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Here she comes.

The sun sank in the sky behind her, casting a warm orange glow and highlighting the one lonely cloud that wafted in from the horizon. It also lit Jasmine from behind, turning her into a smoking hot silhouette. High heels tightened her bare calves as she strutted toward me in a short skirt and a skimpy top that clung to her chest and left just an inch of her lower stomach exposed.

I set down my bolt cutters, resting them against the base of a metal fence at the parking lot’s edge. The padlock I had clipped apart already lay in halves on the pavement and now I leaned against a sturdy pole and watched my date approach.

My hand slid into my jeans pocket and pulled my phone out. Even with her face shadowed by the sun’s backlighting, something didn’t quite seem right. Glancing down at the screen, I swiped my thumb a few times and brought up the dating app.




User: Jasmine Contreras




Height: 5’10”




Weight: 132 lbs.




No worries there. Her stats seemed to match the woman that strode toward me.

I scrolled through a few of her pictures next, flipping past sexy little poses and photos of her out in nature. Cliffside yoga photographed from ten yards away… A shot of her kayaking down a rushing river with a helmet and life jacket… A photo of her tight, round ass as she hiked away from the camera, deeper into some forest or other.

Bingo. This is what I was looking for: a close-up of her face.

“Kyle?” she asked, hugging her own bare arms to shield herself from a cool evening breeze that swept across the empty parking lot. She stepped to the side, avoiding a thick patch of wild grasses that found a home inside one of the cracks that stretched across the neglected pavement.

“Yes,” I said, still leaning in place next to the bolt cutters I left resting against the chain link fence. I squinted against the reduced light, openly staring at her face as she neared.

She looked nothing like her picture. Goddamned photo filters. I should have realized it sooner, the perfect skin, the wide innocent eyes, the soft touch of pink across her cheeks. It wasn’t makeup or good lighting, it was all a manipulation. A lie. She had even altered the slope of her jawline and the shape of her chin.

I turned the brightness up on my screen and looked down at it until the clacking of her heels on the pavement stopped.

“Jasmine, right?” I asked, holding up the perfect image of her smiling fraudulent face. It was an accusation, but she didn’t take it as one.

“Yes,” she said, flashing her bleached teeth in a wide grin. “I’m so happy to meet you, you look just like your pictures. It’s such a relief.”

“You don’t say,” I replied.

In reality, she was pretty enough without using apps to retouch her photos and make her eyes look larger and her lips fuller. Her face was round and bright. Long eyelashes framed brown eyes that matched the dark hair she wore in a tight ponytail. Plus, her body was round where it should be round, and flat where it should be flat. She was a liar, but still a sexy one.

I tried to shake off the image of her I had in my head and give her a chance. If the date went badly, we might still hook up before we went our separate ways and I didn’t want to ruin that for myself.

I deserved a little action, no strings attached.

She held a hand toward me and I took it, rubbing my thumb against the soft, supple skin of the back of her hand while we shook out our introduction, oddly businesslike.

The sleeve of my hoodie slipped down my arm as we shook hands, revealing a small hole and a large dark stain that had turned the red fabric brown.

“Nice jacket,” she said, raising an eyebrow and puckering up her lips like someone had just popped a sour patch candy into her mouth unannounced.

“Nice face,” I replied.

“Excuse me?” she asked.

“Just exchanging genuine compliments with you. You’re very pretty.” I deadpanned it, leaving no hint of sarcasm.

“Oh,” she said. “Yeah, I get that a lot. I didn’t really think your sweatshirt was nice though, it’s all torn and dirty. What did you spill on yourself, coffee?”

“Dr. Pepper,” I said. “One of those 23 flavors sure knows how to leave a stain.”

“It’s gross.”

“It is what it is,” I said, “but if you’re going to try to change me, woman, wait until the second date.” I gave her a wink and she forced a laugh. This was going to be like pulling teeth, but I was committed to seeing it through. Never start a game you don’t intend to finish.

“Shall we?” I asked.

Jasmine’s smile fell away as she glanced behind me. “I thought you said this was an amusement park.”

“It was,” I replied. “Twenty years ago before it was shut down for faulty rides, injuries, and the ensuing lawsuits. It’s been left to rust ever since. I told you I do this sort of thing, remember? You thought it was cool.”

“Breaking into abandoned places?” she asked. “I don’t really think it’s cool, I was just being nice. That’s what you do on those apps.”

Right. People lie.

“Maybe I can change your mind about that,” I said. “Rumor has it, a kid died in this park before it was shut down. Poor little Mikey, he may still be haunting it now. Think we can find him?”

“Oh, come on,” she said, hugging her arms again and rubbing them for warmth. “Let’s go get a drink instead. Or see a movie. Anything else.”

I reached for her hand, prying it away from her upper arm and pulling her toward the metal entrance arch. Her skin prickled into goosebumps, but her feet shuffled forward as I drew her into Thrillville, past a faded sign that preserved the theme park’s ancient advertising that read, “Northeastern Indiana’s number one spot for loops and drops. There’s no place like Thrillville!”

It had been the only rollercoaster park in this area of the state at the time, and technically it still was. At least Thrillville knew how to sell itself without bending the truth.

Deep within the dark labyrinth of abandoned metal rides, rusted metal creaked and sighed. The night wind wasn’t strong, but these derelict scaffolds of neglected iron groaned anyway.

Some might hear those as sounds of warning. I took them as an invitation.

“I’ve wanted to check this place out for a long time now,” I said. “I was waiting for the right girl to share it with, but I can’t wait forever, can I?”

“Thanks,” she said. “I think.”

We strolled past a rotting ticket booth and into a wide area surrounded by gift shops with boarded up windows and doors, but the paint hadn’t fully chipped away from their wooden façades yet. Periwinkle, goldenrod, and cotton candy pink still speckled these buildings, faded from decades of exposure to the unforgiving sun.

“What do you even like about this sort of thing?” she asked. “It’s cold and… eerie.”

It was a little cold. That’s why I wore actual clothing on our date, not that I was complaining about how much of Jasmine was currently on display. It was just chilly enough to force her nipples to harden against her shirt and I wasn’t such a gentleman that I refrained from looking.

“A place like this reminds me how fleeting everything is,” I said. “One day, this park was full of families and children, shouting and running, eating funnel cake and enjoying the rides. The next, this place was shuttered up forever.”

“I get it,” she said. “You like to live in the moment.”

“It’s more than that,” I said. “This place holds some of the happiest memories of those kids’ lives. Except for the ones that got injured, and maimed, and killed by defective rides. Like little Mikey.

“Some asshole adult built this place, told people it was safe when it wasn’t, and kept the doors open even after the first few people got hurt because he wanted to make his money.

“Whatever he earned was built on lies. Filthy dangerous lies. Aren’t liars just the worst?”

“I guess,” she said.

“All the artifice is gone now,” I said. “This place isn’t hiding anything anymore. If we want its secrets, they’re ripe for the picking. That’s what I like. It’s naked now. It’s at peace with itself, flaws and all.”

We pressed onward and I pointed to a sign that said “Sidewinder.”

“This park had eight rollercoasters,” I said. “That’s sort of a big deal for twenty years ago. And this was the tallest. I looked the whole place up on Wikipedia, and a few message boards I lurk around on. It’s important to research these places ahead of time, in case there’s anything too dangerous.”

A solid gust of wind buffeted us from the side and elicited a loud creaking groan from Sidewinder. The metal casings on the apex of its only full loop rattled and shifted as we watched.

“It’s getting colder,” Jasmine said. “And what do you mean too dangerous? If this is any dangerous we should just go. You saw your little theme park, mission accomplished. Let’s get a hot meal.”

“We’re just getting started,” I said. “This is Thrillville, Jasmine. Let’s get thrilled.”

We walked further into the depths of the park. The sun was closer to setting now, and it begrudged us the benefit of its guiding light. What few rays still angled toward us were reduced by the occasional buildings and rides that blocked them.

“That pavilion,” I said. “It must have been a food court at some point.”

“Yeah,” she said. “So cool.”

“See, your words say ‘so cool,’ but your tone says, ‘hard pass.’ ”

“I don’t see what’s fun about this,” she said. “And you do it, like, all the time?”

“When I can,” I said. “It’s about going where other people won’t, or can’t. It’s about seeing something old in a way that’s totally new. It’s discovery, plain and simple. That’s why it’s called urban exploration. You know, I’m basically the Magellan of northeastern Indiana.”

“Someone else has already discovered this,” she said. “Look at all the graffiti.”

“You mean art,” I said. “But yeah, places like this attract that element too.”

She stopped walking and scanned the dormant rides around us. They each creaked in a different pitch, providing a faint chorus of struggling metallic sounds. “Is this illegal?” she asked.

“Do I look like a lawyer to you?” I replied. She opened her mouth to respond, but changed her mind.

“Forget it,” she said, reaching into her purse for her phone. She fidgeted at the screen while she spoke. “If it’s illegal I don’t want to know. You get fifteen more minutes of this and then I want a proper date. Or a cab home, before it starts raining.”

I shot a suspicious glance skyward at the one large cloud that seemed to double in size over the last few minutes. “I guess I should have checked the weather more closely,” I said. “It was such a nice day, I didn’t see a storm catching us.”

“But you did wear a hoodie,” she said. “And I didn’t. Oh!”

She gasped and lifted one foot slowly, stretching a long strand of industrial-strength gunk from the pavement to the spike of her heel. It was thick and amber-brown.

“You got something on your shoe,” I said.

“No shit,” she replied.

“No shit, but yes unidentifiable goop,” I said.

She half-hopped forward, careful not to set that foot back down on the pavement and smoosh that sticky gunk further into her precious shoe.

She found a crack in the blacktop that formed a miniature crevice and hobbled toward it. She sank her heel into its depths, scraping the sides against the crumbling pavement and the long, coarse weeds that grew in the minor trench there. She held onto her phone the whole time she struggled to clean her heel off, teetering on one heel while trying to scrape the other one bare.

How she managed to keep her balance, I couldn’t imagine. That’s because my imagination was busy on other things, like storing the image of her hunched-over body shimmying with gusto. She bent over while she worked, shaking her round, firm rear from side to side and wriggling around to really work her shoe clean.

“I don’t even know what I stepped in,” she said.

“Karma,” I replied.

“What?”

“Caramel,” I said. “Just a guess. Here.” I stepped forward and gripped her upper arms to steady her body so she could work harder. I made sure to angle myself so I had a clear line of vision down her front. No sense in letting a good view go to waste.

“Your hands are warm,” she said. “It must be nice to have sleeves, even if they are torn and in need of some stain removal.” She glanced at the dark splotch on my red hoodie again before looking away.

“It is nice,” I said.

Chivalry is stupid. I would not give her my hoodie just because she was a girl. If she was nice to me, and if I thought I wanted to foster a real bond here, maybe I’d make that kind of gesture, but she had insulted my favorite sweatshirt. She didn’t get to wear it now.

“Let’s duck inside one of these buildings when you’re done cleaning up,” I said. “Get out of the wind, find someplace I can keep you warm.”

“Just let me take a selfie first,” she said. “The sun’s almost gone, but the lighting should still be enough for an evening glamour shot.”

“An evening… whatever,” I said. “You do you.” And then you can do me, I thought, walking a few steps away to let Jasmine work her dopey photo magic.

She found a soft beam of evening sunlight that lit the ground like a spotlight beneath a cracked wooden sign. It was shaped like an upright hot dog with arms and legs, likely drawing hungry children and their adults to a cheap, walkable meal. The carved letters once had golden paint on them, but now only a trace of that color remained. It wasn’t worth the effort to decipher its once-upon-a-name.

Jasmine puckered her lips and snapped a few shots in exactly the same angle as the doctored photo she put on her dating profile. She then brought the phone right up to her face and got to work.

I couldn’t watch this. All the pinching and zooming on her screen — she was doing it again. Taking a perfectly good picture and stretching her features until she was an augmented-reality version of herself.

A new text message buzzed my own cell phone, setting off a short burst of vibration in my jeans pocket.




Selena: How’s the date going? Did she kill you and eat you yet?




I laughed to myself. Selena was my oldest friend, and she worried about me way too much.




Kyle: I think this one’s a dud.




Selena: Yeah, well, it’s a bad sign that you’re texting me while you’re out with NatureLover69.




Kyle: That’s not her handle.




Selena: It might as well be. She wears too much makeup for all those outdoorsy photos. She’s trying too hard to be something she’s not.




Kyle: That’s the problem. I’m not sure she is anything.




Selena: Ditch her. Come to my house for a movie night. I’m marathoning every MCU movie again in proper chronological order before I’ll let myself watch Endgame again. Just buy some popcorn on the way here because I’m all out.




Kyle: I’m not ditching her. She won’t be the mother of my children, but I can still get something out of this night.




Selena: Ew. Gross, but whatever. Go indulge your lizard brain for a while. Then come over! Seriously. Movie night is better with you here.




A photo popped up with Selena in thick-rimmed glasses and no makeup with her hands held together as if praying for me to hang out with her. Her long blonde hair was all over the place and her loose breasts separated to the sides under her oversized Hulk T-shirt. She wore it ironically, of course. It was our least favorite of the MCU movies.




Kyle: I’ll try. Thrillville isn’t exactly next door, and there’s a storm brewing.




Selena: Haha. Right. There is exactly one cloud in the sky and the weather channel says 0% chance of rain for the next three days. Your excuse game is weak, bro.




I glanced up at the sky again. I guessed that the massive billowing cloud overhead was technically a single entity, but it encroached on the sky like a blanket being pulled slowly over my eyes. The wind it carried was getting rampant, and Jasmine kept pulling her hair back and fighting to keep it out of her face long enough to finish finessing her photographs.

The park creaked and grumbled around us, which was oddly comforting. Total silence can really get into your head when you go breaking into abandoned places. Silence is heavy and foreboding. I like a little sound with my trespassing.

A sharp twang of metal drew my attention to the sign above Jasmine’s head. One of the rusting hinges snapped and the wooden wiener sign spun in circles on the one metal hook that still supported it. The hinge itself had a metal loop that was bent out of shape, threatening to release its hold on that sign and let it crash onto Jasmine’s head.

“Jasmine!” I yelled.

She held up her pointer finger in a “just a minute” gesture and kept working on her phone.

The metal groaned and pulled away from its joint, tipping the hinge toward the ground and sending a crumble of building material down like snow.

Fuck. I’m not getting any play tonight if my date gets decapitated by a giant hot dog.
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I darted forward and spread my arms out, opening my hands and preparing to grasp Jasmine by whatever body part I could. In my panicked hurry to save her from impending doom, I dropped my phone and let it crack against the hard ground as I propelled myself toward a girl who cared about her selfies more than she cared about her actual self.

A twang of metal overhead announced the hinge’s breaking point. I raced against gravity now, but at least I had a head start. I had seen the inevitable and launched myself toward it a few seconds ahead.

It still wasn’t enough.

My hands clapped onto Jasmine’s shoulders and I forced her back a few feet as I rushed forward. I maneuvered her just past the sign’s downward path, but that was a minor victory. The sign slammed onto my arm and snagged my sweatshirt sleeve, tearing a gash across the fabric and scraping a long scratch down the outside of my arm that immediately started bleeding. It also stung like a motherfucker.

Having braced the hot dog sign’s fall, it toppled onto the ground and rested flat against the pavement, perfectly intact. Up close, the lettering was clear: “Wee Willy Weiner.”

I grit my teeth and breathed hard, each exhale carrying a deep guttural growl of pain from my throat. I closed my eyes and waited for the pain to subside, but it only worsened the harder I fixated on it.

I still held onto Jasmine, too focused on my bleeding tricep to give much thought to what the rest of me was doing.

“You’re hurting me,” she said.

I released my fingers and she rubbed her arms with her hands. If someone doesn’t thank me for this in the next five seconds—

“You’re bleeding!” she yelled.

“Yes,” I said. “And you’re not. You’re welcome.”

“I had no idea what was happening,” she said. “What can I do?”

Go back in time and swipe left instead of right, I thought.

“I just need a minute,” I said. I closed my eyes and tilted my head back, breathing in the cool air carried on a stiffening wind. The night wasn’t over. I might yet get a reward for my heroism.

As I stood there, working to convince my lizard brain that bleeding and pain were secondary to getting laid, Jasmine tapped me on the shoulder.

“Here,” she said, holding my phone toward me. A small crack had formed diagonally across its glass face. “You dropped this.”

“You didn’t read anything on there, did you?” I asked.

“No,” she said. “Why, should I be worried? Were you texting with your girlfriend?”

My jaw was still clenched and my breathing heavy as I glared at her.

“I’m kidding,” she said. “Oh my god, you don’t have a girlfriend, do you?”

“No,” I said. “Sorry I didn’t answer faster, I’m just a little dazed and bleeding right now. What about you? Have a girlfriend?”

“Very funny,” she said.

“I like to think so. Let’s see if there’s a fun house around here. I need a mirror to see how bad this is.”

“Maybe—” Jasmine said, holding up her phone with the camera app still open.

“No more photographs. You’ve taken enough for one night.”

We walked deeper into the abandoned amusement park, past the food pavilion and toward a row of short wooden shacks that looked like games of skill and chance, or maybe souvenir stands. None offered fun house mirrors — the fun houses were always with the younger, less rollercoastery rides anyway — but there was a fortuneteller’s booth.

A rotting piece of plywood covered over the door, with a metal lock holding it shut that was so rusted it was a brittle, peeling mass of bright orange flakes. I pulled the crumbling wood away without touching the lock. I didn’t need tetanus tonight.

Jasmine seemed to sense that I wasn’t in the mood for chitchat, following behind me wordlessly as I stalked my way into the small, dark booth. I set my phone on a table in the room’s center, using the flashlight setting to turn it into a small lamp. There were no mirrors anywhere, just bowed planks of wood forming the surrounding walls and a thick purple curtain that hung across a small doorway to another space at the building’s rear.

A crystal ball sat in a moth-eaten mound of fabric at the table’s center. The orb itself was a dull sphere of poor-quality glass, not the pure and polished quartz a “real” medium would use. This setup was a step below carnival quality, but that didn’t matter.

I pulled out a chair from that table and brushed it off, inviting Jasmine to sit. When she did, I pulled another chair up beside her. I wasn’t interested in glass orbs; I was interested in skin.

“Did I mention I can read palms?” I asked, sliding over on my seat so that my thigh pressed up against hers and offered her bare leg a small portion of my body heat.

“No,” she said, holding a hand out. “I guess you’ll want to read mine then.”

“I mean, only if you want to know your fortune. Not everyone can handle it.” She smiled to one side, playfully incredulous. “Okay, Jasmine, stop begging. I’ll do it, but you’ll have to tell me to stop if I go too far.”

I locked my eyes on her hand and rubbed my thumbs into her palm. “Your heart line is very strong. I see a long life for you but… only thanks to a brave and strong young man named… K… K…”

“Kyle?” she asked.

“Shh,” I replied, glancing up at her dark eyes before staring back down at her palm. “I need to concentrate. I’ll get it.”

“It’s Kyle,” she said. She rolled her eyes and smiled, playing along nicely.

“Oh, you’re right,” I said. “And that’s me. What are the odds? A simple guy like me crossing fate lines with a spectacular girl like you?”

“How flattering,” she said. “I sort of thought you didn’t really like me. Is that silly?”

“Of course not,” I said.

She scrunched up her face for a second, straining to make sense of my response, but I leaned forward and kissed her. I wasn’t going to lie to her; I didn’t like her. She was rude and fake and I would much rather be watching movies with Selena. But I was here, and I had needs.

Jasmine’s lips were full and firm as mine pressed against them. My hand found the back of her head as my tongue parted her lips. My other hand touched her bare leg. She tensed for a second, but then relaxed as my hand inched slowly up her thigh.

Her skin was covered in goosebumps and I knew my warmth was a sensation she craved. I’d dole it out slowly to keep her waiting.

Outside, the wind rocked the abandoned amusements more loudly. In twenty years, this little scrap of land had endured enough storms that one more wouldn’t be the end of the world, but there was still some danger to this. If today was the day a ride toppled over, it could splinter this little gypsy shack and flatten us both out.

At least we’d die naked by then. There was dignity in that.

“Come here,” I said, patting my thigh with one hand.

Jasmine eyed my bleeding arm carefully before climbing onto my lap. She straddled me, spreading her legs apart and pulling the fabric of her short skirt taut. She leaned down to kiss me again and I ran my hands under her shirt, smoothing my palms along her flat stomach until I reached her breasts. She moaned when my thumbs traced her areolas. The longer I worked at them, the more intense her breathing became.

“Your tits are so fucking nice,” I said, breaking our kiss. “Let me see ‘em.”

She arched her back and pulled her shirt over her head, shaking her hair free as she did. My eyes were transfixed on her chest, her large round breasts begging for my attention. With a hand under each one, I lifted them and bent forward, kissing each nipple slowly.

Jasmine’s hips started to roll, but there was nothing for them to grind against. One knee rested on each side of me, but the angle our wooden chair allowed was all wrong.

I reached under her skirt with one hand. “No panties,” I said. “You’ve been ready for this.”

“What’s wrong with that?” she asked.

“Nothing wrong. Everything right.” I slipped a finger inside her to test her slickness.

“Mmm, yes,” she said. Her hands reached for my waist, fumbling with the buttons on the fly of my jeans.

I throbbed inside my pants, eager to shed this tight denim shell and bury my shaft in something even tighter. Then I jolted forward at the sound of an alarm, something like a loud car horn from impossibly close by.

“Time’s up,” Jasmine said. She pushed my hand away from her skirt and climbed off me, then reached for her phone. With the press of a button the alarm ended.

“Are you kidding me?” I asked.

“I told you, fifteen minutes. We can pick up where we left off later, after a nice dinner in a warm restaurant.”

“Why limit ourselves?” I asked. “We should finish this now as an appetizer, then you’ve earned your dinner.”

“Earned?” she asked. “I came into this creepy AF scrapheap of a theme park with a man I’ve never met before and almost died underneath a hot dog sign. I’m done. I earned dinner and dessert.

“This,” she continued, gesturing up and down her body with both hands, “is worth it.”

The wind outside was howling now, and a soft patter of rain started against the roof over our heads.

“And I need your hoodie,” she added. “I’m too cold to get wet.”

She reached for her shirt on the floor and froze as something crashed behind the thick purple curtain that hid the doorway to the back room of this cheap amusement hut.

“Hello?” I asked. “Little Mikey? Go toward the light, young man.”

“Oh, hell no,” Jasmine said. “I’ve seen horror movies. I am not sticking around for this shit.”

“Then don’t,” I said. “This date is over. Thank you, next.”

“Don’t you thank-you-next me!”

“Who’s there?” a voice called from behind the curtain. The words were quick, their gender undecipherable. It wasn’t the timid squeak of a young boy’s ghost though. This voice was deeper, more mature.

Jasmine pulled her shirt on the rest of the way and ran to the exit in a huff, looking both ways in the darkening evening to peer through the rain. Then she ran off in short steps, the clacking of her heels quickly lost amidst the oncoming storm.

I stood up, grabbed my lit-up phone, and approached the curtain ahead. It sounded like one person back there, shuffling things around. I brushed the fabric aside and pointed my flashlight forward.

A short old woman hunched over a large box. She looked up at me and shielded her eyes, her bowl cut of nearly-white hair swishing from her quick movement.

“Point that thing elsewhere,” she said.

I lowered the flashlight. “Better?”

“I meant that thing.” She snort-laughed and pointed at my jeans — or, more precisely, the stiff outline that ran down one leg thanks to Jasmine’s cruel tease.

I rolled my eyes and pulled the curtain all the way open.

“Are you gonna help me with this or not?” the woman asked. “I’ve already knocked over one box, you want me to drop another?” She put her hands on her hips, rumpling the sleeveless green frock that covered her front. She wore black pants and a black shirt underneath it, making her look almost priest-like.

I ducked my head under the low doorframe and lifted the box she had at her feet. A jar of liquid caught the faint light of my flashlight. It looked like chicken feet floating in oil. The floor was littered with other weird things that must have tumbled out of the first box she was working at. Geodes; candles; a bundle of old leaves tied up in cheese cloth; a tiny doll with no head. I set the box on the floor by the little table in the hut’s main room and sat down again in my wooden chair.

“I’m not helping you loot this place,” I said. “That crosses a line from innocent trespass to breaking and entering with intent to burglarize. It ups my chances of arrest by like a thousand percent. Besides, that stuff is all worthless junk.”

“It’s my worthless junk, thank you,” the woman said. “I’ll take it if I like. The park is closed, no sense in leaving it here.”

“It’s been closed for twenty years,” I said.

“That’s a matter of perspective,” she said. “And if it’s been closed that long for you, what on this godless green Earth are you doing here?”

“Urban exploration,” I said.

“How’s that going for you?”

“Poorly.”

“Hmph.” She shook her head and reached into the box at her feet, trailing off into a mumble. “I don’t pick them. If I did it sure wouldn’t be you.”

“I don’t know what that means, and I don’t care,” I said. “You’re welcome to wait out this storm with me, or you can take your garbage boxes and leave, but we don’t have to talk.”

She took a deck of cards from the box and sat down across from me. She cleared the table by sweeping her arm across it, knocking aside the moldering old cloth and the chintzy glass orb in one swipe. It cracked on the floor and rolled toward the corner.

“Always wanted to do that,” she said, cocking a smile. “Just for show, that stupid thing. These, however, these are the real deal.” She began shuffling her cards onto the table, making small piles of them face down at random and then scooping them up to start over again. I watched out of the corner of my eye, splitting my attention between the kooky old woman and the exit. No sign of Jasmine, and the rain was only getting worse.

I smiled. At least I had a hood.

“Eyes forward,” the old woman said. “A card reading takes two. I need you to focus.”

I caught glimpses of the cards’ undersides as she shuffled them. There was no coherent theme to them. One showed a rocky planet with two moons; the next showed a bubble of water with a whole city inside; a third was just a wall of fire. The cards with people on them were no more logical — a horde of goblins drinking tea; a woman with fox ears and a tail holding a man’s decapitated head; a young nun with a rose blooming from her open mouth.

“I’ve seen tarot cards before,” I said, tilting my head to keep glancing at the images flashing by. “Where’s the fool, the empress, the king of cups? I’ve never seen cards like these.”

“That’s because they’re not tarot cards,” she said. “Now stop peeking and sit.”

“I am sitting.”

“Sit right, wiseass,” she said. “Turn to face me, keep your legs together, your feet on the floor, and your elbows off the table. I’m here to tell you your fortune.”

I glanced over my shoulder at what had suddenly become torrential rains, now barely visible thanks to the dense cloud cover that blocked the last of the evening’s sunlight. A small puddle formed at the room’s entryway, snaking its way toward us as it grew.

“Fine,” I said, turning to face the old lady. “I’m—”

“Kyle Landers,” she said, still shuffling her cards.

“Nice trick,” I said, “but I’m not impressed. You heard me with Jasmine when you were hiding out in the back room.”

“Is that the floozy that went running with her top half off?”

“She’s the one,” I said. “She thinks she’s an empress.”

“She’s the damn fool.”

“Maybe I do like you after all,” I said.

“That won’t last long. Cut the deck.”

I cut shallow, pinching about ten of the cards off the top and laying them next to the larger stack. The cards were soft, like their rough edges had been worn smooth after decades of constant use. They were also energizing. A tingle ran up my arm until I put the cards back down, and I ripped my hand away quickly out of shock.

This only sent a fresh wave of pain across the gash in my arm. The bubbling of fresh blood tickled my skin, a sign that my jerky movement tore the wound back open.

The old woman gathered up the cards and made small piles of them, some with cards overlapping in a row and others laid perpendicularly on top of each other. When she revealed their faces one by one, she made knowing grunts and mmm-mmm-mmm sounds.

“Bloodhound,” she muttered. The card she revealed held something like a rabid coyote with glowing blue eyes and long white incisors. “And another one,” she said, turning over a card with the same style of creature, though the artwork was different.

“You poor thing,” she continued, turning over a card with five of those animals all sharing a meal in the shape of a disemboweled woman. “There’s a whole pack of them.”

“Gang,” I corrected. “Everyone knows it’s a bloodhound gang.”

She ignored me and turned over the rest in silence: A wizard in a round purple cap. A tuft of black flame on a glacial blue background. A rotund woman in red skin sitting on a stone seat.

I yawned and rubbed my eyes. None of this meant jack shit.

Now she plucked the top card from the deck and held it in front of her face.

“Oh,” she said. “That’s… monumental.”

“Spooky,” I said.

“Shut up, you idiot.”

She slammed the card onto the table in front of me. It read “Silura” in a hand-drawn font. The image on the card was a castle set in the distance and surrounded by a stone wall. A creature that looked like a naked woman with leathery red wings was flying above one of the castle’s towers, while others of her kind were lying in the grass.

“Okay,” I said. “What does it mean? That I’m about to make a major life decision? That my luck in love will improve? Another year of good harvests?”

“What it means is simple,” she replied. “You have a chance to claim one of the seven destinies. Take this with you, you’ll need it again.” She tapped on the card’s center and started packing up the rest of her deck.

“Now go,” she said. “And don’t fuck it up this time. I can’t keep doing this or they’ll find me.”

I lifted the card and peered closer at the girls drawn into its scene. Or maybe ‘drawn’ wasn’t the right word. The image was so flush with detail and so resolute, it looked photorealistic in this low light. For a moment, I thought the corners of the card reflected back my phone’s light in an odd way, giving it the illusion of a faintly glowing border.

Thunder drew my attention back toward the shack’s front door, just in time for a bolt of purple-tinged lightning to illuminate the park outside. The light was so bright it seared a violet afterimage into my retinas, glowing like a splotchy rectangular doorway against the insides of my eyelids. I squinted my eyes shut for a full second.

When I opened them again, the old woman was gone. I had to move my eyes left and right to be sure it wasn’t just the burnt portion of my eyeballs playing tricks on me, but no. That crazy old fortuneteller lady had vanished.

That, or she was hiding in the back room, gathering up more of her odds and ends.

I picked up my phone to text Selena.




Kyle: The date was a disaster, but you don’t want me coming over. I’m about to get drenched in this storm.




Selena: Nope. Still no rain. Nice try. Captain America starts in 20 minutes and I still want my popcorn. Chop chop!




Kyle: I don’t know what weather forecast you’re looking at, but it’s way off. The lightning is crazy bright and I can barely hear myself think over the rain. If this amusement park floods and I die here tonight, tell my family I love them.




Selena: Kyle, you don’t have any family.




I sent her a very sad-looking emoji in response.




Selena: Okay, that came out wrong. What I mean is—




The screen flickered and the image fizzled out entirely. I shook the phone, which was about as technical as my approach to electronics could get, then tapped it against the wooden table. I had charged the damn thing before I left the house, so it wasn’t the battery. Maybe I had dropped it too hard back at Wee Willy Weiner’s.

Another flash of lightning and crack of thunder shook the entire hut. The table in front of me wobbled, drawing my gaze back to that one lonely card.

“Hey,” I yelled toward the back room, pushing my chair back to stand. “Are you in there? You left one of your cards behind.”

I picked up it, but that strange tingling returned as I pinched it between my fingers and gazed at its artwork. Despite the darkness of this ramshackle hut, the card’s image was perfectly clear. Almost like it produced its own faint light.

I took a step toward the back room, splashing my sneaker into a shallow puddle that had grown inward from the hut’s front and now overtook the whole floor.

A burst of lightning struck with a blinding burst of electric purple brilliance and an instantaneous shout of thunder, wave of heat, and crack of wood. Ceiling beams crashed in front of me, tearing a hole in the hut’s roof and filling the area with the smell of ozone and burning ash.

I jumped backward and coughed against the wave of aromas as rainwater drenched my face. Overhead, through the gaping hole in the ceiling, storm clouds swirled and lit from sizzling tendrils of energy that snaked across the sky.

The rain beaded down the front of the card in my hand, but it didn’t soak into its surface. I slipped it into my pocket and turned to run. Pulling my hood over my head, I sprinted from the fortuneteller’s shack in the dark, hoping I remembered the path I had taken to get this far.

Long, menacing sounds of metal grinding against metal echoed throughout the park. These long-abandoned scramblers, drop towers, and coasters were held together with rusted bolts and nothing else. The harder the winds rocked through the park, the louder these dead machines screamed for an end to their suffering.

My legs struggled against soaked jeans, the wet denim gripping my skin like a rubber glove. The hood flew off my head as I ran, blown by the wind I charged headlong into.

That wind was fierce and unforgiving. It didn’t matter how hard I pumped my legs, the onslaught of air that pummeled my front was like a wall I couldn’t push through. Even breathing was hard in the face of it. The soles of my sneakers skidded against the cracked pavement without propelling me any further toward the park’s exit.

When I stopped fighting it altogether, I expected the wind to blast me off my feet. Instead, currents and eddies swirled around me like a newborn hurricane, whipping at my hair and flinging my hood in alternating directions while the sky pulsed brighter and faster by the second.

The dense clouds overhead were a thick black blanket that erupted in waves of blinding purple until the sky shot a bolt of that impossible lightning at the ground beside me. I flinched and leaned to the side, but the wall of air that encircled me prevented any escape.

Another arrow of lightning struck just inches from the glowing crater the first bolt left behind. Again, and again, lightning cracked open the ground all around me in quick bursts.

I raised a hand over my head to shield my eyes from the rain that pelted down and the searing flashes of purple light that accompanied the storm.

Right there, in the center of my palm. That’s where the final bolt of lightning struck.

My hand burned with the heat of a thousand suns and my throat tore itself to shreds from the pitch and volume of the scream that escaped my lips.

Then the rain eased, the wind slowed, and my head hit the hard ground as I blacked the fuck out.
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When my eyes opened, the sun was bright overhead and I was lying face down on soft grass. My mind was hazy and my body hurt. I blinked a few times and let the world come into focus.

In the distance, arranged identically to the hand-drawn art on the old woman’s it-wasn’t-really-a-tarot card was a landscape straight out of the medieval era.

A stone wall stretched as far as I could see in each direction. Three iron gates were spaced at even intervals, though the one in the middle was by far the widest and most popular. Each gate was worked by a small group of armored guards with metal helmets and impressive, leathery wings that they kept spread wide, intimidating the pedestrians and horse-drawn cart drivers that approached on the outer roads.

Set farther behind it was an impressive castle. Its parapets towered over the wooden shingles and red thatching that comprised most of the other buildings’ roofs. Each castle peak held light blue flags, over a dozen in total, with a bright white insignia stitched across them: a balled, four-fingered fist with a crown resting on its knuckles.

Those stretches of sky blue fabric tapered to points that rippled in the winds high above the surrounding city. They would have blended into the sky itself if not for the puffy white clouds that hung overhead like giant floating cotton balls.

The stone spires they decorated, however, were not idle towers. They held arched windows at each story that a few people had jumped from. Wings spread out from their backs as they swan-dove from the castle’s highest peaks, and then they glided to the ground, arcing smoothly until they descended past the city’s retaining wall and out of sight. Long, slender tails trailed behind.

Something about the way they carried their arms and tails while they flew reminded me of Charizard. I chuckled to myself at the crazy thought of it. Those people looked like dragons.

I had died and gone straight to Anne McCaffrey.

I groaned as I shifted my weight against the ground, reminded of my injured arm as I rolled my head to face the other direction and see what that horizon held.

“Gah!” I gasped. There was a woman lying next to me in the grass, her face inches from mine, staring at me intently. Her eyes had vibrant green irises with vertical pupils like a snake’s.

I scrambled to a sitting position and stared back at her. She was smiling and propping herself up on her elbows, holding her head in her hands. From that angle, I could see right down her front. Supple breasts pillowed against the grass, spilling past the low neckline of her shirt.

Her hair was a dark green, far darker than her eyes, but her skin was peachy and her teeth straight and white. She was pretty, and from what I could see, in excellent shape. There was just the curious matter of the long, slender tail that stuck out from the base of her spine. It was a pale shade of green, and covered in small, overlapping scales.

And, of course, her bat-like wings. Green, smooth, and thin.

“Hi, little monkey,” she said. “Enjoy your nap?”

“I’m not a monkey,” I said. “I’m a man.”

“Your ears are rounded,” she said. “You have shaggy brown hair. You’re a monkey man.”

“My hair isn’t shaggy,” I said. “It’s just messed up from being caught in a storm.” Even as I said that, I realized I wasn’t soaked through from the rain. I wasn’t even damp. “I have no tail, you might notice. No human does.”

She didn’t flinch at the accusation embedded in my words. If having a tail made her non-human, it was a classification that didn’t seem to bother her.

“What’s a human?” she asked.

“I am,” I said. “How can you have monkeys here but no humans?”

“That’s a question for the Goddess alone,” she said. “I didn’t shape the world from the formless void, and I certainly didn’t breathe life into the races that share it.”

She smiled throughout this exchange, her cheeks dimpling and her eyes crinkling up at the sides. There was something entirely disarming about her. I woke up in a strange place, after a sour date, a witchy old woman, and a weirdly ominous fortunetelling — yet this woman exuded enough warmth and gentleness to push that ordeal to the back of my mind. I felt oddly relieved just by her company.

“And this world,” I said. “It’s just some whacked-out dream world, right? When I wake up in a hospital tomorrow with a concussion, I won’t remember any of this.”

“This is Silura,” she said, confusion drawing her lips into a cute pout. “It’s pleasant enough, but ‘dream world’ is overstating things. How did you end up on this hill with so little sense of your surroundings?”

“Not by choice,” I said. “I got caught in a lightning storm.”

“I don’t understand,” she replied. “Are you Goddess-touched? Did you ride the lightning?”

“No, I’m not Lars.”

“Who’s Lars?”

“Nevermind that. I’m Kyle.”

“Hi, Kyle,” she said. “I’m Daniana, but everyone calls me Dani.”

“Hi, Dani,” I said. “Let’s assume that I’m totally new to the world and I don’t know anything, even manners. What species are you?”

“Draykin.”

“A dragon,” I said. “You want me, a person with a halfway-working brain, to believe that you’re actually a dragon.”

“No,” she said, maintaining her warm, pleasant smile. “Dragons are big and fat and fire-breathing. And extinct, I think. We’re their descendants. I’m a pterodraykin myself, hence the wings, but there are other kinds of draykin out there. Just like there are other kinds of monkey men.”

“I’m not… fine. It’s not worth fighting about. I don’t suppose you’ve heard of Earth?”

“Sure,” she said. “It’s all around us. The grass grows in the earth. It holds the trees by their roots and provides a home to all the worms.”

“I’ll take that as a ‘no.’ That’s fine. Even if this is all a dream, I’ll play along for now. It’s not like I have anywhere else to be.”

She took a deep breath and gave me a look halfway between amusement and pity. “Of course. It all makes sense now. And I don’t blame you for keeping it secret since we’ve only just met.”

“What are you getting at?” I asked.

“You’re a vagabond, with nowhere to be and nowhere to belong. That explains the torn, stained clothing and messy hair. Your confused sense of place. The lack of proper education.”

“I’m not a vagabond,” I said.

“I didn’t mean it as an insult,” she said. “But… do you have a home?”

“Not in Silura.”

“Any possessions besides what little you carry or wear?”

“Not that I can access or prove.”

“A job or a trade that provides a sense of purpose and a livelihood?”

“I get it,” I said. “I’m a vagabond.”

“Then it’s decided.” She stood up and smoothed away a few strands of grass that stuck to her legs. Aside from a pair of short black shorts that hugged her thighs and ass, her legs were bare all the way down to her black leather boots. She positioned her hand carefully as she brushed her legs off, holding her dark, inch-long nails outward to avoid scratching her skin.

Her black top matched the rest of her outfit, squeezing her breasts together and holding them firmly while leaving her flat, toned stomach exposed. Her skin was pale, but now I saw a greenish undertone to it. The tips of pointy ears poked through her thick, dark hair in similarly green peaks.

“What’s decided?” I asked, snapping my attention back to our conversation before my lingering gaze became too lecherous.

“You’re coming with me,” she replied. Her smile broadened at that pronouncement.

“This would be a pretty boring dream if I said ‘no,’ wouldn’t it?”

“I don’t know why you think this is a dream,” she said.

“Let’s see,” I replied. “Castles, flying dragon people—”

“Not dragons,” she said. “Draykin. We’re descended from dragons.”

“Whatever,” I said. “All this is just whimsical fantasy daydream fodder where I’m from, but the real kicker is waking up to a sweet-natured, scantily-clad woman with perfect proportions and dripping with sex appeal.

“If this is a dream, I hope it’s a wet one.”

Dani blushed and opened her eyes a bit wider. “You think I’m attractive? Not plain, or humble, or boring? I’ve never had the benefit of a glamour mage to perfect my features. Compared to most of the women in the capital city… I’m nothing.”

“You’re everything,” I said, unafraid to cheese it up in this not-real definitely-unconscious fantasy-dream. “And you don’t have some big burly draykin boyfriend somewhere waiting to kick my ass, do you?”

She shook her head.

“Perfect. If you want me to follow you, lead the way.”

Dani stood, brushed herself off, and took a few steps. I trailed behind, walking away from the castle city and toward the trees ahead. They grew far apart from each other, more like a well-tended suburban park instead of a forest. They dotted the expansive green landscape that stretched out in short grasses with occasional shrubs.

I took the opportunity to observe Dani’s tail as she walked. It swished back and forth in time with her hips, bouncing in tandem with her ass from one side to the next.

I could watch this view all day, but I wouldn’t. Because I wasn’t a total creeper. Instead, I sped up my gait and took a place beside her. “Any reason we’re not going toward the castle?”

“It’s not time to head home yet,” she said. “There’s an errand I’ve been meaning to run, and I think today might be the day for it.”

“Home,” I said. “You live in a freakin’ castle?”

