead, on the floor above, there was a neat row of glowing red dots that seemed relatively powerful. I’m not sure what they were, but their triangular arrangement led me to believe they were ritual items of some sort. Maybe another gate key?

But thirty feet over her head lay a real prize. A half-dozen magical items, all more powerful than any of the items on the lower floors, surrounded an even more powerful item that glowed like a dying star.

“There,” I said and made sure Nephket had a clear image of what I meant. “That’s the one. Find some stairs and get up there.”

“How are the wahket?” Nephket asked.

“Bored,” I said. “I’ve got all but a handful of the drow captured, so there’s not much for them to do.”

“Good,” Nephket said. Then, to the other guardians, “All right, ladies, we need to find a stairway up to the next floor.”

My guardians continued down the hall, instinctively splitting their attention to the left and right. Pinchy and the other scorpions scuttled in and out of the archways in search of a staircase.

After a solid quarter hour of searching, the guardians finally found a stairway and made their way up to the next floor. But they stopped dead at the top of the staircase and stared at the mess before them.

“I do not like this,” Nephket said.

A narrow passage led away from the top of the staircase, and deep purple stones embedded in the ceiling illuminated the scene. The walls were constructed of slabs of striated muscle that looked like they’d been carved off a creature the size of a house. Heavy black stitches tied the meaty slabs together and fastened it to rings in the ceiling and to hooks on the floor. 

The ceiling was made entirely of scalps. Dozens of bloody, hairy swatches of skin were bound together by thick copper spikes. Some scalps were old and nearly mummified, while others were still moist and dripped splatters of blood onto the floor.

As repulsive as the ceilings and walls were, it was the floor that had stopped the guardians.

It was alive.

Male and female torsos of countless different races had been stitched together by a madman. They were attached to one another by coarse threads stitched through the stumps of their arms and legs. The hideous quilt of meat and bone wriggled. Countless eyes opened and closed in stupefied horror at their situation. Tongues licked at the air as if in search of something to explain their terrifying situation.

“Who would do this?” Zillah asked. “This is madness.”

“This isn’t drow work,” Kezakazek said. “There is something darker at work here. Something older than my people.”

“We can debate its origins later,” Delsinia said with a deep sigh. “Let’s finish this.”

The rest of the guardians followed her advice, and the quartet moved as quickly as they could across the twisted floor. It took them what felt like an eternity to reach the next chamber, and I felt the seeds of nightmares forming in Nephket’s head.

“Shit,” Zillah said after she saw what lay in the next chamber. “This is even worse than the hall.”

The rest of the guardians joined her at the door, and Nephket blew out an exhausted sigh.

Her eyes roamed over the scene and showed me everything in the chamber. 

Zillah was right. 

This was worse than the mess in the hallway.

A lot worse.
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Chapter 15: The Spider
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THE STAIRCASE MY GUARDIANS had followed to the source of the magic ended in a narrow hallway and a door. 

Long bones, far too large to have come from any humanoid creature, had been bound together with intricate knots of copper wire to give the door its shape. Smooth ribs nestled in-between the long bones, their curves fitted together so carefully only the smallest of spaces remained between them. Those gaps had been plugged with teeth of all shapes and sizes, pristine and white as if they’d been plucked from jaws that very day.

But even that bizarre portal hadn’t disturbed Zillah. It was the room that lay beyond.

That chamber was a half-sphere thirty feet in diameter. An enormous spinal column supported the ceiling from just above the doorway to the floor on the opposite side of the room. The immense vertebrae, each at least five feet long, had been wired together with copper cords as big around as my wrist.

Gargantuan ribs descended from that central spine and split the ceiling into six equal sections. Each of the roof’s section was composed of a different kind of bone. The first section was fashioned from skulls wedged together and held in place with copper wire knotted through their black, staring sockets. 

The second area was nothing but rib bones; the third, arms; the fifth, pelvises; and the sixth, legs. The floor was constructed from tiny bones, mostly teeth and fingers, with progressively smaller and more intricate copper wires to hold them all in place.

The bones were a testament to an impressive feat of engineering, but it was the runes that covered those bones that demonstrated their creator’s madness. Someone, or something, had taken the time to inscribe runes onto every single bone in that room, including the thousands of bones that made up its floor. The inscriptions were so clean and uniform they could have been punched out of a machine.

“This would have taken decades,” Nephket said, her voice trembling with awe.

“Centuries,” Kezakazek corrected. “This is the work of an insane immortal. Or a dynasty of mortals. It’s—”

The floor groaned and split along seams that had been invisible only moments ago. The sections slid back into the wall to reveal a star-shaped hole that exhaled a foul, too-sweet stench. 

“I do not like this, not at all,” Zillah said. Her tail quivered above her head, poised to strike at whatever emerged from the impenetrable blackness at the chamber’s center.

“This is impossible,” Kezakazek whispered as a star of pure darkness rose from the center of the room. The inky blackness filled the gaps left by the retracted sections of the floor, then continued to rise until it reached the arched ceiling. 

If the chamber itself was the product of an insane mind, what the parting shadows revealed beggared the imagination of even the maddest.

Six small rings of amber light appeared at the points of the floor sections around the abyss. The runes that made up those rings twisted and writhed like breeding serpents and stung my guardians’ eyes if they stared at them for more than a handful of seconds. Beams of sulfurous light burst from each of the runic circles and converged on the twisted creation that had risen from the floor’s center.

“Oh, fuck,” Nephket said. 

An enormous creature stood at the center of the chamber, its skin an oily, rubbery black substance that reflected nauseating rainbows from any light that touched it. The beast’s form shifted and blurred when Nephket tried to examine it for my benefit, and only by turning her eyes slightly away from the thing was she able to get a glimpse of its truly horrific form.

And that glimpse was more than enough. One brief image of the horror burned the tortured creature’s image in both of our minds and left us too stunned to speak for a moment.

The creature was so tall its sloped skull almost touched the spine embedded in the room’s ceiling. At one point the creature had possessed six eyes, but someone had plucked them from their sockets and then stuffed the puckered holes with gray ashes. The creature’s mouth had likewise been defiled and was surrounded by chipped yellowed fragments of what might once have been an octopus-like beak. All the thing’s teeth had been shattered, snapped off at the gum line to leave nothing but cracked roots and exposed nerves in tortured sockets.

Countless tentacles, long and muscular, had once emerged from the creature’s torso. Someone, or something, had ripped those appendages away from the beast’s body and left behind ragged stumps.

And that was where the true horror began. 

Some cruel fiend had embedded barbed copper rods into the stumps that dotted the mutilated beast’s body. They’d threaded the severed tentacles onto those rods like strips of teriyaki chicken ready for the grill. Whoever was responsible for this monstrosity had bent the rods into writhing, serpentine forms that made the tentacles look like they were prepared to strike with their phallic tips.

The creature’s long, gorilla-like arms had suffered the same fate. They had been torn loose from their sockets at the shoulders and elbows and then reconnected by copper splints screwed through the meat into the bone. The beast’s gangly legs hadn’t been spared, and the screws and wires that had replaced its hip joints and knees were bent from the weight they’d been forced to support.

Despite the tortures that had been visited upon the creature, it was still alive. It drew one shuddering breath after another, and the sound of its heartbeats echoed through the chamber like the sluggish pounding of a dilapidated machine. Its breaths filled the chamber with a sickly aroma tinged with the stench of decay.

“This has to die,” Zillah rasped. “Now.”

“Stop her!” I shouted in Nephket’s thoughts.

The wahket grabbed the scorpion queen by the shoulder and shook her head.

“Whatever this thing is,” Zillah said, “we can’t just leave it here.”

“We won’t,” I said to Nephket, and she relayed my words so the other guardians could hear her. “This thing is tied to the Solamantic Web. If you kill it, you could be trapped in Kozerek’s fortress. Give me a few minutes. I think I can untangle the threads of the web from this thing without bringing the whole thing down.”

I studied the creature through Nephket’s eyes and tried to make sense of it. This was definitely a dungeon lord of some sort, and it was definitely something that Kozerek had enslaved somehow. When I focused on it, I could see the lines of power that ran from its body into the luminous runic circles that bound it, and from those rings into the very substance of the Solamantic Web.

I knew that one of those threads led to my dungeon, but I had no idea which one. If I removed the wrong binding, I’d bring the whole thing crashing down around my guardians’ ears. 

That was something I wasn’t willing to risk.

I approached the Solamantic Web and studied the threads that tied the many worlds together. It was a complicated pattern, with many redundancies and threads that spiraled off into nothingness. I tried to follow the thread that led from Soketra to Kozerek’s lair, but I was frustrated to discover that it frayed and unraveled in a dozen different directions when I tried to follow it.

The harder I stared at the web, the more difficult it was to make any sense of it. I paced before the web, clenched my fists, took a deep breath, and focused on my meditation.

In.

Out.

I concentrated on each breath and let it carry me away from my current predicament. It was a trick I’d used often as a hacker, and it worked wonders to focus my mind without distraction. It also unfettered my creativity from the chains of frustration and anxiety I’d experienced all too often in my life.

In. 

Out.

“Nephket, tell the others to watch the rings. I’m going to try something,” I said. “I want to know if any of the rings react to it.”

I reached out and laid my finger on the orb that represented Soketra. I concentrated on the connection between here and there and imagined a ripple passing from one end of the thread to the other.

“Yes!” Nephket shouted in my thoughts. “One of the rings just flashed.”

“Perfect,” I said. “That’s exactly what I needed to know. Keep an eye on that ring. I’m coming through.”

“No!” Nephket shouted. “We can handle it on this side.”

But I knew they couldn’t. They were guardians, powerful in their own right, but they didn’t have the abilities of a dungeon lord. They couldn’t manipulate the Solamantic Web, and I was sure that would be a necessary part of this procedure.

I also didn’t want them alone with the flailing dick monster if it suddenly woke up and decided to kill everyone it could get its penile tentacles around. I didn’t believe for a second that the creature was helpless or defenseless. Someone might have played mad scientist with its parts, but, somehow, it was still alive.

And I’d bet even money it was pissed about the situation it found itself in. If it woke up, I wanted to be there to subdue it again.

I checked to be sure my core still floated above my shoulder, then plunged into the Solamantic Web. There was still another core back at the cobra throne where I’d left it, but that one was empty. Kozerek might be able to do something vile with any core, but at least he wouldn’t have my ka.