“Could you imagine?” she asked. “The castle at the heart of the city Varrowsgard, with servants, and attendants, and banquets for foreign dignitaries? Maybe even an audience with Queen Zolocki — when she’s not egg-sitting that is.”

She laughed, so maybe that was a draykin joke.

“No,” she continued, “I live in a crowded neighborhood in the castle city’s south end. I have a tiny room in a shared boarding house between larger buildings that stop the sun from ever shining in my only window.

“But,” she continued, “there’s a kitchen. And if I stay up late enough, I can use it all night long without any interruptions.” She reached inside her pocket and pulled out a thin wafer wrapped in wax paper. “Taste this.”

I took the small treat and twisted the paper loose. A semi-transparent sliver of rose-colored something sat in my hand. I placed it in my mouth with a “maybe-it’s-not-poison” shrug.

The second that delicacy touched my tongue, my senses erupted with flavor. It was like sweet, ripe raspberries melted slowly across my tongue, distilling into a smooth, syrupy mouthful soaked in roses and kissed by vanilla.

“You make these?” I asked, the candy still dissolving into a rich bouquet of berry goodness.

“It’s one of my original recipes,” she said. “I’ve been perfecting them for a long time, and saving as much money as I could. I think I’m ready now. I hope so, anyway.” She took a deep breath. “I’m going to open my own candy shop.

“That’s why I’m out here today, actually,” she said. “Working up the nerve to bring on my first pair of helping hands.”

“I get it now,” I said. “You spotted me lying on the grass and thought ‘he looks like man-candy, that’s close enough.’ Well, I hate to break it to you, but I’m a lousy employee. I don’t take orders very well.”

Dani took my hand and lifted it between us as we walked side by side. “Do you see this?” she asked. “This is the hand of a grown man. I need smaller, more delicate fingers for the work I do. I’ll—

“Huh,” she said. “I’ve never seen that before. Five fingers on one hand. Give me the other one.”

While she inspected my other hand, I realized she was four-fingered. I wondered how long it would have taken me to notice that if she hadn’t made an issue of it.

“That’s too many fingers,” she concluded. “They’d only get in the way of careful work. No, I’m looking for a kobold.”

“And what, pray tell, is a kobold?” I asked.

“Hard little workers, with red skin and tall pointy ears. You’ll know one when you see one. Say, are you hungry?”

“Here’s your first lesson in human-ology,” I said. “Never ask a man if he’s hungry. The answer is always yes, and he will eat everything in sight unless someone stops him. A man is a black hole of calorie consumption. Many well-meaning hostesses have been driven to bankruptcy by allowing male guests to eat their fill.”

“I don’t know what half of those words mean,” Dani said, “but I’m going to take a risk here and buy you breakfast anyway. I noticed a fisherman this morning working a pond not far from here.”

We trekked across the grassy field ahead, ascending when a gentle hill forced us upward, and speeding up just a bit when we hit a downslope. For the most part, the land here was clear and flat, though the distance held thicker copses of trees that might eventually tighten into a forest.

Breakfast, I thought. The sun was low in the sky, but it was rising. Had I been passed out all night in this field? I shook that thought aside. It was almost like I thought any of this was real.

Before long, we reached the pond, its surface reflecting back the sun’s early glow in a gentle ripple. A man stood there with long pants tucked into high boots with a pile of fishing gear by his side. A thick heap of nets sat in an untidy mound next to a few small buckets of water with rippling surfaces. Smaller fish, I assumed, destined to bait the larger ones.

“Hi there!” Dani yelled.

“Who’s it?” the man yelled. He spun back, gasping, but he calmed when he saw Dani with me trailing behind.

“Just a hungry draykin,” she said, “and a monkey man.”

“Please, sir, could you spare a banana?” I asked, closing the gap between ourselves and the fisherman.

“Haven’t had a banana in years, mate,” he said. “Sorry I can’t oblige.”

“I was joking,” I said. “Just… nevermind.”

He was another draykin, like Dani, but older. His arms were pale with a purple undertone many hues lighter than his purple hair. Purple eyes with vertical pupils looked back at us from a face with skin loosened by upper-middle age. His cheeks sagged, pulling the corners of his eyes downward.

His breath still came quickly, like the spook we had given him would take time to fully subside.

“Didn’t mean to scare you,” I said.

“Been hearing some noises in these parts, that’s all,” the man replied. “Sniveling and howling like I’m not at all familiar with.”

“Do the city guards patrol this far out?” Dani asked.

“Not usually,” the man said. “I have my filet knife and my claws. I’ve been catching and selling fish for twenty years without needing more than that to protect my interests out here. Should be fine, I’m just a little jumpy is all. My nerves won’t likely settle until I’ve finished prepping my haul to head back to the capital and start selling to all the chefs ahead of the lunch rush.”

“Anything fresh you can sell a pair of passersby?” Dani asked. “I’ve got two rounds to spend on breakfast.”

“It’s fresh as ever,” he said. “Two rounds should cover a hefty fish for each of you.”

She handed the man two circular coins fashioned from black metal and he passed her two large fish, not much different than salmon, wrapped in large green leaves. One of the nets he had sitting below the water began to twitch, so he turned his attention back to his trade.

We thanked him for the food, wished him luck, and walked off.

A short distance from that pond and the mighty tree that sat beside it, Dani pulled the fish from its wrapper and held it over her head. She tilted her lips toward the sky and straightened her neck.

“You’re kidding, right?” I asked. “We’re eating these whole and raw?”

She lowered the fish and looked at me sideways. “You’d like us to cook it first.”

“Not to be a prima donna,” I said. “But yes. I need to gut the fish, debone it, and cook it. It’s a species thing.”

“That’s fine,” she said. “I’d prefer cooked food too, I just didn’t want to slow us down.”

We walked toward a distant tree that had a few downed limbs. I dragged three fallen branches loose and snapped off a pair of small twigs from them. I sat cross-legged by my kindling and started to rub the two twigs together, quickly realizing that there was an art to creating fire and I was no artist.

This is what separates monkeys from men. The ability to make fire. Today, I really was a goddamned monkey.

Dani giggled as I struggled. I kept at the task anyway, though the constant jostling of my body caused the pain of my torn skin to flare up. Beneath my hoodie, my T-shirt was plastered to my arm with dried blood.

Finally, Dani spoke up. “Roll up the leaves and place them in an X on the grass below the branches. I’ve made camp before. I can teach you how to cook like this. You don’t set the thicker branches on fire. You need them to hold the food up while it cooks, leaving room for air to feed the flames beneath.”

The leaves that had wrapped the fish were wet and a little slimy, but I rolled them tightly and set them down. While I rearranged the branches, Dani sliced her sharp pinky nail into the fishes’ bellies and scraped out the guts and blood. For a woman with such an upbeat disposition, she didn’t once flinch at the gruesome task. She just did the work and didn’t complain.

I took the cleaned-out fish from her and placed them on the branches. I reached for my twigs again, but Dani stopped me.

“Let me handle that,” she said. She lay flat on the grass, just as she had when I first met her. Her elbows dug into the ground, her hands braced against her cheeks, and her chest lowered until her breasts were pinched between her rib cage and the hard earth.

Then, she closed her eyes, puckered her lips, and blew softly toward the kindling.

I thought, for a second, she was just screwing with me. Then the leaves began to smolder and smoke. A tiny orange flame took root, then spread across the surface of the green leaves.

“Right,” I said. “Dragon’s breath.”

“I’m not a dragon,” she said. “Dragons had powerful torrents of fire at their disposal. I just have a little heat and a spark, like all draykin do. That’s the extent of what we’ve inherited.”

I tossed the twigs into the fire and we watched them burn while the fish crackled and darkened. The leaves, whatever they were, held a slow, steady flame.

“Thank you for teaching me,” I said, “that the way to gut and cook a fish is to have Dani do it for me.”

“We all have natural talents,” she said. “I’m sure when the time comes, you’ll apply yours.”

“I could apply some talents now,” I said.

I took a spot next to Dani and lay flat so that my shoulder braced against hers and my face came close to her face. I peered into her bright green eyes, marveling at her reptilian pupils. It was a captivating feature on a woman otherwise so human in appearance. Her dark green wings were folded up against her back, and her tail lay flat against the grass, minimizing the features that would remind a guy like me that she wasn’t exactly human.

She blinked a few times, fluttering her long eyelashes at me. She glanced down at my lips.

I leaned in for a kiss, but the branches caught fire and shifted position, sending sparks and heat outward in a threatening display. Dani sprang upward and raced toward the tree we lay beneath, snapping off a few low-hanging twigs and using them to spear the fish to rescue them from the flames.

“That was close,” Dani said. “They would have burned to a crisp soon.”

“Yep,” I said. “Things would definitely have gotten hot. Good thing we put a stop to that.” It’s okay, I saw the signs. She wants me. I’ll find my moment later.

We ate our fish quickly and without conversation. We seemed of one mind on that point. This little meal was so savory, with crispy skin on the outside and tender meat that melted into my mouth on the inside — I couldn’t spare a thought for talking at all.

Minutes later, we were both licking our fingers clean and stomping out the last of our cooking flames.

“Thank you for brunch,” I said. “Next time we should order the mimosas.”

“You say such odd things,” she said. “It almost makes up for your extra fingers.”

“Say what you will about my fingers,” I said. “I know how to use them. So what’s next on our agenda?”

“I hope it’s not rushing things,” she said, “but I think we might be ready.”

“For?”

“The kobolds,” she said. “Come on.”

I hiked with Dani across the grasslands, leaving the campfire’s ashes, the fisherman’s paranoia, and the city’s castle wall behind us. A range of mountains emerged along the horizon, a faint gray shape that darkened the edge of the sky a little more with each step that we came closer to it.

The top half of that range was covered in white snow, with one peak standing higher than all the rest. A narrow spire of diagonal rock jutted out from the top of that summit, its white snowy surface reflecting back the sun’s light in a distant flicker.

We weren’t destined for mountains today, though. No vertical climbs and lofty peaks. Quite the opposite.

Dani paused at the edge of a gaping crack in the surface of the earth. It stretched thirty feet across and ten feet wide, curling at the sides like Silura itself was smirking at us.

A disconcerting howl rose from the depths, along with a periodic banging reminiscent of a construction site. I looked over the edge, and besides a few rough outcroppings of jagged rock, it was too dark to see much else.

“Does that sound like someone being tortured to death down there?” I asked. “I can only think of a few reasons to howl with reckless abandon, and it doesn’t exactly sound like an orgy down there, so…”

“Torture?” she asked. “Probably not. That would be bad for business, unless Momma Jumbo changed her business model.”

Then she hopped inside the hole and vanished.
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“Be right there,” I yelled down, letting my voice echo into the cavern that had swallowed Dani whole. Over my shoulder, I couldn’t make out the shape of the castle anymore, just a blur in the distance that might be Varrowsgard. There weren’t any other landmarks that I could see, and a snowcapped mountain range blocked off the entire north.

Down was, if nothing else, the most interesting choice offered. I just had to put in a little effort to get there. I swung my leg over the edge and searched blindly with my toe until it scraped against a ledge, then I lowered myself onto it. Not every step was so easy — there were times I had to perch on a narrow ledge and use my arms to support my weight as I searched for the next foothold down.

Rock climbing is a great workout. It trains your back, arms, and legs in a wide range of motion. It also hurts like hell when your arm was recently mauled by an ancient hot dog sign.

I took solace in the fact that the injury, though painful, could only be a surface wound. It was likely a scrape more than anything else, or I wouldn’t be able to use my arm as fully as this. I would heal, and probably soon. In the meantime, I would grind my teeth and curse Jasmine’s name, since everything that had happened so far was pretty much exactly her fault.

When my feet finally touched the floor of that deep cavern, Dani was sitting on a stone bench with her legs crossed. A doorframe of ornately carved stone sat behind her, with a few torches visible deep down a long hallway.

“How did,” I said, panting for breath, “you get here,” I sat down on the floor and wiped the sweat off my forehead, “so fast?”

“I glided,” she said. “I think the kobolds bother with carving stairs in some places, for races that don’t have wings, but pterodraykin are pretty much the only ones that barter with Momma Jumbo in this area.”

“Oh,” I said. “Any chance you’ll fly me up when we’re done?”

“There’s a chance,” she said. The way she smiled said the chance was good, but I’d better behave. I had my own motivations for playing nice though, so I nodded and walked toward the entrance to Momma Jumbo’s underground kobold lair.

The hallway ahead was a tunnel carved from solid rock. These must be the foothills of whatever ice-covered mountain range was off in the distance, and the kobolds had done masterful work carving smooth walls, straight corridors, and supportive arched doorframes from the rock layers those mountains had pushed outward.

I ran my hands along the walls, tracing my fingers inside the geometric designs their artisan hands left behind.

“This is remarkable,” I said. “How far do these tunnels go?”

“No one really knows,” Dani said. “They just keep digging, like ants. They probably have hundreds of empty chambers down here, for lack of knowing what else to do with themselves.”

“Let’s peek inside some of them,” I said.

“We’re here for a reason,” she said.

“And we’ll get to it, but come on. Where’s your sense of adventure?”

Dani smiled and marched ahead, stopping at the next doorframe and placing her palms against the flat stone door that blocked it off. With a push, the door swung open on its hinges and revealed… nothing. Just as she had suspected, the kobolds dug rooms they didn’t even need.

“Satisfied?” she asked.

“Never. If there was anything interesting to be found, it wouldn’t be this close to the entrance.” We shut the door and kept walking, finding ourselves at an intersection of hallways. Torches lit the way forward, giving the whole subterranean complex a mild smoky scent. To our sides, the torches were smaller and spaced further apart. It was the less welcoming option, which made it the less traveled and all the more interesting.

From the right came the sound of banging, which could mean machines… or it could mean people with tools they could lash out at us with if we got too close. From the left came voices. That also meant people, but people whose locations we could assess without getting caught off guard.

I turned and headed left.

“Momma Jumbo is supposed to be straight ahead,” Dani whispered after me.

“Then we’d better explore this direction first.”

Dani stood in the intersection behind me as I stepped off her intended path. Each footfall ahead put distance between us, and I hated that. She was my safe harbor in this weird world. As much as I loved delving into the off-limits unknown, I’d love it more with her along for the ride.

I turned around and looked back at her, nodding my head toward this darker hallway and inviting her to join me. She wavered a bit, glancing back at the well-lit path that led to this Momma Jumbo she was so keen on visiting.

Come on, Dani, I thought. Don’t make me choose.

Just when I thought I might have to double back, she pivoted toward me and jogged quietly to catch up.

“I knew you’d come around,” I said.

“But doesn’t this make you nervous?” she asked. “Traipsing around where we’re not invited?”

“Nah. I’ve skulked around a few places I didn’t belong before. This is nothing. I mean, we’re already inside for one, and a building in use is less likely to have crumbling floors and ceilings to watch out for.”

I led us forward, stalking through a side tunnel that twisted and turned. Now I was in my element, forging a path into forbidden darkness. It reminded me of the time I dragged Selena through one of the city’s abandoned subway tunnels.

Thirty-year-old equipment had sat exactly where workers left it after their final shift. Even the trash was vintage, with old glass soda bottles and candy wrappers from treats no one still manufactured. It was like a tomb and a time capsule rolled into one.

Selena wasn’t into it, but she came along anyway because it was important to me. I caught myself smiling at the thought of her, wondering when I’d even see her again. Then my hand swung toward my pocket.

My cell phone! I paused and worked at the buttons, powering it up. The cracked screen came to life, but there was no signal.

Of course there wouldn’t be. It was a silly little thing to hope for.

“What is that?” Dani whispered.

“A communication device,” I said. “But it doesn’t work here.”

Dani’s eyebrows lifted, pleading with me while her hands motioned in a request for lowered volume. “We shouldn’t draw attention,” she said. “We’re not alone down here.”

“No, we’re not,” I whispered. “Whatever voices we heard earlier, we’re getting closer to them.”

“We should turn back,” she said.

“Don’t you want to know what Momma Jumbo’s operations look like from the inside?”

“No,” Dani said. “I want to contract for help and leave so I can start my candy business.”

“Okay,” I said. “Soon.”

I paused at one doorframe and touched a slab of unfinished rock that blocked the room completely. No hinges, no handle. It was more of a boulder than a door. I pushed in every direction I could, but the hunk of rock didn’t budge.

“There are other rooms like this,” Dani said, pointing down the hall before us. “They’re blocked off for some reason. Let’s stick to the doors that actually open.”

“Whatever’s in here has got to be good,” I said. “Exotic foods, piles of money, jewels.”

Dani leaned on the boulder and helped me push, but it was no use. Those blocked-off doorways would haunt me after this, but we were ill-equipped to pry them open.

Instead, we stuck to the functional doors. A few led to storage closets. One held barrels of water and stringy strips of dried meat. Another held rows and rows of rusted pickaxes and sledgehammers with dense, simple heads. I grasped one by the wooden handle, but it was too heavy to lift more than an inch off the ruddy-brown rock floor.

These little closets were mildly disappointing, but the path ahead held promise. Each step brought us nearer to the odd vocalizations that I had first heard at the complex’s entrance. It sounded like multiple voices, all whining and moaning. The volume was loudest when I stood outside one final stone door. After this, we would turn back and handle Dani’s mission.

I pushed the door open.

Three dozen heads all swiveled toward me at once. The room was full of red-skinned babies, each with ears that stood in tall, sharp points. Some had teeth, others didn’t yet, but all of them had open mouths screaming for attention.

A few older kobolds stood around, helping to feed or change the babies, but even they were barely school-aged.

One woman stood out from the others. She was closer to my own age in appearance. This girl was graceful and lithe, scooping up the babies and setting them back down again like a ballerina, unaffected by their constant mewling.

She looked up at me for only a moment before turning sharply away, as if embarrassed to be seen.

“Hi,” I said. “Sorry to disturb you.”

She attended those kobold children, plugging their mouths with food and moving them around the room without looking back my way.

I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Her skin was a pinker hue than the kids she tended to, more carnation than red. She wore a pixie cut of lighter pink hair, allowing her long pointy ears to stretch upward, past her head. A simple gray cloth covered her chest, bound with a metal ring in its center that opened a small round window to the cleavage beneath.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Me?” the woman replied, still averting her eyes from Dani and me.

“Yes, you,” I said. “Everyone else in here is like four years old.”

“Clara,” she said.

“That’s a beautiful name.”

“Kyle,” Dani said, pulling on my arm. “We shouldn’t be here.”

“What do you do here, Clara?” I asked.

“Kyle!” Dani whispered in my ear. “We’re not supposed to see them before they age up. Please, come on.”

I reached for the door to pull it closed. “It was nice meeting you, Clara,” I said. The door shut and I turned back toward Dani.

“She does not look happy here,” I said.

“Neither will we,” Dani said, “if we don’t find Momma Jumbo before she finds us.”

As we returned to the intersection we had come from, the sound of banging got louder. After discovering all the sledgehammers and pickaxes earlier, I understood why. Somewhere, a construction crew was hard at work extending the system of tunnels just like Dani had said.

A clear pair of voices carried toward us from the heart of the complex, and we headed toward them now, striding deeper into the underground and following the torches’ guiding light to the woman we were there to see.

A bright glow told us we were almost there. A draykin woman with long gray hair was just leaving the chamber ahead. She walked toward us with a two-foot tall child behind her, his skin the same bold red as the babies we had seen earlier. This little guy was taller, roughly the height of a first grader, but he wore a collar with a long rope attached to it. The woman led the boy forward by it, not bothering to look back as he struggled to keep up with the fast pace her long legs allowed.

“What the fuck?” I asked.

“Don’t make a fuss,” Dani said. “Momma Jumbo will throw us right out.”

I filed that image away for a serious conversation later. I’ve met children that “belonged” on leashes before, but no child belongs on a leash. It’s just a thing adults wish they could do to the nasty little kids that act like animals.

We emerged into the room ahead to find Momma Jumbo, and boy did she live up to her name.

The kobold matriarch sat on a stone seat in the center of a round room. The ceiling was a smoothly carved dome supported by a dozen stone columns, and fire pits lined the room’s perimeter. The red-skinned woman that ran this place was no taller than Dani or Clara, but she was massively wider. Her whole body was a rippling pool of fat, with plump breasts sitting naked atop her oversized belly.

A draykin man stood ahead of us, already negotiating with the lead kobold. He had one kobold with him already, as a sort of companion. The kid was a young teen, with a rope leash extending from his collar that no one held onto. It trailed down to the floor where it lay ignored.

“Do they all get that big?” I whispered to Dani, gesturing toward the scowling middle-aged woman at the center of the circular chamber.

“She’s pregnant,” Dani replied. “Constantly. All she does is bear young.”

“Because when you’re as over-sexed as she obviously is, you really push the statistical limits of birth control.”

“One hundred rounds,” Momma Jumbo yelled. “No more, no less!” Her voice was sharp and shrill.

“Where is he?” the man asked. “What proof do I have he’s strong enough for what I have in mind?”

“You insult me!” the woman roared. “I do not build a business on deception and I do not sell to those who distrust my word.”

“I don’t get it,” I said, leaning closer to Dani. “He sounds like he’s buying a child from her.”

“He is,” Dani said. “That’s how this works.”

My back stiffened.

“I haven’t seen the child yet,” the draykin man said. “Last time you allowed—”

“Times change,” the woman said. “Inventory is low this time of year. I won’t have takers who turn their noses up at my children. Another litter arrives too soon for those games.”

“This is bad news,” Dani said. “If inventory is low and takers can’t be choosy, I might end up with a lazy one.”

“A lazy slave,” I said. “You’re here to buy a child slave for your little business venture.”

“Shh,” Dani said. “That’s such an ugly word, and not accurate at all. I won’t own a kobold forever, just long enough to help him adjust to the world.”

“Do you want one or not?” Momma Jumbo asked. “I have customers waiting.”

The draykin man looked back at us and sighed. “Yes, I want one,” he said.

Momma Jumbo leaned over and placed her face into a tube that sat permanently affixed to her stone seat. It hid her face, like she was that old RCA Records dog peering too far into a gramophone. She screeched something awful that echoed down the tube’s length, carrying her words toward the ceiling, then along the pipe’s length until it disappeared into the rock wall.

“It’s child trafficking,” I said to Dani, returning to our earlier conversation. “Even if the kid’s mother is in on it, it’s still wrong.”

“Why does this bother you?” she asked. Genuine curiosity radiated from her face. Her brow wasn’t furrowed in anger or a rising temper. She really wanted to understand me, and for me to understand her.

“It’s a good deal for everyone involved,” she continued. “This arrangement has worked for centuries, and I’ve never heard a given complain. Takers have responsibilities for their givens. I’ll have to feed and teach and protect whatever little kobold comes with me after this.

“Kobold queens don’t nurture their young. They don’t bother with nutrition or education. Half of her children don’t even survive to age seven, but the ones that do, she sells. For the next seven years, that kid has a home outside this dismal labyrinth, eats hot meals, and learns a useful trade.

“My own parents could have sold me off too, if they didn’t have the means to provide for me, or if they just didn’t want to. They didn’t, and I had a nice life. I can provide the same to a kobold.”

“That idea doesn’t seem to bother you in the slightest,” I said. “You grew up knowing each day that your own parents could sell you? Like you were one temper tantrum away from being the main attraction at a draykin yard sale?”

“What you make, you can sell,” she said. “That’s the way it is. The kobolds that aren’t bought, those are the ones I feel sorry for. Momma Jumbo keeps them working night and day, carving tunnels or cleaning up after the latest round of children she births into her brood. They’ll never see the sun or have a nice meal. They’ll die in the dark down here, one day, utterly unloved.”

“It’s messed up from every angle then,” I said. “That doesn’t make enslaving them any better.”

“They’re not slaves, they’re givens.”

“They’re purchased,” I said. “That makes them slaves.”

We cut off our conversation when Clara walked into the room, leading a seven-year-old child behind her. The kid had a collar and rope attached, but Clara didn’t use those. She led the child gently by the hand.

The boy looked up at his birth mother with fear in his eyes and hugged Clara’s leg, hiding behind her to avoid Momma Jumbo’s scowling glare. Clara smiled down at the boy and patted him on the head. “It’s a good thing,” she said. “The draykin will take care of you.”

“You take care of me, Miss Clara,” the boy said.

“Clara,” Momma Jumbo said. “Pry your brother loose and count the man’s money.”

Clara took a small sack of coins from the draykin man and picked up the kobold boy, setting him down in front of his new owner — or “taker,” as slave masters here seemed to like being called — and emptied a series of round black coins into her hands. She held them out one by one and put them into small stacks on the floor.

“Hurry up about it, you insufferable sloth,” Momma Jumbo said. Clara’s shoulders slumped forward and her hands began to shake as she focused on her work. “I swear sometimes, the Goddess took more than she gave when she touched your empty head.”

Clara worked deliberately at her task, counting the coins with painstaking care. Eventually, she looked up at her mother and nodded.

“The child is yours,” Momma Jumbo said. “Get the little bugger out of here and make room for his new siblings. Go!”

The draykin man took the rope attached to the child’s collar and led the boy away, along with the older given he had brought with him. The smaller kobold looked back at Clara and started crying, but the man yanked him forward until his voice was small and distant. Clara left the way she had come, through some side corridor that led directly away from her mother’s side and deeper into the stone hallways of this subterranean complex.

“Next!”

“Good day, Momma Jumbo,” Dani said. She elbowed me and bowed.

“Yes, good day to you,” I said, bowing just enough to keep Dani from elbowing me again.

“My name is Daniana Weyforth,” Dani said. “I’m here to accept a given.”

“Daniana Weyforth,” Momma Jumbo said, drawing out the name as she said it. “You are a first-time taker here.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Dani said. “That is why I brought my dearest monkey man, Kyle.”

“Very well,” the woman said, looking at me. “Monkey, has Dani treated you kindly in all the time you’ve known her?”

“Yes,” I said. “What does that have to do—”

“Has she fed you when you hungered?”

“Well, yeah,” I said.

“Did she teach you about the ways of the world with patience and truth?”

“Sure, I guess.”

“Very well,” Momma Jumbo said. “In that case I will sell you a child, Daniana Weyforth. Two hundred rounds.” She leaned over and squealed something into her speaking horn.

I turned toward Dani and leaned close. My nostrils flared out as I spoke through clenched teeth. “You brought me here as a character witness so you could buy your first slave?”

“I didn’t make you say a single thing that wasn’t true,” she said.

“You used me,” I said.

“I helped you,” she replied. “And now you helped me.”

“No. When you manipulate a situation so that someone helps you without realizing that you’re getting something out of it, that’s using a person. And people don’t like that.”

“Please, Kyle,” she said. “I have another problem now.” She looked up at Momma Jumbo. “I believe the last customer paid one hundred rounds.”

“He took a boy,” Momma Jumbo said. “Only girls left now. Little girls are worth more.”

“Why is that?” I asked.

“Why do you think?” the pregnant cow replied. She arched an eyebrow and implied something that made my stomach churn.

“Dani here has no interest in whatever you’re alluding to,” I said.

“Someone will,” Momma Jumbo said. “Feeding these runts is expensive and I have a business to run. I know the worth of my product.”

Dani started shifting from foot to foot. She held a velvet bag of coins in her hand, but her grip on it was tight. “Momma Jumbo,” she said. “I only came prepared to purchase a boy.”

“Are you trying to chew me down?” the kobold queen asked.

“No, ma’am,” Dani said. “I know you don’t stand for haggling. I’m only being honest.”

“You assess my prices as unfair, Daniana Weyforth?” Momma Jumbo asked. “You dare come inside my kobold hole and displease me this way?”

I fought so hard not to smile, but my face just wouldn’t cooperate.

“Something funny to you, monkey?” Momma Jumbo asked.

“Just, the wording of that. It caught me by surprise. I mean… no, nothing funny, your queenship.”

The round woman never seemed all that content, but I think I made her a little angrier. She turned back toward Dani. “If you do not complete your transaction, why should I have any future dealings with you whatsoever?”

“Maybe it’s not the worst thing,” I said quietly to Dani. “You don’t need a slave child to make candy in the city. You’re a capable woman, I’m sure you can handle it on your own.”

“Not when the other shop owners all have dozens of kobolds under them,” she said. “Even one isn’t enough, but I have to start somewhere. I’ve saved up so long for this.”

Clara returned then with a young girl. The child’s long dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail and she looked around with wide, fearful eyes. Clara bent down to soothe the girl while the rest of us finished our negotiations.

The kobold matriarch stared down at Dani, whose fingers probed at her coin purse while she lost herself in thought. I watched Clara handle the small child so tenderly, despite the long years of neglect she herself must have endured.

“Momma Jumbo,” I said. “Is it true that the children you don’t sell to takers are kept here to work for the rest of their lives?”

“Of course,” she said. “If no one wants them, what more can I do? A child of seven is the perfect age for sale. Seven years of servitude follow, and seven years of apprenticeship after that if they prove themselves. At that point, they may earn equal citizenship in any land.

“No country wants an adult kobold that was never civilized through a taker’s care.”

“Yet,” I said, “the one you called Clara seems perfectly civil.”

Momma Jumbo laughed so hard she choked. “Clara is a special case, and I don’t say that with pride. She is too stupid to speak half the time. She cannot read, barely count. I won’t have my daughter die on the streets a starving beggar. What reputation would I have if my offspring were seen to be so weak? I’d never sell another one. Instead, I have to tolerate her here until she does me the favor of expiring.”

“Would you sell her today?” I asked. “If you found a taker willing to feed her, and teach her with… what was it… patience and truth?”

Momma Jumbo leaned forward. “Are you offering me rounds for a witless old girl like her?”

“You do have a business to run,” I said. “We could take her off your hands for ten rounds.”

Dani stood very still throughout this exchange. She could always disclaim my offer. After all, I was just a silly monkey man. But if the queen here liked what she heard…

“You came prepared to spend a hundred,” Momma Jumbo said. “I would accept that sum.”

“I’d rather you accept ten,” I said. “Anything more than zero is a price you never expected for Clara.”

“I do not haggle!” she said.

“You’ve already begun to haggle. Clara was never for sale, and now she is. Her price was not pre-set the way your precious seven-year-olds are. And at any rate, I don’t believe a hundred would be the going rate. Not for a full-grown woman.”

“Girls are worth more, don’t forget,” she said.

“Little girls are,” I said. “For whatever sick reason that is. Twenty might be fair, but a hundred is out of the question. Oh, well.”

I put a hand on Dani’s shoulder and started to spin her toward the exit. A flash of panic swept across her face and I worried she might destroy this whole ruse, offering to hand over her full sack of rounds in exchange for Clara just when we had mommy dearest on the ropes.

I pinched my lips together and gave Dani a look. It was enough to keep her quiet.

We took our first few steps away from the kobold’s lair, and Momma Jumbo did nothing to stop us. If this gambit failed, we’d leave Clara to a life of darkness and verbal abuse. Momma Jumbo made it pretty clear Dani wouldn’t be welcome here a second time if we didn’t drop some cash on the way out.

Dani’s neck muscles tensed and her head started to turn. We were almost at the arched stone frame to the door of this inner chamber. Once we hit the corridor beyond, we couldn’t come crawling back, not without losing any hope of bargaining on fair terms.

“Wait!” Momma Jumbo yelled. “Twenty-five.”

“Deal,” Dani said, spinning on her heels so quickly it even made me dizzy. I wanted to press our luck for twenty, but I still felt like we had struck gold. We turned a slave auction into a good thing. I hoped.

Momma Jumbo counted the coins herself this time, and quickly. Clara took the collar and leash off the little girl and patted her on the back, sending her onward to whatever room the slave-age children waited in. She wrapped the collar around her own neck and walked toward us, her head bowed.

“Thank you, Momma Jumbo,” Dani said. “It has been a pleasure.”

“You will speak no word of the bargain struck here today,” the kobold queen said. “If I have customers come back here to haggle, I’ll send my oldest after your throat with a sharp blade.”

“You’re a real mother,” I said. “You know that, ma’am?”

The red woman leaned forward, her bulging tits rolling off her pregnant stomach as she stared me right in the eyes.

“Thank you,” she said. “I don’t often get the credit I deserve.”
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We left Momma Jumbo to gestate her next batch of inventory, leading Clara down the long corridor that ended at the “kobold hole” entrance. Dani made no effort to take Clara by the long rope leash that trailed from her small collar, and I was grateful for that. It left Clara what little dignity she still had in this circumstance.

As we walked, the sound of digging still rang out behind us, as did the cries of countless red-skinned babies and toddlers. I couldn’t exactly liberate those kids, or they’d all starve with no takers to support them, and I wasn’t in a position to rail against this world’s version of the slave trade. Hell, I had just participated in it.

Still, I felt good about what we did there. We released this beautiful young woman from the clutches of an abusive handler. That had to count for something.

Clara kept her eyes on the floor as we walked, passing stone doors and massive boulders that blocked off rooms with unknown contents.

Suppressing the urge to try one last time to pry that boulder-door aside was torture. I hated leaving a site with lingering curiosities. Oh, well.

Just outside the tunnel, a vertical rock face stretched upward. Clara didn’t hesitate to start the long climb toward sunlight once we arrived at the hallway’s end. Her grip was confident and she ascended with impressive resolve. She had obvious skill with climbing, far more than I did, but she still struggled to support her own weight.

“Clara, sweetie,” Dani said. “Let me fly you to the top.”

“I should not burden my taker,” Clara said. “Mother demands that her children prove their fortitude by making this climb without aid, but she also has a policy she always respects. If a given cannot climb to the surface, she will issue a complete refund. Please, don’t worry if I fall. You will not lose the value of your investment.”

“I don’t want a refund,” Dani said, “I want you to be safe and healthy.”

Clara continued to climb, despite Dani’s offer. We watched her ascend from the pit’s depths, prepared to catch her if she slipped. I also didn’t mind watching her legs hard at work, flexing and tensing with each step. She was agile, and flexible, seeking out footholds and handholds at the furthest extent of her reach.

The temptation was there, of course, to take a step forward and watch more closely, but something about gawking up the poor girl’s skirt seemed like it would be poor form considering the circumstances.

After Clara finally pulled herself over the edge of the pit, Dani held her arms out.

“Someone wants a hug,” I said.

“And that someone is you,” she replied. “Put your arms around my neck and wrap your legs around my hips.”

“Yes ma’am.” I climbed onto Dani carefully, expecting her to stumble or wobble. She didn’t budge. Her legs didn’t even bow a single inch.

“You’ve got strong legs,” I said.

“You ain’t seen nothin’ yet,” she replied. With a broad grin and a flash of excitement in her eyes, she bent her knees and leapt high.

Her wings pumped fast, catching us from falling and buoying us in the air. Each flap of those forest-green leathery wings added to our altitude. I clung tight to her body, holding my chest against her bosom and resting my cheek against her cheek. I let my scruff graze against her jaw as I held her tighter, then breathed lightly against her ear.

Each time her shoulders rounded back to spike her wings downward, her chest pushed forward, heaving her plump, supple breasts against me. I ran my fingers up the back of her neck and nestled them in her long, dark green hair.

Our aeronautical embrace was short-lived. Before I knew it, we had touched down on solid ground beside Clara.

I let go of Dani and realized she was breathing heavily. “Hot and bothered?” I asked.

“A little,” she said, “but mostly worn out. Flying is very, very exhausting. Draykin can only do it for short periods — even shorter with additional cargo.”

Clara, meanwhile, was on her knees. Her arms were shaking from overexertion, so I helped her to her feet. We started the long trek toward the Varrowsgard city wall, still invisible in the distance, but Clara’s feet shuffled along, listlessly. It looked like the climb had taken a lot out of her.

“Clara,” I said. “Are you sure you can handle this trek?”

She nodded and looked away.

“Dani,” I said. “I don’t think your girl here has the wherewithal for this. We might need to stop and rest.” I glanced at Clara. She stayed serious and steadfast with each step. “Or maybe some fresh water would do her good. Or a nice meal.”

Clara’s mood seemed to perk up at the mention of food. Of course she was hungry; judging from her narrow waist and slender limbs, she had been kept that way for a long time. Maybe being Dani’s given would actually improve her lot, compared to being Momma Jumbo’s unwanted child.

What the hell kind of a world did I wake up in? If it was a dream, my psyche was ten times more fucked up than I realized.

“It’s a long walk back to the fisherman we found earlier,” I said. “Clara won’t make it that far.”

“Come here, Clara,” Dani said. “You’re my responsibility now, and I will make sure you get the food you need. I’ll carry you there myself.”

The kobold girl’s face tightened with worry.

“Let me,” I said. “She doesn’t want to burden you, Dani, and it’s only fair. You carried me up; I’ll carry your slave girl from here.”

“Please don’t call her that,” Dani said. “It’s not the same thing at all.”

“Fine,” I said. “I hated it after I said it anyway. Even in sarcasm, it’s demeaning. Clara?” I bent my knees and waited while she climbed onto my back. Her arms wrapped around my neck and my hands found a spot under her thighs to support her.

And that’s how we walked, for a full hour, across the low hills that sat between Momma Jumbo and our next meal. Clara’s rope leash dragged along the ground beside me and her small, perky breasts lay against the base of my neck while her chin perched on the top of my head.

The return trip was slow going and we almost trudged right past the pond without realizing it. The water was still and quiet, with a full range of fishing gear heaped beside it but no fisherman in sight.

“Who leaves their tools unattended like this?” I asked. “How trusting are you dragon people?”

Clara jumped down from my back and I took a few steps closer to the water. There were fish in it. “Think he’ll mind if we borrow his pole while he’s gone?”

“Something tells me he won’t,” Dani said. “Look.”

A single tree sat beside the pond, and behind that, a draykin tail stretched out in the grass. As I rounded the outer perimeter of the pond, I saw the rest of the fisherman’s body — along with a thick trail of bloody grass.

I jogged toward the man’s body and crouched beside him. It was the same fisherman alright. I turned his head and pressed two fingers against his neck for a pulse, horrified that there wasn’t one.

“He’s dead,” I said. “And pale. Whatever did this bit him in the neck with a pair of fangs. Look at these punctures.”

A small box with fish sat in the shade of the tree. Dani walked toward it. “They left his catch here, and all of his tools,” she said. “This wasn’t a robbery.” She took a few steps closer to the fish. They were all wrapped up in green leaves, ready for sale.

“I hate to steal from the dead,” Dani said, “but I don’t know when Clara ate last.” She stepped right up to the small box.

“Ah!” Something snapped and Dani screamed. A fishing net erupted from the ground, tangling her in its webbing. Her tail thrashed against it, slipping through a gap among the net’s sturdy threads, but the rest of her body stayed tied up.

No sooner was Dani incapacitated than two sniveling creatures came bolting toward us from the distance. They must have hidden behind the next nearest tree, waiting for their trap to spring.

“Fuck,” I said. “Clara, help Dani down from there.”

The draykin woman was already tearing at the net with her long, sharp nails, but the webbing wasn’t coming loose. I doubted she’d resort to fire.

“What the hell are those things?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Dani said, still struggling to break free. “I’ve never seen anything like them!”

The dark shapes that bounded toward us had arms and legs like mine, but they raced ahead on all fours like something out of a horror movie. Their faces were so gray they looked dead already, and their eyes were glowing pits of blue with no white.

Dani hadn’t seen these things before, but had I? There was a strange familiarity to their grotesque features. Part man, part canine. Feral and crazed. Out for blood.

Bloodhounds. The word rose in the back of my mind, spoken in the same low, gruff voice as that weird old fortuneteller woman. And there would be plenty of them.

I pulled off my hoodie and threw it on the ground. What little protection it might offer wasn’t worth restricting my range of motion or leaving a hood to dangle behind my back, perfect for yanking on to throw me off-balance.

I stepped toward the oncoming creatures while Clara started climbing the tree. Her fingers gripped the trunk with ease, not bothering to search out knobs or branches to support her. With any luck, she would untie the net in time for Dani to help with the fight, which she would only do if I stalled their approach.

One creature was faster on its feet, and it charged toward me ahead of the second one. I tightened my fists and waited, jabbing forward when its face was within range. I struck quickly and landed a punch flat against its nose. Its head whipped back and howled, spreading its mouth open wide. A rush of foul breath hit me like a thick wall of noxious fog.

“Your breath reeks,” I said. “What, they have Taco Bell here, too?”

The creature recovered quickly, staring me down as a thick trickle of black started to ooze from its nose. It didn’t reach to wipe its face clean as that black goop approached its upper lip. Its focus was only on me, its eyes burning bright and blue as they stared into mine.

When my opponent lashed out at me, it wasn’t with a punch or a kick. It brought both arms forward with its fingers spread out, thrusting ten long, black nails at my chest. I brought both of my hands to my face with my forearms vertically aligned with my chest, then whipped my arms out to the sides when my attacker closed in. I ruined its attack, swatting its arms outward and away before those disgusting claws could touch me.

And that was all the lead time I had before the second attacker caught up to us. It brushed its comrade aside and tackled me to the ground, hissing directly into my face.

Its two front teeth were so long its mouth couldn’t contain them. They extended like small downward tusks from its face, past a cracked, gray lower lip, adding a secondary level of menace to its already hateful veneer. A mane of greasy dark gray hair sat in an unkempt pile of shag atop its head.

Its weight bore down on me, making it difficult to breathe. I swung my arms out wide and pummeled that monster in the ribs, but its body barely flinched. It tolerated the attacks, using its hands to hold my head flat against the ground while I punched and punched. It leaned in close as I stared up, my gaze fixating on its mouth.

Those teeth. They looked like a bat’s incisors from afar, but up close they were much worse. Their sharp points were the start of a twisted spiral. They were shaped like screws, with a razor-thin tread that wound around the tooth up toward the creature’s gray, slimy gums.

I tried to roll to the side, but I couldn’t shift the creature’s weight enough to knock it off me. Its nose twitched as it sniffed hard at my face and neck. Finally it sent out a long tongue and licked the scrape that ran down my arm.

That tongue was like sandpaper, tearing my wound back open and slathering it in saliva that burned like salt in my torn skin. That burst of agony inspired a surge of strength in my body and my arms thrust upward, knocking the bloodhound off-balance enough that I rolled it off me and scrambled to my feet.

I stood between both attackers as they circled me like predators trapping prey. Their bodies hunched as they sidestepped, with their legs cutting strange arcs with each half-shuffle around the invisible arc they traced around me. Their hips were at odd angles, like animals meant for all fours who were just learning to stand.

The faster of the two darted at me, so I pivoted my attention toward that one. It was only a feint though, and the creature pulled back just as fast. I realized the ploy too late. The next moment, the second attacker jumped onto my back.

A sharp pain erupted deep inside my neck as that monster sank those screw-tipped fangs into my flesh. My breathing stopped and my body filled with ice. A sickening sucking sound filled my ears as this mangy, fanged creature siphoned the blood out of my body, pumping my veins in reverse as it used its incisors like straws.

I twisted and fell, landing on my side and struggling to control my limbs as the life drained out of me.

A thud behind me sent a mild vibration through the ground. A second later, a pair of hands grabbed the monster that had me pinned and whisked it away, tearing those incisors from my flesh.

I gasped for air, suddenly able to move and breathe again. “Dani!”

The draykin woman was airborne, lifting the blood-sucking fiend a few yards in the air. Her wings flapped madly and her face strained with effort, then she dropped its body and swooped toward the ground. She landed on one knee, off-balance after pushing her capacity for flight past its limit.

I reached for my neck. It was wet with a slick of hot, red blood.

The fiend Dani had saved me from turned its claws on her, and she swiped her own back in return. The two scratched at the air for a while before Dani spun and whipped her tail along the ground, tripping her foe. Good, I thought. She can handle herself in a fight.

I stumbled toward the pond’s nearby tree, my body still recovering from the sense of freezing solid. The second bloodhound didn’t leave me a moment’s respite. It charged me and I ducked to the side, letting it crash into the tree trunk instead. The impact knocked Clara from the branch she hid on. She rolled deftly into a landing that didn’t seem to hurt, then slowly retreated.

The creature turned back and growled, bearing those menacing teeth, then charged. I was only a few feet away, so I reached wide and grappled with it, wrestling for control over who would dominate this fight.

As we fought, we stepped forward and back, this way and that. At one point I knocked over a bucket of pond water, releasing a few small bait fish back into the pond. Some of the fisherman’s gear also spilled out, and his long fishing pole slipped from its resting place and lay flat in the grass.

I reached for the pole, but the bloodhound pushed me back then headbutted me. I went down like a sack of flour.

The second my back hit the ground, my opponent pounced, trapping me beneath its heft. I held one arm up and braced my palm against its chin, doing whatever I could to keep that terrifying mouth away from me.

Meanwhile, I felt behind me for the fishing pole. My fingers searched the blades of grass and grazed against the pole, my only hope of a weapon to wield against this creature. I stretched further, struggling to roll it toward me enough to scoop it up in my hand.

The bloodhound was ready for the kill. It reared back its head and hissed, then lunged for my neck with its jaw open wide.

Now I had it. I gripped the fishing pole and carried it in my fist as I punched upward, holding the pole so that it would run up and down the length of the bloodhound’s face. My fist aimed for its open mouth, but the pole stopped my fist from entering far enough for that monster to bite.

The bloodhound was confused for a second, which was my opening. I rolled and took it with me, pinning the monster onto the ground with myself on top.

I pulled back my fist and punched, hard. The fishing pole kept my hand from entering its mouth while I bashed its face repeatedly. Its jaw worked furiously, but those ferocious teeth couldn’t grip my skin and drain my blood. Not now.

My knuckles sang with pain as I pounded its face, breaking open its oily skin and painting its cheeks with its own black blood. Then, its teeth started to loosen.

The bloodhound became frantic, thrashing its limbs with no clear plan, bucking and twisting to throw me off its prone body. I punched one more time, with all my strength, and its screw-tipped teeth broke free. They landed in a wet, bloody mess beside its face.

What a pitiful little mongrel this thing became without its teeth. It started whimpering and scratching at me with its claws, but only weakly. I took the fishing pole out of its mouth now that I had neutered its bite, and pressed the length of that pole against its neck instead, sinking deep into its flesh until it couldn’t breathe anymore. It squirmed and twitched — until it didn’t.

Its eyelids fluttered, then fell to hide its burning blue eyes. Its hands fell away from me and its arms plopped onto the grass by its side. I had strangled the thing to death.

When I looked up, Dani was crawling toward me holding one hand against her ribs. The fiend she had tussled with had Clara by the rope leash that extended from her collar. It pulled her face close to its own and sniffed at her pink skin while she tensed and cowered away as best she could.

I hurried toward them, but the blood-sucker didn’t have the same taste for pretty little kobold that it had for sweaty humans. The bloodhound pushed her away, hissed at her, then snatched my blood-streaked sweatshirt from the ground.

I raced ahead to chase it away, but it had already turned tail. The beast ran north without looking back, dipping down to all fours and carrying my hoodie with it.

I half limped toward Clara, exhaustion setting in now that our imminent danger had passed. “Are you okay?” I asked.

“I think so,” she said. “That… thing. It could have bled me dry, but it didn’t want me. I shouldn’t be surprised.”

“Don’t talk like that,” I said, nearly losing my balance just from standing straight. “I’m sure your blood is as delicious as the next girl. He just wasn’t thirsty anymore. I was too… too… filling.”

My vision blacked out for a second and I fell sideways, unable to keep my body upright without the constant surge of adrenaline pumping through my reduced bloodstream. I lay staring up at the sun, letting its rays warm my ice-cold skin.

“You’re bleeding,” Dani said. She stood over me, a dark bruise discoloring her ribs. With her hands on her hips and her large breasts hovering above me, she was like an Amazon warrior.

“Let me help,” Clara said.

My mind was still dazed from the blood-letting ordeal we had just survived when Clara placed her hands behind my back and lifted me upright. She sat behind me under that solitary tree, setting her legs wide so they rested outside mine. She leaned me back against her chest and I reached behind instinctively to anchor my hands on her hips.

“It’s sweet that you want to help,” Dani said, offering the girl a warm smile, “but he’s not a child. You can’t just kiss his boo-boos and make them better.”

“I know that,” Clara said. She took a deep breath and pulled my shirt off me. The cotton stuck to my skin in places where blood had matted down the fabric, and for a moment it felt like my skin tore back open all over again.

“A kiss from me would do no one any good, but a touch might,” she said. “I… have magic.”
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“You what?” Dani asked.

“What my mother said before was true,” Clara said. I turned my head to listen better as she held me. Her voice was quiet and her head tilted low so that she mostly spoke at my back and not directly to my or Dani’s faces.

“I was touched by the Goddess at birth,” she explained, “though I don’t know why. It is very rare for a kobold to receive the gift of the Goddess’s magic, and my mother had high hopes that I would fetch a hefty price from a taker prepared to benefit from my unique skills.

“No one wanted me. Potential takers balked at my mother, furious that they wasted their time traveling from great distances only to find a kobold with a skill so weak as mine. I might be a rarity among my kind, but I rank as the least significant healer in Silura. She stopped offering me for sale altogether to prevent me from harming her reputation further.”

Clara’s hands caressed my skin while she spoke. Delicate fingers swirled over my triceps, dancing up my bleeding arm toward my shoulder blade and delts. They traced up my neck and circled the bite marks that foul monster left behind. Her fingertips left a trail of warmth and energy behind that glowed soft and pink against my skin. Her magic soothed my worries and filled my body with a sense of strength and calm.

“I stopped the bleeding,” Clara said. “That is all. I cannot heal the wound or prevent it from scarring. I cannot mend a broken bone or ease a victim’s pain.”

“Clara,” Dani said. “Even that is remarkable. With the right training you could grow that magic into something spectacular.”

“There’s training for magic?” Clara asked.

“Goddess-touched aren’t common, but draykin have a few different schools. I’ve also known parents who hired private tutors after hours. Tuition isn’t free, but—”

“Mother would never spend rounds on her own children,” Clara said. “Any child that burdened her business was quickly put out of the way.”

“You have such a soft and gentle touch,” I said, feeling mildly stronger already. “I’m sorry the world hasn’t repaid that in kind.”

“Besides,” Clara said, “it is too late for schooling. I am not a child anymore. I will perform my duties as a given and set my mind to the tasks you desire, not to my own betterment. Daniana Weyforth, may I wash the monkey’s clothing before we go?”

“First of all,” Dani said, “just call me Dani. And second of all… Yes, wash the monkey’s clothing.”

“My name is Kyle,” I said. “Come here.”

Clara knelt by my side and kept her eyes on the grass. I reached for her neck, tugging at the knot that tethered her leash to a small metal loop set within the black band around her throat. I unlaced the rope and tossed it to the grass, then reached back for the latch to her collar.

Her hands flew toward mine, holding them still while her eyes flashed plaintive and desperate.

“Seven years,” she said. “If I remove the collar sooner she will know. She always knows these things. I will honor my responsibilities, but please do not take my collar from me.”

I let go. “Seven years is a long time, but we can discuss this later.”

She nodded, took my shirt from the ground, and walked with it toward the pond. Dani sat beside me as I lay back onto the grass.

“Magic, huh?” I asked.

“I guess so.” She took a deep breath and shook her head. “I’d better start cooking so Clara can keep her strength up for the walk. If the city guards posted outside the Varrowsgard gates think I’m a neglectful taker, they might take Clara away from me. It would be the world’s shortest taking.”

“Wait,” I said. “Stay with me a moment. The bleeding may have stopped, but I’m still so cold.”

Dani smiled and leaned forward. She pursed her lips. I puckered mine, waiting for her kiss to land while I lay flat against the grass.

Instead, she blew softly, conjuring a warm breeze that took the chill off my skin.

“Dragon’s breath,” I said. “Keep it coming.”

“I told you, I’m not a dragon,” she said.

“If I’m a monkey, you’re a dragon,” I said. “Now keep blowing.”

She tucked her hair behind her ear and leaned closer, blowing fresh warmth against my bare chest.

“Lower,” I said.

She shot me a skeptical glance but did as I asked, warming her way down my abs. I reached a hand behind her head and sank my fingers into her dark green hair.

“My blood would be rushing south right now if I had any left,” I said. “Oh wait, there it is.”

She glanced down at my pants and arched an eyebrow.

“There are dead bodies here,” she said.

“All the more reason to celebrate life,” I said.

Dani shifted position and reached for my hand. Her four fingers played gently with my five.

“We never did finish what we started earlier,” I said. “Let’s work up an appetite before we roast up some food.”

She smiled, but it was forced. Her eyes held wariness and reservation in them.

“What?” I asked. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

“When I squared off with one of those beasts, it kept slashing with sharp claws,” Dani said. “A flurry of gray hands and black nails whipped at my chest, my face. There was no mistaking what I saw. They had five fingers, Kyle. Just like you do.”

“They also had teeth like ivory crazy-straws and the hip structure of a palsied hyena,” I said. “Five fingers are pretty common where I’m from.”

“But they aren’t here,” she said. “We shouldn’t linger in the open any longer than we truly need. I hear the howls too, the ones the fisherman warned us about. There are other creatures out there looking for a kill.”

I listened carefully and found the same howling sounds in the distance. Beyond the crackling fire and the splash of Clara washing the blood off my shirt in the pond, there were long and low vocalizations.

“I’ll start on the food,” Dani said, letting my hand drop to the grass. “Then we can move along.”

She stood, brushed herself off, and headed for the box of fresh fish.

Why is every girl such a tease? I wondered.

While Clara and Dani worked at their separate tasks, I reached out in the grass and felt around until I found the teeth I had knocked out of that creature’s face. I held them up and scrutinized them. The way they twisted up from the point toward the base — it was like they were specifically evolved for siphoning blood from whatever host they were drinking from.

The battle was so real, and the pain of those bites so visceral. That’s when I decided this definitely was not a dream. A dream wouldn’t hurt this much or try so desperately to kill me. A dream this heart-thumping wouldn’t last for hours and I sure as hell wouldn’t sleep through all that adrenaline coursing through me. This shit was real.

That was a relief, in its own way. It meant my subconscious wasn’t a total psycho. It also, however, meant we were in some weird fucking danger, in a world I did not belong in.

After what felt like no time at all, we ate our fill of the slain fisherman’s catch while my shirt dried on a stick above the remnants of our cooking fire. As we gathered our things and prepared to set off for the castle city, I tucked the pair of spiraled fangs into my jeans pocket.

That’s when my finger grazed against the soft card I had taken from the old fortuneteller lady. I pulled it out, intending to compare the image of the draykin castle city to the artwork on the card itself.

I couldn’t do that. The art had changed.

Where there had once been a towering stone keep and draykin women soaring into white puffy clouds, there was now an arched metal gate. It was rusted and aging, with a tangled mass of iron loops and corkscrews rising above it, forming the same fanciful skyline as the rusted theme park I had left behind.

A hand-drawn scroll stretched across the bottom of the card, just as it always had, but the text had changed. Now, it read “Thrillville.”

I squinted closer, focusing on a minor detail at the base of the amusement park’s welcome gate. It was a pair of bolt cutters. My bolt cutters.

What the actual fuck?
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We approached the southern wall of the castle city, losing sight of the northern mountains as they receded against the horizon behind us. The castle’s central tower and several high parapets along its outer walls held long purple flags that tapered to fine points and rippled against the wind like a color guard’s baton. Just like the blue flags they had sported earlier, these bore the white insignia of a fist with four fingers, wearing a crown on its knuckles.

“So what’s going to happen after this?” I asked. “We tell the guards to be on the lookout, then get Clara a nice little apron and a candy mixing spoon? Start you two off on your Hallmark-channel business venture?”

“Is that the work you need me for?” Clara asked. “Making candy? I am blessed to find a role so humble and yet so beautiful.”

“I think we’ll make a good team,” Dani said. “I’ll have to tell the guards that you both have a home with me, though. Vagabonds quickly become beggars, so they can’t know Kyle has no bed to call his own.”

“Speaking of beds, you have a nice big one, right, that fits three across?” I nudged her with my elbow playfully.

“I don’t need space in a bed,” Clara said. “A soft patch of floor would be enough. I won’t even need a pillow if there isn’t one to spare.”

Dani stopped short and held a hand to her brow, blocking the midday sun from her face. “I wouldn’t count on sleeping anytime soon.”

“That’s right,” I said. “Bow-chicka… whoa. Oh no.”

I followed Dani’s gaze toward the city ahead. The castle stood as the main focal point of the city’s skyline, centered among the smaller rows of rooftops that formed a wide ring of residential buildings and commercial shops. It was those buildings that drew my attention now though. Many of them billowed black smoke, and a few had open flames devouring their thatched roofs.

Dani started running then, and Clara and I followed suit, closing the distance that sat between us and the castle city’s defensive wall.

Of the three arched entryways that separated the dirt roads out here from the cobbled streets just visible inside the city’s perimeter, none were open. Each held a dense metal gate, with bars as thick as the spaces between them, forming a security barrier manned by a row of draykin guards standing close behind.

Haphazard carts, impatient horses, and a crowd of anxious draykin circled around each archway, though the central arch had attracted the most attention. The largest group of men and women gathered there, thrashing their tails and flicking their wings while they shouted at the guards. Meanwhile, columns of black smoke rose from the heart of the city, growing thicker by the second.

A small group of kobold givens stood close by with downcast eyes and silent tongues, but they were very few in number compared to the draykin. If Dani’s future competitors were shop owners who bought dozens of givens apiece, this assembly of draykin was somewhere lower on the economic spectrum. This was the class that did their work the old-fashioned way: with their own four-fingered hands.

Dani and I pushed toward the front. I reached back for Clara’s hand to make sure the girl, always quiet and shrinking, wouldn’t get lost in the crowd.

“Excuse me,” Dani said, gripping the vertical metal bars that formed the security gate beneath the central arch. “Hello? Excuse me, I live here. I need to get inside the city. Hello?”

The men behind those metal bars were focused on other, louder draykin. None spared Dani more than a passing glance.

“Hey!” I yelled. “You, with the ass for a face. The lady is speaking.”

The closest guard narrowed his eyes at me, squinting his eyelids and forcing the narrow slits of his pupils to widen.

“The lady can wait,” he said.

“While the city burns?” I asked. “Look, it’s not safe out here. You need to let us in. You need to let everyone in.”

“Please,” Dani said.

“Oh, I take orders from you lot, do I?” he asked. “A country draykin, a frail little kobold, and a… what are you, a pig man? Not enough fur for a mouse.”

“Don’t you worry about me,” I said. “There are long-toothed blood-sucking creep-monsters out there prowling for prey in the unprotected territory beyond the castle walls. If you don’t open these gates, you’re leaving all these people vulnerable to murder. Foul, foul murder.”

I stared at him for a moment, and he stared back. He didn’t seem to register the importance of what I just said. “Is your skull as thick as your unibrow?” I asked. “That’s it. I want to speak to a manager.”

“You don’t have to believe us,” Dani said. “Just tell the captain of the guard. It’s important.”

“I’m not a message boy,” he said. “I get paid to keep watch and maintain the peace, that’s all.”

“You call this peace?” I asked. Behind us, people grew more upset. Some had broken off into splinter groups, devolving into animated conversations about the children they needed to reach inside the city and the perishable goods they had spent their last rounds on, spoiling inside their carts under the midday sun.

“If you want peace,” I said, “let us in there. We’ll find the captain ourselves.”

“The city is under lockdown,” the guard said. “Our first priority is protecting the queen. Her royal pain-in-the-highness won’t leave her egg, and we can’t deal with more panicked citizens while we hunt down the arsonists responsible for all this.”

“Arsonists?” Dani asked.

“Stealthy fuckers,” the guard said. “A new fire ignites every minute and we don’t know who to blame. In the meantime, all subjects of the crown are ordered to shelter in Yannodale until the crisis passes.”

“I can’t afford a journey that long,” Dani said. “Yannodale is a day’s ride from here and I owe my givens food and shelter now.”

“I’m not her given,” I said.

“A fact that won’t help us,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at me. “Kyle, I don’t care if my rented room turns to ash, but my recipes? I can’t lose them. That’s my whole future right there.”

“Stupid woman,” the guard said. “Fretting over cookbooks when the kingdom itself could be at stake.”

“Lesson two in human-ology,” I said. “Men get stupid angry when someone insults their women.”

I reached through the metal bars and grabbed the guard by his thick leather vest, leaving Dani to gasp at my quick movement. His eyes widened as I pulled him up against the security gate, the heavy material of his protective armor barely folding against my grip.

“Listen to me,” I said. “You can’t trap your own people out here with murderous beasts on the loose, all while their homes and livelihoods turn to char before their eyes. It’s obvious you’re too worthless to call the shots, so bring someone higher ranking that responds to common sense, and apologize to the lady. She’s not a stupid woman; she’s got more cunning in her left tit than you have in your whole body.”

The guard ignored the way my clenched fist forced a small crease into his leather armor. He held eye contact with me, smiling the whole while, and revealing a row of yellow teeth that had one large gap where a bicuspid had gone missing.

“You gonna beat me up?” he asked. “A royal guard in the company of armed soldiers? No, you can’t do fuck-all to me, pig-brain. But,” he lowered his voice, “if you want to speak to the captain badly enough, I might be willing to take a little break from my post. If I were properly incentivized.” His eyes drifted toward Dani, settling on the black money pouch that hung by her hip. Then he reached a hand through the bars with his fingers outstretched and his palm up.

“You extortionist monster,” I said. I’d show him fuck-all. I pulled back my arm and gaged the distance between metal bars in the grate ahead. His face wasn’t armored. I could punch this asshole square in the nose, and if he was serious about keeping this gate shut, I might just get away with it.

Clara draped her hand atop my fist, curling her soft, pink fingers over my knuckles and exerting a gentle pressure that guided my hand lower. Her touch was calming, driving back my baser instincts for the moment. She positioned herself partly in front of me, so that I couldn’t stare down the guard without seeing her gentle presence in my peripheral vision.

“This would reflect poorly on Dani most of all,” Clara whispered, leaning close to my ear. “There are quieter ways of settling this.”

I didn’t want trouble for Dani, so I held my fist by my side where it was a threat to no one. I didn’t let go of my grip on the guard’s vest though. I held tight and locked eyes with him while we all weighed our options.

“I have no choice, do I?” Dani asked. She held out a single round and placed it in the guard’s open palm. He wiggled his fingers, gesturing for more coins to pay him off. Dani sighed and placed two more in his hand, then he balled up his fist with the money.

It was not my cue to release my grasp on his hardened leather vest. “Your turn,” I said. “You don’t leave until you make nice.”

He gritted his teeth and turned toward Dani. “So sorry.”

“Not good en—”

“Thank you,” Dani said. “That will do.”

I let him go and he disappeared into the crowd of similarly uniformed guards that swarmed the area behind the gate.

We waited there, ignoring the draykin guards that tried to shoo us away and tensing our legs to keep our position as more and more disgruntled citizens crowded the archway alongside us, bumping and shoving with growing frustration. They spat at the guards or slammed their open palms against the metal grate that separated us from the smug bastards that tried to send us all to Yannodale — some far-flung draykin outpost none of us belonged in.

Still, the longer we held our ground and tested our patience, the more Dani and I came to the same conclusion.

“He’s not coming back,” she said.

“No, he isn’t,” I replied.

We wandered away from the entry gate then, leaving Dani’s countrymen to continue railing against their exclusion from the burning city.

“What did he mean back there, a ‘country draykin’?” I asked.

“Varrowsgard is the draykin capital,” Dani said. “The best teachers and tradesman come here, raise their families, send their children to the best education rounds can buy. They have a certain way about them, the city elite.

“I’m not like they are,” she continued. “They hear it in my voice. They see it in my scars, the quality of my clothing, and the plainness of how I carry myself. I’m a bumpkin to them, no matter how hard I’ve worked to make something of myself here. The divide between rich and poor is too deep a trench for someone like me to cross with hard work alone.”

She explained that little nugget of bullshit with the same kind patience she had maintained since I met her.

“It’s not his off-handed insult that bothers me though,” she said. “It’s the helplessness of it all. They’ll let the south end burn while they tend to the fires closer to the castle. The ambassadors, the advisors, the tutors and blacksmithing families. They’ll be fine. Me? I’ll never recover. It took me years to perfect my little candies, and now the scraps of paper I wrote the recipes onto are as good as gone.

“This was going to be my time to shine, I knew it was,” she said. “But now…” Her attention drifted toward Clara.

“You regret me already,” Clara said. “You worry that I’ll require more upkeep than I could possibly be worth to you.”

“Goddess no,” Dani said. “I’m glad you’re by my side, even if things look bleak right now. I want us both to have a chance at improving the hands we were dealt. I don’t know how to do that, trapped out here like we are. Hoping the fires end before a wave of fang-toothed monsters pounce seems like a lack of a plan.”

“Maybe those beasts would do us a favor by showing up now,” I said. “The guards would let us in then, wouldn’t they? Not that we have a way of baiting those freaks without risking them mauling us.”

Dani’s face lit up with a bright smile. “Why don’t we break in? Hear me out, Kyle. You said you have experience with sneaking into places you don’t belong.”

“Abandoned places,” I said. “Places without armored guards and raging arson-fires.”

And just like that, her smile vanished. “You’re right. It’s too much to ask for.”

She turned her head away and let her arms fall limp to her sides. A deep breath filled her lungs, but it caught several times, as if she was struggling against the urge to cry.

Fuck.

“Can we fly over the wall?” I asked.

“The city is grounded,” she said. “See those flags? When they’re blue everything is normal, but purple prohibits flight. They must worry the culprits will use their wings as a means of escape from the law. Anyone caught airborne within the city walls will get shot out of the sky.”

I followed Dani’s finger to the flags that flew atop the castle towers. Beside them, patrolling the tower roofs, were draykin archers with crossbows in each hand.

“Okay,” I said. “That doesn’t mean we can’t break in, just that we have to be smart about it.”

“Really?” Dani asked. “You’re willing to try?”

“Perhaps we could avoid—” Clara started, but her voice was quiet and the wheels in my mind were churning loudly.

“How long can a draykin fly without tiring out?” I asked.

“A few minutes,” Dani said. “Longer if they’re well-trained, but carrying cargo reduces that time by a lot.”

“What about heavy armor?”

“Same as cargo,” she said. “It weighs a person down.”

“They’re covered in the same leathers as the guards down here,” I said. “It’s dense and must weigh a good amount. If we can force the guards on the upper levels to attend to some kind of emergency down here, it would take them time to work up the energy to fly back to their archery posts.”

“I have—” Clara said.

Dani cut her off. “How do we create an emergency more drastic than the flames already ravaging the city?”

“And without putting ourselves at the center of it,” I replied. “Fine. What about sewers? It’s not my favorite option, but every urbexer knows they’ll end up knee-deep in questionable fluids at some point. Today just might be that day.”

“The sewers are blocked by thick metal grates to prevent wild animals from scurrying inside,” Dani said.

“Metal grates that might bend if melted down with dragon’s breath?” I asked.

Dani laughed. “How hot do you think I can get?”

“I’ll do whatever it takes to find out,” I said.

“Please,” Clara said. “I don’t think we should break in.”

“That’s innocent of you,” I said. “Look, you’ve been locked away for your whole life. I can’t expect you to understand this, but sometimes, good people have to do bad things—”

“I stole the keys,” she said. Clara held her hand up, with a small iron ring perched on her pointer finger. Five metal keys hung from it.

“How?” Dani asked.

“When Kyle pulled the man up against the metal gate,” Clara said, “I pulled these off the man’s belt loop without him noticing. If my taker needs to enter the city, I will do anything I can to help. I refuse to be a burden.”

“Clara,” Dani said, “I could kiss you.”

“Go on,” I said. “Let Dani kiss you.” Clara leaned forward and offered her pursed lips, but Dani didn’t move in to seal the deal.

“It’s just an expression,” Dani said.

I shrugged. “It was worth a shot. But we can’t just waltz in. We need a distraction so they don’t stop us the second we swing the gates open. Stay here.”

I pushed through the throng of angry draykin, listening to their mumbling and grumbling, parsing their grunts and offhanded remarks. They had families inside the castle walls, children with empty bellies waiting for absent parents to make good on the promise of a solid meal. It was a promise these adults too often had to break.

These weren’t Varrowsgard’s rich and famous, they were hard workers finally bringing home the scraps of food and small pouches of coin that would keep their families fed and sheltered. The homes they worried about weren’t insured by corporate banks like the houses in my world. These homes were wood and thatch, and when they burned up they would leave nothing behind but cinders.

The guards didn’t have those same concerns. They were government workers, which more likely meant steady work and a consistent wage. No amount of grumbling from the underclass seemed to sway their sentiment, nor would they risk their stable jobs to sneak the downtrodden through the metal bars that kept them at bay.

I had heard enough.

“Has anyone seen Bunbury?” I asked. A few men and women gave me a strange look. I kept yelling the name, drawing more attention to myself. “Bunbury, sir, where did you go?

“He’s my taker,” I said to anyone that would listen. “He was here a minute ago. Bunbury, sir, where are you?”

It only took ten minutes of weaving through the crowd and sowing the idea of a missing Bunbury before my message had reached most of their ears. With that, I was confident I had poured enough gasoline onto the tinder of an angry crowd. In the spirit of the day’s arson inside the city, it was time to light a match on the outside as well.

I pushed my way closer to the metal gate and stood on my toes, thrusting a single pointed finger toward a small gap between the guards’ shoulders. “Bunbury, there you are! I knew they would make exceptions for a man of your stature. He’s inside, everyone. Bunbury is safe. Thank goodness Varrowsgard favors men of means.”

“Hey,” someone yelled, knocking me to the side with the thrust of a thick, blue wing. He pressed his face against the metal bars, spittle escaping his blue-tinted lips as he yelled in a guard’s face, his cheeks reddening with rage. “You lettin’ filth like Bunbury in, but not us?”

“They want our houses to burn!” a woman screeched.

The crowd condensed into a thick cloud of bodies, blowing in toward the metal gate like a menacing storm. I squeezed out of the way in time to avoid getting swallowed up by a riot of angry wing-backed citizens. A few guards rushed toward the rowdy group, but with the metal bars standing firmly between them, they only had the occasional curse and wad of angry spit to contend with.

The guards were barely inconvenienced.

Dani and Clara watched for my next move as I skirted around the edge of the draykin rioters. Kobold givens shifted from one foot to the other while their takers raged against the guards. Wooden carts sat still, tethered to the horses that had pulled them this far.

I looked up at the city. The skies were empty, but the archers maintained their posts. They eyed the mob only in passing, glancing past the entry gates as they surveilled the city below.

I untied the reins of a horse and released it from a wooden cart. It took a step forward and whinnied, cutting short my time to think. I couldn’t afford a noise that would draw attention while I pondered the effect of this next gambit. I smacked the horse on the ass as hard as I could.

Now a louder sound erupted from the equine beast. It was pissed. The horse galloped ahead to escape the sting of my palm and lifted its legs high into the air. It practically soared, kicking off its powerful hind legs as it approached the city’s defensive wall.

Another cart sat at the wall’s base, with a sturdy carriage and a flat roof. The horse leapt onto it, then leapt again, jumping clear over the stone wall ahead and landing inside the city.

The guards all flinched as the horse landed in their midst, some forced to scurry away to avoid being trampled. The rioting mob silenced and watched, all eyes trained on the archers high overhead.

Crossbows snapped into an upright position as the tower guards noticed the horse lift into the air, but they lowered their weapons again, dismayed by the animal’s disruption but not prepared to shoot down a creature that hadn’t — technically — broken the city’s no-fly rule.

When the archers lowered their bows, all hell broke loose. The draykin at the gates suddenly realized that arrows would only rain down on those guilty of actual flight. They started climbing the walls, boosted by the folded hands of other citizens that helped propel them over the stone barrier. Bodies perched atop the stones, then leapt into the crowd of guards.

The balance of power shifted. The guards were outnumbered.

Swords emerged from scabbards. People grunted and screamed. Draykin that once stood angrily by the other two entry gates now rushed toward the riot, eager to help their people and be helped in return.

Dani, Clara, and I slinked away from the mob and trekked toward one of the smaller entry arches. We waited until the last guard behind it was forced to join his comrades at the central gate. With the coast fully cleared, Clara slipped her key into the lock and turned it.

The gate swung open and we stepped inside.
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The metal security gate clicked closed behind us as we set down a cobbled street that led deeper into the city of Varrowsgard.

The guards at the center of the draykin riot clamored to detain any of the people that climbed over the wall and ran deeper into the city ahead, while the single horse that made it inside the capital’s walls trotted to a stop. He dipped his head low, seeking out a small rain basin for a quick drink of water.

He was oblivious to the tumult that surrounded him. Up and down every street we could see, men and women carried buckets toward buildings that churned out dark smoke, relying on that water to help keep their city intact. He just sipped at it, slaking his animal thirst.

The city, meanwhile, was astounding. The front doors to every commercial storefront were wide enough for a man or woman to pass through without having to tuck their wings in behind them. Each story had a perch and a door of its own, allowing patrons and visitors to fly in avoidance of stairs, or to leap from one building to another without having to travel by sidewalk each time.

I wanted to marvel at the stonework, the odd patterns etched onto window frames, the red fibers that formed a thick thatch that draped past the frames of each roof like Spanish moss.

There was no time for those details though. Clara and I sprinted behind Dani, trailing through a winding series of curving roads that looked onto narrow, diagonal alleyways. The whole city was sprawling, but also knit very closely, with buildings leaning against each other for support and streets so small at times that even a small cart would struggle to squeeze through. It was like a draykin-built version of medieval London.

Which also, now that I thought about it, didn’t stand up to fire very well.

The castle hovered in our peripheral vision. It was the tallest structure in Varrowsgard, an imposing fortress of gray stones that formed high walls with very few windows. Only the highest tiers of each tower had landing pads, or perhaps they were only perches for guards to launch from, the distance up being too exhausting a trek for the quick-to-tire wings of the draykin people.

As we raced further into the city’s depths and toward its south end, the smoke grew thicker. It hazed the air and made distinguishing one block from the next a difficult affair. Dani buried her face inside her elbow and started to cough, but never slowed. Her stamina was impressive. She ran with the perfect form of a skilled athlete, her thighs and glutes tightening and rippling while she pumped her arms. She was like an Olympic sprinter, and tough to keep up with.

The city blurred as I focused forward. To each side, resting against walls or just lying on the street, were occasional draykin men or women. I couldn’t imagine what a toll this fire took, or how hard these people had pushed themselves to fight it. Smoke in their lungs, deadly heat and dehydration, overexertion — even without burns on their skin, they might die of the fire indirectly.

I sprinted behind Dani despite these distractions, but at one intersection I made the mistake of stopping short. Two dark shadows caught my eye, scurrying down the narrow alleyway and vanishing between buildings just a moment before a burst of flame engulfed one of the houses on the small block. Draykin men and women ran from the front door, screaming just a moment later.

“Kyle!” Dani yelled. She was two blocks ahead now.

“I think I saw the arsonists!” I yelled.

Another fiery explosion erupted a few buildings behind Dani, but there was no way the two shapes I had seen could have covered that distance so quickly. I ran ahead and caught up with the girls as we pushed past another newly-on-fire edifice. We covered our faces and ran through a wave of heat and choking smoke.

A few guards charged in either direction as we made our way into the city’s south end. Some had buckets of water, while others just seemed to be running away from the fire. None stopped to offer help to the exhausted draykin citizens that lay out on the ground or slumped against the outer walls of burning buildings.

As the neighborhood changed, the number of guards plummeted. Dirty men and women in torn clothing stood in the streets, watching the city burn with awe on their faces. Here, on the poorer side of town, the residents accepted the fire with resignation, as if it was only a matter of time until this species of tragedy added itself to the list of their lives’ other woes.

Finally, we paused before a three-story building. It was already ablaze.

Dani raced in first, bounding up the stairs two at a time. Narrow hallways held wooden doors set close together, as if this boarding house held a dozen rooms on each small level. Dani stopped at a door on the building’s top story and fiddled with a key in her shaking hands. When the key missed the lock, it slipped from her hand and clattered against the wood-slat floor.

The air hung heavy here, all the smoke rising up the open stairwell from the lower levels and pooling against the ceiling. We’d pass out from inhaling those noxious gases before long.

“Stand back,” I said. I lifted my foot and stomped it against the face of Dani’s door, splitting the door from the frame and busting it inward on its hinges.

A tremendous burst of heat and smoke rushed toward us. It launched our throats into involuntary choking, the taste of charred wood clinging to our lips, our tongues, our lungs. The rear wall was already burning, a row of orange flames near the ceiling gradually searching toward the floor.

“Careful,” I said, holding a hand out to stop Dani from charging inside. “The floors may not be stable.”

“I’ll go then,” she said. “Just me, so we don’t put too much pressure on it.”

She covered her face and stepped forward, tapping her boot against the floor to test it out before each full step.

Dani’s rented room was little more than a closet with a stove in the corner. Despite the claustrophobic walls and low ceiling, she had placed a tiny second bed next to her own, likely in anticipation of bringing home a given far younger and smaller than Clara.

Dani’s possessions were sparse, but they were neat. Everything was placed carefully, and a vase of flowers on a small kitchen table added a splash of cheer to an otherwise dreary room.

A single window looked onto the street below, and it was through that opening that a burning chunk of roofing emerged, sliding down the sloped top of this building and falling in one fiery piece before our eyes. It smashed audibly against the ground while Dani made her way toward a kitchen drawer.

“Do you hear that?” I asked. Through the crackling of flames and the occasional crash of a wooden beam falling through the weakened floor below it, a piercing sound rose in a high pitch and made room for itself amidst the surrounding cacophony.

“Howling,” Clara said.

“There must be bloodhounds at the front gate by now,” I said.

“Maybe the guards will finally believe the danger,” Clara said.

A rumble overhead drew my attention to a ceiling beam that started shifting out of place. The blackened wood had a crack down the center that grew by the moment.

“Dani!” I yelled.

“I haven’t found them yet,” she said, spinning frantically, her eyes darting from one place in the room to the next. “I had them last night before bed, reviewing ahead of my visit to Momma Jumbo, preparing an ingredient list so I could visit the market…” She darted toward a nightstand.

The beam shifted again, slipping from its position as the shifting weight of the deteriorating roof above it stretched the beam’s support to its limit.

“Dani!” I yelled again. She yanked open a drawer and thrust her hands into it.

I couldn’t let her sacrifice herself for her recipes. I barged into the room, following the steps I saw Dani test on her short path to the room’s far edge, and looped an arm around her waist.

“What are you—”

That’s all she got out. I spun with my arm around her, whisking her off the floor and moving her away from the short nightstand. A four-foot chunk of ceiling beam crashed down onto that very spot, knocking a hole in the floor that looked onto a burning room directly below us. More smoke burst upward now, like a volcano on the verge of erupting.

“Time’s up,” I said. “Go, go, go!”

Clara stepped aside as Dani and I fled the room, shielding our heads with our hands and blocking errant chunks of charred construction that snowed down on us. The floor had caught fire now too. The room’s swelter was oppressive.

My first instinct was to leap down each flight and avoid the time it would take to descend step by step by step. We couldn’t afford to put a hole through our only escape route though, so we took the stairs as quickly as we could without becoming reckless.

Already the air was cooler and cleaner as we reached the lower levels. Other residents poured out of the building alongside us, squeezing through the front doorway with armfuls of their meager possessions and disappearing down the roads that formed a narrow labyrinth in the city’s south end.

Dani, Clara, and I ran to the opposite side of the street and rested against a building that, so far, wasn’t burning.

“You’ve been hurt,” Clara said.

Dani looked over her shoulder and twisted her leg, tilting a long scratch toward us. It was dirty from soot, but glistening bright red from fresh blood.

The kobold healer immediately got to work, crouching low and placing her hands against Dani’s calf. A few yards behind her, a draykin man had been leaning against a wall. He slid to the side, riding the wall slowly until he landed against the ground. His face was blackened with smoke and his body was inert with exhaustion.

As Clara concentrated, Dani watched her former home fall apart. Her eyes glistened with nascent tears. She didn’t even flinch when the top half of the building collapsed in on itself, releasing a cloud of smoke in one big burst that was accented with a shower of sparks.

In just the span of a single day, this woman had gone from hopeful entrepreneur to a homeless refugee.

I hugged her. I wasn’t even sure what I was doing at first, but my arms wrapped around her and I pulled her head against my shoulder. She looked up at me and smiled. A tear rolled down her cheek, pulling dry cinders into a wet streak that ran toward her chin before that single tear dropped from her jaw.

She unfurled her fingers. A fistful of beige parchments sat there, folded up into small squares.

“Your recipes?” I asked.

“My recipes,” she said.

“Yes!” I yelled. With one arm still holding her against me, I raised the other hand toward her. She backed away, suddenly alarmed.

“Oh,” I said. “This is a high five. You smack my hand with your hand and… I guess it’s a human thing.” She glanced at my hand and puzzled at it. “Well don’t leave me hanging!”

Dani laughed and gave me what was, for her, a high four.

“Why do humans do this?” she asked.

“Humans love touching their hands against other people’s hands,” I said. “We start young with patty-cake, graduate to thumb wrestling, hand shaking, including that whole ‘peace be with you’ thing in church. I think, as a species, we just love hands.”

“Put your hands on your heads!” yelled a woman down the block. Dani, Clara, and I all looked in that direction. The woman who yelled was a guard, but her armor was no simple leather getup. She wore a platemail chest piece that held large breasts tight within capacious, rounded metal cups. Only the shortest stretch of cleavage was visible. The rest of her was pinned beneath unforgiving metal.

She wore a platemail skirt to match, stretching to an inch above her knees, and boots that looked like leather with metal bands set within them. It was a severe-looking outfit, befitting the stern expression on her face and the knob of golden-yellow hair that sat in a bun atop her head.

In fact, everything about her was golden. Her peachy skin had the warm glow of a woman kissed by the sun; the golden scales on her tail glinted faintly as they caught the light at different angles; her wings were a darker color, like rich artisanal honey.

“Is she talking to us?” I asked.

“I think so,” Dani replied, raising her hands and still gripping her recipes. “That’s Gretna, the captain of the guard.”

As the armored woman ran, the narrow metal strips that formed a protective wreath around her thighs chimed against each other. I expected to see some kind of cloth beneath it, like a tunic or a dress, but as far as I could see it was just pale skin with golden undertones and then shadow.

A handful of other guards trailed behind her, all wearing the simple uniform of the men we met at the city’s front gate. Clara and I touched our hands to our heads, matching Dani’s pose.

“We have reports of arsonists fleeing buildings as they burn,” the woman said, jogging to a stop in front of us. Her volume stayed loud, even though she stood only a foot away now. “Non-draykin, odd clothing, hair shaggy and unkempt. You fit the profile.”

I ran a hand through my mussed-up hair. It did feel pretty unkempt. “A lack of pomade does not a criminal make,” I said.

“There’s also this damning bit of evidence,” she said, snatching my hand from off my head and holding it high for the other guards behind her to see. “We almost didn’t believe the witnesses, but here we have it. Five fingers.”

“The people responsible for this were five-fingered?” Dani asked.

“State your name, draykin,” the armored woman said.

“Daniana Weyforth,” she said. “I live… there.” She gestured toward the demolished building behind us.

“We’re Kyle and Clara,” I said. “We had nothing to do with this.”

As we spoke, I noticed that some of the draykin resting against nearby buildings lay motionless despite the appearance of the guards and the obvious danger of staying put. There must have been a dozen of them, leaning against walls with their mouths open and their heads titled at uncomfortable angles, or heaping themselves into haphazard piles of limbs where they’d only force other people to step over them or around them.