Passing through the web was like riding the Tilt-A-Whirl after downing a fifth of Gentleman Jack with an LSD chaser. My head and stomach went in two different directions, and my eyes tried their best to convince my brain that they could see for miles, and miles, and miles in every direction at the same time. Glimpses of strange worlds flitted across my vision: giraffe-like creatures with pendulous breasts that dangled from the sides of their throats, bird-men with spikes like hypodermics where their genitalia belonged screeched at a marching column of fungus creatures, and a whole world of jackal-headed women lounged on piles of offal surrounded by clouds of vermillion smoke.

Those were just the things my mind could grasp. There were dozens of other more surreal scenes that flitted in and out of my perception before I could make sense of them and stow the madness in my memories. 

The multiverse is a weird fucking place, boy and girls.

And if I’d thought the view from Nephket’s eyes had prepared me for the insanity that was Kozerek’s Krazy Klub for Wayward Drow, I was sadly mistaken.

My senses swam the instant my feet touched down on the glossy black floor. The engraved vision of the dick-monster orgy bubbled up from the floor in all its disgusting, three-dimensional glory. With every step I took, my vision seemed less trustworthy, and an insistent throbbing took up residence between my ears.

“You okay, boss?” Zillah asked.

While I was relieved to have my guardians back in my thoughts, I wasn’t pleased that they sensed my discomfort.

“I’m all right,” I confirmed. “Just a little woozy from my trip through the web. You guys could have warned me what a mindfuck that is.”

“Would have if I’d known,” Zillah said, “but it was a walk in the park for me. A heartbeat of complete blackness, and then I was through.”

“Same,” Delsinia added.

“Here, too,” Nephket tossed in her two coppers.

“Barely longer than a blink,” Kezakazek confirmed.

“Must be my awesome dungeon lord senses messing with my head, then,” I explained. “Because I got weird postcards from a bunch of freaky worlds.”

“I have no idea what that means,” Delsinia said. “But it sounds strange.”

“That’s putting it mildly.” I traced my guardians’ footsteps. “What’s the cockerwocky doing in there?”

“Nothing,” Kezakazek said. “It hasn’t moved except to breathe.”

“Good. Let’s hope it stays that way,” I said. “I’ll deal with it shortly.”

Somehow, Nephket’s senses hadn’t conveyed the smell of this place to me. The air was thick with the metallic tang of spilled blood and the ripe, funky smell of dry-aged beef well past its best-by date. There was a decadent floral fragrance there, too, that coated my nostrils and throat with the heady, cloying aroma of honeysuckle. The sticky-sweet bouquet made every breath feel sluggish and difficult. Which was weird because as a dungeon lord I didn’t have to breathe at all.

“Do any of you smell flowers?” I asked my guardians.

“No,” Nephket responded. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

I wasn’t sure of that at all, but there was no point in worrying my guardians about my state of mind. I had to see this through, and we were long past the point of turning back. I’d just kill this tortured dungeon lord before Kozerek figured out how to escape from the hole I’d put him in, and we’d all go home.

Easy-peasy.

“I’m good,” I said. “Just a little farther to go.”

My core throbbed as I forced myself up one flight of stairs, and then another. The perfumed air was an oppressive weight against my face and chest, and my arms and legs were so heavy, I double-checked to make sure I hadn’t mistakenly incarnated. But, no, I was still my immaterial self.

But that didn’t explain why I felt like I was breathing, and my head was full of fuzz.

“Fuck it,” I muttered and pushed on. 

Through sheer, dogged persistence I made it to the floor made of bodies. The writhing of the torsos seemed less tortured and more suggestive in person. Sleek muscles bulged beneath skin moist with sweat, and the stumps ground against one another with a desperate hunger for sensation.

I hesitated on the edge of the passage, then straightened my shoulders and plunged ahead. Those poor fuckers sewn into a floor couldn’t hurt me.

At least, I didn’t think they could.

Before the perfumed air and hypnotically twisted bodies delayed me any more, I fixed my eyes on the staircase at the end of the hall and stepped onto the carpet of flesh.

The whole fortress shook as if a bomb had gone off in its basement. The bodies beneath my feet bucked and heaved with a spastic energy that threatened to knock me off my feet.

“Uh, boss,” Zillah said. “The dick beast is awake.”

“Awesome,” I said. “Stay away from it until I get there.”

A trap. Of course, Kozerek had a trap waiting for me. I should have expected that, but my head was so heavy, and my thoughts had become dull as butter knives.

Every step became a challenge. It was hard enough to keep my balance on a floor determined to buck me onto my ass while the air tried to choke the life out of me, but there was a new and exciting wrinkle to this whole mess.

The other dungeon lord’s attention fell on me like a ton of bricks. It staggered me beneath the ponderous mass of its regard and flooded my thoughts with moaning words that felt more like a whale’s song than anything a human throat might produce.

“Who comes?” it roared.

The power of those syllables dropped me to one knee, and a slobbering, toothless mouth clamped onto my thigh with a repulsive suction. 

Panic stabbed through me at the touch because nothing here should have been able to affect an immaterial dungeon lord. And, yet, the floor tossed me around like a little kid in a bounce house, and mouths suckered onto me like a teenager who thought hickeys were one step shy of vampirism.

Well, if they were going to get all touchy-feely, I’d do the same.

I summoned my khopesh and used it as a crutch to get back on my feet. The sharp tip burrowed into one of the spastic torsos when I put my weight on it, and the whole floor wailed in protest as blood bubbled out of the wound.

“My friends call me Clay, but fuckwits like you know me as Lord Rathokhetra,” I said.

“Fool,” the dungeon lord groaned in a way that made it impossible to tell if it was in pain or about to have its mind blown by a wave of ecstasy. “The trap is sprung.”

“Of course,” I growled and trudged down the bucking hall with my khopesh at the ready. “Story of my fucking life.”

I didn’t know what trap the dick beast had laid for me, but I wasn’t going to wait around to find out. I made my way to the next staircase with only a few more stabs to get the floor to settle down, and bounded up the narrow steps in defiance of the lethargy that tried to sap the strength from my limbs.

“Wow,” Zillah said when I reached my guardians where they waited in the hall outside of the chamber. “You look like troll shit.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Outta my way, I need to see a dick monster about a web.”

“After you,” Delsinia said, and my guardians pressed themselves against the side of the narrow passageway to let me pass. Their eyes stayed glued to me as I headed for the rival dungeon lord, and I felt their pride and confidence in my ability to kill this dungeon lord before it could do the same to me.

Nephket stopped me at the door with a hand on my chest. The tips of her claws snagged my skin lightly, and she leaned up on tiptoes to plant a kiss on my lips. 

“Kill it,” she whispered, “and let’s go home. This place is disturbing.”

“Your wish is my command,” I said with a wink.

“Ugh, you two are so gross,” Kezakazek whined. “But, yeah, kill that thing. All those wiggling dicks are giving me the willies.”

“Ha.” I stepped across the threshold of the room of bones. “I see what you did there.”

Or, at least, that’s what I tried to say.

Before the first syllable had left my mouth, the rival dungeon lord bellowed so loudly my teeth shook in their sockets and my brain felt like someone had tossed it into a paint mixer.

“Kooooozerek,” the imprisoned monstrosity howled. “Your enemies have come.”
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Chapter 16: Sacrifice
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THE CREATURE’S WORDS oozed a perverse sensuality, as if the creature howled its lover’s name instead of cursing its captor. The sheer force of the cry rattled my thoughts for a handful of heartbeats. When my brain cleared, the creature’s chin had drooped almost to its chest, and its tentacles trembled like dry leaves in a chill autumn breeze.

“If you expect Kozerek to come bail you out of this mess, you’re sorely fucking mistaken,” I said as I examined the dick beast. “He’s a long, long way from Kansas, Toto.”

<<<>>>

Insuxexara, The Lurker at the Threshold, Doomed Dungeon Lord

<<<>>>

Well, okay then.

Insuxexara raised its head at the sound of my voice, and its nostrils flared open so wide I could have stuck a fist into each of them. 

“A core?” the damned creature asked. “Give it to me, and I will give you time to run before Kozerek arrives. Let me feast upon your ka, and I will allow you to escape.”

“Your dark elf fuck-buddy’s not coming,” I said. “Seriously, the big bad drow is locked up nice and tight in a pit I dug for him and all of his little pals. It’s just you and me.”

But just to be sure, I turned my attention back to Kozerek.

Sure enough, he was right where I’d left him. Surrounded by his troops, who all knelt on the floor like good little boys and girls. Except...

Where the fuck had all that blood come from?

The floor was slick with deep red puddles that oozed across the cold stone like spilled cream on a counter. Motes of amber light danced across the crimson slicks like water gliders over a pond’s surface. Those lights skidded toward Kozerek, who stood before one of his drow with a knife in his hand and a rictus grin plastered across his face.

“I see you, dungeon lord,” he said to me. The dark elf unleashed a cackle that chilled me to the bone as he ripped his weapon across the soldier’s throat. Blood leapt from the wound and added another layer of red to Kozerek’s sodden shirtsleeve. “You have tampered with the affairs of your betters for the last time.”

Oh, shit. I didn’t know what the dark elf was up to, but it didn’t look good for me.

Okay, fine, whatever. I could still fix this. If I severed the thread, the Solamantic Web would collapse, and my guardians and I could leave the penis blob behind. We’d still have to deal with Kozerek, but we could do that in my dungeon on my terms.  

“Which one of the rings changed earlier,” I asked Nephket, careful to keep my inner voice down even in my thoughts. I didn’t want there to be any chance that Creepy McDicksalot would overhear this conversation.

“The one in the pelvis section,” she responded, her thoughts cool and quiet as a sluggish arctic stream.

Great. I didn’t care for that symbolism even a little. Plus, it was the one on the far side of the room.

Something told me that Insuxexara wouldn’t let me stroll on over and kill that magical ring. I didn’t see any way to sneak around it, either, and I didn’t have time to come up with a better plan. 

Whatever Kozerek was up to had to be nearly complete. There weren’t many of his dark elves still alive.

When in doubt, sometimes I fall back on my earliest teachings from childhood. I’d learned a lot about the element of surprise and shock from a video I’d watched on the internet when I was but a wee tyke.

I took a deep, cleansing breath, hoisted my khopesh over my shoulder, focused my eyes on the ring, and charged straight toward Insuxexara.

“Leeeeeroy Jennnnnkins,” I howled as I sprinted across the room for all I was worth.

Which wasn’t as fast as I’d hoped.

The choking honeysuckle air flooded into my body and made my chest feel like a small elephant had taken a seat on my sternum. Whatever poison was in the air must have been specially tailored to affect dungeon lords because it was fucking me up in the worst way. 

“Idiot,” the bag of dicks moaned, and lashed out at me with a dripping tentacle the color of an eggplant.

The whipping member plowed through the air with little finesse but a shit-ton of strength. As hard as it was for me to move, I knew there was no hope of dodging out of the swinging dick’s way.

Instead, I stayed the course, raised the khopesh high over my head, and brought the weapon down with a guttural battle cry.

The khopesh’s heavy curved end slammed into the swinging tentacle with an ugly squelching noise. Sticky, salty fluids splashed in every direction as the tentacle split in half. A blast of thunder filled the room of bones when the khopesh smashed into the copper rod at the heart of the tentacle and snipped it right in half.

The two halves of the dicktacle swept past me and covered me from head to toe in a vile fluid that clung to me like hagfish slime and smelled like a mixture of bleach and fresh-cut grass. It also tasted awful, but the less I remember about that, the better.

“Aaaaah,” the beast moaned, and its other tentacles thrashed at the air as its whole body trembled in the grips of unspeakable pleasure.

My feet skidded in the slime that covered the floor, and I only remembered to leap over the ring at the center of the room at the last second. With a yelp, I got my feet up and over the amber light with less than an inch to spare.

I don’t know that the runic circle would have killed me if I’d touched it, but let’s be honest: it was that kind of day.

Another tentacle swooped down and slammed into the floor in front of me with bone-splintering force. With a whoop, I jumped over it like an exhausted hurdler and landed on the far side just in time to get walloped by another tentacle that swept in from my blind side.

The impact drove me half a step to the left, and I twisted to the side to keep my foot off the amber circle. Two more tentacles slammed down next to me, and one of them looped around my ankle. A fraction of a second before the penis noose tightened, I hopped away and landed a few inches outside the circle.

Right back where I’d started this fight.

“Okay, ladies,” I thought to my guardians. “Time to shake things up. Delsinia and Zillah, flank this piece of shit the next time I cut it. And don’t step on the circle.”

A grotesque swarm of tentacles flailed at me before I could make my next move, and ropes of slime filled the air around them as they plunged toward my face. I bobbed and weaved away from the attacks like a drunken butterfly, then hopped back inside the amber circle and stung like a bee on steroids. 

The heavy, curved end of my khopesh landed on Insuxexara’s abdomen with the force of a poleaxe. The razor-sharp cutting edge opened the beast’s thick skin like a zipper being pulled, and thick clumps of curdled fat drooled from the wound’s lower lip. Blood, thick and clotted as week-old oatmeal, trailed after my khopesh as it burst free from the creature’s body.

“Aaaaah, so close,” the beast wailed. Its tongue lashed its wet lips like a whip. 

“Gross,” Zillah said as she burst into the room with Delsinia on her heels.

The scorpion queen leapt to the left, then scrambled up the arched bone wall toward the ceiling. She ducked below a sweeping tentacle and caught another in the crotch of her mancatcher. With an angry shout, Zillah used her leverage on the tentacle to whip her body around and somersaulted to the floor. A twist of her wrist caused the spear to snap closed, and a severed tentacle crashed to the bones behind the scorpion queen.

Meanwhile, Delsinia sprinted into the room, a bone dagger in each hand. She dropped to her knees and slid beneath one of the tentacles, then popped up and cartwheeled over another attack. She landed on Insuxexara’s right side, took a step back from the circle, and spun one of her daggers over her head. The spinal column that bound the two daggers together whirred as it sliced through the air.

“Morsels,” the dick beast moaned. “I smell you. Come closer and give me a taste.”

“You got it,” Zillah snarled and darted up to the edge of the amber circle. The runes flared crimson and shifted in a dizzying pattern that lit the scorpion queen’s face with streaks of bloody light. She batted aside one of the monstrosity’s tentacles, then plunged her tail into the imprisoned dungeon lord’s side. The sac behind the stinger’s tip pulsed as it injected dead green fluid into Insuxexara’s bloated body.

I was surprised to see Pinchy and her cousins scuttle out along Zillah’s tail and fling themselves at the beast. Their feet dug into the blubbery flesh when they landed, and their tails pumped spurts of venom into Insuxexara’s flesh.

“Neph, crossbow, Kezakazek, acid balls,” I shot the order into my guardians’ thoughts. 

I was almost in position, but the doomed dungeon lord knew it. Its tentacles wove complex patterns in the air to hold Zillah and Delsinia at bay, but most of its attention was focused on me. It smashed its penile limbs into the floor in a frenzy that filled the air with sticky cords of disgusting goo and made it damned near impossible for me to do anything but duck and weave around the attacks.

The choking honeysuckle perfume didn’t help matters. Every time I took a step I wheezed, despite the fact that I was not incarnated, and every parry made my lungs ache and my heart thud. The smell had worn me down more than the actual combat, and I couldn’t spare the mental bandwidth to figure out how the hell it had affected me at all.

“I see you, Rathokhetra,” the chained dungeon lord moaned. “Do you remember Villacarsola? How the men screamed when they burned, how the women wept when you chained them to your altar! Glorious!”

The old dungeon lord in my thoughts recoiled at a memory so dark it made my whole brain feel dirty. Bodies charred to cinders dotted a landscape awash in gray ash and sticky pools of blood. Scarred and scorched creatures that looked like a junior mad scientist project to breed shrimp with lizards bore heavy silver collars around their necks. Chains led from those collars to a stone slab adorned with detailed engravings that depicted an army of lions that devoured everything in its path.

And atop that altar held aloft by slaves, Rathokhetra reclined with his most trusted guardians at his side. A smile curled his lips at the sight of his enemies laid low, and satisfaction oozed from him in repulsive waves.

“Liar!” Delsinia screamed and vaulted over the amber ring. Her chest heaved with the effort of each breath, and her pale body gleamed with a fine layer of sweat. Apparently I wasn’t the only one bothered by the honeysuckle air freshener of doom.

She landed directly in front of the monster and unleashed her spinning dagger. The razor-sharp bone’s tip burrowed into Insuxexara’s face and carved a wicked valley of gore from the corner of its mouth up past its eye. Blood flowed from the wound in a sticky sheet, and a flap of flesh flopped away from the bone beneath to lay raw and twitching against the dungeon lord’s face.

A heartbeat later, one of Kezakazek’s spheres of acid splashed into the wound I’d opened in the beast’s belly. A bolt from Nephket’s crossbow followed it and vanished up to the fletchings in the creature’s meaty torso.

“Delightful,” the chained dungeon lord moaned. “Would that I could keep you here forever...”

As it writhed in ecstasy, I saw my chance.

My khopesh rose and fell with a mind of its own. The blade hacked through a tangle of writhing, squirting tentacles that lay between me and my target. I lurched through the severed meat hoses and my feet slithered through the sticky, revolting muck that oozed from their severed halves. I dropped to my knees and slid the last foot to the amber circle that tied Insuxexara to the Solamantic Web’s thread linked to Soketra.

“Get ready to run,” I thought to my guardians. “Shit is about to get crazy.”

This close to the smaller circle of runes, I saw that it contained an object. A simple copper spike had been driven through the bone floor with such force that its once flat head had become rounded and its edges deformed. 

Each of the glowing runes in the circle that surrounded the spike emitted a coil of power that looked like a strand of molten lava. And those strands wrapped tightly around the copper spike, covering it from its slumped crown to where it disappeared into a splintered bone.

Before the creature could launch another dick-slap attack on me, I reached out and closed my hand around the copper spike.

It had about the same rude effect on me as if I’d just pissed on a high-voltage line.

A blast of raw power ripped through my immaterial dungeon lord body and set my nonexistent nerves ablaze. My thoughts scattered like a flock of crows at the blast of a shotgun, and the whole world became a very vivid shade of amber shot through with cracks of impossibly white light.

My mouth tasted like hot metal, and a blanket of angry bees settled into my skin to sting me with a thousand barbed needles. 

“Get up,” Rathokhetra demanded. “Kozerek is coming.”

“How the hell did he escape from my trap?” I asked. 

“Magic,” Rathokhetra responded.

“No shit,” I thought. “Need a second. I think I’m dead.”

My body just wouldn’t respond. The amber and white light still flooded my body, and only my sense of taste remained. This really felt like death.

“You are not dead,” Rathokhetra stated. “Kozerek laid a trap on the spike, you are merely stunned. But if you do not get back on your feet soon, you will most assuredly die.”

“Fine,” I grunted and did my best to not die. I think I made it almost all the way up to my hands and knees before Tiger Woods in his prime swung a driver up into my guts so hard I could smell the last meal I’d eaten, and that had been back on Earth.

The blow knocked me onto my back, but it also cleared my vision and opened up my other sense to a whole cornucopia of exciting sensations.

None of which I particularly wanted to experience, because they all hurt.

“Fool,” Kozerek spat. He floated five feet off the floor, supported by an aura of amber light that emanated from the runic circles on the floor. “You thought you could come into my domain and tamper with my work?”

“That was kind of the idea,” I said as I levered myself back onto my feet with my khopesh. The sounds of battle came from all around me, and a quick dip into the thoughts of my guardians told me they were all engaged with the dick beast. Insuxexara was really earning his paycheck today. “Honestly, it’s still the plan.”

Of course, what the dark elf didn’t know was that I was busily rearranging my plan at that very moment. Now that he was here, I saw no point in severing the connection between this world and Soketra. If I killed the asshole, the original plan was moot.

“Anunaset,” I thought to the wahket as I made a quick alteration to my dungeon. “Follow the light. Bring the others. I need your help.”

“No,” Kozerek said with a sad sigh. “The plan is for you to die.”

The wizard barked an ugly string of syllables that reminded me of the grinding clatter from my cousin’s car after she’d forgotten to get its oil changed. 

For three years.

A blast of raw force surged toward me, but I didn’t stick around to take another shot on the chin. I rolled away from the circle and Kozerek and dragged myself to my feet with my khopesh at the ready.