“We’ll let the queen decide who’s responsible here,” Gretna said with her voice booming just as loudly up close. “Guards, arrest all three of them for now.”

“This won’t stop the fires,” Dani said. “We’re not behind this. Please, go find the people who are!”

Guards pulled our hands behind our backs. They cinched a tight grip around our crossed wrists and held their swords out in their free hands. As they wrestled and jostled my body, I caught a glimpse of a prone draykin woman, her hair pulled to one side and revealing a patch of skin at the base of her neck. Two puncture holes pocked that skin, with fresh blood dripping down toward her shoulder.

Of course. They hadn’t just arrived at the front gate. They were inside all along.

“I know who’s responsible for this!” I yelled.

“You are,” Gretna said.

“Or,” I said, “new theory. Monsters. What do you think?”

“I think this is the theory of a desperate criminal,” the captain of the guard replied.

“And I think you won’t risk ignoring the evidence that I uniquely possess,” I said.

Gretna stopped walking and turned around to face me. When she didn’t speak, I took it as my cue to explain.

“In my pant pocket,” I said. “You’ll find the teeth of a monster we already vanquished.”

“Vanquished?” Dani asked.

“When the hell else do I get to use a word like that?”

Gretna stepped closer, locking her eyes on mine while her dark honey wings spread wide behind her in a show of force. “If this is a ruse,” she said.

“You don’t seem like the sense-of-humor type,” I said. “So no, I’m not trying to prank you.”

Her hand slipped into my pants, long fingers sliding down the thin cloth lining of my pocket until they reached the bottom. She scooped out the two incisors I had beaten loose from a now-dead bloodhound’s ugly face, as well as the fortuneteller’s card.

“What’s this?” she asked, holding up the small rectangular image of Thrillville.

“My business card,” I said. “I’m a rollercoaster tycoon. Just put it back where you found it. It’s the teeth you need to see.”

“These belong to—” Gretna said.

“I’ve been calling them—” I started.

“Bloodhounds,” we said at once.

“I’ve studied these creatures before,” she said. “In the Directory of Threats to the Kingdom, Known and Imagined, Second Edition. Bloodhounds are a creature of nightmare and myth, not of flesh and bone.”

“These teeth ain’t no fairy tale,” I said. “Did your little bestiary book say how many fingers they have?”

“Yes,” Gretna said. “Five. Like you, actually.”

“Not like me,” I said. “I’m human. I’m not made for piercing skin and slurping blood. See?” I smiled wide, showing off my perfectly straight teeth. Thank you, retainer, even though I hated you in high school.

Gretna put her hands on my face and pushed my upper lip higher, inspecting my teeth and gums.

“No,” she said. “You couldn’t hurt a stale sandwich with these chiclets.” She turned back and spoke to her team, raising the volume on her already-booming voice. “Take a closer look at the people lying in the street.”

Gretna nodded to her guards and sent them off toward various of the city’s inert draykin bodies. For the moment, they left us without our hands bound and with not a single sword blade pointed at our vulnerable bits. We could have made a break for it, which Gretna knew. This was part of her assessment of us as suspects.

The guilty run.

The guards moved from body to body, tilting their heads and exposing double-fang wounds everywhere they looked. They each tested for a pulse, then looked back at their leader and shook their heads.

When Clara noticed the trails of blood leaking from each deep puncture, her eyes went wide. “I could try to help them,” she said.

“Nothing to help with,” Gretna said. “They’re dead.”

“These fires are a distraction,” I said. “They’re chasing people into the streets and using the city’s panic as cover while they drain their blood.”

“Those beasts are out there,” Dani said, “and they’re strong. We fought two of them off just beyond the city walls. If they’re already inside…”

“Open the gates,” Gretna said to the guard nearest her. “Let every citizen inside and tell them to take up arms and defend the castle. We’re under attack.”

“So you believe us?” I asked.

“I believe that I will take every precaution,” she replied. “I also believe the queen may order you killed just to prove she’s taking some kind of action, which is her prerogative. Come on.”
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With the city’s fire smoldering in some corners and downright raging in others, we marched toward the entrance to Varrowsgard’s central fortress. A pair of double doors two stories tall were carved from solid planks of rich red wood, each one crowded with hand-carved designs. Our armored guide pushed those doors open with both hands and marched onward without looking back, her golden-scaled tail swishing to each side behind her.

The inside of the building was dark. Dense stone columns rose toward cathedral ceilings that swallowed the light of the scant torch pits lining a central aisle to the fortress’s rear. A long carpet, dark with years’ worth of dirt from the soles of guards’ boots, led to a few stone steps and an ornate golden throne surrounded by brighter fires.

These torch pits were large and crackling, flanking the draykin queen that sat in their midst. Her hair was a dark, carnelian red held back by a thin golden crown that ringed her head.

Her skin was a canvas for odd markings. Thin lines of red ink decorated her arms up to her shoulder, then disappeared under the narrow straps of a dress that ran the length of her body. The ink designs continued up her neck and toward her pointed ears.

The flickering lights surrounding her cast her face in shifting shadows, making the cut of her jaw and the hollows of her eyes more menacing than they needed to be. She sat motionless on her throne as we traversed the long hallway toward her. That throne, tall as it was, sat on top of a two-foot disc of solid stone. She was above us, and she wanted us to know it.

When the draykin guards slammed the double doors closed behind us, the room took on a palpable silence. The tumult of fire and riots cut off abruptly, leaving only the gentle whisper of the room’s torches.

“Have you found the menace laying waste to our city?” the queen asked. Her voice was low and it echoed through the chamber.

Her ruby eyes watched us approach, the vertical pupils within open wide in this low light. As we neared, I realized that her hands rested not in her lap, but on a golden dome that lay between her legs. Her hands swirled over that item delicately as she sat there.

“I have a man here with five-fingers, claiming to be a ‘human.’ ” Gretna said. “He carried the teeth of a bloodhound and claims to have vanquished one with his own hands. He believes they attack the city as we speak.”

“Vanquished?” the queen asked.

“Yes,” I said. “I am Kyle the Vanquisher.” I arched my back and put my hands on my hips, tilting my chin toward the ceiling. I wanted this title to stick, so I tried to look heroic.

The queen leaned forward, peering down at me from her high throne. When her legs shifted slightly I realized the item between them was an egg. A golden egg, the size of a large watermelon.

“The human race is one of towering height and rippling strength,” she said. “Their eyes burn with the light of a thousand suns and their voices sing with the glory of their mighty deeds.”

“I mean, on a good day, sure…” I said.

“Come closer,” the queen said.

I walked to the edge of the stone disc that propped up her throne. Her eyes glinted red as the torch pits around her played their light across her ruby irises.

“Tell me, what secret purpose do the bloodhounds have behind their invasion?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Don’t you?” she asked.

“Don’t I,” I said. “Definitely don’t I.”

“And yet you appear in our city, the day of their attack, claiming to belong to a race that hasn’t walked upon Silura in ages.”

“Wait,” Dani said. “Humans are a real thing?”

“Indeed,” the queen said. Her hands continued to spiral over the golden egg pinched tight between her thighs. “At the outset of time, when the Goddess first descended from the heavens—”

“Point of order,” I said. “The city is burning, and bloodhounds are like, eating everyone. Just saying, we might want to speed up story time.”

“You’d like the short version,” the queen said with a sigh. “Everyone always wants the short version. Very well.

“The Goddess maintains the barriers between worlds. Those barriers protect those who seek to dwell in peace, should any single realm fall into war and strife.

“A coven of heretic witches pooled their foul magics and crafted a series of keys. They believed the Goddess did not shield us from war, but instead from power. From medicines and machines that would improve all of our lives.”

“And?” I asked.

“Their bodies were buried in graves full of salt to absorb the wicked thoughts they harbored,” the queen said. “At least, the ones we found. Others slipped away, using their new keys to break open the Goddess’s divine barrier and escape to forbidden realms.”

“Shucks,” I said.

“We credit them with allowing the demon A’zarkin to enter Silura,” the queen continued. “His reign of terror lasted sixty years. His bloodhound children hunted the draykin day and night. They nearly drank our race to extinction.”

“Those snarly little beasts are his children?” I asked.

“So he called them,” the queen replied. “The vampiric demonspawn conjured by the demon’s sheer will. They are not full demons in their own right, not the way a true son or daughter would be. During his last reign, A’zarkin claimed to hold a human woman captive that might provide such a true heir to his demonic powers. A woman in her position could incubate a demon more vile than any bloodhound.”

“Talk about post-partum depression,” I said.

“If the heretic witches sought to punish the draykin for killing their coven sisters,” the queen continued, “they succeeded in part but not in whole. In their zeal to explore every realm behind the Goddess’s divine veil, they opened a breach that drew a human man to our decimated kingdom. A hero.

“He was armored from head to toe in a suit that augmented his strength and his senses. He vowed to protect our people, and he did. He chased A’zarkin to the northern mountains and trapped him along with his bloodhound children beneath a glacier wider than a mountain is tall.”

“I like your thinking,” I said. “Have a problem witch? Bury her in salt. Problem demon? Just add ice. There’s really nothing that can’t be cured by shoving it underneath something else.”

“Why have I never heard of humans before?” Dani asked. “Or these witches, and bloodhounds, and A’zarkin?”

“Our human defender vanished after returning our kingdom to its rightful peace,” the queen said. “The only evidence that he ever set foot on our soil was a single glove, separated from his armored suit. Draykin monarchs have guarded that glove ever since. It bears no power to a wearer of our race, but our mages detect great energy contained within.

“Royal decrees forbade discussion of the human race and the war that nearly eradicated our people,” the queen said. “After generations, only the whispered stories of the senile carried any memory of our defender. We could not risk allowing the glove to fall into the wrong hands, and so we relegated these stories to the status of myth until any mention of them had died out completely.

“The truth is shared only among the royals and our sworn advisors,” she continued. “Or it was, until now. If the five-fingereds have returned to Varrowsgard, they have come for the glove. The secret cannot be kept.”

The queen motioned toward her nearest advisor, who reached for a series of levers that were built into a nearby column. He leaned hard on several, pushing them into varying positions, and he pulled upward on others, setting them by memory in a pattern that had no visual appeal, but which entered the combination to a giant, complex locking mechanism.

The stone dais that held the queen’s throne began to spin and lift from the floor. Slowly, the golden seat before us completed a single revolution, lifting several feet higher and revealing a cylindrical support column beneath the disc she sat on. The whole thing was a slow-grinding affair.

“Psst, Dani,” I said, leaning toward her as we waited for the queen’s seat to finish rotating. “How much gold would you need to eat to lay something like that?”

“Only the royals lay golden eggs,” Dani replied. “If a queen’s egg does not glisten with gold, she is immediately deemed unfit and replaced with another ruler.”

“That’s too bad,” I said. “Where I’m from, girls sell their eggs for thousands of dollars. It’s a real thing, I saw an ad on the bus about it, and those eggs weren’t even precious metal.”

As the queen’s advisor continued to work his levers, a gap spun into view within the cylinder beneath the monarch’s seat, opening like a door to the center of a hollow pillar directly below the draykin ruler. A glass box rested there, with a black glove sealed within. Metal studs lined the knuckles, glinting back the faintest light from the nearby torch pits.

Gretna’s nostrils flared and her lips tightened. “This secret chamber was never disclosed to me.”

“The castle has her secrets,” the queen said. “My throne has always hidden the Finite Gauntlet.”

“You can’t call it that,” I said.

“It helped end the reign of A’zarkin, which all thought might endure for infinity,” the queen said. “This glove ends the un-end-able.”

“Still nope,” I said. “If anyone can travel to an undiscoverable realm and sue the pants off a kingdom of dragon descendants for infringing their trademark, Marvel can.”

One of the queen’s advisors leaned closer to the throne and spoke behind a cupped hand.

“I am reminded,” the queen said, “that our ancient hero called his armored suit the Onicite Skin Cohesion-AR. Oscar, for short. This is Oscar’s fist.

“Gretna,” the queen continued. “I must entrust this artifact to you. Take this far away and—”

“Bury it,” I said, masking my words with a slight cough.

“Precisely,” the queen said. “Far beneath the sands of the Rundune Desert, where draykin rulers have long interred that which would threaten our tranquility. Perhaps the arid ground will deter a foe so thirsty as the vampiric beasts that hunt our kind.”

“It would be safer here, at the heart of our defenses,” Gretna said.

“It will attract A’zarkin,” the queen said. “He will quest to unlock the power within and chase the glove’s holder to the end of Silura. I cannot risk luring him here while my egg is still vulnerable. The heir to our kingdom must be safeguarded.”

“And I must be here when she hatches,” Gretna said. “Your highness, I have prepared for that day my entire career. No one else will treat her care with the same exactitude. I cannot—”

“There is time enough,” the queen said. “The hatching is weeks away. Your duty as royal guide and protector to our future queen is in no jeopardy from this task. You will journey first, and take my daughter under your care upon your return.”

Gretna breathed deeply and the tension left her body. “Thank you, your highness. I will plunge the onicite artifact so deeply into the sand that it will never see the sun again. I will make you proud.”

“Looks like Gretna scored herself a power glove,” I said. “Is there a zapper gun to go with it? Maybe a power pad?”

The queen made a puzzled look and glanced at Dani.

“I apologize, your highness,” Dani said. “He says odd things like that often. I doubt he means anything substantial.”

I chuckled, and not for the first time during this exchange. It was tense as fuck in here, but I might have gone overboard with the wisecracks. Everyone scowled at me except Dani and Clara.

“It does not surprise me that you decline to take this matter seriously,” the queen said. Her voice had grown harsh now, and she leaned forward to stare down at me from the throne that was lifted high off the floor. “It is a role you play, and you play it well, feigning ignorance of the artifact you came here to steal.”

I cocked my head to the side and gave her a puzzled look. “I don’t follow.”

“Gretna will take the artifact,” the queen said. “The five-fingered remains here. He is no human, only a demon’s dog sent to fetch the one item that links us to our saving past. Guards, kill him!”

The draykin guards that surrounded the queen rushed toward me. Gretna pulled her sword from her scabbard and held the blade toward my chest.

“You don’t look like the demons in my book,” Gretna said. “Whatever you are, I take no joy in your death.”

“That makes two of us,” I said. “Listen, your highness, you’re right about one thing. I haven’t been taking this seriously enough. It’s bewildering.

“We just saved a kobold with healing magic from a fat, angry, baby-factory of a woman; murdered a screw-toothed blood-sucking fiend-monster, and now I’m face to face with a draykin queen coddling a golden egg, spinning tales of inter-dimensional magitech suits and men who slay vampire dogs to protect dragon women from demons.

“I’m out of my element, but I am absolutely, one hundred percent human.”

“Lies are the easiest form of subterfuge,” she said, “but the least likely to carry weight in my royal court.”

“I’m a lot of things that aren’t great, but a liar isn’t one of them,” I said. “I’m not some bloodhound in disguise or a demon’s henchman. I’m as human as the next guy. More human, in fact, if that ‘next guy’ is an Eagles fan. Fucking Philly, man. They don’t even want people to like them.”

Gretna’s blade touched my bare neck, sinking the sharp tip into my skin.

“Right,” I said. “Being serious. I forgot.”

“There is nothing you could say,” the queen said. “Our fabled hero was a giant among our kind. His skin radiated with the light of pure intention. His smile alone once disarmed a band of bloodhound warriors long enough for the swing of his blade to slice off three of their heads. You lack the charisma, the fortitude, the presence.”

“Your human hero became a tall tale,” I said. “A legend that grew out of proportion over time.

“You said the glove reacts to a human’s touch,” I continued. “Let me show you I’m human. When the glove does fit, you must acquit.”

“I am no such fool,” the queen said. “Execute—”

The front entry to the castle flung open, slamming the heavy wooden doors against the old stone walls behind them and sending a booming echo throughout the wide, open chamber.

The orange light of the evening sky lit a man from behind as he stood in the center of the open doorframe. The whites of his eyes were made more striking by the hue of his electric blue skin. A pair of twisted horns spiraled up from his bald head, darkening until their tips were midnight blue.

He strutted forward with a handful of bloodhounds behind him. They leapt from side to side on all fours, yipping and yapping insensible things to each other.

“A’zarkin,” the queen said from her throne.

“Yes,” the demon man said. “I have awoken.”
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“You cannot have my egg!” the queen yelled. “Guards!”

The few guards that attended the queen jumped down from her throne’s elevated stone dais and braced for the onrush of bloodhounds that accompanied the blue-skinned demon, taking their positions next to the guards that had accompanied Gretna in our arrest.

Gretna seemed conflicted, holding her sword against my throat but turning her gaze toward the new attackers. Dani and Clara took measured steps backward, putting distance between themselves and the castle’s exit while also positioning Gretna and the guards as the first line of defense.

A handful of bloodhounds took a snarling, bounding leap all at once, launching the throne room into a raucous battle of blades, teeth, and claws. One pounced on Gretna, whisking her blade away from my neck and her strong, sturdy frame away from my body.

I stood there for a moment, separated from Dani and Clara and totally exposed to any attackers that picked me for an easy target.

My life depended on not being drained like a Capri Sun pouch by a pack of bloodhounds and their demon daddy. But, then it would depend on proving to the queen that she shouldn’t just chop off my head anyway.

Hmm.

The queen hugged the golden egg in her lap, using her body as a shield for it while her guards rushed toward the intruders, leaving Dani and Clara to stand around unarmed, but behind the line of skirmish. Gretna let out a guttural war cry as she swiped her sword at the bloodhound that attacked her.

I ran away from the fight and toward Oscar’s glass case.

“What queen are you?” the demon asked. “I’ve been on ice so long I’ve lost all sense of time.” He stepped forward gingerly while his minions battled against the queen’s guards. His every step left a trail of ice behind, a thin layer of glacial blue frost that started melting the second his foot lifted from the stone floor.

I punched my left fist as hard as I could against the glass that separated me from the gauntlet. My joints cracked and a bone or two may have bruised, but the glass barely cracked. I shook my hand out, hoping to distract my nerves from the pain and prepared to try again.

“I am Queen Zolocki,” she replied. “Master of moons, tamer of wild rivers, and breath of the birds of song.”

“Ostentatious as always, you royals,” he replied, sauntering ahead while blood sprayed from draykin and bloodhound alike. He ignored the war waged in his name and ran his hand across a stone column as he passed it by. “You know your blood tastes no sweeter than any other of your race.”

My fist crashed against the glass again. This time, pain shot all the way up to my elbow, my whole arm stinging with the sharp impact.

“You should have let cold death lure you into a peaceful sleep,” the queen said. “We will not rest until your head parts ways with your neck this time, demon. Our people are stronger than our last encounter!”

A’zarkin laughed. “We are stronger too,” he said. “We have a human again. Just as I built my family on a foundation of draykin suffering, so too shall my son.”

My hand was weak and shaky as blood rushed toward my injury, swelling my fingers and turning everything bright red. My skin had split across my knuckles, forcing thin rivulets of blood down the back of my hand.

That glove sat limp inside its glass box, resting in the center of that stone cylinder, trapped beneath the queen’s throne. It taunted me through the cracked glass, teased me with its proximity. My fist could barely close again, thanks to the swelling and mind-numbing pain that resulted from catapulting my knuckles into that flat sheet of glass.

One more time, I promised myself. I can do this one more time. I have to.

I pulled my arm back and it shot forward without a moment’s hesitation. To hesitate would be to think, and to think would risk letting self-preservation coddle my throbbing hand while sacrificing my very life.

This time, the glass shattered. Dozens of tiny crystals broke loose, as if this panel of glass had always been a mosaic of perfectly-sized hexagons. The rush of relief that sprang from that success forced the pain to recede to the back of my mind.

For a second. That’s how long it took the queen to gasp and lean forward to see what I was up to down here. “The anti-magic volcani-quartz shielding!” she yelled.

Shit.

A’zarkin’s laugh deepened. I reached with my right hand into the glass box I had broken, and lifted the glove. It was feather-light, made of a thin fabric so smooth there was no texture, no weave, no visible seam. Four short metal plates fastened to the back of it, one at each knuckle, hard and impossibly shiny for an item that sat dormant for so many years.

In the single second I spent admiring the glove, it flickered an electric blue the same color as A’zarkin’s skin, then it floated out of my grasp. It whipped away from me, through the air and toward the demon’s outstretched hand, now glowing with an aura the same blue hue.

I sprinted after it.

Gretna stood over a dead bloodhound, just yanking her sword free of the beast’s stomach. A draykin guard lay slumped against the wall, breathing but bleeding from a series of claw scratches that had torn his dense leather armor apart like tissue paper. Other guards and bloodhounds grappled with each other near the throne room’s front entry, but Clara and Dani stood back from the fray.

I charged onward, following the floating fist of Oscar toward the demon that summoned it.

Dani stepped aside to clear my path toward A’zarkin. I swiped my hand out and caught the thumb of that glove, tightening my fist around that smallest finger sleeve and resisting the demon’s pull.

He stopped laughing and grunted, bringing his second hand up and doubling the arcane energy he aimed at this glove. A spark of blue lightning gathered at the tips of his horns and then connected in the middle, forming a tendril of electric magic that reflected off his bald head.

My heels scraped along the stone floor as my body was dragged by preternatural forces, but my grip didn’t loosen. I brought my injured hand into the mix, cradling the glove while my good hand tried to find a better spot to hold onto.

“I have waited a century for this moment,” A’zarkin said. “I need that glove.”

“No, I do!” I said. “I need to Cinderella this stupid thing onto my human-sized hand and prove I’m what I say I am.”

Dani came up behind me and looped her arms around my waist, holding me steady and stopping the demon from drawing me toward him. He took long strides now instead, closing the space between us the old-fashioned way. One step at a time.

She planted her face against my back and tightened her grip. My bloody fingers fumbled to be of much help, but then they found the lip of the glove, the thin band of slippery fabric that formed its opening. I pinched as best as my blood-slicked fingers would let me.

I moved my good hand toward that opening, poking my fingers into the glove. There was only one thing left to do.

I yelled out as my bad hand yanked that glove into position, sliding my good hand into the gauntlet and pulling it tight against my fingers. The sleeve reached halfway up my forearm and the fabric gripped my skin tight.
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I froze. Silvery words had just appeared in my vision and then vanished, like someone had set up a movie projector inside my retinas.
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The bright blue demon with electric horns was running now, his clawed hands outstretched. Somewhere between us lingered more of that silvery text, blocky letters with a faint holographic sheen to them.
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My fingers started to tingle, a sensation that traveled quickly up my arm and across the rest of my body. The tip of my tongue, the backs of my eyes, the cuticles on my goddamned toes. Every cell in my body buzzed with an influx of awareness.

“Dani,” I said, frantically trying to slip my fingers beneath the fabric to tear this glove back off me. “Get back. I’m not sure what’s happening.”

Oscar clung so tight against my skin that there was no ridge of black fabric where the glove ended and my forearm began. Yet, it didn’t constrict my fingers or restrain my movement. My hand felt naked despite the pitch black covering and short, firm plates that covered my knuckles.

With a grunt and a lunge forward, A’zarkin punched his glowing fist toward my stomach. When his attack landed deep in my gut, a shockwave of cold rocketed through my body. I collapsed to the floor, momentarily out of breath while Dani rushed to my side and knelt down.

“Move, little draykin,” A’zarkin said, towering over my prone body. “It would be a shame to spill more of that precious blood than necessary. My children are thirsty.”

Dani didn’t retreat. She placed my head in her lap and ran her fingers down my cheeks. My teeth chattered involuntarily and my skin was icy and numb at the same time, though her warm touch was a welcome reprieve. “Get up, Kyle,” she pleaded. The fiery warmth of her breath roused me back to my senses.

A’zarkin shook his head and pulled back his fist, reigniting the blue energy that surrounded it while the spark between his horns grew brighter. He aimed for my face this time, bending his knees to bring his body close enough for his punch to hit with full force.

I raised my hand to block him.

His attack landed against my palm and stopped there. The blue energy that had engulfed his fist snuffed out and Oscar began to glow. There was no pain from A’zarkin’s impact — I had barely felt contact at all.
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A’zarkin stood up and snarled. Sparks crackled and fizzled out at the tips of his horns. His hands only flickered the faintest blue. “I will have that glove, even if your hand is still in it.”

I stood up and he stepped back. His shoulders pivoted and his back stiffened.

“Huh,” I said. “You’re afraid. Of me.”

“An ego like that will only insult the both of us,” he said, baring his sharp teeth and punctuating his speech with a loud hiss.

I swung at his face and he ducked backward to avoid my impact while shaking his faintly flickering fist. His face strained like someone trying to set a new personal record on the bench press. No matter how hard he squinted and how tight he pinched his lips, the billowing blue aura that once engulfed his fists like fire built toward a weak shimmer and stalled out. He half-punched in the air a few times, but the quick motion did nothing to jump-start his buildup of energy.

I punched again. He raised a hand to block me and I landed hard against his palm. A’zarkin couldn’t absorb the impact the way Oscar had. I felt my fist thrust forward with more power than I had ever had before. My metal knuckle plates braced against his blue flesh and my attack pushed his arm backward like a twig. The blue shimmer he had worked so hard to summon blinked out entirely now.




Energy Reserves Up: 4.4%




He held his injured hand with his other one and stepped backward. “Enjoy your new toy. I will take it in time.”

I stepped forward for another assault, but A’zarkin turned and ran. Thin smears of ice crystalized in his wake, leaving glistening footprints that melted under the room’s ambient warmth.

The strand of lightning between his horns bulged into a small, crackling sphere that snapped apart from its tether and hovered over his shiny, bald head. It pulsed brighter and faster with every step until it erupted in a brilliant flash. In the blink of an eye, he vanished.

I paused to take a deep breath when Clara yelled, “Kyle!”

While I had their boss on the ropes, the bloodhounds were busy tearing the queen’s guards to shreds. A handful of draykin in leather armor lay bleeding and breathless in haphazard heaps, their wings sprawled out at odd angles beneath them.

Gretna held a hand against her ribs, crawling slowly across the throne room’s floor. Three bloodhounds, smeared with thick black blood and badly scratched up from the battle, encircled Dani now.

Clara’s dainty pink hands reached toward one of those bloodhounds, but it pulled back before she made contact. When it lunged and hissed in her face, she lost her footing and fell backward. The creature turned away from her and focused only on Dani.

I sprinted toward the continuing battle. Dani slashed out her claws and tore a long strip of skin from the bloodhound’s shoulder, leaving it to flap like torn cloth while they fought. The fiend slashed back, but it was tired from fighting the draykin guards and Dani had stayed out of harm’s way until now. Her reflexes were still fresh.

The other two bloodhounds turned to block my approach, so I aimed a shoulder at one and kept running. It stood upright, its limbs covered in gray shag and its hips angled out strangely. With its arms spread wide, it looked ready to grab hold of me and pin me down. Its lower jaw hung open and revealed those hideous screw-tipped teeth.

At the last second, I raised Oscar and aimed my palm at that bloodhound’s chest. The force of Oscar slamming into the fiend knocked it upward, off its feet and into the air before it landed on its back.

The effort stopped me in my tracks though, killing my inertia and giving the second bloodhound a chance to wrap itself around my body. It looped an arm around my neck, its legs around my waist, and howled right in my ear.

I ignored that beast and reached toward Dani’s attacker instead, but my own opponent wrapped another arm around my head then and pressed its cold, slimy lips against my neck.

My hands flew upward, reaching for the monster’s arms to pry them loose. At least, that’s where I thought they’d land. My injured hand did as I intended, but Oscar lifted higher. He looped a thumb inside the bloodhound’s mouth and pressed two fingers into its eyes, turning its face into a veritable bowling ball.

Sharp teeth touched Oscar but didn’t pierce him. I felt enamel grind against my Oscar-ized skin, pulverizing those unnatural incisors as they ground into the black fabric in vain. The creature stopped biting and started shrieking as my fingers pressed its eyeballs further into the back of its head.

As I wrangled with the bloodhound on my back, the one I had knocked halfway across the room got back on its feet.

Gretna limped toward it with her sword aimed forward. Her stance was unsteady, but her face was determined and her grip was firm.

The creature stalking toward her clutched its chest in apparent agony, but its glowing blue eyes stared her down while its knees bent, drawing it onto all fours. Just as it prepared to leap at her like a rabid attack dog, she brought her blade down hard, stabbing the fiend in the back at an acute angle.

I spun around when Dani screamed. The bloodhound she fought had its teeth deep in her throat.

Gretna’s demonspawn monster was pinned to the ground now, screeching and thrashing against her blade as she held it firm inside its chest cavity. When the monster went limp, she pulled her weapon free.

I staggered toward Dani, off-balance thanks to the bloodhound still clinging to my body. A slick of bloody black slime dripped onto my shoulder as I sank my fingers deeper into the creature’s skull. With a sickening squish, its eyes popped inward and my fingers sank deeper. The monster spasmed on my back, then fell right off me.

Gretna pointed her sword at Dani’s attacker.

“Wait!” the queen yelled.

Gretna froze and looked toward the throne.

“Let him show us who he is,” the queen said.

Gretna lowered her sword now and backed away, leaving me to handle the bloodhound drinking from Dani’s veins.

I knew what that felt like, the paralysis of a body whose blood flowed in reverse. The breathless cold and the sharp pain of a heart that beats too hard and too weak at the same time. My own heart raced as if to compensate for Dani’s struggle.

Her arms flinched as she tried to move them toward the attacker on her back, but she could barely move at all. I charged toward her, aware that each moment that stood between us could mean the difference between life and death.
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A silver light accumulated in my vision, painting a brilliant glow that condensed into a crosshairs across the bloodhound’s ankle. It was exposed. While the creature perched beside Dani, drinking from her veins, it had one leg further back than the other.

That was the part of this monster closest to me, and my first opportunity to take its attention away from its meal. I dove, reaching for that ankle and curling my black-coated fingers around it. I pulled back, surprised at how easily I was able to pull the monster away. Its hold on Dani’s neck broke off and its body slid across the floor toward me. I pulled it under me and punched its face twice in rapid succession.

When it lifted its head from the floor and hissed at me, I yelled back. There was a rage erupting inside me now. This monster had hurt Dani, and it would pay. I punched it again, hard, shutting its foul mouth and spraying blood from its lips.

Dani slowly lifted her body off the floor on shaky arms, but even that effort was too much for her to sustain.

“Heal her!” I pleaded. Clara crawled toward her taker and placed her hands on the girl’s neck.

I stood over this creature and grabbed the loose fabric of its tunic shirt. I picked the bloodhound off the floor and tossed it halfway toward the exit to buy Dani and Clara the space they would need. I followed the monster as it rolled to a stop and turned back on all fours.

Snarling lips and blood-drenched fangs flashed at me as it hissed. I closed in on it now, the last bloodhound in the castle, and the one whose face was smeared with Dani’s blood.

I heaved with each labored breath, dragging my aching body toward that miserable fiend. My left fist was a bloody, broken mess. My right hand was a skintight mystery.

My opponent arched its back and howled, a deep canine sound from a face with partly-human features. I wondered if it was more werewolf than vampire at this point, but that calculus was ever-shifting.

Along its back, beneath the torn flaps of its damaged shirt, something grew. The fabric split apart and a pair of black, leathery wings sprang free. It backed away, flapping them a few times, then it ran.

It only took a few steps before it thrust those wings hard and lifted off, racing toward the open doors. I started to chase after it.

“Let it fly,” the queen said. “Today we wave the purple flag.”

I stopped running and watched the bloodhound pause at the threshold of the castle’s exit, leap, and thrust its wings. It took off toward the sky, gaining altitude while its gangly limbs hung loose from its body. Like a flying monkey without the clever little hat.

The twang of crossbows from overhead signaled the bloodhound’s impending demise. Then it shrieked and spun in an injured spiral toward the ground, with holes torn through its wings and crossbow bolts sticking out from its limbs and torso. After a short and fast fall, its body hit the ground with a splat.

When I looked back, a dozen fresh guards stood flanking the queen, and more emerged from the dark corridor behind her throne. That first row stood steady, not struggling for breath the way a man attending an emergency would. They had been there the whole fucking time. Watching.

“You would have let those monsters tear us apart,” I said, my eyes locked on the queen. “You held your fighters back while bloodhounds drained Dani’s blood. She’s a draykin, for fuck’s sake. She’s one of yours!”

“Bloodhounds are no simple foes,” the queen said. “You saw what happened when they drank one draykin’s blood.”

I glanced around, confused. “My brain is a little wired right now,” I said. “You’re going to have to spell this one out. And fast.”

“You will not make demands of the queen,” Gretna said, standing and clutching her side.

“I’m the one that just saved your asses, and I have the glove,” I said. “I’ll demand whatever the fuck I want.”

“Everyone, calm,” the queen said. “The bloodhounds are vampiric beasts. They absorb the beneficial traits of their hosts.”

“So the wings,” I said.

“Learned from the blood of a draykin,” the queen said. “I would not provide additional wings to our enemies so easily, and so I limited the number of draykin involved in this scuffle.”

“With so many of those monsters already attacking in the streets,” I said. “It’s a little late.”

“I pray that our archers will prevent airborne bloodhounds from escaping alive,” the queen said. “That is little of your concern now though, it is mine. I watched you prove yourself in battle, destroying creatures with hate in their eyes and menace in their mouths, saving the life of a single draykin even though you could easily have taken our ancient artifact and run.

“You truly are an heir to humanity’s valor,” she continued. “You must leave the city and take the glove with you. A’zarkin’s warriors will keep attacking us here, but they will be slow to follow you into the open lands beyond. Gretna will guide you.”

“If you think I’m letting Gretna bury me in sand just to hide your precious glove—”

“Visit Benoch the Destined,” the queen continued. “He has tutored every royal for three generations. If anyone can help inform your quest to defeat A’zarkin, it is he.”

“I’m not on a quest,” I said. “And I’m not in the middle of some idiotic dream, either. I’m lying on the ground somewhere in Indiana, with a brain fried through by ball lightning. Or I’m in a coma in a hospital bed. Or in a coffin waiting for a eulogy and a soft bright light to lead me up to Saint Peter.”

“Go,” the queen said. “Benoch will help you understand the fist of Oscar. Time is short.”

I stood there, my mind racing and my fists balled — one still bleeding and the other covered in a formless, weightless black fabric.

“Come on, Kyle,” Dani said. “We’ve been dismissed.”

“Not so fast,” the queen said. “Daniana Weyforth, you forget the duties of your race.”

“Your highness,” Dani said. “I will provide for my kobold given during these dangerous travels.”

“You have no given,” the queen said. “You have only a blood debt, and you will swear to it now or you will not leave this castle a free woman.”

“Hey,” I said. “You want me to take Oscar for a walk and find your old geezer teacher? Fine, but don’t you do a thing to hurt Dani.”

Dani lowered her head. “In another life, I have a small kobold given and a fresh lease on a small shop with a candy oven and a second-hand cash register waiting for its first few rounds. That’s not my life though. Not anymore.”

“Did you think you could ignore the boon of a saved life?” the queen asked. “Go on your merry way as if the extension of your time on this plane was free? On your knees, draykin. Speak the words.”

Dani knelt at my feet without looking up at me. “Kyle, my life would end outside your hands. Now, I place everything within them. Blood for blood and life for life, mine is yours to hold.”

“Get up,” I said. “We don’t need this bullshit.”

“Under draykin law,” the queen said, “everything belonging to Daniana is now yours. Including her funds, her possessions, her body, and her soul.”

“I’m sorry, her soul? I’m the proud owner of a draykin soul now? What exactly am I supposed to do with that?”

“My first concern is protecting my egg,” the queen said, “because my highest calling is to ensure the prosperous future of our race. That duty underlies my every word and action. I ordered Gretna to stand down to ensure that Dani’s blood debt would fall to you.

“She fights well enough, but the true value she brings you is the kobold. Touched by the Goddess and gifted with healing, she is a boon on your travels. Thanks to Dani’s blood debt, control of the given passes to you, Kyle.

“What you do with Dani’s soul is not my concern, so long as you keep the kobold at your side.”

“I didn’t ask for this,” I said.

“A hero never asks for a quest,” the queen said. “He simply accepts what fate delivers. Now onward. Gretna will accompany you. Protection of the glove remains her royal orders.”

“Yes, your highness,” Gretna said. “But—”

“No matter how long it takes.” The queen flashed Gretna a stern look, and the captain of the guard let it drop.

Just then a new batch of bloodhounds charged down the long hallway toward us. A few draykin guards followed behind them, lashing out with swords that sliced the monsters at the legs and knocked them into bloody heaps. After a few quick stabs, the mongrel beasts were slain.

“Hurry,” the queen said. “The longer you wait, the more besieged the city will become.”

I nodded and turned toward Dani. Her face was pale from loss of blood, her green undertones gaining prominence as the peachy warmth of her cheeks receded. Without a word, I scooped one arm under the backs of her knees and placed the other around her back, whisking her off her feet for the long walk toward the castle’s front doors.

“There he goes,” the queen said faintly to her advisors. “Our second savior: Kyle the Headstrong Human.”

“A title that will surely stand the test of time,” I muttered with an eye-roll. “Muuuch catchier than Kyle the Vanquisher.”
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We stepped over fallen draykin and dodged while guards chased bloodhounds through the streets of Varrowsgard. The northern half of the city smoldered considerably less than the southern half, and it was the northeastern corner we wound our way toward. My lungs were grateful for the comparatively breathable air and the lack of a suffocating burning smell.

Dani had insisted she was capable of walking, but she still leaned on me for support the whole way. Gretna was a fast walker, and we had little attention for conversation as we hurried to keep her in our line of sight and follow the path she set.

Just before the sun finally started to sink below the horizon line, she stopped us at a stable and disappeared through its front door. While we waited, Clara lifted my left hand and healed the split skin that still hurt and bled from punching my naked knuckles through Oscar’s glass case.

At first I winced and Clara froze. “Sorry,” I said. “I’ll keep still from now on.”

It was an easy promise to keep. Silvery messages from Oscar appeared in my sight and distracted me from the pain of split skin as Clara sealed the wounds.




Sync Progress: 3%




Waypoint Marker Generation: Initializing




Set Current Location as Waypoint Marker? Y/N




Might as well, I thought.

Reading my thoughts — because at three percent sync progress we were pretty much besties — Oscar set a waypoint marker. A spot of pale blue light illuminated on the ground and traced a quick circle around my feet. It formed the outer rim of a column of blue light that shot up toward the sky, then vanished.




Set Waypoint Marker Name?




Draykin Domain, I thought. Hey, you don’t have any pre-set waypoint markers in there, do you, pal?




Available Waypoint Markers:




Draykin Domain




Figures.

I stepped outside the waypoint’s radius once Clara finished with my hand. Silvery text hovered in the air at eye level.




Draykin Domain




1.5 Ft.




“Thanks, Clara,” I said. “This feels a million times better.”

She smiled and looked away.

When Gretna returned, she led two horses with royal dress, along with saddlebags full of supplies. She set the saddlebags onto the horses carefully, though they partially blocked the white glove-and-crown image stitched onto the horse’s royal clothing.

“Look at that, Oscar,” I said. “That royal insignia was always a tribute to you, even if they did get the finger count wrong.”

“Kyle, you’ll take Clara,” Gretna said. “If we get into any danger, I need you within range of her healing powers.”

I started to protest, but Dani cut me off. “That’s a fine idea,” she said. “Gretna, thank you for sharing your steed with me.”

“No one should ride with me,” I said. “I’ve never ridden a horse before unless you count Epona. Which I don’t.”

“We’ll go slow until you get the hang of it,” Gretna said. “Don’t worry about falling behind. I’m not allowed to lose sight of you.”

“And where are we going exactly?”

“I can’t tell you that,” Gretna replied. “Benoch’s location is a well-kept secret. He knows too many things common draykin are forbidden to learn. It’s why he’s kept away.”

“You mean, that’s why he chooses to live a hermit’s life,” I said. “Because he cares so deeply to keep the queen’s secrets.”

“No,” Gretna said, “I mean that’s why he’s kept under constant watch with no one but royal guards to speak with. Now, let’s not waste what little light we have left.”

We led our mounts through the city’s front gates, eyeing a few dark shapes in the distance that ran toward Varrowsgard’s defensive wall on all fours. They weren’t our concern now; the queen would rally her forces or the city would fall against this invasion, but we had a different mission. A different quest. We needed intel that would stop the bloodhounds from coming. For good.

This Benoch character had that intel. He might also tell me how to pry Oscar loose and get back to the quiet little life I had back in Indiana. In the meantime, I had women by my side that I trusted and liked. I also had the captain of the guard to protect us, and a clear goal ahead. It was time to shift into turbo.

I felt less optimistic, however, a mere ten seconds into our sunset ride east.

Riding a horse sucks.

Even with a saddle beneath me, my tailbone got real tired of the constant jostling. My inner thighs hated being bowed out to the sides. My arms kept jerking around when the horse would randomly stop moving forward and buck backward, like it wanted to throw me and Clara off its back.

Gretna would calm the animal and help set things right, then the cycle began again. Onward we rode, watching the stars pop out one by one after the sun had fully submerged itself and the silhouette of the northern mountains darkened against the evening sky.

The only saving grace to this long ride was Clara. Her balance was impeccable, and there were times she shifted her weight to one side or helped me lean at the right moment to guide our horse in smooth, subtle ways.

Her chest pressed against my back and her face hovered beside mine and just a little further back. At odd intervals when we hit a rough patch of terrain, her nose would graze past my ear. She whispered encouragement when my muscles tensed in frustration and compliments when I started to get the hang of using the reins.

She held me close for support, though I doubted she really needed to. Maybe it was more for warmth as the night turned cool. Or maybe she just liked an excuse for prolonged contact after a lifetime lacking in affection under Momma Jumbo’s constant belittlement.