“Oh, a swing and a miss,” I said. “Come a little closer, buddy, I’ve got something I’d like to show you.”

“I can see everything I need to see from right here,” the dark elf said with an irritating smirk. He opened his right hand and a whip of ebony arcane power leapt at my face.

I recoiled from the attack out of blind instinct, which saved me from a very nasty shot to the noggin at the expense of a bruising blow to my shoulder. My magical armor deflected some of the attack’s force, but not nearly enough.

This was the first time since I’d become a dungeon lord that I or any of my guardians had been really hurt. Now, in addition to the compass rose that always clung to the edge of my vision, there were five new circles on the right side of my field of view. The one at the top of the column represented my health, and it glowed an ominous caution-light yellow. The four beneath it belonged to each of my guardians, and they, too, were all yellow. Even Neph and Kez, who I’d ordered to stay at the door, had suffered some damage. It must be the damned air.

“You are doomed,” Kozerek said. “Like this pathetic slave to its own desires, Insuxexara.”

“Koooozerek,” the chained dungeon lord moaned at the sound of its name. “I need more. More!”

I had no idea what “more” the damned thing needed and didn’t want to find out. But I needed to slice the smirking drow’s head from his shoulders, then pluck the core out of Insuxexara and be done with this whole mess. 

How had a simple zombie stomp turned into such an epic clusterfuck?

“Your girlfriend’s calling.” I nodded my head toward Insuxexara. “You better get over there and do...whatever...it wants before it gets pissed.”

“It’s you Insuxexara wants,” Kozerek said with a sadistic smile that made it very clear I did not want to know what Insuxexara planned to do with me if it ever got its wiggling tentacle dicks on me.

Kozerek launched another black bolt of death at me, but this time I was ready. I swatted the missile aside with the flat of my khopesh, and the energy burst into the air like the negative image of an exploding firework.

Before the dark elf could prepare another spell, I lunged forward and hacked at his legs with my blade. It was a good, strong attack despite the cloying air that had sapped my strength, and the blade sliced through the meat of his thigh and clanked against his femur.

“Aaaah,” Insuxexara groaned, but Kozerek only smiled.

“Destroy them,” the dark elf snarled, and floated into the air on a pillar of amber light. My blade sliced a slab of flesh from Kozerek’s thigh as he moved away from me, but his smile only widened as the chunk of skin and muscle slid down the length of my khopesh and onto the bone floor at my feet.

The chained dungeon lord howled in ecstasy, and threads of orange light flickered between it and Kozerek.

“The Lurker at the Threshold is mine, body and soul, dungeon lord,” Kozerek crowed as his fingers worked through the intricate patterns of a powerful spell. “While I live, it cannot die, and while it lives, I cannot be harmed. Sad that you removed your snake whore from the chain, or your position would be even more dire. Still, one must make do with the tools at hand.”

Insuxexara’s limbs thrashed at me with sudden speed and strength. I carved five of them out of the air, but five more took their place and slammed into my back and shoulders. I staggered perilously close to the edge of the ritual circle, and only a quick hop back saved me from another quick jolt that I’m sure I wouldn’t have survived.

I surveyed the battle and realized my guardians weren’t doing any better than me.

Delsinia dodged through a forest of flailing tentacles, but Insuxexara had pushed her back on the defensive, and she couldn’t retaliate without taking a hit. Zillah was in the same boat, and she cursed a blue streak in frustration as she was forced to use her spear to deflect attacks rather than moving in for the kill. 

Kezakazek and Nephket kept up a steady stream of crossbow bolts and spheres of acid, but even though they left sizzling pockmarks and ugly puncture wounds in Insuxexara, they weren’t doing any real damage. Kozerek’s dark rituals made it impossible to kill either of these fuckers.

“Arise,” Kozerek moaned. He threw back his head and amber light gushed from his mouth like a fountain of lava. “Arise!”

I wondered what fresh hell the dark elf was up to, but I didn’t have time to worry about anything other than the tentacles that clubbed the ground around me. My stamina flagged as the stink of honeysuckle wormed its way into me. The bone floor was covered in sticky juices and littered with Insuxexara’s severed flesh, but the fight had transformed into an endless battle. More tentacles burst from the chained dungeon lord’s body with every passing moment.

“Do you know what you’ve wandered into, Rathokhetra?” Kozerek asked.

“Your hentai birthday bash?” I asked. 

“The end of an age,” Kozerek continued with a derisive chuckle at my sarcasm. “The time of dungeon lords has come to an end. While your kind squabbled over shards of godmarrow in pursuit of your pathetic personal power, I set my sights much higher.”

Kozerek floated near the ceiling, well out of my reach. There had to be some way to get him down where I could lay hands on him, but I’d be damned if I knew how. I fell back on witty insults and hoped that would be enough to make him lose his cool.

“Higher? You think enslaving a dungeon lord as your own magical sex gimp is some sort of higher calling?” I taunted the dark elf.

For a moment, I thought that had done the trick. Kozerek’s eyes blazed with violet light and burned into my own.

“You are a fool, Rathokhetra,” he said. “While you have toiled in the darkness, while your broodmare waited for you with madness festering in her mind, I alone among mortals mastered the secrets of the Solamantic Web. I alone learned how to collar a dungeon lord and seize their ka for my own.”

“And you’ve done what with all that book learning, smart boy? Imprisoned two dungeon lords and killed your whole fucking army?” I scoffed. “I’ve already freed one of your prisoners, and I’m about tired of hacking the dicks off your plaything. When I get done horsing around, I’ll come up there and tear you a new asshole.”

“Killed my army? Oh, no, Rathokhetra. I would have preferred they had served me as they were, but you forced my hand and now they are mine forever,” the dark elf said. “They come now to finish you and your pretty little playthings. And when this battle is over, I will add you to my collection. Your ka will fuel plans you will not live to see come to fruition.”

“Whatever kink you’ve got for dungeon lords,” I said, “I’m not interested in playing along.”

“Your consent is not required for your participation, Rathokhetra,” Kozerek said. “Tell me. While you and your kind scavenged for scraps from the gods who had fallen, did you ever consider what could be made from your salvage?”

I let Kozerek rant, because I only had the vaguest idea of what the fuck he was talking about and I needed time to figure out my next move. I focused my attention on the pit where I’d last seen Kozerek’s men.

And found it empty of everything but pools of blood and a crude ramp of shattered stone. Kozerek’s magic had destroyed my clever pit trap, and his undead dark elf slaves had used the rubble to build an escape route.

I used my dungeon lord senses to search for the dark elves, desperate to locate them before the wahket could stumble into them.

And then I found the assholes.

A hundred feet ahead of the wahket.

“Anunaset,” I cautioned her. “There is a small army of goddamned zombies ahead of you. Do not engage them until I give you the signal.”

“We could destroy the foul creatures,” the cat woman assured me. “We are so much stronger now, my lord. Let us show you our prowess.”

“Soon,” I assured her. “When the time is right.”

“And that is what has come to pass,” Kozerek continued. “When you have fallen, I will use your ka to finish this first step in my grand design. Why should I satisfy myself with the harvest of a few scraps of my fallen goddess when I can recreate her as my divine servant?”

“You are insane,” Delsinia spat at the dark elf. She danced around another tentacle, dove beneath a spurting stream of goo, and tumbled to safety outside the ring. “The gods are dead, you fool. All that stands between the many worlds and the Maw of Madness are the dungeon lords. Your mad scheme will doom creation itself!”

While the dark elf was distracted by Delsinia, I hacked a path through the thicket of tentacles and wiped their disgusting spume out of my eyes with the back of one hand. I leaped over the edge of the circle and landed with one foot on the spurting stump of one of Insuxexara’s tentacles. With my left hand, I grabbed another stump and pulled myself higher. 

“Kooozerek,” the foul dungeon lord groaned.

“Shut the fuck up,” I hissed at the monstrosity, and buried my blade in its throat. The khopesh sank too easily into the flaccid meat of Insuxexara’s body, and the blubbery skin and sticky fat clung to the blade as if I’d plunged it into a vat of rubber cement.

“Something’s coming,” Nephket said.

With nothing in their way, the zombies had poured out of my dungeon and through the wide open Solamantic Web. Their feet pounded on the glossy stone floor below us as they raced to defend their master.

“Stop your struggles, dungeon lord,” Kozerek said. “Your end is at hand. I can ease your suffering, as I have Insuxexara’s.”

“Fuck you,” I snapped back, and wrenched at my blade. The damned thing wouldn’t budge from where it was mired in the moaning dungeon lord’s neck.

My mind raced as I tried to form a plan. The zombies would be on top of us in the next few minutes, and they outnumbered the wahket on their tail almost four to one. Kozerek’s scouts were within striking distance of my second core, with only a few wounded wahket to defend it, and I had no idea what would happen if the drow got their hands on it. My fucking sword was stuck in another dungeon lord, and I couldn’t reach Kozerek with my bare hands.

I glared at the dark elf and he stared back at me with more hate than I’d thought possible for one creature to hold. He sneered at my struggles and uttered an incantation to unleash another of his hellish spells.

My guardians had been pushed to the limit. They were exhausted and overwhelmed by the beast’s attacks. They’d defended themselves as well as could be expected, but they couldn’t reach Kozerek any more than I could.

We were well and truly fucked.

And then I had a very dangerous idea.
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Chapter 17: The Princess Ploy
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“NEPH AND KEZ, GET IN here and shut the door,” I said. “We’ve got one shot at stopping this.”

Kozerek’s chant came to an end, and a thick haze gushed from his outstretched hands. The honeysuckle reek had grown so thick I was sure I’d never get a breath of fresh air again.

My fingers lost their grip on my khopesh, and my feet slipped off the tentacle stubs I’d used for footholds. I tumbled to the ground and writhed, choking, on the bone floor.

The circles in my vision had gone red. My guardians gasped for air with as little success as I’d had.

The zombies hammered at the door with mindless rage. They were trapped on the stairs outside, too stupid to lift the latch, but their weight would soon overcome the bones that barred their path.

“Now, Anunaset,” I said. “Hit the zombies hard, and fast. Swap out your front line when they tire. Keep the battle on the stairs, so you don’t get surrounded. The zombies outnumber you, but you’re stronger than they are.”

“Finally,” the wahket said, and she belted out the opening words of a wahket war song.

“We’re not out of this yet,” I told my guardians. My thoughts were getting fuzzy, and my body ached in ways no dungeon lord should have to suffer. “Kez, you’re our ace in the hole. Tell this fucker who you are.”

“I don’t—” Kez said. She’d crawled across the floor through the choking haze with Nephket, and her hand brushed against mine. “If you’re sure.”

“Do it,” I responded.

Nephket helped the dark elf to her feet though the wahket was nearly overcome by the choking gas. They were inside the circle, so close to the chained dick beast that it had enveloped three of us in a corral of its tentacles. Delsinia and Zillah were outside the circle, their bodies battered and bruised, their lungs desperate for fresh air.

“Lord Kozerek,” Kez said, her voice taut with tension as she forced reverence into the words. “I am Kezakazek Ekzilizke, Princess of the Nine Gates, Heir to the Clockwork Throne. I would parlay with you in the name of my family.”

The air grew still and quiet for a moment before the asshole responded to Kez’s entreaty.

“And what would you offer to me, renegade?” he asked. “I believe the bounty on your bones is worth more than your life, given what your family has done.”

“Get him down here,” I thought to Kezakazek. “Do whatever you have to do.”

“The Nine Gates do not believe my family to be traitors,” Kezakazek said around a handful of coughs from the suffocating smoke. “Were I returned to them, the reward would be most generous.”

I still found it hard to believe that Kezakazek was a princess. Though she was a drow princess, so that explained a lot about her attitude.

“Show me the mark,” Kozerek said. He descended from his position on high. The greed in his voice was almost as thick as the honeysuckle stink in the air around us. The hook was in his mouth. Kez just had to set it.

I’d do the rest.

My dark elf guardian opened her mouth and peeled her lower lip back from her teeth. Kozerek leaned forward, obviously immune to the poison gas he’d conjured, and stared intently at the lush, almost-purple flesh Kezakazek had laid bare to him.

“By the Dreaming Goddess,” he whispered. “You really are—”

I coughed out the syllables of the Light of Condemnation spell I’d been holding on to since I’d gained my ability to cast it. A blinding white light slammed into Kozerek and he ripped his hand away from Kezakazek to cover his eyes from its burning glare. His skin blistered and peeled as the spell boiled his flesh and surrounded him in a glow that made him an easy target even through the poisonous fog.

I had one shot to make this work, one brief window of opportunity that I couldn’t waste.

I forced my body to lunge to its feet and incarnated. My lungs burned, but I ignored them. I wrapped my arms around Kozerek and charged forward.

“Idiot,” he snarled. “You cannot kill me!”

By way of response, I slammed his back into the belly of his chained dungeon lord beast. He started another witty comeback, but I reared back one fist and punched him in the mouth hard enough to rattle his brain like a pachinko ball.

The dark elf’s eyes rolled in their sockets and blood gushed from his smashed lips. I rocked him with a solid blow to the center of his face, and his nose became a pulped smear.

The dick monster flailed all its many tendrils in a mad, desperate attack. They slapped against my back and knocked my guardians ass over teakettle as they swept through the gas-filled chamber.

That flurry of attacks put my guardians in dire straits. With Kozerek’s poison gas spell chipping away at their hit points, they wouldn’t last long. I needed to heal them, but my spells could only affect one of them at a time. I needed something stronger.

“You get your wish, Kezakazek,” I thought, and purchased the Advance Guardians ability. The status circles for Zillah, Kezakazek, and Nephket all instantly jumped out of the red and into the yellow as their levels jumped up to match my dungeon’s. Delsinia, unfortunately, didn’t get a boost, because she was already at the same level as the dungeon. 

Kozerek clawed at my eyes with the fingers of his left hand and pressed his right arm across my chest in a desperate bid to shove me away. He was stronger than he looked, and it took far too much effort to keep the asshole pinned in place. 

“You cannot kill either of us,” Kozerek slurred through his split lips. I tried to choke him out, but my fingers couldn’t squeeze hard enough to crush his throat. “We are bound in a web you cannot unravel. You die here, today, dungeon lord.”

A ring on Kozerek’s right hand glowed like an ember, and he slowly pushed me back. I threw my weight against his arm, but he was stronger than he had any right to be, while the poisonous fog sapped my strength.

“Zillah, Delsinia, need your help with this fucker,” I thought to my guardians. “Grab his arms. Nephket, Kezakazek, get that door open.”

The after effects of the Light of Condemnation still had Kozerek lit up like a ball about to drop into Times Square on New Year’s Eve, and my guardians found us in seconds.

Zillah arrived first and hooked Kozerek’s left arm with her mancatcher. Before Kozerek knew what had happened, the scorpion queen had his hand pinned against the bulk of the chained dungeon lord.

“Fools,” Kozerek howled. Enraged, he slammed his forehead into my face. The action dislocated his shoulder, but the dark elf was far past caring about such minor issues. Before I could react, he repeated the headbutt, and stars filled my eyes.

With an angry roar, I clenched my free hand into a fist and clubbed Kozerek in the face. I yearned for my khopesh, but it was still stuck in Insuxexara’s gullet, far out of my reach. 

Another ring on Kozerek’s right hand flickered with sparks of power, and I dreaded what magical trick he’d pull next. I snatched at his hand, but I couldn’t get a grip on the ring. It grew brighter with every passing moment, and Kozerek’s bloody fingers slipped out of my grasp.

“Got it,” Delsinia shouted. She whipped the spine between her bone daggers around Kozerek’s wrist and yanked his arm away from me.

The dark elf shouted something in a language I didn’t understand, and Delsinia flinched like she’d been slapped. An amber light flashed between my guardian and the dark elf, and I feared he’d reasserted his control over her.

“Fight him!” I shouted and smashed Kozerek’s front teeth out with another punch.

Delsinia shook her head and worked her daggers back and forth. Every motion sawed the surprisingly sharp vertebrae through another layer of Kozerek’s flesh.

He howled in pain as Delsinia hacked through his arm, and I knew it was now or never. I had to end this.

One of the tentacles wiggled from the beast’s torso next to me as it tried to protect its master from us. I grabbed the copper rod that connected it to the body and tore it free of the dungeon lord’s body. Milky fluid splashed over me and coated the floor in front of the creature.

“I know,” I said to Kozerek. “Neither of you can die while the other lives.”

The end of the copper rod’s tip was barbed and ended at a sharp angle, like a hypodermic needle. I wrapped both hands around the copper shaft and drove it up into the wizard’s gut.

The makeshift weapon pierced Kozerek’s abdomen and sliced through his belly. His mouth fell open in a silent gasp, and the joints in his arms popped as he wrenched them out of their sockets in a desperate bid for freedom.

My breath caught in my lungs, and my body refused to bring in any more of the tainted air. Sparklers of crimson light fizzled across my vision, and I knew my time was almost up.

The copper spike passed through the dark elf and into the dungeon lord. Insuxexara squealed and its tentacles battered the walls and ceiling of the bone chamber like battering rams. Chunks of ribs and segments of spine rained down around us.

“More,” the beast wailed, and a flood of gruesome fluid gushed from the yawning chasm between its legs. The tentacles coiled around me in a hideous embrace, and goo squirted from their tips. “Moooore!”

I leaned into the rod and shoved it upward with my remaining strength. My improvised spear was almost five feet long, and that brutal thrust buried all but the last few inches of it.

Kozerek glowered at me as he realized the error he’d made. I couldn’t kill either of these monsters, but I could kill them both.

“Fuck you,” I spat into his face, and twisted the spike.

Blood gushed from the drow’s impaled body. It poured from his wound and from his mouth, it gushed from his nostrils, and even his eyes burst in their sockets and wept thick crimson streaks down his cheeks.

Insuxexara shrieked in a final moment of ecstasy and its tentacles folded around Kozerek’s body in one last, perverse embrace.

Kozerek and his piece-of-shit pet monster were dead.

Not that that helped my situation at fucking all. My lungs wouldn’t draw air, and my guardians were on death’s door. There was a horde of zombies outside, and not enough wahket to kill them all.

Shit looked pretty grim.

I had to focus. There was a way out of this, but I didn’t have much time to find it.

My lungs screamed for fresh air, but I had none to give them. Instead, I pushed myself even harder to heave Kozerek’s corpse from Insuxexara’s tattered body. My Dungeon Detects ability told me what I needed was right there. I just had to summon the strength to claim it.

With Kozerek’s body out of the way, the copper rod jutted almost a foot out of the dick beast’s body. I grabbed it with both hands, pulled it back a few more inches, and rotated it in ever-widening circles to open the wound I’d inflicted. In seconds, the gaping hole was big enough for me to worm my whole arm inside Insuxexara.

“The zombies are dying, my lord,” Anunaset said in my thoughts. “We’re almost to the door.”

“Open it as soon as you can,” I said. “But move away quickly. The air in here is poison.”

Zillah and Delsinia had both staggered away from me, their hands over their mouths, their thoughts racing with panic as the foul air choked the life out of them. Nephket and Kezakazek hadn’t found the door, and I wasn’t even sure they were still conscious. We’d won the battle but might still lose this war if I couldn’t get some air for the four of us.

My hand slithered through the dungeon lord’s guts, and I tried not to imagine why so many things inside of the creature writhed against my flesh. It had to be the body’s natural gases looking for an escape. It couldn’t be something alive, something searching for a way out of the dying, blubbery body.

No. Fucking. Way.

I was up to my shoulder inside Insuxexara before my fingers slid across something smooth and cool to the touch. A spark of power leaped from my hand to the object, and I pressed my palm to its firm, flat surface.

“Mine,” I gasped, and activated the Claim Stele ability.

A wave of silver light blasted away from me in every direction. It transformed the bilious smoke into a translucent haze that shimmered with a rainbow of colors. I’d just claim this dungeon and use my powers to open a few windows and then we’d have air. Perfect.

<<<>>>

Congratulations, dungeon lord. This stele is now yours.

<<<>>>

I wanted to let out a triumphant whoop but didn’t have the air in my lungs to spare. Instead, I imagined gaping holes opening in the walls around us. In a handful of seconds, the bad air would be out of the room, and good air would flow—

The first hole began to dilate in the wall nearest to me. It was a pinprick, at first, but quickly expanded.

And I knew I’d fucked up before the hole was even big enough for me to stick my thumb into.