Whatever it was, I wouldn’t complain. There’s something about the soft touch of a beautiful woman on a silent night that makes a man feel important. Necessary. I felt that way with her.

A large lake opened up before us, the light of Silura’s oversized moon reflecting off its surface. Gretna slowed her horse to a trot as we approached the water, then pulled on the reins and brought the old mare to a stop.

“Benoch is still a ways,” she said. “We should camp here with the water to our backs so we can travel the rest of the way by sunlight. I’m sure the old man will appreciate us not knocking after dark anyway.”

Gretna fixed us a small meal from the supplies she had packed into our saddlebags and we ate without lighting a fire. I would have welcomed the heat, but not the bloodhounds it would have attracted. Or just regular hounds for that matter. Come to think of it, what the hell else was lurking out there in this ridiculous world?

Gretna was the first to lie out on the ground, positioning herself face down on the grass and allowing her golden-scaled tail to drape to the side. She tilted one cheek and bent her arms to cradle her face.

Clara was next, curling up into a ball and hugging her knees. Dani, however, sat with her head turned away and her arms wrapped around her knees, huddling against herself to keep warm. She didn’t seem ready for rest.

I moved closer to her and sat in the high grasses, bending my knees to brace my outer leg against hers.

At that angle, my jeans rode up and exposed my bare ankle, letting the breeze tickle long blades of grass against my skin. I plucked one from its base and squinted at it while Dani gazed out at the lake.

A long strand of something thin and coarse sat pinched between my fingers.
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I shook my head. Herbaceous analysis. It’s grass, dummy. I stuck the end of it into my mouth and set it up like a toothpick, letting its length poke out from my face in a thin straw-like strand with a small puff of seeds at the end, the way a farmer might hold a piece of hay in his mouth in an old movie.

Dani sighed. That was my cue.

“You’re not planning to run away when we’re all sleeping, are you?” I asked. My words came out with a slight lisp, so I adjusted the grass’s position in my mouth.

“No,” she said. “I’ll just accept my new role as slave girl. At least I’m still alive.”

“Look who’s an abolitionist all of a sudden,” I said. “You’re not my slave. That little ‘blood debt’ scene back there doesn’t mean anything.”

“It means something to me,” she said. “Our people honor blood debts. When you save someone’s life, they owe you everything.”

“You owe me nothing,” I said. “I’d save your life again in a heartbeat, no strings attached. If you need me to say some magic words to release you, I will. “Expelliarmus. Blood debt canc—”

Dani put a finger to my lips. “Don’t,” she said. “I’m ashamed enough that I didn’t pledge my life to you right away, and under the queen’s watch to make it even worse. I won’t become that girl who begged to cancel a blood debt without earning the right to resume the life she nearly lost.”

“It’s not about earning anything,” I said.

“I don’t fault you for not feeling the same way,” she said. “The human world must be very different, but this is my culture, and these are our rules. I’m only asking you to respect that.”

She leaned her head against my shoulder and I dropped that topic. It wasn’t making either of us feel better anyway.

“What is it like, your world?” she asked.

“For a few people, it’s a wonderland of exotic foods, perfect bodies, rampant sex, and adoring masses who shower money on you.

“For the rest of us, it’s a shitshow. A few highlights include: student loans; a do-not-call registry that doesn’t work; PC games that run short unless you pay extra for the DLC. And, you know, waterboarding. That exists. But that’s for when the government thinks you tried to bomb someone we like. For most of us, it’s the DLC problem that takes top billing.”

“What is the purpose of a… do-not-call registry?”

“Every few hours, a robot dials a special number to disrupt your thought process and make your phone ring with a useless incoming communication,” I said. “If I were a conspiracy theorist, I’d say it was the government controlling our minds.”

“You mentioned having a communication device,” she said. “What does it do?”

I reached into my pocket for it while I used my tongue to switch the side of my mouth the grass hung from. The stem was already getting dilapidated now that my saliva had dampened the outer husk.

I pulled out my phone and ran a thumb over the crack that stretched across its glass screen. Fucking Jasmine. She never did offer to fix this thing, even though I dropped it saving her neck.

To be fair, I did terminate our date without spending a dime on her, then I vanished in the midst of a purple lightning storm. On the other hand, fuck Jasmine.

“Where I’m from,” I said, holding the power button to turn the screen on, “I can use this to speak to anyone I want, all over the world.”

Dani’s eyes widened. “Is it magic?”

“N… yes. Conjured by the wizards of the valley of silicon. Everyone has one of these though, so it’s sort of like a familiar. The way a witch keeps a black cat around.”

Dani’s brow started to furrow.

“Maybe your witches don’t do that here,” I said. “Anyway, I can’t call anyone in Silura. No signal. All I can do is swipe through a bunch of my old photos until the battery dies.”

I opened the photos app and started thumbing through old shots of home.

“These are images of the human world?” she asked.

“Yep,” I said. “That’s me at the gym. I’m not vain or anything. It’s customary for men to photograph themselves after a good pump. Anyway, this one’s a cheeseburger I ordered, and it was just so goddamned juicy and beautiful I felt like I had to share it with the world before I could eat it. You know how that is. And this is Selena.”

“I see,” she said, a touch of disappointment entering her voice. “You have a woman at home. She is beautiful.”

“I guess she is kinda cute,” I said. “But she’s not my woman. She’d punch me in the arm if I ever said that. She’s just a friend, who is oddly supremely like me in too many ways.”

“Like what?” Dani asked.

“Sarcastic,” I said. “A total nerd for superheroes. Works too hard on other people and then gets super lazy about her own life. Always got her guard up and yet weirdly co-dependent. Sort of a mess, really.” I laughed, forcing my and Dani’s bodies to jostle. The straw started slipping from my mouth, but I caught it and popped it back in, clenching it with my teeth this time to keep it in place.

“Why not form a closer bond with her?” Dani asked.

“She’s not the settling down type,” I said. “Her therapist says she uses humor as a defense mechanism to push people away. Also, I’m her therapist. That she doesn’t pay for and doesn’t want any advice from.”

“Another trait you share?”

“Hating unsolicited advice?”

“No, pushing people away,” Dani replied.

“I dunno,” I said. “I don’t want to be that way. I want to pull people close.” I shifted my position and reached my arm around Dani’s back, grasping her shoulder and pulling her tight as we sat side by side. “Like this.”

“I like this, too,” Dani said.

She misheard me, but I rolled with it. Our noses were only a few inches apart now as it was, so I glanced down at her lips to gage their distance.

The moonlight reflecting off the lake cast her face in a faint glow. Her eyelids fluttered. Her full lips begged for me to make that first move. She twisted slightly, angling herself to face me better and shifting her position until her breast pressed against my arm.




Status Change: Arousal




Not helpful, Oscar, I thought.




Arousal Notifications: Muted




I turned away and half-blew, half-spat that stupid blade of grass out of my mouth. It didn’t go very far, landing on my shirt and sticking there.

“Didn’t taste very good anyway,” I said. “Sorry in advance for that.”

Dani glanced down and picked up the plant with hesitant fingers. “Kyle, this is noxyweed. It’s very potent. You didn’t bite through the stem did you?”

“Yeah,” I said, leaning close for my kiss. “Why, what does it—”

I couldn’t finish. My tongue was suddenly heavy and my eyes rolled toward the back of my head. I tipped backward and smacked my skull against the ground.




Status Change: Sedation




Dani’s lips landed a gentle kiss on my cheek. “Goodnight, monkey.”
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When I opened my eyes, the sun had half-risen in the eastern sky. A pillar of pale blue light rose in the distance, with silver text floating nearby.




Draykin Domain




8 Miles




Neato.

I wiped the crust from the corners of my eyes, expecting my body to punish me with a caffeine withdrawal headache and no hope of morning joe. Instead, I felt alive. Refreshed. I didn’t question whether that was Oscar’s doing, or a side effect of my accidental overdose on noxyweed. I just accepted a turn of good luck and got to my feet.

Dani slept face-down beside me, while Clara stayed huddled in a tight ball not far to the side. Gretna, however, was already awake. She stood waist-deep in the lake with her blonde hair still wrapped tight in a bun atop her head.

Her platemail chest piece and skirt lay beside the lake. When Gretna spun around in the water and saw me, she raised her arms and beckoned me to join her, unfazed by her massive breasts hanging out totally exposed.

I averted my eyes. This woman could slice my hand off with the same sword she had speared several bloodhounds with. I did not need that kind of trouble.

“Kyle!” she called. I could tell she tried to keep her voice low to avoid waking the others, but I cringed anyway. Volume control was a skill she lacked.

Still, I couldn’t just ignore her. “Good morning, Gretna,” I said. “Lovely time for a bath.”

“Oh, good,” she said. “I was worried you wouldn’t want to. Get in here. I need you to wash my back.”

God help me, I thought. Or, I guess in Silura, it’s ‘Goddess help me?’

I thought back on my recent history. A hot shower, a few sprays of middle-shelf cologne, and a date with Jasmine… then a storm, a kobold hole, a fishing pond bloodhound fight, lots of walking across grassy plains, the smoke of a hundred arsoned buildings, a demon battle, and a horseback ride.

I knew without a sniff test. I was ripe.

Gretna rubbed her hands over her tan skin with her eye-catching golden undertones while I disrobed. I was knee-deep in the water before I had second thoughts. I needed a bath, yes, but what about Oscar?

The glove’s black fabric extended down to the middle of my forearm. I tried to dig a finger beneath it, but it was like trying to dig beneath my own skin. The glove was a part of me now, unsettling as that might be. I mean, wouldn’t my fingernails keep growing?

“Oscar,” I whispered. “Can you trim my fingernails?”

No answer.

“What about water? Is that like, kosher? What’s your sitch?”
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“And if I politely ask you to disengage?” I asked. “Quit. Terminate. Power down. Control+Alt+Delete.”

Visual silence. Oscar would not be dismissed so easily.

Satisfied that I wouldn’t doom the fate of Silura by splashing around with the captain of the queen’s guard, I waded further into the water and caught up with Gretna.

“Here,” she said, turning her back toward me. I reached my arms out wide and rubbed fresh lake water into her skin. I could see the areas of her shoulders she had already reached. Those practically glowed under the rising sun. Yet her back had a thin layer of soot from the dense smoke that permeated the city. It had even found its way beneath her solid armor.

The harder I rubbed, the faster that soot vanished. The effect, however, was to force her large breasts to bounce along the surface of the water.

“You’re sure this is okay?” I asked.

“Of course,” she said. “I’ll do you next. Can’t risk getting skin rot.”

“No,” I said. “Clearly that would be bad. I just mean, you practically ordered me to take off all my clothes. It was unexpected.”

“It’s the most efficient way to bathe,” she said. “Every second we waste is another opportunity for bloodhounds to puncture the queen’s precious egg. There’s no reason to travel with wet armor that will just slow us down.”

“You’re the boss,” I said. My thumbs dug into her firm, muscular flesh. Her contours were soft, a thin layer of fat smoothing over the bands of muscle beneath. Her tail darted around in the water lazily, catching me between the legs a few times and trailing upward before flicking away again.

“Now that is good,” she said. “I came for a bath and got a massage. I especially like that gloved hand. Goes deep into the tissue.”

Gretna leaned back then, arching her back slightly and turning her neck to the side so that Oscar had better access to the spots she liked best. Her breasts rose up from the water as she moved, not that it bothered her any.

“You do look vaguely German,” I said. “Maybe that’s why you’re so free with your body.”

“What do you mean, ‘free’?”

“I think it’s cool, don’t get me wrong,” I said. “What are they, D-cups? Any other woman would smack me just for getting this close to them.”

“Because of sexual reasons?” She laughed. “We’re completely different species. We couldn’t possibly be attracted to each other. You might as well be neutered.”

“So I don’t look the least bit like a draykin man to you?” I asked.

“No,” she said, turning around in the water to stare at my chest. “I mean, you have enough muscle definition. I can see that some of the anatomy is the same. But you don’t have a tail, and your ears are so round and weird looking. It’s comical, not arousing.”

“Okay,” I said.

“Wait,” she said. “Do your women have anatomy like mine?”

Her breasts floated in the water between us, drifting apart with the lake’s gentle current, then colliding again. They bobbed up and down like playful globes of supple flesh, teasing me with nipples that hardened against the water’s cool touch.

“Not often,” I said. “We’ll just leave it at that.”

“Your turn,” she said. “Spin around.”

I turned around, keeping my eyes on Dani and Clara while Gretna’s hands worked up and down my arms, my shoulders, my back. It was relaxing and almost sensual.

“You mentioned taking care of the queen’s baby when it’s born,” I said. “What was that all about?”

She laughed again. “Born! That’s a monkey word if I ever heard one. But it’s true, when that hatchling cracks open her shell and climbs onto the world stage, I’ll hang up my helmet and become her wardmaster.

“It’ll be a nice change of pace. Don’t get me wrong, I’m very good at killing things that need to be killed, but I’ve always wondered about children. They love unconditionally, you know? I’m not an easy woman to get along with, so taking on a child seems like an efficient way to find someone to love me.”

“We’re getting along just fine,” I said, my body swaying with the force of Gretna’s fingers rubbing and massaging my skin. “Now that you aren’t trying to arrest me or threaten me with a swift execution, that is.”

“True,” she said. “But if the queen decides we need to separate you from that glove, it’s choppy-choppy time. I don’t plan to get all fuzzy on you just yet.”

“See, now you’ve ruined our nice moment.”

“I’d rather put my captain days behind me though. Wardmaster Gretna has a nice feel to it. What should I teach her first though? All the vital organs that an inch-long claw can fatally wound in battle, or the art of tail-fencing to prove her royal honor and fitness?”

“I’ll leave that one up to you,” I said.

“Ah, it’ll be nice either way, like having a whelp of my own, without all the disappointment in myself if she becomes a royal screw-up. I mean, she’s not from my egg, you know? Easy to disavow afterward. Win-win.”

“Sounds perfect,” I said.

“Yes. The Goddess has truly blessed me.”

Before long, Dani and Clara woke up and joined us in the lake. The girls took turns washing each other’s backs. I almost offered to help, but there was a limit to how close I could get now without making things awkward.

I may not have a tail, but I did have something.

I left the lake before the girls were done so I could get dressed alone and start unpacking breakfast from our horses’ saddlebags. It was a beautiful morning by the lake, splashing in the water, drying in the morning’s warming light, noshing on free rations. I almost forgot the magnitude of the task ahead.

Gretna, however, kept it top of mind. The moment our bellies were full, she ordered us back on our horses and to ride across the open grasslands that stretched further east. My legs protested at first, but they eased back into the previous day’s position without too much of a problem. I must be getting used to the shape of the saddle and the constant bumping and thumping.

What I wasn’t used to was silver-scripted pop-up ads in my field of vision.
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My eyes darted from side to side, but nothing moved or seemed out of place. I looked over my shoulder, straining to figure out exactly where 170 degrees was, but then I saw it. Almost directly behind us, and small in the distance, a pair of riders galloped at full speed. Their bodies leaned low, alongside the long necks of the horses beneath them.

“Gretna,” I said. “My Spidey-Sense is tingling. We have company.”

She turned back without slowing her mount and squinted into the distance. “They’re gaining on us fast.”

“I wish I could zoom in,” I said.
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“Yes,” I said.

“Yes what?” Gretna asked.

“I just told Oscar to use some of his stored energy to help me zoom in.”

My peripheral vision became glassy and irresolute, but my focus on the two riders behind us clarified into an impossible level of detail. Even at this distance, I could see the eyelashes on the horses’ eyes and the wrinkles in the black leather coats the riders wore. They had black caps on their heads and goggles covering their eyes.

Their outfits were featureless, right down to their solid black pants and boots. The horses, however, were dressed in color. Dark blue pads rested beneath the riders’ saddles. The royal insignia of Varrowsgard was emblazoned on each side.

I opened my mouth to report back what I saw, but my horse stopped short and turned sharply to the right, throwing me off its back. Clara hung tight, gripping the saddle in my absence and using her perfect sense of balance to maintain her seat.

My vision snapped back to normal when my back cracked against the ground.
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“You have to watch where you’re going,” Gretna said, tugging the reins of her horse and turning toward me. “I thought you learned that yesterday.”

“I can’t look forward and backward at the same time,” I said.

“Is that a proverb?” Gretna asked. “You can’t envision the future if you’re stuck in the past… I like it. But it’s irrelevant. Face forward on a horse. It’s not that hard.”

I moaned and lay on the ground while Clara hopped off the horse and ran to my side.

“I’m not bleeding,” I said. “Unless you can heal a bruised ego, there’s nothing you can do.”

“What did you see?” Dani asked. “Are we in harm’s way?”

“They have the queen’s insignia,” I said. “If she sent spies to make sure we didn’t detour…”

“Messengers!” Gretna said. “That makes sense. Messenger horses ride with that level of speed and precision. Marvelous creatures.”

The riders approached at an uncanny rate, riding like jockeys setting out to win big at the ol’ derby.

“Why don’t we have horses like that?” I asked.

Gretna laughed, the way a teacher’s pet laughs at the class dunce. “We’re not messengers,” she said. “We ride as an extension of the royal guard, so we need horses that are meaty enough to take an arrow to the ass and keep riding. Messenger horses are too lean.”

“But fast,” I said. “You said yourself time was of the essence.”

“Fast and dead isn’t half as good as slow and ‘live,” she said. “Another proverb. Come on, back on your horse and let’s ride.”

I groaned and dragged myself upright. As Clara and I mounted slowly, the pair of messengers sped past us. The sound of hooves clopping against the grass grew loud fast and then vanished just as quickly, leaving the messengers to blur into small dark splotches in the distance by the time we resumed our own travels.

A few times during the next hour of riding, Clara’s hands tightened against my chest and she pulled herself forward a few inches, only to recede again.

“Clara?” I asked. “Something wrong?”

“No,” she said. “Well, I have a question, but I worry it might sound like a criticism when it isn’t. It’s just a… curiosity.”

“Clara, if you have something to say, please say it,” I said.

“You mentioned spending some of Oscar’s energy,” she said. “How much does he have?”

“Not terribly much from what I can tell.”

“The riders behind us would have approached on their own,” Clara said. “Advance warning of their identity would not have helped us evade them with nothing but sparse trees in every direction.”

“True,” I said.

“Would it not be wiser to hold onto Oscar’s power until his help could make a greater difference?”

“Glover-boy here has battery power and I’m not going to stockpile it like megalixers for the late game. If a little immediate power can help us when we need it, great. I’m all about that instant gratification.”

I kicked the horse in the side and we sped up a bit, closing the gap between us and our two teammates.

Right. Because that’s what we were now, teammates. And that’s why Clara was concerned. My immediate gratification might turn into delayed regret if I didn’t think harder about the resources we had at our disposal.

“But I see your point,” I added. “From now on I’ll think twice to make sure I don’t waste Oscar’s energy.”

Clara’s fingers tensed against me. “I didn’t say it was a waste.”

“I know that,” I said. “You were smart to say something, that’s all.”

She relaxed after that. “Smart…” She said the word like it was foreign to her. “And that pleases you?”

“You are genetically incapable of displeasing me,” I said.

“Oh,” she said. “What if you wanted me to displease you one day?”

“Shh. Questions like that cause paradoxes in the space-time continuum.”

With another kick to the ribs, our horse raced forward and brought us neck and neck with Gretna and Dani.

“Race you,” I said.

“You don’t even know where we’re going,” Dani replied.

“Then maybe Gretna should tell me.”

“Benoch’s location is a closely-held secret,” Gretna said. “Queen Zolocki gave me permission to bring you there, but not to disclose the markers I follow to construct the route.”

The road forked and Gretna steered her horse to the left, though both paths looked fairly identical.

That’s when Oscar chimed in.
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“You’re sure you know the directions?” I asked.

“I have practiced this trip before,” she said. “When the queen’s egg hatches, I will escort the heir to the throne to her royal lessons at Benoch’s compound where I will stay to raise and protect her.”

“And he knows something about this fashionable Klyntar-esque hand wrapper?”

“The queen thinks so,” she said. “He also knows about humans, more than anyone else here does.”

I glanced down at my black fist while we trotted down the left path and whispered, “What do you want Oscar?”
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“Why?”

He didn’t explain himself.

“Well, this is awkward,” I said. “Oscar wants us to head down the right side of this fork. We should consider that before the paths diverge too far from each other.”

“Oscar’s redirecting us?” Dani asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “I think the glove does what it wants, and the more it syncs with me, the more it considers maybe possibly answering some of my questions every now and then.

“This is not one of those times. He thinks the other path leads to a Party Assist.”

“We cannot afford a detour,” Gretna said.

“Then you go see Uncle Ben,” I said. “Oscar is a member of this team too, and he needs a pit stop.”

“I can’t let that gauntlet out of my sight,” Gretna said.

“And I’m not about to make enemies with my own hand,” I said, turning my horse so that Clara and I crossed a grassy expanse on our way to the dirt path we had bypassed earlier. Gretna’s horse neighed and reared on its hind legs as Gretna steered into a sharp pivot. It changed course and followed us with Dani holding on tight.

“We’ll have to double back when this is through,” Gretna said. “I only know the route one way.”

We followed Oscar’s guidance for hours, with a growing feeling of unease knotting in the pit of my stomach. It felt like missing an exit on a highway. Every inch we traveled forward was another inch we’d retread later if this route was a mistake, but we had no choice now but to keep going.

“We’ll take a break soon and reconsider our options,” I said. The road bisected a thicket of dense old trees up ahead, which meant water. Our horses deserved at least that.

Noon was coming, so hiding out beneath the canopies of old trees would do us some good. As we got closer, I realized the canopies had more to them than leaves and branches. Straw huts hid among the upper boughs, with bridges built of simple planks and knotted vines.

“Ah,” I said. “The ancient ruins of an Ewok village.”

“Mmhmm,” Dani replied.

“Wait, are you shitting me?” I asked. “You have Ewoks here? Is this fucking Endor?”

“Yes?” Dani replied. “No? I don’t know what your words mean, Kyle. I thought it would be easiest to agree and move forward.”

“I guess I deserved that,” I said. “I do make a lot of jokes for my own benefit.”

Dani didn’t reply to that. Instead, she hopped off the back of Gretna’s horse and ran ahead, veering from the path and crouching near a row of bushes.

I followed behind her and brought the horse to a stop so I could jump down.

“These are synappers,” Dani said. “They boost reflexes. They’re bitter, and the seeds inside have an unpleasant sand-like texture, but we might want to stock up on them.”

“Can’t you just melt them into crispy bite-sized sugar balls?” I asked.

“You mean… add alchemical ingredients to simple little confections?” she asked. “It would probably work. I have heard of adding a spoonful of sugar to help medicine go down.”

I pinched my lips together and resisted breaking into song. “Yep, same principle.”

Dani took out her recipes and started rifling through them. Then something jumped up from the bushes and Dani fell backward. It was a woman, and she held her hands out in front of her like she was ready to pounce.

I raised my fists while Dani crab-walked backward to gain some distance. “I don’t want to fight you,” I said, “but I will. Probably.”

The woman glanced at each of our faces in turn, then she lowered her arms. “I thought I finally found one, but you’re not simki at all.”

“So… that means I don’t have to face that difficult question of ‘when is it okay to hit a woman’?”

She laughed. “I don’t want to fight, I’m in the middle of a game. Maybe you can play too! I’m Kaylee.”

“This isn’t a good time for playing,” I said.

“It’s always a good time for playing,” she replied. “Especially now. It’s the biggest game of hide and seek so far, and they’re all doing such a marvelous job. It’s great fun. Help me find them!”

She was jumping up and down now, despite having one foot inside a full-grown synapper bush. Her other foot was bare, leading to a long pale leg that vanished under the hem of a yellow jumper dress. One strap held it in place over her shoulder with a large yellow button, leaving her opposite shoulder bare.

A long tail, covered in short brown fur, extended from beneath her dress, matching the brown of her short, messy hair. Ears, rounder and smaller than mine, poked out on each side.

Other than that, she looked very human, just like Dani looked aside from her few dragon-esque features. Kaylee’s skin was pale and tight, revealing her long, slender muscles up and down her limbs.

“I’m Dani,” Dani said, standing and brushing the leaves off her legs. “I’ve never actually met a monkey girl before.”

“Hey,” Kaylee said, pouting and lowering her eyebrows. “That’s very offensive.”

“What?” Dani asked. Her cheeks reddened. “But I… I didn’t…”

“I’m just playing,” Kaylee said. “I don’t really take offense to that. I know it’s kind of a slur or something, but what’s a little rough language among friends, right?”

I turned to Dani. “So when you called me ‘monkey,’ you weren’t just being cute. You were being a little racist.”

“I didn’t know it was a slur,” she said. “I promise. Oh, now I feel sick.”

“Whatcha doin’ all the way out here, if you don’t mind my asking?” Kaylee asked.

“Plucking a few synappers,” Dani said. “Or at least, trying to. They’re prickly, and stuck to their branches, and these don’t seem to be ripe.”

“If you’re looking for nice plump seedpods, look inside the enclave. That’s what we call our home. These plants grow much better in the shade. Come on!” Kaylee raced away from us and into the thicket of trees that cast the ground below into dense shadow.

“Go, we’re heading that way anyway,” Gretna said. “There’s a small pond at the heart of that enclave of trees for the horses to drink from. I’ll tether them now so they can drink without the risk of them wandering too far.”

“Let me help,” Clara said, taking the reins to the horse she and I had just ridden. She and Gretna set to their task while Dani and I followed Kaylee. She stood next to a pair of leafy bushes and bounced on the tips of her toes while she waited.

“Synappers?” I asked.

“Synappers!” Kaylee said. She crouched low and thrust her arms into the underbrush, so Dani and I did the same.

My left hand hated this task. The seedpods had sharp spikes to them that pinched my skin. My right hand — the one ruled by Oscar’s strength-boosted glove material — kept crushing the pods no matter how lightly I pinched.

I had a newfound appreciation for the challenges the Hulk faced. Selena and I had been too hard on him.

“Nnn!” Dani grunted and lost her balance. “Finally, got one free.”

“I’ve got four,” Kaylee said.

I had an idea.

“I bet I can gather more of these than anyone else,” I declared.

Dani shot me an odd look, then her face softened into a smile. “No, Kyle. I plan to collect the most synappers.”

Kaylee looked up at us, her eyes wide. “Nuh-uh. I can pluck harder and faster than either of you can!”

“Maybe we should make this a little game,” I said. “Whoever collects the most wins.”

“I’d like that,” the simki girl said. Her hands twitched in fast, excited movements and she started bouncing on her heels.

“Let’s all split up and claim separate spots,” I said. “On your mark, get—”

She ran to a bush halfway hidden by the massive trunk of an ancient tree with a little hut perched between high branches. While Dani and I wandered further away, I set another waypoint marker.

Simki Sylvania, I thought. Oscar handled the rest, illuminating a fresh waypoint marker beneath my feet.

“Look at her go,” Dani said, watching Kaylee’s fingers snap seedpods from that bush with focus and haste, building a small pile of ingredients Dani could use to speed up our reflexes with pleasant little candies that wouldn’t coat our tongues in edible sand.

“We don’t have to do anything,” I said. “As long as she thinks it’s a game, she’ll work hard enough for all of us.”

“I know,” Dani said. “It’s almost mesmerizing how quickly she works.”

“I should feel bad about this, right?” I asked. “It’s freeloading.”

“She seems to enjoy it,” Dani said. “And I think she’ll enjoy winning this little competition even more.”

“So the nicest thing we can do is nothing at all? Finally. That’s exactly my speed.”

“She needs a win,” Dani said. “She’s all alone out here.”

“With all those huts high up in the trees?” I asked. “I’m sure there are plenty of others here somewhere.”

“There were,” Dani said. “I think they all left abruptly. Like, middle-of-the-night abruptly.”

“And no one told Kaylee? She thinks this is just another monkey game. That is fucked up.”

“Simki,” Dani said. “Remember, ‘monkey’ is an insult. The real question is, why did they all abandon their home? The ground is fertile, they have a water source, access to food, shelter.”

I listened out for any sign that Kaylee’s people were lying low. A rustle of branches, a scurry overhead, a laugh or a sigh or the growl of a hungry stomach. Instead, I heard something else.

I put a hand on Dani’s shoulder and locked eyes with her. “Do you hear that?”

Dani’s chest inflated with a sharp breath. “Howling.”

Dani and I raced back toward Kaylee. Gretna was just tying up the horses by a small pond with Clara’s help. “Time’s up!” I yelled. “I didn’t find any synappers, did you Dani?”

“No,” Dani replied, “what about you, Kaylee?”

“Yes!” The simki girl practically screamed with glee. A mound of pods rested in her cupped hands. “I win, I win!”

“But now,” I said, “we have to get to higher ground. I heard some bad people coming.”

“What are you talking about?” Gretna asked.

“Listen,” I said.

Her face tightened as the background howling reached her ears. “Climb, everyone.”

Kaylee gave a puzzled look, but then her eyes sparked again. She handed me the seedpods and then darted toward the trunk of a large tree and climbed up the knobs left behind by old branches that had snapped off long ago. If this were a race to safety, she would have won it.

Clara was close behind, touching her delicate kobold fingers to the rough bark of that tree and climbing nimbly without relying on the handholds and footholds. Dani leapt into the air and flapped her wings hard, gaining enough altitude that she could grab hold of the tree halfway up, and Gretna climbed from the bottom, weighed down by her heavy armor.

I climbed last, taking a moment to stow the synapper pods in the horses’ saddlebags first.

I relied on my right hand most on the way up, straining far less than I should have thanks to Oscar. Though, he did nothing to calm the chill that shot up my spine from the sound of an oncoming horde of bloodhounds. The howling got louder fast, a chorus of eerie, high pitched tones coming from multiple creatures all calling out at once.

At the top of the tree, we huddled inside a straw-roofed hut. It was small, with a box of under-ripe fruits in one corner and a hammock stretched across the opposite wall. The doorframe was wide enough that we could all see far beyond the outer rim of the trees that formed this forest-like oasis. We stared in collective fear and disgust as a dozen bloodhounds bounded toward us on all fours.

They were vile, hideous creatures. They ran in a lurching gallop, their human-shaped limbs too long and gangly to run gracefully on all fours, but the curve of their hips prevented running upright. Beady eyes and snarling mouths came into better focus as they neared, constantly howling and scanning left and right, a pack of vicious predators in search of fresh prey.

We huddled in our treetop hut, quiet and tense. Kaylee clutched my upper arm with both hands and leaned close to whisper into my ear. “What animal is that?”

“Monster is a better word,” I whispered back. “They’re bloodhounds. Vampiric mongrels that will drink your blood and leave you for dead.”

“Unless you’re a kobold,” Clara said. “I could have stayed below and they wouldn’t have cared for my blood.”

“That was once, and you were lucky,” I said, catching her eye contact and holding it. “I still don’t know why those beasts left you alone, but we can’t count on a repeat.”

“What about horses?” Kaylee asked.

When I looked down again, the pack of twelve bloodthirsty fiends circled our pair of horses. The animals retreated against the thick tree trunk they were tied to, but the ropes that held them in place were short and didn’t permit a wide range of motion.

“Benoch’s compound is too far to walk on foot,” Gretna said. “And all of our supplies are in those saddlebags.”

“I wish we hadn’t tied them up,” Dani said. “We might lose our mounts and our gear, but at least the horses would have had a chance at escape.”

“Those poor defenseless horses will get hurt,” Kaylee said. “They might die.”

Her grip on my arm tightened and her body began to shake. The pale skin of her cheeks grew flush.

“Look away,” I said. “This will be brutal.”

“No,” Kaylee said. “No, no, no. A suffering I cannot abide.”

It wasn’t just her cheeks getting red now, it was her whole face. Her arms and legs. The whites of her eyes.

“Kaylee?” I asked. She didn’t respond, didn’t even react to my voice. Her eyebrows dug deep until they pinched the skin between them tight. She shrieked like a woman possessed and released my arm, taking a step toward the edge of the hut’s doorway and bending her knees.

I reached out and snatched her wrist with my left hand. “Don’t,” I said.

She looked back and bared her teeth at me, releasing another loud shriek while a burning red light grew bright within her pupils. Taken aback, I let go of her wrist.

Then, she jumped.
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With her limbs spread wide and her long brown tail standing straight behind her, Kaylee fell several stories from the straw shack in the tree’s canopy, releasing a high-pitched war cry the whole way. Bloodhounds snapped their attention upward at her and I held my breath. She was a mackerel diving into a school of hungry sharks.

“Why did you let her go?” Dani asked.

“I don’t think we could have stopped her,” I said. “That look in her eyes was nothing short of murder.”

Kaylee landed on one of the bloodhounds and knocked it flat to the ground. She straddled her legs around the monster’s waist and punched it so hard in the face that its nose cratered inward.

Terrified horses stomped and neighed, trapped in a tight radius around the tree from the thick cords of rope Gretna had tethered just minutes earlier. Kaylee stood and spun around, eyeing the horses carefully. They didn’t pose a threat to her, and she seemed to sense that, giving them a slight nod before surveying the eleven bloodhounds that formed a circle around her.

Those gray-tinged fiends regarded her with hunger and hostility, but not fear. A few feinted in small, jerky movements to test Kaylee’s reactions, but Kaylee didn’t react at all. I surveyed the horde almost impassively, ignoring their twitchy motions as she gaged their positions and her plan of attack.

The next bloodhound to move meant business. After two quick steps forward, it leapt at Kaylee with clawed hands aimed right at her face.

She crouched down as that monster flung itself at her, then she reached with both hands and braced her palms against the underside of the bloodhound’s stomach. She prevented it from arcing downward and instead tossed it aside, using the fiend’s own inertia to send it headfirst into two other bloodhounds. They fell like bowling pins, squealing and howling in a pile of flailing limbs.

Every inch of her pale skin was bright red now, and when another creature encroached to her side, she reached behind its head and pulled it down and toward her, crashing her knee against the underside of its chin and crushing its lower jaw against its upper teeth. Two white, spiraled, incisors pierced its lower lip. The injured monster stumbled backward and covered its face with both hands.

Kaylee’s breathing was deep and quick, huffing in and out of her small frame through nostrils flared wide while her open mouth bared her teeth. Everything about her expression, her posture, and the crimson coloration of her exposed skin was a dire threat.

“No wonder everyone left,” Dani said. “She’s cursed.”

“How does something like that happen to such a lively spirit?” Clara asked.

“Not everyone touched by the Goddess harnesses their energy to heal,” Dani said. “Someone, somewhere, drenched her in dark energies.”

“Fury has her now,” Gretna said. “Destined to lose herself under a malicious spell she can’t control. What a sad fate for a happy little simki.” She shook her head while she spoke. “Oh, well. She’s too dangerous to keep with us, and we have enough on our plates as it is. We have to lose her.”

“We should help her,” Dani said. “She’s just a sweet girl.”

“She’s a killing machine,” I said. “I’m with Gretna on this one. We don’t owe this girl anything. I have Oscar, and Gretna has her sword, but Kaylee could seriously hurt you and Clara before either of us could stop her.”

“If Gretna’s sword and Oscar are so powerful,” Dani said, “why aren’t you down there helping Kaylee take down all these bloodhounds?”

I looked away. Her tone was too soft and innocent to embed any malice. She wasn’t accusing me of cowardice, but she didn’t have to. I was fully capable of making that accusation of myself.

It’s not like I wanted Kaylee to get hurt. She was nothing but helpful so far — happy, playful, overly trusting.

Below, Kaylee grappled with a pair of bloodhounds and swatted their arms away before they could scratch her bright red skin. The bloodhound with the imploded nose crawled toward her along the ground, blackened blood seeping from the indentation at the center of its face. While Kaylee battled the two fiends at her front, that ground-level threat inched closer, its hand reaching out for her ankle.

Something bubbled up inside me. Maybe it was bravado, my ego resisting the implication that I was as yellow as Kaylee’s dress. Maybe it was justice, my soul crying out against the possibility Kaylee would die as a result of my inaction. Whatever it was, it forced its expression in the form of me yelling out, “Kaylee! Behind you!”

She didn’t flinch at the sound of my warning or turn back to stop that creature in its tracks. Instead, she reached forward, grabbed her two targets by the shaggy gray hair on the sides of their heads, and smashed their skulls together. A sickening cracking sound shot through the air upon impact, then they fell limp to the ground.

Kaylee knelt down between their inert bodies and brought both arms back, balling her fists one moment and plunging them into the bloodhounds’ chests the next. Their ribs snapped as she punched deep into their cores. If it wasn’t clear that those monsters were dead before, it was clear now; they didn’t so much as flinch.

When the crawling bloodhound with the cratered nose finally grazed its outstretched fingers across Kaylee’s ankle, she spun around, squinted her eyes at the beast, then stomped her heel into its temple.

My warning had accomplished nothing. Or, rather, the thing it accomplished was worse than the something I was going for. The other bloodhounds had turned their attention upward, just now realizing that a few juicy skin-sacks filled with hot red blood hid amidst the treetops.

They started to climb. It wasn’t a natural talent of theirs, but they made do, gaining height a foot at a time while their eyes stayed fixed on our little shack and their mouths tightened into howls.

One monster approached Kaylee from behind and wrapped its arms around her waist. She flailed and reached her arms behind her, grabbing hold of the creature’s ears but struggling to do much more. It opened its mouth and leaned forward to bite her.

The trunk below us held three bloodhounds climbing slowly, their long nails getting stuck in the thick bark that led from the ground to our hut. I couldn’t climb down to help Kaylee, but that didn’t mean I was powerless. I snatched the box of fruit behind me and threw things at the bloodhound that intended to drain Kaylee’s veins.

One unripened whatever-it-was smashed into the ground and sent pulp and seeds in every direction. Another was juicier, splashing upon impact. As Kaylee whipped her head around to pull herself away from the bloodhound’s oncoming teeth, I pitched a third fruit. It crammed into the monster’s mouth and forced it to choke and release Kaylee. She spun back, kicked the creature in the groin, then grabbed its head and snapped its neck.

The bloodhound fell at an odd angle, hitting the ground with its eyes bulging open and a large fruit still rammed halfway down its throat.

Kaylee turned then to shriek at a few other bloodhounds, and one ran away. A second did the same. She was so terrifying a foe that those base, foul monsters weren’t willing to take their chances. Still, some were braver than others, and she had her hands full with the next pair of bloodhounds teaming up on her.

We had our hands full too. The first of three climbers were at our door.

“Allow me,” Gretna said.

A bloodhound climbed to the hut’s entrance and Gretna stabbed forward with her sword, piercing the beast’s chest. She kicked it backward, sliding its body along her blade until it was free. A viscous black sludge slicked the blade. The creature’s bleeding, ugly body fell from the edge of the shack’s platform floor and crashed to the ground with a wet splat.

The next bloodhound to emerge met a similar fate, though Gretna’s stab missed its mark and pierced a lung instead. The monster’s face contorted in pain and it lashed out at Gretna, scratching her hand as it stumbled backward. A violent cough sprayed black blood across the hut where it splattered the rear wall. Gretna looked away just as the monster twisted and tumbled out of the forest hut, her sword still sheathed in its chest.

“Dammit,” she said. “I’ll need a blacksmith now to hammer out any dents. Swords don’t take well to falls from this height.”

A dark, gray hand of the third and final bloodhound reached over the lip of the hut’s floorboards. I stomped on it with my sneaker, but the creature didn’t let go. It howled and dug its nails into the wooden floor, then reached its other arm upward. It lifted its body until its hideous face emerged.

A crosshairs appeared in my vision, a blinking white plus sign with a small circle that traced around its center. Oscar’s Tactical Assist highlighted the bloodhound’s stomach as my target.

I kicked the creature in the stomach, but its body was sturdy and dense. It snarled at me, but didn’t seem all that bothered otherwise.

“Smooth, Oscar,” I said. “Try again.”

The crosshairs stayed put, locked onto the monster’s stomach regardless of how quickly its body moved. It swiped its claws at me and took a menacing step forward, but that white blinking icon hovered perfectly in place.

I ducked back and evaded the first claw slash that came my way, but not the second. As I lifted Oscar to block that second swipe, bloodhound nails caught my skin at the elbow and scratched down my arm. I bled from that long gash, but at least it wasn’t deep. It also stopped abruptly halfway down my arm where Oscar started, the black fabric of my second skin resisting the bloodhound’s nails.

The creature’s eyes darted to the fresh blood that emerged from my split skin. I jabbed with my left arm, then punched forward with my right, but the monster’s evasive movement resulted in only a glancing blow. I nicked the beast in the shoulder, but the force of my punch was still enough to force it to spin halfway around.

Gretna stood behind me in battle-ready posture while Dani and Clara pressed against the far wall. I wasn’t ready to tap out yet. My opponent turned back to face me, framed by the open door of the hut behind it.

I pulled back my right arm. That stupid crosshairs kept blinking this whole time, never shifting to the creature’s more delicate spots. I wanted to crater its nose the way Kaylee had done at the start of her fight. I wanted to shatter its kneecaps, or tear its hands off its wrists.

Instead, I tried one more time with Oscar’s aim-assisting crosshairs icon. I thrust Oscar forward and punched the bloodhound right in the gut.

Its eyes shot wide open in pain and surprise. Oscar packed so much of a wallop that the bloodhound lifted off the wood-slat floor and flew backward. It sailed several yards out the hut’s open doorway and plummeted on a long arc toward the grassy ground beyond the enclave’s shadows.

Whatever sound it made as its bones snapped and its organs shifted positions, I couldn’t hear from this far away.

“Holy fuck, Oscar,” I said. “Sorry I doubted you.”
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“Aw, you forgive me.”