Air rushed out of the chamber with a tea-kettle shriek that stabbed my ears like a pair of icicles. I’d seen enough science fiction movies to know that meant there was nothing beyond the walls of this dungeon but a vast, sucking void that was greedy for our air. I sealed the walls back up before the vacuum caused any damage.

Well. Fuck me with a chainsaw. 

There was only a sliver of light left in each of my my guardians’ circles. Mine was blinking a shade of ugly scarlet. Time was just about up.

My head drooped on my shoulders, and the darkness at the edges of my vision threatened to suck me down into a deep, dark night. It was time to let go. Time to—

Fuck that. I was a dungeon lord. 

My legs still obeyed me, which was a miracle. I staggered to the door, found the latch with hands that felt like they were encased in wooden mittens, and wrenched the door open so hard its hinges shrieked.

Air, cool and dry and clean, rushed into my lungs.

A drow zombie turned toward me, its eyes aglow with amber flames. Its mouth opened wide to chomp down on my face, and I roared in its face.

My left hand closed around the asshole’s throat and my right hand crabbed its crotch. I raised it overhead, then slammed it into the back of the next zombie in line with enough force to snap both of their spines in a dozen different places. 

A third zombie whirled to face me, and I kicked him square in the sternum. His ribs popped loose with a sound like a packet of saltines being crushed, and he flopped back into his buddies.

The air in the stairwell had started to reek of honeysuckle. I had to clear a path and then get back and drag the guardians out of the room of bone before it was too late.

The little light left in their circles told me I didn’t have much time.

I crushed a zombie’s head against the wall, stomped another’s legs into kindling, and tore another walking corpse almost in half with my bare hands. Blood and clotted gore clung to me like a robe, and my feet were slick with it.

I didn’t care. The zombies had to die. Everything had to die so my guardians could live. 

Beautiful faces hovered around me, urging me on. There was still time. I could still save them.

A fanged zombie reared up before me, its face coated with blood and its body slick with gore. I grabbed the fucker and dragged it off the floor to smash its face into rotten pulp.

“No!” Anunaset shouted.

My hand was coiled around her throat, my fist raised to hammer her into the ground. For one dark moment, I almost did it.

“Oh, shit,” I said. The malignant rage that had emanated from Rathokhetra like a flood of poison receded and my vision cleared. “I’m sorry. I thought...”

“I know,” Anunaset said. She leaned forward, wrapped her arms around my neck, and pulled our foreheads together. “I know. It’s over.”
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Chapter 18: Recuperation
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UNDER NEPHKET’S DIRECTION, I expanded the temple to its frankly ridiculous maximum size. The once cozy place of worship became an enormous hall filled with luxurious pews, life-sized wahket statues, and a cobra throne that stood almost two stories tall and had room enough for me and all my guardians to sit comfortably on its plush cushion.

That bit of extravagance cost me several thousand gold pieces but earned me the undying gratitude of Neph and the rest of the wahket, so I considered it a good tradeoff. It wasn’t like I didn’t have the money to burn, either. The armor and weapons we’d taken from the drow invaders, along with the gaudy and often disgusting pieces of art we’d looted from Kozerek’s lair paid for the whole remodel and left me with almost ten thousand gold pieces to spare. The drow were assholes, but they had expensive tastes.

Behind the throne I’d crafted a gargantuan bed with a mattress so thick we needed a ladder to climb into it. A sea of furs and fine linens covered the bed’s surface, and scattered trays of food and drink hung from the ceiling on golden chains in easy reach of anyone who needed to eat. 

“I’m never getting out of this bed again,” Kezakazek moaned from under a pile of blankets next to me. Her violet eyes watched me from the shadows within her comfortable nest, and I caught a flash of her white, white teeth when she spoke.

“Same,” I said. I felt like I’d gone a few rounds with King Kong, climbed back into the ring with Godzilla, and then went for an encore with fucking Smaug. I didn’t know exactly what Kozerek’s traps had done to me, but I needed time to recuperate from the bruises that covered my skin and the damage the poison had done to my lungs.

I was still pissed that my lungs hurt even when I wasn’t incarnated. I didn’t need to breathe, so I sure as fuck didn’t need damaged lungs. Maybe there was a higher-level ability to remove the damned things.

Not that any of that had slowed me down when it came time for the victory celebration with my guardians and worshipers. I was honestly surprised the bed had survived the enthusiastic goings-on. There was something about near-death experiences that made the sexy times much, much more intense.

“We can’t stay here forever,” Nephket murmured. Her head rested on my chest, and her body was pressed close to my side. She traced lazy circles on my belly with her fingertip, careful to navigate around the purple-black bruises that mottled my skin. “We have to find the rest of Kozerek’s allies and kill them before they can continue his work.”

Delsinia reached across me and poked Nephket’s nose with one long, green fingernail.

“They’ll keep for a few more days,” she said. “We’ve earned some rest.”

Both of those statements were true. Most of Kozerek’s castle had been empty.  The drow had stolen it from Insuxexara, a dungeon lord who’d apparently spent more time finding creatures to bone than building up his dungeons to ward off invaders. I don’t know how Kozerek had done it, but he’d stripped the tentacle monster’s dungeon down to a bare stele. Kozerek kept Insuxexara fed on the ka he stole from Delsinia. It was the circle of fucking weird life, I guess. 

Those little tidbits of info had come from Kozerek’s journals, which we’d found tucked away in a neat little study in the highest room of the fortress.

Those journals also told me that the legends about Kozerek were mostly true. The asshole had hunted dungeon lords for sport during his youth, and he believed he’d stolen more cores than any other raider, living or dead.

But in the centuries since the Marrow War, Kozerek’s ambitions had grown. He wasn’t happy to collect godmarrow and use it for miracles. He’d aimed higher, much higher, and had convinced a circle of twelve other spellcasters to join him in his madness. Together, they’d crafted the first collar and used it to enslave Insuxexara.

The ritual that Kozerek performed on that debased dungeon lord had transformed Insuxexara into something not quite alive but definitely not dead. Kozerek couldn’t use the Solamantic Web on his own, but with Insuxexara bound to his will, he had access to all the many worlds. The madman and his pals wanted to find enough godmarrow to rebuild the drow’s dead Dreaming Goddess and make her dance to their tune.

Unfortunately, he’d picked the wrong dungeon lord to mess with and had gotten his ass good and killed.

“Maybe the princess could have some of her personal guard take care of that problem for us,” I said.

“Not funny,” Kezakazek said. “Maybe I’ll have my personal guard execute the next person who teases me about being a princess.”

I chuckled but let it drop. Kezakazek would tell us more about her past when the time was right for her, and I wouldn’t push her to reveal it a moment sooner. The fact that a badass like Kozerek knew her family told me plenty. Maybe we could go back and put her pretty little ass back on the throne some day. That might actually solve a lot of the problems I saw ahead of me.

“Hey!” Zillah shouted as she entered the room, launched herself off the wall, and landed on the bed. She straddled my hips and scooped Nephket and Delsinia under her arms. Kezakazek tried to scramble away, but the scorpion queen was too fast and snatched the dark elf with her tail.

“Zillah!” Nephket shouted in surprise. 

“Is she always like this?” Delsinia asked.

“Always,” Zillah responded. She licked the side of Delsinia’s face, then turned her attention to me. “You look very tired, Clay.”

“I am,” I said. “I’m not sure if you’re aware, but I just killed a dark elf wizard and another dungeon lord.”

“We killed them,” Zillah said. “And I think my poison actually did most of the work, if we’re being honest.”

“I shoved a copper rod right through him,” I said. “Pretty sure I did the killing.”

“That’s not how I remember it,” Zillah said. She wriggled her hips against mine, and warmth turned to fire in my blood. “I stuck my stinger right in—oh.”

“Like that?” I asked. 

“Not exactly,” she murmured as she squeezed the other guardians closer to us. “But let’s see if we can get it right with a little practice.”
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Chapter 19: Company Man
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WHILE MY GUARDIANS and worshipers slept, I took a trip down to the Solamantic Web. I’d left the planar gateway where I’d found it for security, but it only took me a few seconds to open it whenever I wanted to amble on through to the other side. A pebble stuck between two of the teeth on the gateway’s rail was enough to keep the door open until I came back through and removed it. 

Handy.

After I’d claimed the dick beast’s stele, I no longer had to pay maintenance costs to keep my dungeon here, which was nice. I was still aware of this section of my territory when the gateway was sealed, but it felt numb and a little out of kilter. Sort of the way your hand feels when it falls asleep.

“Ah, there you are,” a gruff voice called to me from across the room. “I was wondering if you’d ever figure this out.”

An orc stood stock-still next to the Solamantic Web, his suit as crisp and clean as if he’d just plucked it from the tailor’s garment bag. I couldn’t be positive this was the asshole who’d started this whole adventure, but I went with the assumption it was the same pig-nosed motherfucker who’d dragged me out of bed at gunpoint a week ago.

“I don’t remember inviting you here,” I said. “Unless you’ve got something better to offer me than insults, you should probably get the fuck out of here.”

“Easy,” the cartel thug said. He raised both hands, palms out, as if it prove he wasn’t packing. “Just busting your balls, man. The bosses think you’re doing very well.”

Rathokhetra growled and twisted in my skull like a cobra preparing to strike. He did not like this orc’s talk of bosses, and I didn’t, either. 

“Your bosses like my work,” I mused. “I guess I’m flattered. Though I’m not sure why they’d care, given the current circumstances.”

“The current circumstances are why they care,” the orc said. “Do you have anything to drink? Wine? Ale? Shit, I’d even drink some mead if you’ve got it. Mindcasting’s thirsty work.”

For a moment, I considered conjuring up some piss-tasting swill but then decided to be the bigger man. If the orc was talking, then any lubrication that kept the words flowing would buy me more info.

“Hold out your hand,” I said.

The orc raised an eyebrow but did as he was told. A moment later, I summoned a Glencairn whiskey glass with a finger of Pappy Van Winkle’s 23 Year Family Reserve swirling in its bulb. I could afford the good stuff, and I wanted the orc to know it. But I also wanted him to know that I could be a stingy motherfucker if the mood suited me.

He sniffed the glass and shot me a surprised stare. 

“That’s right,” I said. “Best bourbon you’re likely to ever taste.”

“Nice,” he said. “You’re moving up in the world. But I’m here to remind you of how you got here.”

“At gunpoint?” I said. 

The bastard took a deep, appreciative pull on the bourbon, then shot me a smile over the rim of his glass. 

“Time was of the essence,” he said. “If I’d explained what was going to happen to you, would you have come with me?”

There was no doubt in my mind that I’d still be here today if I’d been given a choice in the matter. Leave behind the dangerous and not-always-profitable life of a gray hat hacker to become a dungeon master surrounded by more hot guardians and worshipers than I could shake a stick at? Hell, yes. 

“Just because it was expedient to shove a gun in my mouth and drag me off in the dead of night doesn’t make it right,” I said. “Even if the end result would have been the same. Why don’t you cut to the chase before Sauron calls you home to rough up some hobbits?”

The orc took another sip of my whiskey and waggled his glass in my direction.

“Good shit,” he said with a gusty, appreciative sigh. “I’d hoped we could be friends, but I see you’re all business. Let’s get down to it.

“My boss, who, technically is your boss as well, is very pleased that you’ve gained control over a node in the Solamantic Web. In very good time, too.”

“I didn’t do it for your boss,” I said. “And, to be very clear, I don’t have a boss.”

The orc tilted his head back to drain the last drop of Pappy’s from the glass, then chuffed out a disappointed grumble.

“Partner, then?” The orc moved on without waiting for my response. “Look, we have a good thing here. A very good thing. Now that we have the web—”

“I have the Solamantic Web,” I said. “You don’t have jack shit.”

“Listen,” the orc shot back. “The Inkolana Cartel has invested a massive amount of time and money into positioning its assets where they can contribute the most value. You are one of those assets.”

The thug’s words stung my pride, but I bit my tongue. It didn’t matter what his people thought, but I needed to know what they were up to. I could play along if it got me the intel that I needed to make smart moves.

“I’m beat,” I said. “Sorry if I sound like an asshole, but while your boss is moving the pieces around the chessboard, I’m getting my ass kicked. Makes me testy. But I’m willing to hear you out.”

And, just to show what a magnaminous and magnificent bastard I can be, I refilled his glass. With Buffalo Trace, Pappy’s much cheaper cousin.

“Shit,” the orc said after a sip. “Guess I earned that. Listen, the bosses don’t want to tell you how to run your business, all right? To be honest, none of us really know what the fuck you’re doing over here. It takes a ton of money and resources to connect us like this, and it only works at all because I made such a strong first impression.”

We both grinned at that, and the orc continued.

“You’re free to do whatever it is you’re doing here. But we need you to keep an eye open for this special kind of metal. They call it—”

“Godmarrow,” I finished for him. 

“You’ve found some?” The orc’s eyes burned bright at the sound of the words, and he took a step toward me.

“No,” I said, dimming the light in his eyes almost as much as the first taste of Buffalo Trace had. “But the asshole I just killed babbled on and on about it. What good will it do you if I did have some, anyway?”

“Above my pay grade,” the orc said and downed his drink. “But the bosses want as much of it as you can find. I’ll pay you a visit again in a couple of weeks, see how things are going. It would be good, really good, if you had some of the marrow for us by then.”

Rathokhetra and I both rankled at the suggestion that I should grub around in the dirt to find some marrow for these faceless bosses. Shit, as valuable as it clearly was, I’d keep whatever I found for myself.

“No promises,” I said. “I’ve got a lot on my plate here, and I wouldn’t know where to start looking for this marrow. Sounds like a fairy tale to me anyway.”

Though it clearly wasn’t. From everything the orc had just told me, godmarrow had to be priceless. It was behind everything since the orc had dragged me out of bed, and if it let the cartel send me off to Soketra, who knew what else it could do.

Which is why I was not, ever, going to give any to the cartel.

“No pressure,” the orc said in a way that made it very, very clear that there was more than a little pressure here. The cartel wanted that marrow, and they wanted it yesterday. “But you don’t want to disappoint these guys. They’re doing important work with this stuff, and you want to stay on their good sides.”

That seemed like a load of horseshit. In the history of fucking never had a cartel done anything good for anyone but its members. They were probably using it to brew up some new and particularly brain-melty variety of meth. Or some kind of weapon they could aim at the head of the world’s governments.

No, the cartel was not getting any of this stuff if I could help it.

“If I find any, I’ll be sure to let you know,” I lied and decided to push my luck a little with another question. “If I knew what they planned to do with this garbage I’d be a lot more enthusiastic in my search.”

The orc fidgeted for a moment as if deciding whether he could tell me anything. Finally, he shoved his hands into the pockets of a pair of thousand-dollar slacks, and his shoulders slumped.

“The world is in bad shape, my friend,” the orc said, his voice low. “And not just the one you know. The Inkolanas want to hold together what they can. However you might feel about how you ended up here, you should know this:

“You were meant to be here, in this place, at this time. The cartel’s people knew that you, and only you, could do this work for us. This is your destiny.”

It should have sounded corny as hell. 

But it didn’t.

My mouth was dry, and my usual smartass comebacks were locked up behind a traffic jam of thoughts snarled in my brain. 

“Gotta run,” the orc said. “Study the web. Find the marrow. Save the world.”

Before I could ask another question, the orc was gone.

And so was the glass I’d made for him.

I hustled over to the spot where the asshole had been standing just moments before, and the only trace of his presence I could find was a faint whiff of expensive cologne and an orc-shaped spot of very, very cold air.

There was something about the way the orc talked about his bosses that set my teeth on edge. It wasn’t just deference in his voice, it was true reverence. Whoever pulled the thug’s strings did so with the orc’s full consent. He believed in these fuckers.

The question was, should I?

The Solamantic Web grabbed my attention and wouldn’t let go. The orc hadn’t said what was so important about this weird network of worlds, but its discovery had pulled him all the way from Earth to Soketra. 

Maybe the web would work the other way, too. And maybe that’s what the cartel wanted. To move godmarrow from Soketra to Earth. I still wasn’t sure I wanted to aid and abet that little trafficking operation.

But it wouldn’t hurt to learn more.

It would be hours yet before my guardians stirred. Might as well put the time to good use.

I focused on the Solamantic Web, and got to work.
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Chapter 20: Peace Talks
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NEPHKET FOUND ME STUDYING the Solamantic Web. I’d spent a lot of time there since we’d defeated Kozerek and the cartel’s orc had come calling.

Maybe too much.

“Zillah made breakfast,” my familiar said. “Come, keep us company.”

“Soon,” I lied. “I want to figure this out first.”

Her feet hardly made a sound as she crossed the floor to reach me, but her approach was as plain to me as the sun in the sky. There was nothing Nephket could hide from me, and less and less that I could hide from her.

“Staring at it won’t change anything,” she chided me. “These threats have been out there far longer than you’ve been a dungeon lord. If they knew about us and wished us ill, they would have attacked already.”

Nephket was right, but that didn’t make it any easier for me to ignore so many potential threats. A few days ago, I’d thought there were a handful of dungeon lords that could threaten my territory. Now, that number had swelled to more than fifty. If any of them had access to the Solamantic Web, they could reach Soketra in no time at all. And those on Soketra wouldn’t even need the web to fuck up my day. They could reach my doorstep in days.

Maybe even hours.

The business with the cartel had me on edge, too. If a bunch of orcs with Uzis showed up one day, I wasn’t sure what I’d do.

“I need to be ready. If they come, we’ll need an army to hold them off,” I said. “An army I don’t have.”

“An army you don’t have yet,” Nephket corrected me. She stepped between the web and me, wrapped her arms around my waist, and nuzzled my chest. “But you could raise one, could you not? Surely you gained some ka from our final battle. Use it to summon guardians.”

While it was true I had a fat stack of new ka in my core, none of it had come from the final battle. The undead had been outside my dungeon, as had Kozerek and his twisted fuck-buddy. They’d earned me bupkis.

But Insuxexara’s core had been packed with ka, most of which had been stolen from Delsinia over the years from the way I understood things to have gone down. There’d been well over a hundred motes, but I’d ended up with ninety-seven of them. Exactly enough to take me to the maximum ka for fifth level, but no further. That Settlement ability on the Tablet of Engineering had blocked my path. Until I figured that out, I’d advance not one mote further.

“I’ve got one hundred and twenty-one motes of ka,” I said to Nephket. “But I’m stuck with that amount until I figure out how this Settlement ability works.”

“That is strange,” Nephket said. She furrowed her brow for a moment. “It says here—”

“Wait,” I said. “You can read my tablets now?”

“Our tablets,” she said with a small smile. “And, yes, I’ve been able to since you advanced us all. But this makes sense, Clay. Rathokhetra had many cities under his rule. He had to have started somewhere.”

“Not all of the wahket were guardians or worshipers of Rathokehtra, were they?” I asked. “I mean, the old, shitty Rathokhetra. Not the new hotness.”

A dry, annoyed rasp filled my head as the ancient dungeon lord protested that characterization. But, you know, fuck that guy.

“Oh, no,” Nephket said. She kneaded my shoulders with her strong hands as she answered. “Some were, of course, but most served him because of the glory he brought to our people. Others followed his banners because he kept us well fed and supplied the finest arms and armor. He led us to war, but he also helped us to prosper in times of peace.”

The pieces started to click into place as I looked at the puzzle in a new light. I’d been so focused on defending my dungeon from raiders and other assholes that I’d overlooked the obvious.

A dungeon was only part of my territory. The land above it was an even bigger part. There may not be more wahket, but Soketra’s people could still be led.

I turned, lifted Nephket off the floor, and spun her around. A mad grin stretched my mouth from ear to ear, and I laughed long and loud.

“I take it you’ve decided on our next course of action,” Nephket said. She curled her arms behind my head and kissed me. “Tell me.”

“We’ll rebuild your oasis,” I whispered in Nephket’s ear. “We’ll draw the hungry with food, the thirsty with water, the poor with work. Then we’ll put steel in their hands and show them how to take what they want from our enemies.”

Rathokhetra’s dry chuckles of approval rustled through my thoughts like windblown leaves.

“You are far more clever than you know, dungeon lord,” he whispered. “If your skill matches your audacity, then Soketra will never be the same.”
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ONE

IT WAS GOING TO BE one of those nights at the Coffee Clutch. You’d think midnight in a Denver coffee shop would be pretty chill, and it was most of the time. But then things can get weird on the night before a guy’s twentieth birthday.