Directly beneath us, Kaylee knocked another bloodhound into a bloody lump of dead monster meat. The final bloodhound that hung around the perimeter of that battle took a few steps backward, then turned to run away on all fours, galloping in its weird, gangly lurch.

It was over.

Kaylee stood for a moment, surveying the limp bodies of the bloodhounds she had killed. Thick black blood-sludge wet the ground all around her. She breathed in deep, slow breaths and her skin faded from burning red to the soft, peachy tone she had when we met her.

Her body swayed for a moment. Her knees buckled and she stumbled forward, landing her palms against the ground, then she collapsed and lay amidst the fallen.

“Now to assess the horses and supplies,” Gretna said. “Undo me.” She lifted her arms and turned so her back faced me. Two thick leather bands were fastened with belt buckles along her left side, and another pair on the right, cinching her breastplate tight against her body. I unlatched those buckles and stepped back.

Gretna peeled that armor off entirely, pulling her wings through round holes in the metal piece that protected her back and tossing the metal armor to the floor of the crude shack. She cupped her large breasts and massaged them gently while she rolled her head and stretched her neck and back muscles.

“So nice to be free of that for a bit,” she said. “Kyle, would you ask Clara to carry my armor to the ground? It’s too heavy to fly in full plate.”

I looked to Dani first. Clara was, after all, her given. When Dani looked away I remembered the blood debt and how it shifted everything.

“Clara?” I asked.

“Of course,” the kobold girl replied. She scooped up Gretna’s armor in one arm and climbed down the tree’s trunk, treating her cargo like it was no burden at all.

Gretna leapt from the shack’s edge then, holding her wings out steady as she flew in a wide circle. She descended smoothly and touched her feet down beside Kaylee’s body, resting her hands on her hips and reveling in the gentle breeze with her breasts still hanging free on her naked chest.

“Sometimes I wonder if she’s aware of her own body,” I said. I blinked twice and looked away before Gretna’s physique took hold of my mental functions. “We should go, it’s time we moved on.”

“Right,” Dani said, dropping her arms to her side and laying her tail against the floor. “Now’s our chance to follow the bloodhounds’ example and run. If we go quickly, Kaylee won’t ever know where we went. She’ll wake up to a forest enclave with no friends, no family, just a pile of dead bloodhounds and the fresh sting of abandonment. But she doesn’t have to be our problem.”

Her delivery was a perfect calculation. Those words struck me like knives, even though her tone was soft and peaceful. She left no trace of a hidden edge to her voice, and that bothered me even more. A fight I could handle. Conflict made sense to me. But this… this wasn’t even passive aggression, and it wasn’t straight-up deference. It was kindness, even when kindness didn’t make any sense.

It was just beguiling.

“No, she doesn’t have to be our problem,” I said. “Unless we make her our problem. Which I think we’re doing. Look, we can’t abandon her here. Curse or not, she’s good in a fight. Something tells me there are more fights ahead.”

Dani’s face lit up. “We’ll take her with us then? Really?”

“She’ll find herself on the wrong end of a screw-tooth if we don’t,” I said. “Strength in numbers and all that.”

Dani gave me a hug and didn’t let go. I hugged her back, grateful for the warmth of her body and the calming effect her contact had on my fast-beating heart.

“Well?” she asked, still locked in our embrace.

“Well, what?”

“Aren’t you going to hop on? We have to glide toward the bottom. Unless you’d rather climb.”

“Right,” I said, locking my arms around her neck and my legs around her waist. “I’m ready.”

Dani walked us toward the edge of the hut and jumped. We soared to the ground in a tighter, faster spiral than Gretna had, but we landed beside Clara as she helped Gretna tighten the straps on her breastplate again.

I knelt by the girl in the canary dress, now smeared with the thick, black blood of so many dead bloodhounds. “Hey. Kaylee, can you open your eyes?”

The simki girl with half-moon ears moaned lightly and smiled up at me. Then her expression turned frantic. “Ah!” she yelled. “Who are… What are… Ah!”

“You are remarkable,” I said. “Where did you learn to fight like that?”

“I can’t fight,” she said. “Simki are peaceful, we just play games and eat berries all day.” She held a hand against her head and stared up at the shack in the tree high overhead. “Did I fall and hit my head? I remember seeing monsters, and then… the horses!”

“The horses are fine,” Dani said, crouching by Kaylee’s side. “You protected them from the monsters. Don’t you remember?”

“I’m confused,” she said. “I don’t want to think about monsters anymore.”

Dani and I exchanged worried looks. Whatever this curse was, it blocked out the poor girl’s memories too.

Gretna finished untying the horses and led them toward us, passing the reins to Clara. She reached up and tightened the blonde bun on top of her head.

“That was exciting,” Gretna said. “But we’re not looking for exciting. If we want to save the kingdom before that blue demon cracks the queen’s egg and drinks the hatchling’s yolk out of spite, we’ve got to find a certain you-know-who to teach us more about you-know-what.”

“Ooh, a guessing game!” Kaylee said.

“No, sweetie,” Gretna said. “I’m talking in code so I can exclude you. You’re not part of our group, and we’re leaving.”

“But,” Kaylee said. Her eyes darted back and forth, searching for some line of reasoning that would keep us here.

“No but,” Gretna said. “If something happens to that golden egg I won’t get to be a wardmaster, and I’m very much looking forward to that.”
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“Oscar, buddy, you’re a little late this time. We’ve got this under control. Those dudes are dead.”

A hiss from above drew our attention, and a single bloodhound was airborne, leaping from high up on a different tree to crash on top of us the same way Kaylee had pounced on the gang of predators that had swarmed our poor horses.

This bloodhound landed with deadly precision, pouncing on Gretna and latching onto her. Its hands gripped her wings, sinking sharp nails into their leathery skin and puncturing straight through. She screamed out, but didn’t collapse under the creature’s heft. She staggered backward instead, pulled by the extra weight on her back, while the monster leaned its gray face toward her golden neck.

Kaylee’s eyes flashed red and she muttered in a quiet monotone, “A suffering I cannot abide.” Clara stepped behind Kaylee and hid from the violence at hand, unable to contribute in direct melee combat anyway. Dani and I launched into motion, each of us starting to sprint to Gretna’s aid.

It all happened too quickly. One well-aimed bite was all it took, even against the captain of the queen’s royal guard. Screw-spiraled teeth disappeared into Gretna’s neck and the creature ripped its face to the side, tearing a mouthful of Gretna’s skin off her body.

A torrent of bright red blood fountained from a broken vein in her neck while she crumpled to the ground. The bloodhound’s face sank so far into that gaping wound that its mouth and nose fully entered her flesh.

In the three hasty strides it took Dani and me to reach Gretna’s attacker, the bloodhound had drank deep and leapt off Gretna’s prone body. She rolled onto her back while more blood pooled beside her, muddying the dirt between long blades of grass.

“You fucking monster!” I yelled, reaching for the bloodhound. It was faster now than the others we fought, with a golden gleam at the center of its deep-set blue eyes. It screeched at me and swiped with its claws, then jumped backward on all fours and lowered its chest to the ground.

With its face still dripping Gretna’s blood, it released a long, grunting breath. Then a pair of black leathery wings erupted from its back, shredding holes into the tattered gray shirt that covered its torso.

I punched it in the face while it grew those wings, but it took my left-handed attack in stride, turning its face with the force of my impact, but ignoring my attack otherwise. It was too busy flapping its new wings and bending its legs, preparing to leap into the air and escape by flight.

A turn of the head was all I wanted though. With its attention diverted, I brought Oscar to its neck. My black-clad fingers latched onto the bloodhound’s throat and my arm swept upward, lifting the creature from the ground.

It tried to dig its long, black nails into Oscar’s impermeable fabric. Its feet kicked wildly, but I lifted it too high for it to scrape at the ground. Veins pulsed at the monster’s temples as it struggled for freedom and air, beating its wings like mad.

I tightened my fingers, balling them like a fist with the bloodhound’s throat caught in my grasp. I squeezed hard and quick, collapsing its throat, snapping its jugular, and breaking whatever sinewy strands of sickening flesh resided beneath its gray, decaying skin.

The creature thrashed and lurched, trying to force air into its lungs through a trachea I had pinched shut. A pair of bulging eyes aimed at my own, and then the eyelids drooped. The monster’s body relaxed into death and I tossed it onto the dirt.

Behind me, Kaylee stood with her hands at her sides balled tightly into fists. Her skin was bright red, ten times as vibrant as Clara’s peacefully pink hue. The simki stared at the bloodhound’s lifeless body with a boiling hot red energy pulsing within her eyes, but its vibrance died down at the realization that the threat had passed. The monster was dead.

Unfortunately, Gretna would be too. And soon.

Clara and Dani knelt by Gretna’s side, with Dani cradling Gretna’s head while Clara’s nimble hands pressed against the wound in Gretna’s neck. Blood seeped out, spilling between Clara’s fingers even as she tried to staunch the bleeding. Her hands glowed with pink magic and her eyes pinched closed from the effort.

“Gretna,” I said, rushing to her side next to Dani. “Hang in there.”

She took a labored, shaky breath. “You have to find Benoch,” she said. “The compound rests beneath a hill. With a… With…” Her facial muscles relaxed and her breathing was so shallow I doubted she got much air with each miniscule breath.

“No, Gretna,” I said. “You have to show us. Remember? We’ll save the kingdom and then you’ll take the queen’s hatchling princess for her lessons. You’ve got to teach her to tail-fence. That’s what comes first, because I can’t wait to see that.”

Clara’s hands pulsed brighter than I had ever seen them. Her pink kobold skin blanched to a near-white as she poured all of her energy into closing that wound.

Gretna licked her lips and spoke, her voice so low that Dani and I each leaned forward, straining to hear. “Some people… weren’t meant… for kids. Tell her I’m sorry. I failed… our people.”

Her fingers went limp in Dani’s hand. The energy that lit Clara’s fingers continued to pulse, rivaling the sun. I squinted against the blinding brilliance of it.

All at once, the kobold skittered backward along the ground, her eyes darting frantically around at her surroundings. Her fingers curled around tufts of grass for support, filling them with the same radiance that she had aimed at Gretna’s wound.

“Clara,” Dani said. “Thank you for trying.”

“Death,” Clara said. “It was death.”

“I know,” I said. “The wound was too deep. There was nothing you could do.”

The grass in Clara’s hands sizzled as she continued using her skills on it. The edges of those grass blades began to disintegrate into a fine dust.

“You should stop, sweetie,” Dani said. “Your hands.”

Clara glanced down and startled at the sight of her glowing fingers and the gleaming blades of grass beside her. The light from her hands cooled at once, but the grass continued burning up.

“What happened to Gretna?” Kaylee asked. Her eyes held a fogged look as she walked toward us. “She’s hurt!”

“A bloodhound killed her,” I said. “It hid in the trees while the rest of its pack fought us or ran off. It ambushed her.”

Kaylee’s eyes wandered until she looked at the dead monster a few yards away. “Right,” she said. “I sort of remember that. I think my memory is just weak right now.”

“I think we’re all a little weak at this point,” I said. “Which makes this a bad place to stay. Bloodhounds know this place now. They might come back with a larger pack to get revenge. Or a meal. We’re injured prey at this point.”

“We can’t go,” Kaylee said. “My friends are all here in the enclave. If monsters are coming, they’ll eat all the simki! We have to find them first and take them with us.”

“How long have you been looking for them?” I asked. “A week? Seems to me they’re really good at hiding.”

“He’s right,” Dani said. “It’s better not to ruin their hiding spots. Let them stay safe. I promise you, the bloodhounds won’t find them here.”

The girl frowned and twirled her tail slowly from side to side. “I think you’re right. I do want everyone to be safe.”

“Then we should leave,” I said. “Now.”

“Where are we going?” Kaylee asked.

I glanced at Gretna’s lifeless body. “I have no fucking clue.”
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“Take this,” I said.

“I can’t,” Dani replied.

“I have Oscar,” I said. “You need something, and the armor won’t fit you. At least take the sword.”

I held Gretna’s weapon toward Dani, sheathed in its scabbard with the belt strap dangling free. After pulling Gretna’s corpse into the shade beneath one of the towering trees of Kaylee’s simki enclave, I couldn’t just leave a good weapon to rust. Not with what lay ahead of us.

Dani’s gaze drifted toward the horizon and I followed it there. “Sun’ll set in a few hours,” I said.

“The threat of darkness makes arming myself seem like a better idea,” Dani said. “I don’t know how to use it though.”

“We’re all learning a lot on this little field trip,” I said. “Maybe next time Ms. Frizzle will teach us swordplay.” After a brief silence I said, “Just take it. You can change your mind later.”

Dani nodded and fastened the strap around herself like a belt, letting the sheathed sword hang by her side.

I reached into the saddlebags Gretna had packed for our trip, way back at the royal stables in Varrowsgard. Hard to believe that was just yesterday. Yesterday, the captain of the guard was a boisterous woman with a vivid voice and lacking an ounce of fear or reservation.

Today, she was a pale shadow of the woman we knew. The golden undertones to her skin had faded to nothing, leaving a pale, blood-drained corpse in her place.

My hand dug around in the horse’s pouch until I found a blanket. I draped it over Gretna’s body from head to toe. Dani and Kaylee took turns placing flowers on top of it. Clara hung back, however, holding her arms tightly around herself and refraining from looking directly at Gretna’s body. I didn’t blame her. The sadness in her eyes and the slump of her shoulders said how deeply she blamed herself for Gretna’s death, even though it was the bloodhounds the rest of us blamed.

“Gretna,” I said. “I didn’t know you well. I did know that you approved of mixed bathing, and that’s pretty cool. I also know you were brave, and selfless, and carried a sense of duty and honor that few people in my world still value. I value it, thanks to your example. You would have made a kickass surrogate mom to the queen’s dragon whelp. The world is worse without you in it.”

When I looked back, Dani was crying. “Did you mean that?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “Gretna’s mission was to protect us and this gauntlet long enough for Benoch to help us save the world from a demon’s horde of vampire jackals. She died for that cause, and it falls to us now. I don’t want to see any of you hurt. I’m ready to step up and take over where Gretna left off.”

“Me too,” Dani said. She pulled the sword from its sheath and inspected the blade from tip to hilt. She twisted it, catching the sun’s light and flashing its reflection a few times as she took stock of her new weapon. “We won’t let her down.”

“Maybe the queen will even name the princess after her,” I said.

“No,” Dani said. “The name was selected when the queen laid her egg: Smaug.”

“You have to be kidding me,” I said.

Dani shrugged. “It’s a family name. Means ‘she who travels through small spaces.’ ”

“Sure it does,” I said. “Because, why not.”

“Kyle,” Dani said, taking my arm by the elbow and turning me to the side. “You’re bleeding. Why didn’t you say anything?”

“It’s nothing,” I said. “The last thing I want is to make Clara feel like she has another patient to treat. She’s been through enough.”

“I guess you’re right,” Dani said. “So now what? All we know is that Benoch’s compound is underneath a hill.”

I held Oscar up to my face. “Oscar. Take us to Benoch. Destination: Benoch’s bunker. Siri, open Google Maps.”

Nothing.

“I think our best bet,” I said, “is to ride west. We’ll catch the fork in the road Gretna wanted us to take the first time, and then we can ride onward. See what we see. I’ll take Kaylee so you can ride with Clara. You’ve got a calming way about you, and I think your company would do her some good right now.”

Dani kissed me on the cheek before she turned to go. It took me by surprise. “What was that for?”

“For staying,” she said. “Gretna’s not here to point a sword at you if you threaten to run off with my people’s last connection to the human hero that saved us in the distant past. You could leave, take that power with you, and we’d be helpless out here. Something’s keeping you around, and I’d like to think maybe that something is me.”

I watched her walk toward Clara and put a hand on the girl’s shoulder. After a few comforting words said out of earshot, I saw the pair head toward a horse and mount it.

“Does that mean I’m with you?” Kaylee asked. She stood inches behind me, so that when I turned to face her my nose brushed against her hair. She was several inches shorter than me, and looked up into my eyes with a bright smile and her hands held behind her back.

“Yep,” I said. “Let’s ride.”

Our horses started off fast, cutting a direct route west and catching the dirt path we needed after just an hour’s ride. They slowed down as we continued along that dusty road, tiring under the constant strain of carrying a pair of riders each, plus our full saddlebags. As the sun set behind the northern mountains, their gait reduced to a mere saunter, dragging out the last leg of our travel into night.

Kaylee’s arms wrapped around my waist this whole time, and she alternated between resting a cheek against the outside of my arm so she could see forward, and resting against my upper back where I imagined her gazing into the distance to each side.

I didn’t have the luxury of taking in the sights. As the man in charge of the reins, I had to keep my eyes ahead. Always face forward on a horse, right, Gretna?

Now, Kaylee’s grip started to loosen and I wondered if her cheek against my back signaled the onset of sleep. I hated the idea of setting up camp here, in the middle of nowhere, and especially this close to a road. My eyes strained to gage the distance ahead to the next tree or set of bushes that might offer some concealment.

What I saw was so much more.

“Is that a town?” I called out to Dani, riding just a few feet away.

After leaning forward and squinting for a moment, she smiled. “Looks like it. It’s hard to tell though. The watchtowers are all dark. It barely cuts a shape against the night sky.”

“Do you have enough rounds for an inn?” I asked.

“Not a fancy one,” she said.

“HoJo is fine,” I said. “Hell, I’d settle for an Econolodge. Anything but a youth hostel. Those people are too crunchy.”

It was another hour before we approached the front gate of the settlement, and it was a far cry from the grandeur of the draykin capital city. This “city” had no central fortress, only a few towers set at odd intervals that rose two stories above the low-lying buildings that huddled together behind the wooden village wall.

Those towers were built of stone — the only stone buildings amidst the cluster of dumpy shacks and cottages — but there were no guards perched at their peaks. Whatever flags flew from their poles were invisible in this darkness, with not a single mote of light coming from the watch towers themselves.

We rode right up to the front gate to find it cracked open. We dismounted and led our steeds toward the wooden entry doors to the town ahead and peered inside.

The streets were dirt, and the buildings had little more than candlelight escaping the narrow gaps between closed shutters or beneath locked doors. It was like the whole village was under curfew, leaving the town darker than the hour would normally suggest.

“Shouldn’t there be guards at the front gate?” I asked.

“Typically yes,” Dani said. “With the capital under siege, I would expect even more security, not less.”

“Maybe they’re ninja guards,” I said. “They see us but we don’t see them.”

Kaylee yawned. “Whatever they are, can they tell us where the inn is? I’m beat.”

I set up a quick waypoint named Tiny Town for the cramped, nameless hamlet, and we pressed onward down the street with our horses behind us. A row of shops lined the initial corridor, with close-knit homes built side by side down every cross street. None seemed to produce any sounds from within.

“At the end of this block is a hitching post,” Dani said. “We should set the horses up for the night and let them rest while we wander around.”

“Is that safe?” I asked. “Couldn’t someone steal them?”

“They could,” Dani said, “which is why we should get back here at daybreak, lower the chances anyone will find them before we do. It’s also why we should let them sleep as soon as possible.”

We led the horses down the alley, tied them to their post, and scrounged up some hay for a small meal. While they ate, I loosened their saddles and then took the saddlebags off their backs. We might have no choice but to leave the horses out, but I’d be damned if I’d let our gear sit out here unattended.

Happily, we didn’t have to leave the horses very far from the village’s inn. Just around the corner was a pair of wooden doors on a building wider than the others on the block. A single candle’s faint light flickered in the gap between those doors, so we pushed them open and found a clerk behind a desk.

The man had bags under his eyes and a short, dull dagger clutched tight in his hand. His back stiffened as the four of us approached, but he held his dark red wings close to his back. He was nervous, but not aggressive.

“I don’t have any rounds on premises,” he said. “I bank my funds daily, sent by messenger directly to Varrowsgard proper.”

“Cool plan,” I said. “We just want some beds for the night.”

“You’re not here to rob me?” he asked. He gestured toward Dani’s sword, still swinging at her side.

“This is for self-protection,” she said.

“Good,” he said, relaxing his wings. “If those hooligans come back, maybe you can self-protect me too.”

“What hooligans?” I asked.

“Things deteriorate so quickly,” he said. “A pair of riders came into town with messages for the town guard, recalling them all to the capital to protect the queen. In less than a day, a few scurrilous men around town banded together and took up arms against the merchants, taking whatever goods and coins they wanted to.”

He pushed a paper toward me. A wax seal with the queen’s insignia weighed down part of it, making the single page crinkle as I lifted it from the desk.




All royal guards are hereby ordered to return to her majesty’s side. Her royal egg is endangered, and with it, the fate of our fair kingdom.




By the order of Queen Zolocki, master of moons, tamer of wild rivers, and breath of the birds of song.




“The queen didn’t leave a single guard here to keep the peace?” Dani asked.

“Not a one,” the man said. “I’m surprised you escaped their notice, unless they’re all drunk at the tavern across town by now, celebrating their ill-gotten gains. I wish someone with a strong arm and a sharp blade would cut them down to size.”

A silence hung in the air between the innkeeper and our tired little group. I broke that silence gladly.

“So that’s two rooms then,” I said.

The man sighed. “Of course.”

While he gathered up the keys from a pegboard behind his desk, I pulled Dani aside and handed her one of the saddlebags I had slung over my shoulder. “Let’s split the supplies for the night.”

“You don’t want to share a room with me?” she asked.

“I do,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Sweet Jesus, I do. But it’s better if you sleep while I keep an eye out.”

“Even Gretna wasn’t worried about keeping watch, and that was overnight beside an open lake,” Dani said.

“Bloodhounds suck at stealth,” I said. “We’d hear howling and people screaming well before they burst down our door. No, it’s Kaylee I’m thinking about. If she doesn’t know what she’s capable of, we can’t know what she’s incapable of.”

“She protected us against a dozen attackers at once,” Dani said.

“Or she lost all control and went into a rampage that happened to help us out, that one time,” I said. “We don’t know what’ll set her off next.”

“Kaylee wanted to protect the horses,” Dani said. “If her attacks were indiscriminate, she’d have killed them too. She didn’t, because she has a good heart.”

I shrugged. “Do either of us want to risk putting Clara in a room with Kaylee if our simki tagalong goes bonkers again?”

Dani sighed. “We’ve just had so many missed opportunities to… get to know each other better.”

“I know,” I said. “In the past, I’ve never let tomorrow’s consequences get in the way of a night’s fun. This feels different. Clara looks so fragile right now, we can’t pair her off with Kaylee and hope everything turns out fine.”

“Okay,” Dani said. She dug around inside the saddlebag I handed her. “Good, this one has the stash of noxyweed I plucked while you were passed out by the lake. Sir?” she asked, turning toward the innkeeper. He startled at the sound of her voice, but then took a deep breath.

“Do you have a small kitchen for inn guests to use?” she asked.

“Second floor,” he said, “rear of the building. Just keep the lights off. That goes for all of you. I can’t risk attracting those thieves.”

“I didn’t know you were gathering herbs by the lake,” I said.

“You were out cold that night,” she said, “but Clara wasn’t. She kept whimpering in her sleep and shaking violently. Momma Jumbo must have done a number on her. I can’t imagine watching Gretna die will leave her any better off, but I can cook something up with a touch of noxyweed to help her sleep better.”

“A little candy before bed,” I said. “You’re the babysitter every kid wished for.” I took her hand and squeezed it. “Have a good night, Dani.”

“You too, monkey.” I opened my mouth but she cut me off. “It’s not an insult to you, remember? You’re not simki.”

“I’ll allow it,” I said. “But only because you’re cute.”

“Who’s cute?” Kaylee asked. She had snuck up behind me again, staring up at the back of my head and waiting for me to turn around and find her inches from my body.

“Oscar,” I said, lifting my gloved hand. “Doesn’t he look stunning in black?”

“That’s the name of your glove?” she asked. “Where’s the other one?”

“I only wear one,” I said. “In case I need to moonwalk.”

She puzzled over that for a moment and then gave up.

“Clara and I should head upstairs,” Dani said.

“Sweet dreams,” I said. “Don’t let the deranged vampire bloodhounds with terrifying self-drilling-screws-for-teeth bite.”

She smiled and ascended the wooden steps, swaying her hips just a little further than necessary. When she was finally out of sight, I turned toward Kaylee.

“You’re with me for the night. I hope that’s okay.” I held out the room key, with the room number engraved on the keychain.

She snatched it from my hand and darted toward the stairs, yelling as she went. “Last one’s a rotten banana!”

“Shh!” the innkeeper reminded us. All I could do was shrug and follow after my playful simki. Halfway up the stairs I paused, realizing the queen’s note was still in my hand. I folded it up and tucked it into my pocket. The innkeeper wouldn’t miss it and I wanted to keep tabs on Kaylee.

The upstairs door was already open, with the simki girl standing just inside. The room was small, holding a single bed somewhere between the size of a twin and a full mattress. The opposite wall had a small window, but a pair of shutters affixed to the inside of the room were closed. The faintest sliver of moonlight snuck through anyway, leaving a series of horizontal lines across the bedsheets.

Kaylee moved around to the other side of the bed. With her back facing me, she unbuttoned the single button that held the strap on her dress, allowing the garment to spill into a ring of yellow fabric at her feet.

I wished for more light, but I’d have to settle for the indirect gleam of the moon on her body. Her skin was smooth and perfect, from her slender neck down the tiny ridges of her spine. Her round, tight ass cheeks looked like a nice handful that led to slender, shapely legs.

“Do you always sleep naked?” I asked.

“Of course,” she said, glancing over her shoulder. “Then the wrinkles can fall out of my dress before morning. Don’t tell me you sleep in those weird pants.”

“No,” I said, unfastening my fly. “Jeans are not for sleeping.”

Kaylee bent over to pick up her dress and the tiredness began to drain away from my body. Despite my growing affection toward Dani, my brain and my body started a few new calculations.

The odds of getting some tonight were greater than zero percent, so sleep could wait. What about Dani? I asked myself. Nothing exclusive. Nothing guaranteed. No harm in seeing where things go.

My brain knew that seeing where things go meant make bad decisions, rationalize them later. It was too late to disagree. While Kaylee found a hanger for her dress, my dick stood out at full attention.

I left my clothing on the floor and climbed under the single bedsheet, leaning against the backboard in a sitting position that might reduce my overall… profile.

Kaylee spun around when she was finished, pointing her naked chest right at me. I sat a little higher and licked my lips.

Just like her ass, those breasts were perfectly small and pert. Not overflowing with flesh, but not minimal or flat either. The kind of body that most men would count well within their range of preferences. I knew I did.

She yawned and stretched her arms high above her head, curling her long monkey-like tail behind her. Then she flipped up her corner of the covers and slipped into the bed next to me. She laid her head on a pillow and brushed her elbow against my hip beneath the covers.

“Oh, sorry,” she said. “This bed is so small.”

“Yeah, I could sleep on the floor I guess, if you want.”

“Hmm,” she said.

“This is where you say you don’t want that. You want me to stay in the bed with you. Right?”

“I do!” she said. “I was just caught on the word ‘sleep.’ I’m so tired, but also wide awake.”

“I know the feeling,” I said, slinking down a bit so that the sheets tented higher between my legs. In the faint moonlight, I doubted it was that noticeable, but I suddenly wanted to be noticed.

“I wonder if I’m awake now because my brain thought I was sleeping earlier,” she said. “I wasn’t sleeping, I just… black out sometimes. The way some people faint at the sight of blood, I faint when people fight. I can’t take it, not one bit. I just want everyone to get along, to play fun games, and be good friends.”

Serious talk alert.

“People do fight, though,” I said. “What happens then?”

“I fall down I guess,” she said. “Sometimes I wake up someplace new, or dirty. Sometimes I have blood on my hands, but I don’t know why.”

“Do you think maybe you got into a fight too? And that you blocked it out?”

“Goddess no,” she said. “I make people laugh, not cry. See?”

She surprised me then, sneaking her hands under the bedsheet and poking her fingers lightly into my ribs. I squirmed away from her out of shock more than anything else.

“Oh, come on,” she said. “Don’t tell me you’re not ticklish?”

“Am I?” I asked. “I’ve never checked.”

“I can check for you,” she said.

Spoiler alert: I had checked, and I wasn’t ticklish. That didn’t mean I wouldn’t enjoy letting Kaylee figure that out for herself. She tossed the bedsheet aside and ignored my cock, too smitten with the idea of tickling me to realize what else might lie on the horizon.

Instead, she straddled my stomach and poked at my ribs, my abs, my chest. She ran her fingers under my arms and all over my body, searching in vain for that one weak point that might force an awkward sound from my lips.

Her tail wriggled back and forth behind her, twitching excitedly as she explored my body, darting in different directions to help her maintain balance while her knees gripped my sides. Occasionally her tail would swat my dick without her realizing it, and each time that minor contact sent an excited pulse through my whole body.

“I think two can play at this,” I said, tiptoeing my fingers from her hip bone up her side. She squirmed more the higher I went, probing the delicate space between her ribs with just enough pressure to confuse her nerves and throw her body off-balance.

It didn’t take long before she was laughing and scrunching up in odd ways to evade my touch.

I wrapped my arms around her and rolled us over, pinning her beneath me. I took her wrists and held them over her head as my weight lowered onto her, resting my hard cock against her body.

Her eyes widened. “Someone really liked this game,” she said.

“Someone really likes you,” I said. I leaned down to kiss her. My lips touched against hers, first for a light peck, then a longer kiss, until I pressed harder and probed my tongue into her mouth.

She lay there passively as my hands held her wrists down, then I had a brief moment of panic. I let her go and leaned upward, making sure Oscar didn’t hold too tight or leave a bruise. He was so indelicate with the synapper pods I failed to pluck earlier, but with a simki he was as gentle as I would be. She was fine.

“What’s the matter?” she asked.

“Nothing,” I said. “I just wanted to look at you. You’re a sexy little simki, you know that?”

“I would say you’re a sexy little human, but you’re not,” she said. “You’re very big, in a way simki are not.”

That made me smile. I had my share of compliments back home too, but I was glad to know my anatomy impressed here just as much.

A crosshairs emerged in my vision, but not one meant for combat. This Tactical Assist directed me to a small spot along Kaylee’s neck.

I leaned down as if to kiss her on the lips, but it was a fake-out. A moment before my mouth would have touched hers, I darted to the side and kissed her neck instead, just below her jaw. She moaned as the light pressure of my lips against one of her sensitive spots sent goosebumps prickling up her skin.

When I leaned back, the crosshairs split in two and traveled down to Kaylee’s nipples. I followed Oscar’s trail, kissing my way down the simki’s neck and chest. I cupped her breasts, marveling at the touch of her soft, plush skin against my fingers despite having one hand covered in Oscar’s black fabric. Every tactile sensation transmitted perfectly through that glove, right down to the pebbled skin of Kaylee’s areolas as her nipples hardened against my touch.

I leaned down and sucked on those buds slowly, pulling her into my mouth and holding her lightly with my teeth while my tongue played against her. Her hips started to roll, and that was my cue.

I stuck two fingers into my mouth to wet them, then reached down for Kaylee’s clit. I rubbed in gentle circles, pushed lightly against the hood, and then grazed against the sensitive pearl within.

All the while, Kaylee kept her hands above her head and lay there, moaning and biting her lip. My cock throbbed with needs that she hadn’t addressed, but the minor rocking of her hips offered up an answer to that.

I kissed each nipple once, then planted my knees beside hers. A quick touch of my fingers to her outer lips helped me open her up and find a slick, ready entry. I slid my dick into her wet hole and sank slowly until she gasped in a sharp breath. All of her muscles tensed, gripping me tight.

Without pulling back, I ran my palms up her front and rubbed her breasts, catching her hard nipples in my palms and giving a light squeeze. I cupped her from the sides and let my thumbs tease her nipples, relaxing her with pleasurable touch until she unclenched and let me plow deeper inside her core.

Her breathing came in short bursts now, like she wasn’t sure she could fit air and my cock in her body at the same time. My thrusting started in slow motions that quickly picked up speed, diving into Kaylee’s body faster and faster while her hips met mine at the same speed.

We synchronized our rhythms, panting and grunting, losing our rational minds in the carnal animal desires that rocked our bodies.

She was practically gushing now, her hole so wet and eager as I pounded her harder. Heat and pressure built inside me, but I breathed deep and willed my body to hold back.

Suddenly, Kaylee arched her back and pumped her hips hard against mine, engulfing my cock in her satiny heat. “I’m at the finish line,” she said.

“Me too.”

Her muscles clenched hard, gripping my dick as she came. I shot in rapid bursts, her breasts still cupped in my hands and my hips moving in sharp thrusts that I could no longer control.

When Kaylee’s body rested beneath mine, I rolled onto my side and lay next to her. The scent of sex hung heavy in that room as post-orgasmic calm washed over us.
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I guess Oscar liked that too.

“That was fun,” Kaylee said. “I don’t think it counts as a game though.”

“Unless we make it one,” I said, tracing a finger between her breasts and down to her navel. “How about, whoever comes the most times in one night wins?”

“That sounds fun,” she said. “But I’m sleepy now. You tired me out.”

“Okay,” I said. “But whether this was a game or not, I will want a rematch.”

“Hmm,” she said. “That sounds nice.”

She nuzzled her nose against my arm and wrapped herself around me, naked limbs entwining my body as she fell quickly into a deep sleep. I barely had time to find myself a comfortable position before she slipped into a cute little snore.

The aching efforts of the previous day finally caught up to me, sapping my brain of any will to stay awake. With a soft pillow beneath me and a warm woman on my side, I drifted quickly off to sleep.
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The crack of wooden beams splitting in two. The muffled grunt of a voice straining with effort. The clank of metal against stone.

My eyes peeked open just the slimmest sliver. The moon barely lit the room, so it was still nighttime. My body and mind were exhausted, which meant I hadn’t slept much by then.

Yet, the quiet empty streets of this outlying draykin village weren’t quiet anymore, and they sure weren’t empty. I slipped out of the bed carefully to avoid waking Kaylee and I peeked between the slats of the window blinds.

A woman stood at the center of the adjacent intersection, surrounded by five men dressed in simple clothing. They seemed to stagger where they stood, like they were drunk. The woman, meanwhile, had her knees slightly bent and her fists raised.

I wanted to go back to sleep. None of this was my problem. The woman, however, started shouting threats at the men and the noise caused Kaylee to stir in her sleep. She rolled over and furrowed her eyebrows, but then resumed her snoring.

Fighting was a trigger for her, and here it was, outside her window. I needed to make it stop, no matter how exhausted I was.

I pulled my clothing on and trod lightly on my way toward the door, when a thought struck me. Dani took a handful of noxyweed from one saddlebag, but we had also plucked a few reflex-enhancing seedpods along the way. I thrust my hand inside the bag and found a pair of prickly knobs.

Synappers.

I popped them into my mouth and started to chew as I crept down the inn’s stairs toward the front doors.

The prickly skin on the outside of those pods was a strange sensation against my tongue so I pinched the pods between my rear teeth and crunched on them until they burst. Their contents broke loose and I nearly choked on their overwhelming bitterness.

My mouth felt like it was full of sand. Small granules crunched between my molars and stuck in the spaces between my gums and my lips. They were hard to swallow, clinging to my throat and nearly forcing me to cough, but I held my diaphragm steady and forced them down.

Occasional crunches still sounded between my molars from errant seeds that worked their way loose from my teeth and back into general circulation inside my mouth, but the worst of it was over. An aftertaste like a mouthful of espresso lingered, but my eyes felt brighter and my mind a little sharper.

Hot damn. This was Silura’s answer to coffee. In the raw.

Quicker than any hotshot latte I had downed in the past, these little seedpods set my body on high alert. Each passing second honed my senses, focusing stray shadows into distinct shapes; sharpening background noises into intelligible sounds; instructing my muscles on their next precise move.

I leapt down the final three steps and landed almost soundlessly in front of the inn’s welcome desk, rolling my feet as I hit the ground to smooth my movements and spread the impact while avoiding an attention-grabbing thud.

The innkeeper sat behind his desk, leaning forward in his chair with his dagger held loosely in his hand. He stayed asleep.

Emboldened by the herbaceous uppers coursing through my body, I opened the front door and sprinted toward the block’s corner, stopping on a dime and leaning just enough that I could catch the sound of the scuffle unfolding below Kaylee’s window.

“Come on, love,” one man said, pausing to burp before he continued. “The faster you stop fighting it, the quicker we all get to sleep when we’re done.”

“I’m not your love,” she said. “Though I’d be happy to send you off to sleep. Permanently. Now for the last time, stand down. I have work to do.”

“Working this dick!” one man yelled. The others laughed, but the woman just shook her head.

“Pillow talk is over, boys,” she said. “Come and get it.”

The woman had a long, fur-lined tail much like Kaylee’s, but this tail was all white. A pair of pointy cat ears sat atop her head, also purely white, surrounded by long white hair that fell in boisterous waves. Tight bands of gold covered her wrists and her ankles, but a more delicate piece of jewelry caught my attention. A golden necklace chain hugged her neck closely with a small glass ornament, shaped like a bell jar, with a glowing blue flame inside it.

A cerulean blue top held her large breasts tight, like a sports bra, while her short shorts were similarly athletic. She dressed almost like a boxer. Almost. Boxers don’t have black leather belts slung across their hips with a handful of glistening throwing stars at the ready.

She reached for her belt now, poised like a gunslinger at a Wild West duel.

“Beat it, fellas,” I said. “I mean that literally. You have hands. Go home and use them.”

The woman’s head swiveled to face me. “Get out of here! I can fend for myself.”

“Hush,” I said. “I’ve got a girl sleeping in there and I want her to stay that way. I need this over fast. You hear that, all of you? Go home. You’re drunk and ugly and loud. A terrible slobby trifecta of loser-dom.”

“Bitch doesn’t understand the new hierarchy,” the man said. “Guards is gone. This is our town now.”

“So you’re the assholes robbing everyone?” I asked. “The least you could do is keep it down. Future victims need their sleep.”

The five draykin ignored me after that, turning their attention to their female target. Their dark leathery wings beat lazily behind them as they shifted from foot to foot, each gaging the most likely means of restraining this woman and taking what she wasn’t willing to give.

She stood at the center of all five, her fingers fiddling as they hovered a half-inch from her throwing stars. Three polished shuriken sat ready for use, their sharp blades curving slightly as they extended from a circular center with a finger-wide hole cut through it.

When one man bent his knee and started to charge at her, she snapped a throwing star off her belt and flung it at him. The weapon sank its blades deep into his chest, splashing his blood onto the street and forcing him to collapse into a rippling pile of fat and pain.

Now it was on. The others charged her at once, grunting with each step. She let out a roaring war cry and spread her limbs wide, prepared to take on all four alone.

“Dammit,” I said. “I just wanted some fucking quiet.” I sprinted at the nearest draykin and shouldered him, knocking him off-balance enough to topple him over. He landed on one of his wings, snapping something inside it and forcing him to howl in pain. I leaned back to avoid getting smacked when his tail thrashed.

The woman with feline features took on three draykin at once, kicking in wide arcs that forced them to keep some distance, then lashing out with lunges that turned into gut punches. I intended to intervene, but she fought so quickly my opportunities opened and closed in a blink. I ended up watching like a child learning double-dutch jump rope, leaning in one second for an opening, then missing it and waiting another beat.

Calculations swam in my head, comparing timing and distance and speed of motion. When two of the draykin men drifted apart an extra inch, the synappers in my bloodstream urged me forward without a second’s hesitation.

One of them had a fist cocked, aimed at the side of that woman’s head while she spun to block a different attack.

What had started as a drunken show of force to terrify this girl into submission quickly turned into a matter of surly pride and rage. They wouldn’t back down from one solitary woman with a fighter’s instinct. No, these men wouldn’t stop until someone put them down for good.

I rushed forward, pumping my legs hard and reaching with Oscar toward a moving target. At the last second, I curled my fingers around the man’s bicep and held firm, halting his punch before it landed.

“What the—” was all he could get out. The woman finished blocking the attack she was focused on and spun back to find a fist two inches from her skull, with me holding that man’s arm at bay.

I whirled the man toward me and punched him with my left hand, smarting my knuckles as much as I hurt his cheek.

“You’re fast,” the woman said. “I’ll give you that.”

“Thanks,” I said, blocking a punch and landing a kick in a guy’s stomach. “I’m Kyle, by the way.”

“Lissa,” she said, constantly in motion as she battled. “You’re not from Silura.”

“How do you know that?” I asked.

“Because I’m not either. Are you from the Order?”

“Umm, maybe,” I said, ducking low and then springing into an uppercut that cracked a man’s lower jaw against his upper teeth. “How do I know I can trust you?”

“I’m a carrier of the blue flame,” she said, tucking into a combat roll to speed past an oncoming kick. “I’m of the highest rank among the hunters.”

“And what are you hunting?” I asked.

“Demons,” she said, slowly, as a frown crossed her face. “Which you would know.”

“Busted,” I said.

“If not by the Order’s doing, how did you travel across realms?”

“A blast of lightning,” I said. “I must have entered the speed force. Behind you!”

Lissa spun back and tore a throwing star from her belt. She flung it fast, and if her target had come at her in a predictably straight line, he’d have taken a shuriken to the throat. Instead, he lumbered and faltered, avoiding her attack by virtue of his drunken unsteadiness.

“Wait,” I said. “Demons? With an ‘s’? Like, more than one of them?”

“Perhaps,” she said. “The blue flame leads me toward the mountains. I’ll find out there.”

I ducked as she pivoted into a spinning kick that kept her airborne while her feet cut a wide arc around us. None of the men took any impact, but they all scattered backward and gave us some space.

The four men regrouped and surrounded us, grunting and huffing. They struggled against the liquor in their veins to maintain the athleticism of a fight they didn’t realize would run so hot.

What happened next was an all-out brawl. They had given up any attempt at aiming or precision and rushed us with arms swinging at random. Their doughy bodies descended on us like a tsunami, splashing their limbs and body flab onto the fight with reckless force.