Steven Whipp grabbed the mop out of the cleaning closet just as Bud came in and kicked the water bucket. “Oops,” Bud sneered. “I just gave you more to mop up. Gotta earn that minimum wage, Cool Whipp.”

Steven tried to ignore the guy. What was the point of getting in a fight and losing his job over some bully messing with him? The cleaning company job was the one job that Steven actually liked. His other two jobs—shelving books at the Denver Metro University’s library and working in the cafeteria—were stupidly boring. Besides, there was no Tessa Ross there to make them bearable.

Bud swaggered back to the employee lockers to grab his jacket and backpack. He’d leave early and let Tessa close down the latte machines and other equipment. It was unfair to Tessa, but Steven could relax once the jerk-off left.

Steven maneuvered the rolling bucket and mop out of the cleaning closet and into the main area of the coffee shop. Chairs crowned the tables, and while the bright overhead lights had been turned off, the neon signs cast a multicolored light like a buzzing rainbow. Tessa cleaned behind the bar, wiping off the machines with a rag and listening to music on her phone through one earbud. The other dangled free.

Even late on a Wednesday night, traffic still moved down Broadway in a parade of lights.

Before Steven started mopping, he inhaled and smelled the sweetly bitter coffee and Tessa’s perfume. He so wanted to tell her how he felt about her, but she was light-years out of his league.

She was a hipster chick—tattoos, piercings, and one side of her dark hair shaved. She dressed in black and wasn’t afraid of showing a vast valley of pale cleavage. She was a thicker girl, but Steven didn’t mind a bit. He liked women with hips. While Tessa was ultra-cool and listened to music he’d never heard of, Steven was just an everyday average normal guy—medium height, medium weight, medium everything. He did like his hair, though, which was thick and inky. That was all he had going for him. He was too busy dealing with three jobs and working his way to a bachelor’s degree to be cool. He’d never be able to afford even a single tattoo. He wasn’t exactly shy, but he wasn’t all that outgoing either. 

He splashed the mop down and started in the far corner by the door. If he timed it right, he’d get to the coffee bar right when Tessa finished. On good nights, she’d stay, and they’d talk. On bad nights, she’d leave to hook up with someone, guy or girl. Tessa was pansexual and proud of it. On those nights, Steven wanted to burn the entire city down out of mad jealousy.

Bud walked out of the back room wearing what he called his extroverted bomber jacket and sunglasses, even though it was past midnight. He tossed Tessa a look and then did what he normally did. He pointed to a spot and said, “Hey, Cool Whipp, you missed a spot.”

He laughed at his own joke. Instead of leaving, he paused. “What kind of a name is Whipp anyway?”

Steven felt Tessa watching them. He wanted to shove Bud, or come up with a snappy comeback, but his head was blank. Truthfully, he didn’t much like his last name either.

“It’s a name,” Steven said. “Just leave, Bud.”

The guy smirked. “That’s the thing. You can’t tell me what to do. You’re just the cleaning guy. Tessa and I are baristas. We’re important. You’re not. We’re the lords, and you’re the servant, Cool Whipp.”

Steven could picture himself slapping Bud across the face with the mop, but then Bud would contact the owners of the Coffee Clutch and there went that job. He’d have to spend a fortune on coffee just to spend time with Tessa. 

He slapped the mop onto the floor. “Sure, Bud. I get it.”

Bully Bud laughed, unlocked the door, and went out into the night.

Tessa returned to cleaning. Steven made his way across the floor, hating himself for being such a punk. The fact was, he didn’t feel like a servant. He didn’t think he’d be smelling like disinfectant when he was in his fifties, unlike his mom, who worked as a cleaner at the Denver airport. He knew that at some point, things would change. But when?

He had the floor shining when he reached Tessa, who sat on the counter, so he could get to the coffee stains and cast-off grounds on the tile floor. 

He glanced up and saw she was watching him.

“He’s wrong,” Steven said suddenly. Well, that was certainly off script. He always let Tessa talk first. He didn’t want to be the douche who talked her ears off.

“I know he is,” Tessa said. “But come on, at some point, you are going to have to stand up to him. He messes with you because he can get away with it.”

Steven leaned on his mop and dared to look into her face. She had a nose piercing and hazel eyes that changed color. Sometimes they were greener, and sometimes they were bluer, and sometimes they were even a brownish color. She obviously dyed her hair black, and he liked the combination. Always had. Dark hair with blue or green eyes was striking. There was a foreign exchange student at Metro University from India named Aria who had similar features. Steven thought Aria might be a model because she was kill-me-slow gorgeous. She sometimes studied in the coffee shop. She loved the caramel lattes there.

Yeah, the caramel lattes were good. Behind Tessa, the specials of the day, latte this, frap that, were written in her distinctive handwriting, full of loops and character. She’d also added little flourishes—cartoons of happy cups of coffee promising sweetness and caffeine.

“Guys like Bud don’t matter in the long run,” Steven said. “So what if he bullies me? I have a ton of stuff I want to do in this life, and I’m not going to let dicks like that get to me.”

Tessa grinned at him. It was warm and welcoming. “What kind of stuff are you going to do?”

Steven felt a blush warm his face. “I have no idea. But ... can I be honest with you?”

Tessa glanced at one of the many watches on her left wrist along with a bunch of brass bangles and plastic bracelets. “It’s after midnight, early on a Thursday morning. If you can’t be honest with me now, then when?”

Steven felt the fear in his belly like cold water. But he wasn’t going to let that stop him. He was going to push forward and tell her something he’d never told anyone before in his entire life. And yet, every second of every moment he had felt it. “Tessa, this is going to sound stupid, but I feel like I’m going to do something great. It’s just a feeling ... I mean, I have no evidence to support it. I grew up in Thornton, I got Bs in school, and I knew I wasn’t going to go to any big university. Hell, I’m lucky to be going to Metro. But at some point, something is going to happen, and it’s going to make my entire life make sense.”

He watched as the smile dimmed on her face. Her eyes went far away, and a hush filled the coffee shop. A car outside honked a horn and another car roared past on the street. 

What was that look about? Why wasn’t she saying anything? Steven had no idea. There was no way he could ask. He got the mop wet, swirled it into the wringer, drove the handle hard to wring it out, and then started on the floor behind the coffee bar. He’d been so stupid to open up like that. She must think he was such a moron.

He concentrated on wiping away the coffee grime and footprints from the day. In a few short hours he’d be twenty years old officially. According to his mom, he’d been born at exactly 6:16 a.m. But then, sometimes his mom said she’d brought him home at 6:16 a.m. His mom was a bit spacy even on her best days, so he had no idea what time he’d been born. And it was odd how she talked about it. Spacy and odd, that was his mother.

Why wasn’t Tessa saying anything? Finally, he had to break the silence. “You know, today is my birthday. And maybe the big grand something that is going to happen will happen because of my superior mopping skills.”

“You do mop well,” Tessa finally said. 

He risked glancing at her face. Instead of a smirk or sneer or any kind of disgust, he saw tears sparkling in her eyes.

Damn. Her silence was one thing, but tears were a whole other animal, a species he had no idea how to handle. It was time to try and back out of the trouble he’d got himself into. “Well, Tessa, you know, I bet most people think that they’re special. Isn’t that the point of humanitarianism? We’re all special humans living special lives, when in fact we’re just ants.”

Tessa jumped off the counter, landing her trendy knee-high boots squarely onto the area he’d just mopped.

“Don’t,” she said viciously. “Don’t do that.” She grabbed his arm.

He found himself staring into her face. “Don’t mop? You know, Mr. Slocum pays the Broadway Cleaners Incorporated like five hundred dollars a week to keep his coffee shop. Not to brag, but I get like five percent of that. A night. Cha-ching.”

Tessa didn’t smile, and those tears never left her eyes. “Don’t do that either,” she said. “Don’t shit on your truth by avoiding it or by trying to be funny.”

“Trying and failing,” Steven murmured. “Obviously.”

Tessa must’ve realized she had lost control of herself because she let go of his arm and stepped back. “Maybe we’re all ants. Maybe nothing matters. But Steven, you work your ass off. You’ll get home around two, but you have your cafeteria job at nine. You do that, then ace your classes, before you go to the library.”

It was a shock that she knew his schedule as well as she did. Steven wisely stayed quiet.

She kept on talking, passion in her voice. “You’re at least trying to make something of yourself. Me? I have this crappy job, and I write my crappy poetry and practice my crappy calligraphy, and that’s my life. That’s probably going to be my life for the duration. And yet ...” She crossed her arms over her chest. “I’ve felt it too. On some nights, when I’m alone in my room, I know that someday, I’m going to rise above all this. For me, though, it’s wishful thinking ... For you ...”

Steven couldn’t stare into her eyes. They were too intense, too pretty. He slopped the mop back into the bucket.

“You’re doing stuff to make your dreams come true,” Tessa finished. “Unlike me.”

“Give me a break, Tessa. You go out. You have boyfriends and girlfriends and you go dancing and you take care of your brother and you do stuff too. Yeah, I’m going to college, but you could too. I could help—”

Tessa flung out a hand. “It’s all so empty, all that sex, and the newness wears off, and I’m with some hipster and his beard and there’s nothing there. Yes, I have friends, and I love my family, especially my brother, but if some great thing is going to happen to us, we’re going to have to work for it. You’re doing that.” She paused. “I’m not.”

For a second, Steven thought about trying to argue against everything she’d just said. He thought about telling her he’d been in love with her for months. But then, he knew the friend zone well. And with someone like Tessa? It wasn’t just a zone, it was a dungeon, and she’d thrown him into the friend dungeon long ago and thrown away the key. No way would she ever go for him.

Yet, she knew his schedule. She admired him for some strange reason even though he let Bud walk all over him. Could he escape the dungeon and into her heart?

He was about to say something when a guy in a lizard mask covering his entire head charged through the front door. In his hand was a black pistol.

Fuck! Bud hadn’t locked the front door on his way out.

“Take the cash!” Tessa yelped in fear.

No, this guy hadn’t just busted in to rob the place. Something about him, something about the way he moved, how he held the gun, and how his weird red eyes fixed on Steven said that he hadn’t come for the money.

He raised the gun. He didn’t aim for Steven, though. He fired at Tessa.
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