By the time Lissa and I parted the wave of drunken bodies, our relative positions had changed. Two men walled me off, separating me from Lissa so we couldn’t build off each other’s momentum. I punched and blocked, kicked and ducked, but each maneuver forced me a few inches further away from her.

Just as I knocked this pair of idiots down, Lissa’s pair got the best of her.

“Gotcha now, bitch,” one man said, catching Lissa’s arms behind her back. He held tight, preventing her hands from reaching the shuriken on her belt.

She kicked down, stomping the heel of her boot onto his foot, but he didn’t let go.

“If you insist on helping,” she said, “now would be a good time for it.”

“It would be my pleasure,” I said.

I punched one man in the side with Oscar, doubling him over while he held Lissa’s wrists. The other man took a swing at me. I absorbed a punch across the cheekbone that spun my face around and jarred my sense of balance, but I recovered in time to reach for the man’s shirt.

I made a fist, balling up whatever loose fabric and chest hair sat on his lumpy, lard-covered bosom, and lifted him off his feet. Lissa bent forward, lifting her own attacker onto her back without buckling under his heft.

I threw. The man sailed across the open intersection and knocked Lissa’s attacker off her. They landed together in a sweaty, alcohol-soaked tangle, but they quickly unknotted their limbs and prepared to retaliate.

Lissa gave me a slight nod in thanks, though not a smile. Then her eyes widened and glanced over my shoulder.

My mouth was half-open in warning, catching sight of an incoming attack just behind her, but before I could vocalize anything someone pushed me from behind. At the same time, one guy planted a foot against Lissa’s ass and kicked hard. She stumbled toward me and I wrapped my arms around her, using her body to catch myself from falling while saving her from the same fate.

Our eyes locked for a split second. Her cat ears twitched downward and she swallowed hard as I stared into her vertical pupils, almost like Dani’s but softer. Amber and iridescent.

Suddenly, the blue flame inside the little glass jar on her necklace flashed black and stayed that way. Her eyes darted down, then back up at my face. In an instant, she grabbed her last throwing star from her belt and pressed the sharp edge of one spike against my throat.

“Demon,” she said. “It was you all along!”

I tilted my head back and pushed her off me, taking a quick cut down my jawline from the blade she had pressed against me.

“You’re a real piece of work,” I said. “I just jumped in here to save your ass.”

We both turned away from each other and toward the last two men that had started this mess. Lissa struck hers in the forehead, knocking him limp. He sprawled out on the ground while I pounded my target in the chest with Oscar’s full force. He clutched his shoulder and staggered backward, in the throes of a heart attack.

Now, Lissa and I could fight in peace.

“You’re a creature of the demonfire,” she said, touching the necklace that held a small tuft of flame. “You serve the destroyer, not the savior.”

The slightest movement of her wrist and shoulder telegraphed an oncoming punch, so I raised Oscar to meet her attack and blocked it without so much as flinching, grabbing her wrist and stopping her from jabbing through my skin with the shuriken she pinched between her fingers.

She raised one foot for a high kick, but I saw that coming too. My synapper-enhanced reflexes were hard at work, directing my other hand ahead in sync with her movements. I grabbed her ankle and tossed it back the way it came, throwing my weight into her motion. She spun faster than she was prepared for, tumbling and skidding to a stop along the ground. Her palms opened wide to brace her fall, letting the shuriken skitter across the cobblestones out of reach.

“I’m not a demon, I’m just some guy from Earth that could really use a big blue police box home right about now.”

“Earth,” Lissa said, adding a forced laugh at the end while she crouched and glared at me, ready to pounce. “She’s next on our list.”

My back stiffened. “List of what?”

“List of heretic witches to neutralize. Tell your mistress we have her sisters.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You did not come here by your own doing,” Lissa said. “There is always a woman, silver-haired with a sailor’s tongue. I shudder to think of the carnal price you paid for passage.”

“The old lady in the fortuneteller’s hut?” I asked. “Mistress? Ew, that wrinkled old crone was like seventy years old.”

Lissa cocked her head back and squinted at me. “She’s seven hundred years old.” She shook her head. “You’re trying to confuse me, demon. I am not so easily confounded.”

“You’ve confounded yourself pretty well,” I said. “What self-respecting demon would wear jeans and a torn up T-shirt?”

“Evil takes many disguises.”

“Said the woman with demonfire dangling from her necklace,” I said.

Her hand traced toward her waist while we spoke, and now her fingers twiddled just an inch from her last throwing star. I took a sharp breath and watched her pinch the blade and flick her wrist, letting the weapon fly in a straight path toward my face.

Without ducking or dodging, I reached up, pinched Oscar’s fingers together, and caught her throwing star between my thumb and index fingers. I tossed it to the ground.

“Go home, kitty cat,” I said.

“I have no home,” she said. “Your kind saw to that.”

She stepped backward, never taking her eyes off me. The black flame that billowed inside her necklace talisman flashed a bright blue again as she gained her distance from me. Then she turned to run, stooping low to collect the shuriken that was still half-buried in the chest of a man whose shirt was now drenched in blood. He yelled out as she yanked the bladed star free, then his eyes rolled toward the back of his head and he passed out on the ground.

Among the five men sprawled out in the town’s center, only one had eyes still halfway open. He climbed to his feet and surveyed his fallen comrades.

“You ruined our fun,” he said. I looked around at the four idiots on the ground. Two had noses that pointed the wrong way, with blood running all down their mouths and chins. One had his leg twisted up in a knot, while the last one had a growing lagoon of blood around him.

“Looks to me like you boys had plenty of fun,” I said.

“Wise-ass,” the man said, taking a step toward me with menace in his eyes.

I balled my fist and pulled my arm back, but when I punched forward, my fingers uncurled and my trajectory changed. Instead of clocking this guy in the face, I grabbed his throat and lifted him by it, tightening my fingers so hard I could feel his pulse.

“What the—” I started. With a quick effort, I let the man go and he fell onto the ground, choking and clutching at his throat. He looked up at me with bloodshot eyes, turned away, stumbled, then ran until he was lost amidst the small buildings that made up this town’s center.

I stared down at Oscar.

“Bad boy,” I said. There was no sense in playing it cool though. He was bonded to me, plugged into my nervous system enough to give me visual prompts whenever he pleased. He’d know the fact that my hand was growing a mind of its own freaked me the fuck out.
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“Are you fucking kidding me?” I asked. “You’re upset I wouldn’t let you crush that guy’s throat? He’s not some monster bloodhound, Oscar. Oscar?”

Nothing.

I glanced up at the bedroom Kaylee and I shared. The shutters were still closed, and the room was still dark. Maybe I had worried for nothing and my snoring simki sidepiece would have slept through anything. Or maybe I had saved the fucking day.

All I knew was, it was time to send Oscar to bed.




***




That night, with a pair of synappers turning my brain into a mad swirl of nervous impulse, I dreamt.

Dreaming never was a comfortable affair for me.

A few times I’d had vivid visions of my parents, before they separated. Sometimes we hung out together doing family things in my dreams that never happened in real life: walking the boardwalk in a touristy beach town; playing card games and eating popcorn; blowing out the candles on a birthday cake while my parents sang.

Other times the dreams shaded into nightmares: holding my mother’s hand at her hospital bedside as the cancer ate away at her; punching my father in the leg with my puny middle-school fists as he walked away from us, a single packed bag slung over his shoulder and a bus ticket in his back pocket; falling into a bottomless black hole as the light overhead got smaller and smaller.

This night, the dream was somewhere between those extremes. I sat on a fallen log in the woods, wearing leather armor like a draykin guard. Gretna was there, standing at the center of a clearing and practicing her sword moves.

A quick step forward, a jerk of her shoulders, and the blade swung out in a blocking maneuver. Her honey-colored wings shifted position along with her tail, helping her balance her weight against the force of her motions. A tight bun of blonde hair sat on her head, leaving her tan skin visible from the tips of her draykin ears all the way down her neck and toward her heaving chest, with that hint of cleavage forcing itself into view beneath her metal chest piece.

“We’re lost,” she said.

As she swung her sword in a wide arc, her body swiveled, revealing the other side of her neck. A hunk of skin and muscle was missing, with dark red visible beneath. In this dream, I didn’t startle at the mortal wound or fixate on it. It was just how her neck looked now.

“I know,” I replied.

“It’s your fault, Kyle,” she said. “We should be at Benoch’s door by now.”

“You didn’t have to follow me when the road forked,” I said.

“Yes I did,” she said. “You know I did. I had orders.”

“Orders can be broken,” I replied.

“So I’m dead because I stayed true to what I believe in? No. I don’t accept that. I’m dead because you charged off on your own. It was an abuse of power. You knew we’d all follow you.”

“You followed Oscar,” I said. “We all did.”

“Then ask yourself,” Gretna said, sheathing her sword in the dirt and looking me right in the eyes. “Shouldn’t Oscar be following you?” 
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I woke to the bouncing of the mattress and Kaylee’s warm legs bracing against my hips. She perched on top of me, buoying the whole bed as she shook me awake.

“You’re a bundle of energy,” I said.

“Yep,” she replied. “Come on, let’s eat!” She hopped off the bed and ran from the room, jumping down the stairs with a loud thud on each landing.

I peeled myself off the bed with considerable difficulty. My body ached from the previous night’s effort, first with Kaylee, then with Lissa. I started down the stairs with one saddlebag in hand, but a noise from down the hallway drew my attention.

A small door sat open. Dani stood next to a stove with a shallow tin pot on one burner and a frying pan on another, packing some supplies into a saddlebag.

“I’ll have bacon and eggs,” I said. “Unless they come from pig- and chicken-people. Can’t be too careful in Silura.”

“If you want a hot breakfast, we’ll have to buy it,” Dani said. “Aside from sugar and a few spices, there’s nothing stocked in the inn’s guest kitchen. I did make these though.”

She held out a palmful of small, round candies with white and green swirls. “Hard candies with a touch of noxyweed and flavored with dried mint I found in a cupboard.”

“I’ll bet Clara appreciated that,” I said. “Got a better sleep than I did.”

“No,” Dani said. “Clara wouldn’t eat the candy, she just held onto it with a distant look until she fell into a fitful sleep. I’m worried about her, Kyle. She’s carrying the weight of Gretna’s death on her shoulders.”

I took a deep breath and looked away. “I’ll talk to her. She should know it’s my fault Gretna’s dead. Not hers.”

That seemed to take Dani by surprise. “Oh, Kyle,” she said. “Gretna was a well-seasoned guard. That bloodhound took even her by surprise.”

“I didn’t pause to consult any of you, I just charged ahead. We shouldn’t have been anywhere near Kaylee’s enclave or the bloodhounds in it.”

“And then Kaylee might be dead right now,” Dani said. “You wouldn’t blame yourself for that, because we would never have known she even existed, but there’s still a cause and effect relationship. Action and inaction, they both have consequences.” She took my hand and squeezed it. “I don’t blame you. Gretna wouldn’t either.”

“I’m not so sure,” I said. “But thank you.”

“Here,” Dani said. “Take these. I have a few others for Clara, but you’ll need your rest. You look exhausted.”

Dani dropped the small mint-flavored sleep aids into my palm. Of the several that sat there, one glowed.

“What’s with this one?” I asked.

“Oh, that’s the one Clara clutched all night long,” Dani said. “I think her magic activated while she was sleeping, but I’m not even sure that’s possible. Maybe Benoch will understand how that works.”

I nodded. “Guilt isn’t the only thing that kept me up last night though.” I skipped over the part about Kaylee. I didn’t regret how quickly we hooked up, but I suddenly felt… embarrassed. No sense in hurting Dani’s feelings or making her feel like I chose Kaylee over her.

“Oh?” Dani asked.

“There was a woman with cat-like features. A demon hunter. She got into a fight with some drunks and I helped her out. She called me a demon and ran off.”

Dani’s warm demeanor didn’t falter for a second. “I had my own misgivings about you when we first met, but I trust you, Kyle. Five-fingered or not, you’re one of the good guys.”

“Let’s hope so,” I said.

Dani left the kitchen first, with me close behind. Her dark hair was freshly brushed and fluffy, bouncing with each light step she took down the steps. Clara and Kaylee waited at the front door under the watchful eye of an exhausted draykin innkeeper.

Outside, our horses were still tied up where we left them. We found a quaint café nearby with a large window so we could watch our animals while we ate.

I poked at my breakfast in silence while the girls chatted amiably over tea and biscuits, followed by a hot, savory soup made from eggs and vegetables I didn’t recognize. I barely registered the flavor of any of it. I was too fixated on Oscar and what our next move would be.

Oscar, I thought. Status update, buddy?




Sync Progress: 5%




How does sync progress work? The intervals between updates seem sporadic.




Point of Information: OSCAR-Host synchronization transpires at the rate of biologic rhythmic wave crests and peaks when host systems run at biologic capacity




You answered me! Okay, now what can you do to help us find Benoch? Are there other options you can unlock, like an address registry or a helpful little pointer arrow to let us know if we’re on the right track?

Nothing.

You clearly have your own agenda here, Oscar. Help me help you.

Still nothing.

“Fuck,” I said. It slipped out, unintended, just as a spoonful of egg soup approached my mouth. A stem of something green flopped off the spoon and splashed back into the bowl.

“What’s the matter?” Dani asked.

“I wish I knew which way we should be going,” I said. “I think our demon lord lives up in the mountains. It matches the queen’s story about the last human hero burying A’zarkin beneath a glacier.” And Lissa’s story about tracking her prey there. “We can’t skip the very important ‘meet the wise man for info and weapons’ stage before we hit the final boss though. We’re not BoTW speedrunners chasing after Calamity Ganon.”

“We’re losing him,” Dani said. She smiled at me while she said it, but she was right.

“My bad,” I said. “The point is, our big baddie is up north. We should go that way, see if we learn anything useful about A’zarkin along the way, and keep our eyes peeled for signs of Benoch.”

“Okay,” Kaylee said. “Let’s do it!”

“I’ve got Oscar glued to my fist,” I said. “Dani has a blood debt to honor, and Clara has her own point to prove. You’re free to go though, Kaylee. There’s nothing forcing you to tag along.”

“I know,” she said. “I’d like to come. I might be the first simki to see the mountains, or to marry outside my enclave! Plus I still owe you a rematch.”

“A rematch?” Dani asked.

“Kyle and I made up a game last night,” Kaylee said, “to see who can have the most orgasms in one night.”

I nearly spit out my mouthful of soup when Kaylee said that. She was so natural about it. Eager, even.

“I see,” Dani said, turning toward me. Her smile seemed strained now. “That’s why you wanted to spend the night with Kaylee. I’m so slow sometimes, I really thought it was because you wanted to look after her.”

“I don’t need looking after,” Kaylee said.

“Dani,” I said. “It wasn’t something I planned.”

“No matter,” she said. “Kyle and Kaylee. It has a nice ring to it.”

Dani pushed away from the table then, her meal unfinished. She dropped a few rounds to pay for our breakfast and turned away before saying, “I’m going to check on the horses and make sure they’re ready to ride. Excuse me.”

I slurped down my food and left with Clara and Kaylee a few minutes later. Dani was already setting up the saddlebags and making sure the horses had their morning meal.

“Can we talk?” I asked.

“Nothing to talk about,” Dani said. “The horses should be good to go.”

“Fine,” I said. “Then let’s ride. Dani, you’re with me.”

“I’d rather ride with Clara,” she said.

“I didn’t ask what you’d rather.” I jumped onto our horse and glanced down at Dani. She took a deep breath and then climbed up behind me.

This village was a different place in the daytime. Doors and windows were open; people walked freely in the streets. The bodies of last night’s drunken assailants were gone, so either they found their way home or someone woke up very early to drag them out of public view.

No one stopped us as we rode out of the city together, through the wooden entry gates, and into the world beyond. Kaylee and Clara’s horse drifted a bit from ours as we trotted along a northward path, leaving Dani and me to talk in peace.

“I care about you, you know?” I said. “If it weren’t for Kaylee’s curse, it would have been you and me together last night.”

“Do you care about her too?” Dani asked. “Or do you only sleep with people you don’t care about?”

“I care about her too, sure,” I said. “She’s growing on me fast, and she clearly needs people with level heads to keep her focused. But you and I have been together longer. We have a connection, and I don’t want to wreck it.”

“You’re allowed to choose her over me,” Dani said. “I won’t get in a huff or run away on you. I owe you my life. But I’d really prefer not to talk about you and Kaylee. Can we just enjoy a nice, quiet ride?”

She wrapped her arms around my waist, a subtle sign that all was not lost. I put one arm across hers and worked the reins with the other.

The horses were still tired out from yesterday, so we let them reserve their strength for now and trot along at a slow pace. We rode toward the highest of the mountain peaks, the one with a diagonal shard of ice-covered rock that jutted toward the sky, but I still couldn’t shake the feeling that we were trotting along aimlessly toward a mountain range that never seemed to get an inch closer.

Oscar, buddy, I said in my mind. I need help, and I need it now. Tell me where the fuck Benoch is.




Point of Information: OSCAR-Host synchronization transpires at the rate of biologic rhythmic wave crests and peaks when host systems run at biologic capacity




Enough. I don’t particularly care if you’re fucking with me, but I’ve got three girls here who are counting on me to get them someplace safe, and fast. I will not let what happened to Gretna happen again. Now tell me you piece of shit, which direction?




Point of Information: OSCAR-Host synchronization—




Okay, asshole. You want biologic capacity? I’ll give you biologic capacity!

“Dani?” I asked. “Can you take the reins for a bit?”

“Sure,” she said. “Why—”

I passed Dani the horse’s reins and hopped off the horse while it was still trotting down the dirt path. I jogged into that inertia and didn’t stop, picking up my pace with each footfall. At first, I fell behind Dani and the others, but soon I caught up. They weren’t rushing ahead at full effort anyway. Why would they, with no clue whether we’d have to double back later?

My mind slowed down as my body sped up. I was tired to start with, and now all of my energy drained from my mind and flooded my muscles. My legs pumped as hard as they could, warming up slowly and straining to keep up with my intentions.

Those first few moments were rough, but they were still the easiest part of the sprint. As my body struggled to supply calories and oxygen to my thighs and calves, my breath came in quick bursts and the back of my throat dried out. My feet throbbed, and my vision seemed to narrow at the edges.

I flared my nostrils, grit my teeth, and forced myself to keep running. Even when my legs felt like lead and my pace started to slow, I reminded myself what was at stake here, and that riding at a slow trot toward ice-capped mountains was not really an option.

I told the girls it was our plan because I had nothing else to tell them. There was no plan.

A short hill sat in the distance, and I knew the uphill slope would push my body even harder, so that’s what I aimed for. My calves revolted against the incline, burning with each step, threatening to give out and cramp up.

They could rest when this was over.

The back of my mind kept begging for me to stop. Then the bargaining began. One more minute, then you rest, right? You should stop before you dehydrate yourself. The girls might be worried, you should stop and check on them. That’s the right thing to do.

Tempting, but no. Onward I ran. It was a race with a finish line I couldn’t see, but Oscar could. And at long last, he rewarded me big time.
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Thermographic Overlay: Enabled




Usage Cost: 0.1% of Energy Reserves Per Second




Activate Thermographic Overlay? Y/N




I slowed to a stop at the peak of that minor hill and rested my hands on my knees, gasping for breath as my heart kept pounding a mile a minute. Dani and the others slowed down when they caught up, dismounting the horses and taking the slope toward me on foot.

As my diaphragm calmed enough to regain speech, I said, “Yes.”

Suddenly everything in my field of vision changed.




Energy Reserves Down: 4.0%




The sky turned a cold magenta, with the snowcapped mountains along the northern horizon a darker, colder purple that lightened toward the range’s base. To the east, the sun was a ball of white light with an aura of yellow that faded into red further from its center.




Energy Reserves Down: 3.9%




The ground was a patchwork of blues and greens upon which stood three women in reds, oranges, and yellows. They were outlines of color, their extremities a little cooler according to the infrared thermal imaging my eyes had shifted into.




Energy Reserves Down: 3.8%




The horses stood at the hill’s base. Beyond that, the world was nearly featureless. A few short buildings and the retaining wall around Tiny Town were visible, the outlines of trees in every direction, the gentle slopes of hills that got larger toward the mountains.




Energy Reserves Down: 3.7%




Then I caught sight of one specific hill. It wasn’t much higher than the rest but it was hotter. A warm dome of yellows and greens sat there, surrounded by darker green and blue terrain. Like a small — or distant — bunker.

“Off,” I said. No sense in wasting the rest of Oscar’s juice.

The world reverted to its natural state, all green grasses and blue sky. Kaylee’s head tilted to the side, watching curiously with her arms held behind her back. Clara stared into the distance while Dani held an arm around her shoulder and waited for me to speak.

“Northwest,” I said. “I think I just found Benoch’s compound.”
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The route ahead was long, but at least it was flat. The horses kept a steady pace, thanks to occasional breaks and the hearty rations Gretna had packed for our trip.

I wanted to sneak some synappers into the horses’ food to speed things along, but Dani wasn’t sure it was safe. Instead, we approached the slow and steady way, watching the sun travel across the sky and drag the shadows cast by the mountains from one side to the other.

We approached the hill’s base as evening fell. I flipped on Oscar’s Thermographic Overlay for one quick second to double check we had the right hill, and we did. It glowed a warm yellow beneath the surface, the only hill for miles that radiated anything other than the cold blues and greens of solid dirt and rock.

I flicked it off right away. This feature cost energy, and so far the only way to boost Oscar’s battery power was to manually absorb the impact of A’zarkin’s demonic attacks. Those opportunities didn’t come along every day.

We dismounted our horses and I started to hike up the hill’s face. It was steeper than the other hills we had passed by, which wasn’t a surprise. Our whole trek had taken us further north, nearer to the snow-capped mountains that stretched as far as we could see and into the rolling foothills of those mighty peaks.

“Now,” I said. “How do we get in?”

Clara surprised me by climbing up the hill, her slender pink legs taking long strides up the slope ahead. She crouched low and ran her fingers against the ground, digging beneath the shallow layer of dirt and revealing a firm layer of bedrock beneath.

“The topsoil is shallow and the rock layer is firm,” she said. “This would be good ground for making tunnels.”

She stood and tapped the ground with her foot. “It’s not solid in the center though. Someone has tunneled here already.”

I watched and marveled as she searched out the perimeter of the hill, jogging down slopes, tapping the ground with her feet, putting her ear against it and humming while she listened back in her own kobold way.

“Not a tunnel,” she said. “This hill is surrounded by dense stone. Whatever they dug, it was straight down. That means there must be a way in, from above.”

“That narrows things down,” I said. “What do you think that entrance will look like?”

Clara pinched her lips together and squinted for a moment, then her shoulders relaxed and she pointed.

“That stone,” Clara said, gesturing toward a large rock that jutted out from the otherwise smooth surface of the hill.

“What about it?” I asked. It rose one foot high — just enough to be noticeable, but not so large it was overly conspicuous. It was wide though. I would say “as wide as my wingspan,” but in Silura that seemed like a poor choice of words.

“It doesn’t belong there,” she said. “These foothills are granite through and through, but that stone is made of something else. Shale, perhaps.”

“Sharp eye,” I said. “And swift analysis. I’m glad we have a bright mind like you on our side.”

She smiled, for the first time in a full day.

I hiked toward the large rock Clara had highlighted and rested Oscar against it, giving it a slight push. That’s all it took, thanks to Somatic Boost Level 2. That chunk of shale tilted away from me and landed flat against the hill’s slope behind it.

The stone wasn’t loose though. It was hinged. As it lifted away from its position, it opened a hatch door right there in the side of the hill, with a pair of polished metal handles extending from a flat metal disc. A tunnel led further down with ladder rungs built into its wall, ending at a wooden platform barely visible in the scant light that reached the hole’s bottom.

“Well look at our good fortune,” I said.

That, however, was the moment a pair of armed draykin guards rushed into the space below. One reached for the built-in ladder and the other followed behind.

I jumped back, positioning myself between the oncoming guards and Clara. Dani and Kaylee stood further down the hill’s slope, holding the horses by the reins.

“This is a restricted location,” one guard said, climbing to the surface and quickly glancing at the girls behind me. “Take your picnic elsewhere.”

“We’re here to see Benoch,” I said, looking to the second guard in the hope that he was a little friendlier. “Queen Zolocki sent us.”

The second guard stared at me skeptically while the first sized up each member of our small group. His gaze lingered on our horses, each still wearing their royal garb with the fist-and-crown insignia emblazoned on them.

“It’s true,” Dani said. She spread her wings a little wider, making clear to the guards that she was one of their kind.

One guard crossed his arms and stood blocking the entrance to Benoch’s underground lair. The other moved down the hill, stomping his leather boots with every step. He paused only a few inches in front of Dani.

“Queen Zolocki gave you directions here?” the guard asked, hands on his hips. “This place is a military secret.”

“Well, no,” Dani said. “Gretna was leading us here, but we were attacked by bloodhounds.”

“Ambushed,” I hastened to add. “It was no one’s fault.”

“What was?” he asked. “What happened that you’re so quick to avoid blame for?”

Dani lowered her eyes. “Gretna died in battle, protecting us. We did everything we could to save her.”

“That’s one version,” the guard said. “Now tell us the full story.” He poked Dani in the shoulder, which ignited something deep inside me.

“Don’t you touch her,” I said.

The second guard stepped forward and grabbed my arm. “You let us do our work or you’re next.”

“I don’t understand,” Dani said.

“You got the drop on the captain, forced this location out of her, and killed her before she could get help,” the guard said.

“Gretna would have died before giving up a secret like this,” I said. “If you think she would cave to whatever amateur torture we’d be capable of, you have no idea who she really was.”

The guard standing inches from Dani took a step forward, forcing her to back up. I yanked my arm but the guard at my back had a tight grip. I could probably punch a hole through his gut with Oscar’s help, but killing royal guards wasn’t a good introduction to the wise man we presumed was still hiding underground.

“It’s mighty suspicious,” the guard at the hill’s base said. “A single draykin showing up here, no royal guard to accompany her, with a monkey, a kobold, and some kind of furless hamster man.”

“That’s uncalled for,” I said.

“She’s a country draykin, no less,” my guard said. The two laughed at that and I yanked on my arm again while Dani’s guard stepped forward, chasing her another step further back.

To Dani’s side, Kaylee stood with her fists balled up. Her face was growing flush.

I let my arm relax and tried to speak with a soft, lenient tone. “Everyone’s just gotta stay calm. Sir? Mr. Guard? What would you like us to do to prove our good intentions? We’re all friends here.”

“You give us back those horses you stole from the royal stable and we’ll let you walk your way home,” Dani’s guard said. He poked her in the shoulder, hard. As Dani took another step back, she lost her footing on the uneven ground and fell backward, pinching her wings beneath her back and letting out a soft cry of pain.

That was Kaylee’s breaking point.

Kaylee stepped forward, between Dani and the guard harassing her. Her face was bright now, the same scarlet hue that emanated from deep within her pupils. She mumbled something that I couldn’t hear, then swung her arms in a wild frenzy.

The guard wasn’t prepared for such a slender, unassuming simki to turn violent so quickly. He raised his arms to block her, but she pinwheeled, whirling her fists in a wild arc and slamming into him as he tried in vain to regain his balance.

Dani lay on the ground, clutching an injured wing.

Footsteps behind me drew my attention briefly. A handful of other guards climbed toward the bunker’s hatch opening now, thick leather armor covering their bodies and swords hanging by their sides. They assembled in a growing group, assessing the threat below.

“Ernie’s getting his ass kicked,” one said, laughing.

“By a sissy little monkey chick,” another said.

“She doesn’t know what she’s doing,” I said. “She’ll kill him.”

“She does that,” my guard said, “and she doesn’t live to see morning. None of you do.”

“Let me talk her down,” I said.

“Absolutely not.”

“Then you haven’t left me a choice,” I said. I reached up with Oscar and pinched the wrist this guard used to hold my other arm down. He grunted as I twisted, snapping something between his forearm and his hand, then his hold released and I ran down the hill toward Kaylee and the guard she fought with.

Clara raced after me, leaving the corps of draykin guards to stand watch at the bunker’s door or follow us into the skirmish ahead.

God, I hoped they would stay out of it.

I skidded to a stop at the base of the hill as the guard reached for his sword. “Stop!” I yelled.

Kaylee didn’t seem to register my voice, but the guard shot me a nasty look. He brandished his blade at Kaylee, and she only backed away far enough to avoid getting sliced open.

“Stay back,” the guard said.

“You stay back,” I said. “She’s only vicious when twat-heads like you start swinging blades around.”

I turned toward Kaylee, taking slow steps. “He’s not worth getting all upset over.”

“He hurt Dani,” Kaylee said.

“He didn’t hurt me,” Dani said, back on her feet. “See? Everything is fine.” She stretched her wings, but then winced. Everything was not fine.

Kaylee growled again and leapt at the guard. He swung his sword and sliced a gash up her arm, but she seemed immune to pain or self-preservation now. Her hands found the man’s shoulders and she toppled him over, rolling him onto the ground and knocking the weapon from his hands.

He screamed as she brought her face close to his, baring her teeth and pinning him down. Then she started punching, over and over in rapid succession. Her knuckles, already red under the power of whatever curse had triggered, were now wet with his blood as she split open his lips.

I approached carefully as she pummeled this awful man into a swollen, bloody mess.

“Kaylee,” I said, touching a hand to her shoulder. “I know you’re in there. Where’s my sweet girl that just wants to play games? You don’t want to hurt anyone.”

The redness in her cheeks started to fade. Her attack slowed for a moment, then she reached for his throat. Her fingers curled around his neck. Only half-conscious, he fumbled in an awkward attempt at prying her grip loose but he was in no shape to fight anymore.

A dozen draykin guards moved toward us now, carefully, with their weapons drawn. They seemed to sense that sudden movement on their part might lead to Kaylee killing their friend, but they weren’t going to watch passively.

“Kaylee,” I said. “Let go of him.”

She growled and tightened her fingers. “He hurt Dani. He hurt Dani!”

I stepped behind her and looped an arm around her stomach, pulling her up from the ground. She lifted the guard with her at first, but her hold on him released as she turned her attention toward me.

“No!” she yelled. “Let me go! I have to protect her!”

“Shh,” I said. “Let me worry about the protecting around here. Let me protect you, like I did last night.”

I hugged her tight, pressing her back against my front while she kicked and flailed. Her monkey-like tail whipped in every direction. The gash in her forearm still seeped fresh blood, but she paid it no mind as she writhed against me.

I held her across the stomach with one arm while I reached into my pocket and found the noxyweed candies Dani had distilled the night before.

“Just sleep through the fighting,” I said, pressing two of those candies against her lips. “It’s the only way I know how to help you.”

Kaylee’s anger turned into confusion as those sweet, minty sugar balls touched her tongue. Her constant flailing slowed and the warm peachy glow of her skin returned. The spark of crimson inside her pupils subsided.

“I…” she started, suddenly becoming aware of herself again. “I have blood on my hands.”

“It’ll be okay,” I said, watching her eyelids droop lower. “Just go to sleep and we can talk about it in the morning.”

“Do you promise?” she asked.

“Yes. I promise.”

She nodded faintly and closed her eyes, yielding to the sleep-inducing candies that dissolved in her mouth.

I stood up and lifted Kaylee, holding her vertically while her arms dangled at her sides. When I finally looked back, I saw draykin guards with their swords pointed at Clara and Dani. Dani’s scabbard and belt sat on the ground, her sword still in its sheath.

“I don’t know who you are,” one guard said. His face was mature and his expression stern. The streaks of gray in his mane of brown hair and the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes spoke of experience and wisdom the younger guards lacked. “I don’t know if the queen sent you or why. Hell, maybe we’re making a grave mistake here, but we cannot let you near Benoch. He’s too important to the future of our kingdom.”

I spun in a circle, eyeing the dozen guards that surrounded us. Kaylee was light in my arms, but I couldn’t hold her and protect her at the same time, not with all these armed men glowering at us. I set her down gently, careful not to disturb the slice-wound that ran down her arm.

“Nor,” the guard continued, “can we let you leave now that you’ve found this secluded location.”

“I could have let Kaylee rip you all to shreds,” I said. “I’ve seen her do worse, in fact.”

“I’m grateful you had the sense to sedate her,” the guard said. “There’s no need to lose more lives here than necessary.”

“No,” I said. “Just ours? Well, to hell with that. I can take half of you down without batting an eye.”

To show them what I meant, I balled up my fist and pounded the ground. The metal plates that covered Oscar’s knuckles protected my hand from the impact as I punched hard into the rocky earth. An audible rumble accompanied a violent vibration that shook the ground beneath us.

The guards looked worried, though the one who became their spokesperson maintained an even stare at me.

“I don’t think you want to hurt anyone,” the guard said.

“You don’t know what the fuck I want,” I said. “Bring me Benoch. He’ll know why we’re here the second he sees this.” I lifted Oscar higher, but they didn’t recognize the glove for what it was.

“We can’t do that,” he said.

“And here I thought calming Kaylee would buy us some goodwill,” I said. “Come on, bring your best.”

The guard aimed his sword and bent his knees. I stretched my neck and back, waiting for him to get close enough for Oscar to grab that blade in his palm and bend it to a right angle.

Dani and Clara were still captive under the blades of other guards, and these men wouldn’t hesitate to slit their throats the second their new leader here commanded it.

The guard spat to the side and narrowed his eyes. His legs tensed as he prepared to launch into a sprint with that sword pointed firmly my way.

“Stop!” an old man yelled.

The guard that prepared to attack me stood straight again as he and the other draykin all turned toward the bunker. An old man approached us, his hands clasped in front of him and wrinkling his purple robe. The small rounded cap on his head was the same color, no larger than a yarmulke but worn closer to the front, an inch away from his forehead and supported by a tuft of gray hair.

“Benoch,” one guard said. “You shouldn’t be outside.”

“Oh, stuff it, Marsten,” Benoch said. “The whole bunker smells like armpits. You open the hatch, I’m going to get some fresh air for once. Now what’s going on here?”

“I’m a human man, wearing the fist of Oscar,” I said. “Queen Zolocki—”

“They killed Gretna!” a guard yelled.

“That monkey tried to eat Ernie’s face off!” said another.

“Queen Zolocki,” I said, louder than before, “sent us to—”

“They stole horses!” a third guard yelled. “Royal horses!”

“Reclaiming my time!” I yelled. “Reclaiming. My. Time.”

“Let him speak,” Benoch said.

“Thank you,” I said. “Varrowsgard is under siege by—”

“Did you say the fist of Oscar?” Benoch asked.

I sighed. “Yes.”

“Blades ready, boys,” Benoch said. “Take them inside, dead or alive.”
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A dozen guards raised their swords at once, though none of us made a move to fight with them. Dani nursed an injured wing, Clara was shy even when there wasn’t a fight breaking out, and Kaylee was passed out on the ground by my feet.

I picked her up and walked toward Benoch while the guards escorted us with suspicious glares and sadistic smiles.

“Oscar,” I said as I walked. “Do you have a self-destruct mode?”




Point of Information: Onicite Skin Cohesion-AR is capable of withstanding blasts of 80 terajoules




“Great,” I said. “Prepare to self-destruct on my command.”




Point of Information: Onicite Skin Cohesion-AR is capable of withstanding blasts of 80 terajoules




I get it, I thought. You’re impossible to blow up, but shut up already. It’s a bluff, you idiot.

“Everybody behave and no one gets hurt,” Benoch said. “That goes for the guards and our unexpected visitors.”

The old man was the first to climb down the hatch, and a few guards went after him before the others forced Clara, Dani, and myself to descend. I laid Kaylee over my front so that her waist rested on my shoulder, thrusting her tight little ass in the air. I grabbed that ass with one hand to steady her while the other worked the ladder. Having already had my hands on every square inch of her, I doubted she’d mind.

The bottom floor of the bunker was solid rock, the base of a long, smooth tunnel cut from the foothills of the northern mountains.

“This is kobold work,” Clara said as we walked together down a long, curving corridor. She frowned as her eyes scanned the smooth rock walls and the etched patterns that added an artistic flourish. “It must have taken a hundred kobolds to create this home for you.”

“Thirty years they worked, and not a single crack in a century’s time,” Benoch said. “Sturdy stuff.”

“Givens are meant to work for seven,” Dani said. “Followed by an apprenticeship. Kobolds already know how to dig; it’s surface skills they lack. What useful trade did these men and women walk away with?”

“A hundred years ago?” Benoch asked. “I doubt they walked away at all. Most probably died here, their hands still working away at Silura’s crusty mantle until the bitter end. Times were different then.”

“Nothing like today,” I said. “When slavery has grown to be so civilized.”

Benoch turned back and pushed his way toward me. He had to tilt his head to look up at my face and lock eyes with mine, but he didn’t seem to fear what Oscar and I were capable of.

“Don’t make trouble,” he said, his voice low and his tone earnest. “The simki is cursed, the draykin injured, and if I’m not mistaken, you have a Goddess-touched kobold in need of rest and guidance. I am not only perceptive, I’m deeply resourceful, and you stand nothing to gain by alienating me.”

He turned away then and marched back to his position at the front of the line, leading us and the guards deeper into the cavernous compound.

“Take them to separate quarters,” Benoch said, not looking back. “Divest them of anything extraneous.”

Guards closed in on me, reaching for the simki draped over my shoulder.

“Wait,” I said. “Be careful with her!”

A guard took Kaylee and carried her away, her arm still dripping blood. Clara didn’t resist when a pair of guards took her by the arms and led her onward. Dani glanced back with sadness on her face. Maybe guilt.

“We’re in this together,” I said. We’d get out of this together, too. I wanted her to know that what I said earlier was true. Even without Gretna guarding the glove, I would stay.

The guards that pulled me were rough, but one dropped his hands altogether when he grabbed hold of Oscar. Something about the black, skin-like coating on my hand seemed to freak him out. He grabbed my elbow after that. It really didn’t matter what he held, though. I wasn’t fighting this. My little group was weary and hurt. If Benoch could help us, I’d let him.

Guards brought each of the girls to a different door. I supposed there were no jail cells in this bunker; it was designed as a royal refuge for secret knowledge, a place where the draykin heir apparent would take her lessons and grow to become a future monarch. It wasn’t equipped as a prison, though the dark hallways, brusque guards, and lack of exits sure made it feel like one.

I was the last to find a room of his own. After the guards pushed me inside, they started undressing me, but here I fought back. Pushing them off me, I raised my hands for a second to signal surrender, then pulled off my white T-shirt. It was torn, and brown all over from dirt and old, dried blood.

My sneakers went next, and my pants with everything still in the pockets. They handed me a loose white gown, like an oversized shirt, and left.

I put on my new cloth robe. This whole situation was reminiscent of a hospital stay, without the gaping slit down the back of the paper-thin garments they hand out there. At least here I didn’t have to worry about being properly insured.

The guards locked the metal door behind them and left me in a small room with rock walls, a single bed, and a small wooden table with one chair. If this was meant as a bedroom for a guard, it didn’t look used. There were no personal possessions anywhere.

I paced the small bedroom. Three steps across, and then a wall. Three steps back, then the other wall. The longer I stayed there, ignored inside that cramped confinement, the angrier I got. I could blast that metal door off its hinges with a single touch. Did they know that?

It took all of my resolve not to. Gretna lost her life to get us here, and Benoch was my best shot at understanding Oscar, the storm that brought me here, and whether I’d ever see my home again.

My home. What a stupid nowhere place that was. The only good thing about it was Selena. I suddenly missed her, in a way I never had before. Deeply enmeshed in this Siluran whirlwind, I finally accepted the fact that it was impossibly away from her.

My knees felt weak, so I sat on the bed. The mattress was firm and uncomfortable. I reached for my phone, eager for the comfort of a few photos of the girl I had ditched for my date with Jasmine, but my possessions were all elsewhere. All I had was this flowing white robe and a pitch black glove.

The one thing I could do was set a waypoint. Benoch’s Bunker, I thought. A blue pillar of light shot up from the floor beneath my feet and then faded to a small glowing disc.

I laid my head onto the lumpy pillow and stared at the ceiling, hoping sleep would whisk me away from my boredom and frustration. Instead, my ears trained on the sound of shouting and slamming. All men’s voices, so they didn’t involve the girls. All loud, like they were upset about something. All muffled thanks to the echoing rock and thick metal doors.

No matter how hard I strained to listen, I couldn’t make out the words. Eventually the sound of boots filled the hallway, then silence. The whole ordeal took about an hour. It was an hour I wish I had spent sleeping.

Closing my eyes and thankful for the quiet, I had no time to relax. The metal workings of my room’s door clinked. My body stiffened and sat upright as the knob twisted and the door edged open. Benoch slipped inside and closed the door behind himself.

“You’re here alone,” I said. “What is this, some kind of test?”

“Isn’t everything?” he asked, arching an eyebrow and flashing me a snide smile. “Truly, I didn’t want the royal grunts to think I was being soft on you. Guards need to feel important, and drawing their swords gave them that. I let them think you’re all prisoners here for the time being. If I welcomed you as guests they’d have treated me like shit for it, which I get tired of real fast.”

“You don’t think we’re a threat then,” I said.

“I’ll know better what I think when I’ve taken a look at your possessions,” he said. “All of them. We’ve hitched the horses to a post and brought the saddlebags in. They were packed masterfully, clearly Gretna’s doing. I am saddened to hear of her fate.”

My eyes hit the floor. “Me too. She was a good woman.”

“I’m also sorry to hear that it was bloodhounds that did her in,” Benoch said. “In all my life, those monsters were a matter of historical fact, but never a present one. If they’ve awoken, that means A’zarkin—”

“Popped into the castle to say ‘hi,’ ” I said. “He traded insults with your queen and tried to steal this glove, but I beat him to it. It’s a part of me now.”

“Is the syncing process complete?” he asked.

“No,” I said. “Only six percent so far.”

“Then it’s not part of you yet,” he said. “Not fully. I have a series of notes from one of my predecessors about how the suit functioned. Its precise design is surely beyond our draykin understanding, but I might offer some basic assistance.”

He reached for the door and opened it again, then turned back to stare at me, still sitting upright on the bed.

“Kyle,” he said. “This is where you come with me.”

I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and stood. The rock floor was cold against my bare feet, but there was no use in complaining. I followed Benoch into the long hallway ahead. The sound of our breathing and his shoes against the floor were all I heard.

“It’s quiet,” I said. “Where are the guards?”

“They left,” Benoch said.

“What do you mean, ‘left’?” I asked.

“After the guards confiscated your possessions, they unfolded the parchment tucked so carefully inside the pocket of your weird blue pants. The letter bearing the queen’s insignia.”

“I doubt the queen meant to recall the guards posted here,” I said. “I picked that up in a remote town.”

“Be that as it may, your letter sparked a lively debate,” he said. “Well, as lively as small minds are capable of. Some suggested killing the prisoners before setting out for Varrowsgard, but the majority voted to leave immediately.

“The queen is so very protective of her egg, and if the siege against the city results in losing the heir to her throne she will not hesitate to blame the guards who joined the fray a day too late. They know all too well our highness’s temper.”

“But you stayed?” I asked.

“Those meatheads ‘protected’ me from ever leaving this laboratory,” he said. “I love my work, but a man needs some sunshine every now and then. You did me a service. Now I hope you’ll do me another one.”

“A service,” I said. “After your goons stripped me nude and treated my companions like terrorists.”

“Any favor for me is a favor for you,” he replied. “The fist of Oscar is one part of a larger apparatus, but it is the only part we have here. It is a highly advanced piece of equipment, but one that depends on power to meet its full potential. I may have a way to provide that power.”

“And you would provide it to me?” I asked.

“I don’t see any other five-fingered Hero of Silura prepared to slay the demon A’zarkin,” he said. “You’ll set out tonight. Every moment we lose is another our enemies gain.”

“What time is it?” I asked.

“Late,” he replied. “In another hour, it might become ‘early’ again, but for now it is not. Come.”

I followed the old man along the curving rock corridor, passing closed doors along the outer edge. The inner wall was smooth and uninterrupted, not counting the ample carvings dug a century ago by kobold hands. They were all geometric designs, decoration as far as I could tell. Finally, after a good ten minutes of circling the compound, we stopped at a metal door held by massive hinges that bolted into the inner rock wall.

Benoch slipped a key into the lock, turned it, and pushed.

When the door opened inward, it revealed a circular room with a round dome ceiling that must have taken up the lion’s share of the space beneath this hill.

A hundred candles in glass jars, each lit with a blue flame, lined a shelf that ran in a complete circle just below the room’s ceiling. They cast the rest of the workshop in a cool blue light. Each flame danced despite its protection from any current of air, its tuft of blue fire burning with a life of its own.

A wide cabinet rested against the wall opposite the entry door, but its doors were closed tight. To one side, bookshelves ran one fourth of the chamber’s wall, holding thick tomes of leather-bound books. On the cabinet’s other side, racks of scientific equipment took up another quarter of the room. Glass vials and tubing; scalpels and bone saws; vices large enough to clamp a person’s head to a table — it was like a laboratory of medieval horrors, plus a Victorian-era library.

The second I stepped inside the room, all the blue flames went black. The room didn’t darken, though it did dim as the vibrant blue aura of each flame blackened at my approach.

“Demonfire,” I said.

“It reacts to the glove,” Benoch said. “It is made of onicite, after all.”

“I met a demon hunter who accused me of being a demon myself when the flame inside her necklace blackened,” I said. “Why?”

Benoch’s face lost some of its color. “The demon hunters are not to be trusted,” he said.

“I need more than that,” I said.

He sighed and walked toward a long, thick wooden table at the room’s center, folding his purple robe beneath his legs as he eased into a wooden chair. I took the seat opposite him.

“Imagine a diamond,” he said. “Four corners, one at the peak, one at the base, and one on each side.”

“I never understood why that was a ‘diamond,’ ” I said. “But sure, I’ve played cards before. And baseball.”

At the peak is the Goddess,” Benoch said, pointing one finger above his head. “She is credited with all creation, even that which we cannot see. She built the realms one by one, each unique, and each hidden from the others.

“At the diamond’s base are the demon races,” Benoch said. “They wield a power as great as the Goddess’s, but their power is diffuse. They are many in number, and they war with each other for control of the realms. Their lack of cohesion is a boon to those of us who seek peace. There is only one Goddess, after all. She cannot watch over every realm at once.

“Then there are the witches,” he said, finding a space between the peak and base of our imaginary diagram and off to one side. “We would not have learned of the other realms were it not for them. Former priestesses of the Goddess, they grew disillusioned with the veils that shield one reality from the next. They stole some of her power and began to break down her divine curtain.

“And lastly, the demon hunters,” Benoch said, pointing at the other imaginary point on our diamond. “After the witches breached the realms, the first demons appeared here. They drew their own followers, who worshipped them as new gods and drank in their power for themselves. The demons cast them aside when they realized empowering their followers only weakened their own demonic energies. The demon hunters seek to destroy the demons so they can absorb their arcane energies. They are power-hungry and vengeful.”

“The one I met said something about the Order,” I said. “What is that?”

His eyes darted back and forth, scanning the deepest reaches of his memory. “Perhaps there’s a footnote on it somewhere,” he said. “I just don’t recall.”

“Okay,” I said. “Neat mythology. Don’t really care about all the details. You mentioned powering up Oscar?”

“I need you to bring me a bloodhound,” he said. “Still living.”

I laughed. “Maybe I could set a bear trap and wait. Might catch a unicorn by mistake, or maybe a rainbow. Could you make due with those instead?”

Benoch was taken aback. “You won’t do this?”

“I can’t do this,” I said. “Those things killed Gretna, and almost the rest of us. I’m not putting the girls in harm’s way just so you can get personal with a Golem-faced blood-sucker.”

“Your friends are in no shape for this,” Benoch said. “Stealth will be your ally if you go alone under the cover of night. I will equip you. This is important.”

“You’ll give me back my jeans and sneakers?” I asked.

“No,” he said. “Better. Let’s go to the armory.”

“Sure,” I said. “Let’s see what’s behind door number two.”

Another ten minutes’ walk led us to a door like any other, at least to my eyes. Benoch fiddled with his keys and opened the door, revealing a small room with a few shelves and poles that held hangers with clothing on them. All of that equipment was dark, just like the rest of the compound, and my eyes took time to adjust enough to make out the contours of each item.

“Ah,” I said. “Armory. Yeah, that’s a generous word for this little closet. You’re overselling it.”

A rack of leather pants and vests sat on one side, in every size from “mini-me” to “fat bastard.” A pile of beat-up swords rested against the floor, and a shelf near the rear held random supplies.

“Please,” Benoch said. “Take what you like.”

“I don’t like any of it,” I said. “A leather body suit is a lame-ass bribe for hunting down your demonic vampire canines.”

“Just one,” he corrected.

“Just none,” I said. “This is bat-shit.”

“But I can power up Oscar,” he said, concern invading his voice, hastening his speech. “I can make you strong enough to defeat A’zarkin and restore peace to Silura!”

“Can you open a portal and send me back home?” I asked. “Because unless you have that kind of magic spell written in one of your dusty old footnotes, I’m out.”

“The answer to that is not ‘yes,’ ” Benoch said. “At least not yet. I can promise to try.”

“If you’re lying just to get me to run your dirty little errand, I will shove that silly purple hat so far up your ass you’ll be eating it for dinner.”

“I am a man of the practical arts,” he said. “If a thing can be done, I cannot stop until I do it. That includes magic as well as science, art as well as medicine. It also includes combat. I may not be a match for Oscar, but I can’t imagine his energy reserves are very strong. After lifting a glacier to bury the demon with and lying dormant for a century, it’s a miracle the glove has power at all.”

“So I do this,” I said, “and you find a way to send me home.”

“I try,” he said.

“What about the girls?”

“What about them?” he asked.

“Kaylee’s cursed,” I said. “You saw that yourself.”

“What sends her into that berserker’s rage?”

“Violence,” I said. “She’s bubbly and playful and sweet, but the second she sees anyone fighting, she loses her shit.”

“An observational trigger then,” he said. “I can work with that. No curse is stronger than a well-trained will.”

“Clara is a kobold, obviously, but she’s got healing magic in her. We’re all a little dinged up from fighting and traveling, but she hasn’t used her magic once since we lost Gretna. She blames herself for not healing fast enough.”

“Every mind the Goddess touches is unique,” Benoch said. “What the girl needs is a tutor, and I have some books that might make one of me. If she understands the limits of her power better, she may come to forgive herself for failing to accomplish the impossible.”

“Good,” I said. “Just be gentle with her. She was treated poorly most of her life. It left her sort of shell-shocked.”

“And the draykin?”

“Dani has been nothing but kind to me. It makes me sick, in a way. Like, a knot in my stomach when I think I’m being selfish and that I’m not good enough for how nice she is. She’s tougher than she looks though. She’s gone toe-to-toe with bloodhounds and lived to tell.”

“A good-natured warrioress,” he said.

“No. That’s not it. She doesn’t want to fight, and she shouldn’t have to. All she wanted was to open a candy shop and start a life for herself.”

Benoch smiled and gave a slight chuckle.

“It’s not funny,” I said. “I respect her for it. Where I’m from, starting a small business is risky, and terrifying. She’s got the balls to give it a shot, and I want her to succeed.”

“As do I,” he said. “One thing this compound has always lacked was a decent cook. The castle convoys would bring supplies on occasion, usually with Gretna in the lead. They left us spices and herbs and sugar and lard, but the guards were useless and I refused to play chef to a dozen dunces when I had my own work to do.

“The ingredients I have stockpiled would make any confectioner salivate.”

“So you can help them?”

“You care about these women,” Benoch said. “I can see that. I’m not certain a road home to your realm will open wide enough to take them with you, however, even if they would choose to stay by your side. I need you to understand that before you invest too heavily in the idea that I might send you back.”

“I thought all you cared about was getting a new pet bloodhound,” I said.

“I care about many things, in this world and beyond it. To save our kingdom, I need you at your best, your most focused. That does not come from filling your head with lies and false hopes.

“Trust me when I say: I can help each of your companions with their rather unique needs. However, I will require them to participate in my research. The acquisition of knowledge is a messy and sacrificial affair, but it must be done. Bring the bloodhound, then we all get to work.”

“Why do I have the feeling I’m not going to like what you’re planning?”

“You won’t,” he said. “There’s no mistake about that. But you will be pleased with the outcome. That I can promise.”

“Fine,” I said. “If I’m going to hunt creatures of the night, I might as well dress the part.” I found some leather pants that fit snugly, boots that were actually my size, and a vest that tied in the front.

The back of the vest was a little breezy. Draykin tops left round holes near the shoulder blades to accommodate wings, which I was lacking. Other than that, the clothing was a good fit, once I finished digging around for the right size.

I glanced down at myself, the dark brown leather hugging my physique. I looked pretty damn good. Badass even.

I left the swords on the floor. I didn’t know how to use them, and they wouldn’t be nearly as useful as Oscar in a fight. Rope, however, I could use. Long stretches of it sat heaped in the back corner of this tool closet. I wound a long coil of it tight around my waist and tied it in a firm knot so I could carry it along without clogging up a free hand.

“Any words of wisdom?” I asked.

“Does it really need to be said?” Benoch asked. “Don’t get fucking bit.”
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“I mean it,” Benoch said, patting me on the shoulder as we stood at the bunker’s entrance. A low howling sound echoed through the cool night air. “It’s very important that the bloodhound you bring back is pure. If it drinks your blood, or anyone else’s, it’s no good to me.”

“Then maybe I need a wardrobe change,” I said. “These leathers are a little ‘lazy Hawkeye cosplay.’ What do you have in the ‘Iron Man’ department?”

“You’ll be fine,” Benoch said. “You control the fist of Oscar.”

“Yep,” I said. “I’m definitely the one in control here, hundo p.”

“Attaboy,” he said, already climbing down the ladder toward his underground bunker. “Do you like tea? I’ll boil up some tea for when you get back.”

Before I could even ask what kind of crumpet’s he’d serve, he pulled the metal handles on the hatch door and slammed it shut, masqueraded once more as a small hunk of shale protruding from the hill’s slope.

A cool wind played against my hair, shaggy and un-styled as it was. I ran a hand through it and listened for the howls that came from afar, but at this distance I couldn’t tell what direction they came from.

I climbed to the top of the hill that shielded the bunker from view. It was a beautiful night otherwise, with clear stars overhead uninterrupted by clouds. My new leather boots offered better support than my sneakers had, helping me avoid the discomfort of the rocky ground pressing up through rubber soles.

At the highest elevation I had at my disposal, I stared out into the distance.

“Thermal… Thermo… Infra… Skeeter Vision. Activate!”

Happily, Oscar got the gist. A second’s worth of infrared imaging washed over my vision, revealing a small cluster of shapes vaguely like animals whose bodies glowed a lighter blue than the ground they stood on. Their heat signatures were horizontal, suggesting that even bloodhounds curled up at night and slept.




Energy Reserves Down: 3.5%




“Off,” I said, flipping my sight back to normal. “Those fuckers are cold, but not cold enough to hide.”

I stared into the night, wondering how I was going to pull this off. I’d need to sneak in, rope one of them, and drag it back to the compound.

My first thought was: lasso a bloodhound on horseback and drag it behind me toward Benoch’s hill like I was Wyatt Earp, but the clopping of hooves would give away any element of surprise.

Not that a sleeping gang of monsters would stay sleeping for long. Bloodhounds were noisy fuckers, with their howling and screeching, especially when they fought. One way or another, I’d have to face off against multiple fiends. My best hope was to get there stealthily, assess the dangers, and then choose which bloodhound to target — or choose to run like hell, if there really were too many of them.

I set out in their direction on foot, not intending to flip Skeeter Vision on again until I got much closer.

Oscar had a way of taking my plans and turning them on their head.




Party Assist: 322 Degrees




I glanced slightly to the left, but everything was pitch black in the darkness.

We don’t have the juice for this, bud, I thought. I flicked on my infrared view nonetheless, catching a one-second glimpse of a person moving quickly. The shape was warmer than the bloodhounds, making it yellow and orange with a few splashes of red toward the center.

I picked up my pace, hopeful I’d get to the bloodhounds before this traveler woke them up. I had to use heat vision a few times as I went to get a better picture, and to gage distance. My nerves took over as I realized this was the shape of a person mid-run, taking long smooth strides toward my exact destination.

Fuck. I wasn’t the only person out hunting tonight.

I broke into a sprint, charging toward the small cluster of sleeping bloodhounds. I was in a race to reach them before some reckless midnight runner woke them up and unleashed a wave of unbridled violence.

My thermal vision only cost one tenth of a percent of Oscar’s energy each second I flicked it on, but with only 3.1% left, I hated wasting any. Each flash of color overlay provided the barest hint of information I could use.

Then it hit me.

“Activate magnification and thermal imaging,” I said.

My peripheral vision blurred at the sides, muddling the darker blues and greens into a haze, but the shapes I focused on ahead of me came into resolute focus.

My finish line: four bloodhounds, all lying curled up near each other at the base of a large tree. Two other trees stood nearby, surrounded by flat ground.

My competition: A slender person whose sprint now slowed to a jog. Lithe arms and long legs moved in controlled, fluid motions, stalking quickly but also, probably, quietly.

I did the same, worried the crunch of grass and dry soil beneath my boots would alert those four sleeping beasts to my approach.




Low Energy Warning
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“Off!” I whispered. “Dammit, Oscar. You let me use infrared for eight seconds straight. Not cool. Next time set a timer or something.”

The trees I moved toward were close now, cutting outlines out of the sky and blocking the stars and moon from view. I crept forward, listening instead of watching. Bloodhounds snorted in their sleep, but I didn’t hear the shuffling of another person toward them. The only movement I heard was my own.

“Kyle, Kyle, Kyle,” came a whispered voice from the darkness. I froze in place and crouched low, scanning the area to my left. Standing with her hands on her hips and her figure lit ever so faintly by Silura’s large, full moon, was a woman whose build I could not forget.

“Lissa,” I said in a low voice. “You remembered me.”

“You’ve changed clothes, but not faces,” she said, keeping her words so soft I had to step closer to make them out. At this distance, I was a half-step away from arm’s length. I only noticed her fingers when they unfurled, releasing the small glass jar that hung from her necklace chain. The flame inside was black. The heart of that small tuft of fire emanated no light of its own, but its contours reflected back the silvery sheen of the moon, lighting Lissa’s face from below her chin.

Her smile was almost menacing, lit from beneath. Her white teeth were human in their shape, though her feline eyes were not. Her cat-like ears pointed outward, alert to whatever rustling might erupt from under those nearby trees.

“It was amusing,” she continued, “watching you creep and squint. I’ve never seen a demon so ill-suited for the night.”

“How—”

“I see well in the dark,” she said. “My people descend from the mighty sabretooth.”

“Then you know about the bloodhounds,” I said.

“I’ve killed thirteen since we last met,” she said. “They come from the mountains, in vast number, with a hunger for blood and a hatred of all the Goddess’s creations. I am closer now to their source. Closer to fulfilling my task.”

“Yeah,” I said, “you can drop the act, demon hunter. I’ve had a history lesson. I know you’re just a jilted demon fangirl. You people used to worship A’zarkin’s kind.”

She smiled, the cruel smile of a woman who thinks she knows better than you do. “The Order warned me there would be propaganda. That factions clinging to what little power they had would turn the masses against us.”

“I’m not masses,” I said. “I’m just a normal guy, wearing an OP oven mitt and hunting live vampire dogs so an elderly draykin nerd can help my friend Dani with her candy business. Et cetera.”

“The draykin,” she said. “They ruined a good hero once.”

“What do you want?” I asked. “What does the Order want?”

“To return the realms to isolation,” she said. “We were never meant to see behind the curtain.”

“I don’t care if that’s true,” I said. “We both have our reasons for wanting to knock A’zarkin down a few pegs. Let’s team up, just in the short run.”

She said something in response, but it was nearly inaudible. I stepped closer and cupped a hand to my ear.

Again, words spoken so softly I couldn’t make them out. “I still can’t hear you,” I said, lifting my boot from the ground to take another step closer.

A sudden movement sent me diving to the side. Lissa swung her arm out toward me with a shuriken in hand, its fine edge glinting back just enough moonlight to warn me a moment before it approached. As she leapt from her crouched position toward me, her other hand swung a second throwing star, turning her hands into bladed fists.

Some ‘Party Assist’ that was. Sometimes, Oscar, I think we’re not really friends.

“You’ve restocked,” I said.

“I have a weapons cache,” she replied.

“Self-storage facilities will open anywhere these days,” I said.

And that was the end of our calm conversation. I scrambled to my feet and ran toward the only shelter in sight. The triad of trees that sheltered four sleeping bloodhounds.

“Wake up, everybody!” I yelled. “Midnight snack! I’ve got a delicious plate of Kung Pow Kitty Cat for you, over there.”

Those lumbering beasts were quick to alert, pouncing to all fours and stretching their arms and legs before racing toward me and the woman with cat-like features who chased me.

“You would seek their help, demonspawn,” Lissa said, giving up her attempt at a stealthy whisper now.




Sensory Assist: Incoming at 178 Degrees




I ducked to the side and avoided a pair of oncoming throwing stars, thanks to Oscar’s heads up. They sailed past me, one landing in a tree’s trunk and the other sinking into the throat of a bloodhound and sending it tumbling to the ground in a gasping mess. Black blood seeped slowly from the gash in its neck as I ran past it, letting it writhe in continued agony on the ground.

The other three ignored their fallen sibling and charged onward.

Lissa was further behind me, placing me at the center of three ravenous vampire hounds and a feline huntress with impeccable aim. I needed these monsters to slow her down, which meant getting the fuck out of their way.

One of Lissa’s shuriken sat lodged in the nearest tree trunk, and that gave me an idea. I raced toward it and used the embedded weapon like a stepping stool, jumping high enough to kick off the narrow metallic ledge protruding from the tree and reaching for a higher branch. I gripped tight and swung my legs upward, pulling my body onto the lowest tree limb.

One bloodhound jumped and snapped its jaw, but I was out of reach. The other two raced onward toward Lissa.

“Scram,” I said to the fiend beneath my spot in the tree. It snarled and yipped, jumping on all fours like an overexcited terrier. The branch bowed slightly downward under my weight.

Lissa let out a roaring war cry and launched into a series of powerful kicks while I clung to a narrow branch and stared at the mangy vampire monster on the ground.

I held myself up by my arms and let my legs dangle from the branch, gaging the distance and aiming for a spot to land. That’s when the branch snapped apart and I crashed a single story to the ground.

Twigs and branches with floppy green leaves broke off the larger limb as it collided with the ground. The bloodhound jumped back and I rolled forward, springing to my feet. I was relieved that nothing seemed to hurt from that short fall.

The bloodhound hissed and lunged at me.

With my foot braced against the fallen tree limb, I yanked a smaller branch free and swiped at the monster as it approached. I smacked it across the face, then swung in the opposite direction and knocked it onto its back.

The monster writhed and righted itself, but I wouldn’t leave it a second to regroup. I jumped high, aimed the branch downward, and executed a wicked down-thrust. The tip of the branch pierced the gray, tattered cloth on its torso, the sickly gray skin beneath it, and the slimy demon organs that kept its rotten body alive.

“You would kill your brethren?” Lissa asked. She fended off two bloodhounds of her own, but still spared a glance back at me. “How rare.”

With her shuriken pinched between her fingers, she punched the bloodhound in the stomach. Her fist sank deep within the monster’s punctured belly, then retracted just as quickly. Before the demonspawn creature could stumble backward, she plunged her other hand into the wound and reached upward within its body cavity.

When her arm came free, she held a black rock the size of a human heart in her palm. Her fingers clenched tight while black goop trailed down her forearm. Then a burst of electric blue light erupted, engulfing her hand for a split second. A pile of dust was all that remained when she opened her fingers, allowing that dark silt to drift toward the ground, carried sidewise by the night’s oblivious breeze.

“What the—”

The second bloodhound backed away from her, then turned on me. I had let my guard down for a second, mystified by the way Lissa ignited the bloodhound’s heart in blue energies. The creature pounced on me as I braced for impact.

Its jaw snapped by my ear, but I shuddered away from its bite and threw the creature off me. It landed on all fours and howled.

There was no Sensory Assist coming through, so I trusted Lissa wasn’t throwing a shuriken while my back was turned.

The bloodhound in front of me took a half-step toward me. Its blue eyes were like small lanterns, floating against the dark night. A low growl and the tensing of its legs foreshadowed another attack.

This time, I didn’t step away. I bent low as that creature leapt at me, brought Oscar up under its chin, and gripped its throat hard. Too hard.

“Oscar,” I said, struggling with my own hand to stop the glove from strangling the fiend I was sent here to capture. “Not a good time for your choking fetish.”

With the bloodhound bucking wildly in my grasp, I lifted it off the ground and strained to keep my fingers from sinking into its soft jugular.

“Stand down, Glovey,” I said. “Stand down!”

My fingers relaxed into the grip I had originally intended — firm, but not lethal. Oscar backed off, letting me handle the rest of the fight from there. With a quick step toward the nearest tree, I curled the fingers of my free hand into the bloodhound’s oily, shaggy hair and twisted its face toward the tree’s trunk, then used Oscar to thrust its snapping jaw right into the bark.

The screw-tipped teeth of that awful creature pierced the wood and sank deep. The monster thrashed with its legs and pushed its hands against the tree, but it was too deeply rooted in the wood to break free.

Now I raised my fist, aiming for the back of its skull.

“Be. Unconscious,” I said, pounding Oscar against its head. “Be. Like. In. Movies!”

I struck repeatedly, but it wasn’t working, maybe because I was holding back. I didn’t trust Oscar not to splatter this thing’s head open like a pumpkin on mischief night. I needed it alive. And I needed my face not to be covered in bloodhound brains and bloody black goop.

“Allow me,” Lissa said, lifting a shuriken from her belt and catching a glint of moonlight with it. I posed like a blacksmith with a hammer, ready to strike an anvil.

“No,” I said. “Back off, I need this one to survive.”

“I will suffer no demonspawn to live,” she said.

“And I will suffer no demon hunter to kill,” I said. “I mean, generally, yes, that’s a helpful thing you do very well, but please stop now.”

She grunted and tensed her arm, preparing to turn her throwing star into a stabby star and plunge the weapon into the bloodhound’s back.

I lifted my hand and blocked the shuriken, taking the sharp tip against the center of my palm. There was no sting of a fine blade against Oscar’s impenetrable black fabric.

Lissa recoiled, the counterforce of her attack bouncing her backward.

“Impossible,” she said.

“You know what they say, nothing’s impossible if you believe in yourself.”

I tossed the weapon aside, while the bloodhound continued to press its hands against the tree trunk and wrench its head back and forth, digging itself out of the hearty bark.

Lissa’s tail curled behind her and she bent her knees, reaching for her belt. A pair of long, wavy daggers came free, each extending six inches from their handles.

“Those are new,” I said.

“Quite the opposite,” she said. “These were a gift from my second sensei, who plucked them from the cold dead corpse of the demon Varana’kura four centuries ago.”

“So, new-ish,” I said.

I reached down and grabbed the bloodhound by its greasy mat of gray hair. As a last ditch effort at survival, I could pull the creature loose and use it as a shield. So much for Benoch’s little errand.

My heart was in my throat. Lissa hadn’t attacked yet, though she was poised to any second. My reflexes were on a hair trigger, waiting for any sign that the tip of her blades would launch toward me.

“You killed a bloodhound earlier,” she said. “What makes this one so special?”

“I only need one,” I said. “We’re studying them, to learn how best to defeat A’zarkin.”

“I want to believe you,” she said. “You are a good fighter for a man with no obvious training, and you’ve finally dressed the part. Demonspawn would not likely murder their own the way you did here.”

“Is this another trick?” I asked. “I’m not letting my guard down around you again.”

“No trick,” she said. “I do want to believe you. I simply cannot afford to.”

She let out a roaring war cry and her eyes went wild. A wave of adrenaline and fear washed over me, and a litany of silver words appeared at once in my vision.
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“Benoch’s Bunker!” I yelled. “Yes, and now, and yes now!”

Oscar held the bloodhound tight by its hair, so I raised my natural, exposed hand to block the daggers that came quickly for my face.

A pulse of blue light erupted, the same glacial blue as A’zarkin’s lightning, and Lissa’s demonfire amulet. It swallowed me up and blinded me. A moment later, Lissa and the three old trees that surrounded us were gone. Or, rather, I was gone, transported back to the small bedroom Benoch’s guards had tossed me into upon our first arrival. It was these dumpy, sparse quarters I had the poor judgment to use for Oscar’s mapping waypoint.
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My eyes burned with the afterimage of that brilliant blue light, and my stomach sank at the familiarity of it. It was the same spherical burst of blue that A’zarkin summoned right before he teleported away. If that was a demon’s exit, I had just made one myself.

I had no time to count my blessings at Oscar’s well-timed escape. A snarling, growling bloodhound thrashed by my side, its hair still tangled in my fingers. I tossed it aside, forcing it to land on its back along the room’s edge. It righted itself quickly, getting back onto all fours and staring at me with that half-man half-monster face and bearing those sharp, spiraled fangs.

We circled each other along the room’s perimeter.

“See,” I said. “I can’t be demonspawn or you’d heel when I say heel, maybe let me rub your tummy. But no, you’re all bitey-bitey. You know I’m just a normal dude. Why doesn’t Lissa?”

The fiend didn’t answer, except to growl from deep within its throat and start drooling a thick, glistening string of saliva that was gray and murky, like most of the beast’s other features.

“I mean, she’s obviously well versed in this Goddess/demon stuff,” I said. “And her little blue flame did turn black when I got near it, just like Benoch’s candle collection. But I’d like to think I’m a little too handsome to be in the demon family. No offense… well, sure, what the hell. Offense. Plenty of offense.”

The monster feinted at me. I tensed my legs and braced for an impact that never came.

“What kind of a family do you even have, weird little dog-brained half-breed?” I asked. “If A’zarkin is your pop, whose your mom? My pop wasn’t great, but my mom was. Maybe you should try taking after your maternal side instead. In fact, maybe I should too…”

Another feint, but I tensed my legs anyway and readied myself, constantly circling the room and waiting for an opportunity to tackle this monster and knock it out. This was the homestretch, I just had to seal the deal and tell Benoch the good news.

The next time the bloodhound moved, it was not a fake-out. It catapulted itself across the room and I reached out to grab it, aiming to grab onto its throat and pick things up where they left off — with me not quite strangling my prey to death.

Instead, the monster twisted in midair, knocking its hind legs against my arm and throwing me off-balance. When it landed, it threw its jaw open wide and went right for my calf.

“No,” I said, kicking that creature in the face. “Not after all this, you don’t. You’re not drinking my blood before Benoch gets his hands on you. Or after! I hope. Down, boy!”

It snapped its teeth and rushed me again, in what quickly became a circular chase. On one pass around the room, I reached for the door handle and turned.

It was still unlocked.

A quick tug opened it just enough for me to slip out and pull it closed again behind me, trapping the monster inside the small stone-walled room with a dense metal door. It growled and yapped in there, throwing itself against the door, stressing the hinges that kept it in its frame.

The doorknob jiggled as the creature tried to work the door open, but I held tight, preventing it from spinning. I had forgotten these things could use their five fingers as well as I could, thinking back on the trap they had set at the old fisherman’s pond a few days ago.

Holy fuck, that was only a few days ago.

As I held onto that doorknob, keeping the fiend trapped, it hit me that I was nowhere near ready for an end battle with A’zarkin. I still hadn’t fully acclimated to Silura yet. This was all happening too fast.

“You’re back,” Benoch said.

I nearly jumped out of my skin. “Don’t sneak up on people!”

He strode down the circular hallway with a tray of hot tea in his hands.

“This is my home,” he replied. “I’ll sneak where I want to sneak. How did you get in here? I never heard the hatch.”

“Waypoint travel,” I said.

“Interesting,” he replied.

“What’s interesting,” I said, “is the bloodhound I’ve trapped inside this room.”

“Very good. Call me when it’s sedated. Hopefully your tea will still be hot.”

The bloodhound scratched at the rock floor and walls, occasionally thrashing against the metal door, whimpering, and then scurrying around in there all over again.

“I recall the instruction to bring back a live one,” I said. “I think my work here is done.”

“Nonsense,” Benoch said. “No one’s work is ever done. Honestly, young people say the most ridiculous things.”

The bloodhound took one final leap at the door, crashing its head into the metal so hard it left a round dent. Then, silence.

“If that fucker just killed itself,” I said. With a quick turn of the doorknob, I pushed the door open a crack. A leg lay out where I could see it, covered in gray fur and globs of black. As I edged the door open further, light from the hallway torches illuminated the room even more, forcing every trace of foul black blood in that room to glimmer back the flickering light.

The bloodhound lay sprawled out, unconscious in the room’s center. A long gash ran down its face, and its skin was split all over its shoulders and arms as well. Every wound was bleeding after its losing attack on the metal door, matting down its fur.

The constant kicking and scratching, the running around to build up inertia, the desperate flailing in every direction — it all left the room’s floor, walls, and furniture covered in streaks of thick black blood, including the simple bed.

“Benoch,” I said. “I’d like to switch rooms. This one is… soiled.”
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“Well,” Benoch said, “what are you waiting for?”

I unfastened the rope that I had tied around my waist and brought it toward the unconscious bloodhound. With a few loops around the ankles, and a few more behind the hands, I hogtied that monster and pulled the knots tight.

The blood that smeared the room wasn’t just thick and black, it was also pungent. I took shallow breaths as I worked, and only reluctantly, trying to balance the need to accomplish this quickly against the desire to avoid getting my hands unnecessarily slimed by the viscous fluid.

I left a long stretch of rope at the end of one knot, using it like a leash for the unconscious body. I dragged that monster behind me, along the stone floor of Benoch’s bunker and toward the massive metal door that led to his subterranean workshop.

The second I stepped inside, dragging my captive bloodhound behind me, the blue flames on Benoch’s demonfire candles went black.

Dani, Clara, and Kaylee were all sitting around the wooden table at the center of that cavernous room, sipping tea. They had their own clothes back on now, rather than the formless white gowns the guards left me in when they first took us prisoner.

“Shouldn’t you all be asleep?” I asked.

“Who could sleep?” Dani replied. “Benoch sat down with each of us and we had a nice talk over tea and crackers. He’s going to help us.”

“But you’re all going to help me first,” he said. “Put that beast on the table.”

The girls took their teacups and stepped back as I lifted the bloodhound and dumped it onto the wooden table. Benoch cut the ropes that bound its wrists and ankles, then fastened metal shackles that he affixed to the table’s four sturdy legs.

“And on weekends this doubles as a sex dungeon,” I said.

“I’m sure you’d like that,” Benoch said. “Pervert.”

“I’m not the one with whips and chains,” I said.

“You saw the whips then?” Benoch asked. “I thought I put those away. Anyhow, it’s time to begin.”

Benoch walked back to a rack of odd medical implements and brought a few closer to his subject. He started with a needle, drawing a thick sludge of black blood from the bloodhound’s dark grey veins, then he squirted a drop of it onto a glass dish. He brought the lens of a conical magnifying glass so close to the blood it almost touched the fluid’s surface.

“Necrotic,” he said. “The blood in their veins is post-digestion, which begs the question what and how they excrete the waste.”

“Ew, barf,” I said.

“Yes, perhaps they regurgitate it,” he said. “Good thinking.” He rammed a tool into the bloodhound’s mouth next that propped open its jaw. He squeezed the tool twice, each time widening the tool’s reach with a loud click. With the monster’s mouth stretched to its limit, Benoch peered inside with his pointy magnifier.

“No signs of acidic scarring in the esophagus from excessive regurgitation,” he said. “But, moving on. It’s time for the exciting part. I hope you’re all feeling robust.”

“I could go for some crackers,” I said, reaching for a small tray set off to the side. Noticing a smear of demonspawn blood on my thumb, I changed my mind.

“This creature,” Benoch said, “is vampiric. It absorbs the traits of its prey, changing its fundamental nature with each meal. In a sense it is chimerical, beginning its existence as a blank slate and adding to its appearance and capabilities those traits it imbibes from its hosts.”

“So this vaguely canine shape,” I said. “The way it runs around on all fours even though it has hands like mine. The way it growls and tries to bite people. That’s not its natural instincts at work?”

“It appears that it was fed a steady diet of dog’s blood and not much else,” Benoch said.

“No,” Kaylee said, “not poor little doggos.”

“Based on everything I’ve read,” Benoch said, “I’m afraid so. My predecessors conducted what experiments they could during A’zarkin’s reign, and this was how he launched his assault the last time as well. All I have are their cold records, and their science was crude. It’s time to advance our understanding.

“First, the control,” he continued, handing Dani a fresh bandage. “Draykin’s blood.”

“I’m ready,” Dani said.

“Ready for what?” I asked. “We’re not feeding Dani to this monster.”

Benoch leaned over the prone bloodhound with a small ball of cloth in his hand. It was thin and gauzy, stuffed with something that looked like leaves. The monster began to stir, then lurched upward from the table, straining against the metal shackles that kept it flat against the wooden plank, and against the metal contraption that kept its jaw opened wide.

“You may approach,” Benoch said.

Dani nodded.

“No,” I said, grabbing Dani’s upper arm in my hand. “This is absurd.”

“Trust me,” Dani said. “I’ll be fine.”

The way she smiled, so soft, so self-assured. It was hard not to believe that she’d be fine. I let go of her arm and glared at Benoch. “I don’t know what you told these girls while I was gone.”

“And you won’t,” Benoch said, waving me off. “I don’t answer to you. Dani?”

Dani held her arm over the bloodhound’s face. Like a zombie catching a whiff of fresh brains, that creature went ballistic. The table creaked beneath it, but the monster couldn’t reach Dani’s arm, and it certainly couldn’t close its mouth enough to bite her.

Dani held her arm with her hand and pressed one long fingernail into it. Her draykin claw cut into her skin, splitting it open enough for a thin trickle of blood to drip into the monster’s mouth.

“More,” Benoch said.

Dani winced, but did as instructed, opening a vertical cut down her arm an inch long that allowed more blood to stream from it. The bloodhound held its head in position, allowing that sweet, fresh blood to wash down its throat.

Benoch watched closely and waved Dani on, indicating that her contribution was not complete. Her patience wavered, and she looked away rather than watch more of her blood drain into this beast’s belly.

“Enough,” Benoch said as the bloodhound began to thrash and throw its head back, though it couldn’t move far in any direction.

Dani stepped away and held her bleeding arm tight, glancing at Clara for just a moment. The kobold healer turned away just as quickly, obviously eager to avoid any suggestion that she use her magic again.

The bloodhound tremored as it lay there, and we watched as a pair of black, leathery wings burst out beneath it. One extended to each side, just as large and strong as Dani’s appeared, but they were solid black where hers were green, and where Benoch’s were a silvery gray. They looked like the wings we’d seen bloodhounds grow before, after attacking Dani and taking some of her blood for a meal.

“Kaylee,” Benoch said, “look away for me, dear.” She turned to face the other direction as Benoch approached the bloodhound with large metal nails, the kind fit to crucify someone with. He hammered the beast’s new wings into the wooden table before it could gather full control over them.

The monster screeched and beat against the table as hard as it could, forcing another round of creaks and groans from the wood. When it calmed again, Benoch smiled.

“The first trial was a success,” he said. The excitement in his eyes was worrying. “This is precisely what my records indicate would happen. Now, the simki!”

Kaylee turned to face the bloodhound again. She took a small scalpel from Benoch’s supply of tools and held her arm over the trapped creature.

“Your arm,” I said. “Kaylee, you had a terrible gash down your arm when I left. Did Clara heal you?”

I looked at Clara next, but she shied away.

“No,” Kaylee said. “Those candies you gave me sent me to sleep, but when Benoch brought his little sack of waking herbs, I came to right away. My arm was fine.

“I remember being hurt though,” she said. “I remember… wanting to hurt people. I think I did hurt someone, but I don’t remember clearly. Was that me? I don’t understand.”

“It’s a curse, dear,” Benoch said. “Nasty one too, with lots of dark energies swirling inside your soul. Takes a toll, but we’ll work it out.”

Kaylee’s back stiffened. “You didn’t say I was cursed, Mr. Benoch. Wh- what does that mean? Am I going to be okay?”

“It’s everyone else I’d worry about,” he said. “A little skirmish is all it takes to turn you into a maniacal maelstrom of violent rage, but I’ve already told you. I’ll help. Later. Just cut your arm and bleed into its mouth, we don’t have all night.”

“Hey,” I said. “You just dropped a nuclear bomb on Kaylee. Have a little compassion while she deals with the fallout.”

“What’s a nuclear bomb?” he asked.

I shook my head and grit my teeth.

With a look of confusion and self-doubt on her face, Kaylee stepped forward and cut her arm down the center. It was a small wound, but large enough for another thin stream of blood to feed the monster’s face.

This time, the monster lurched and grew a simki tail and its ears grew outward, rounding into the same half-moon shape as Kaylee’s. Now the beast was part dog, part dragon, part monkey, and completely nauseating.

While Kaylee took a bandage for her arm, Benoch walked over and gave me a shove.

“Don’t pick a fight with me, old man,” I said. “I’m in no mood. The second this gets messy I’m feeding you to this monster. See how much you like science then.”

He pushed me again, watching the bloodhound carefully. Kaylee’s cheeks began to flush and her eyes glinted red. I stepped toward her and put my arms on her shoulders, turning her to face the other direction and then giving her a hug from behind to try and soothe her. The last thing we needed was for the curse to take hold.

“Kaylee’s growing upset, but the bloodhound is still at its baseline,” Benoch said. “The curse didn’t transfer! Very nice. That’s an important finding on demonspawn and dark magic. Clara?”

“It doesn’t want my kobold blood,” she said.

“Of course it does,” Benoch said. “Blood is blood. You could be a gangrenous rooster and it would tear your head off and use your neck like a straw. Get in there.”

“Then it doesn’t want my blood,” she said. “Whatever trait it stands to absorb from me does not interest the bloodhounds.”

“Clara,” Benoch said. “You’re slowing down our understanding.”

I stepped toward the bloodhound myself and grabbed a scalpel. “She’s not interested in being a guinea pig. I’ll go.”

Benoch started to protest, but the second my scalpel pierced my skin, the bloodhound became ravenous. A lascivious growl trembled through its whole body. It whimpered with hunger and need. It started to salivate and drool.

A thin rivulet of blood escaped my vein.

The bloodhound’s thrashing became more violent, bowing the wooden surface of the work table as it tensed its muscles and tried to contract into a tight ball, stressing the metal chains and splintering the wooden legs that they wrapped around.

“Fuck,” I said, pulling my arm back and grabbing a bandage to wrap around the cut.

The bloodhound’s head lifted from the table and its body calmed. “Uuuuuck,” it said, straining its lips around the metal contraption Benoch had used to force its mouth open. The voice that creaked its way out of its throat was grating and harsh, the speech of a creature not accustomed to the complexities of human articulation.

“It’s trying to communicate,” Benoch said. He leaned forward and pinched the jaw-spreading device, releasing its hinge and pulling it quickly from the monster’s mouth.

“Guys,” I said, stepping away. “Since when can they speak?”

It licked its lips and cleared its throat. “Guyyyys,” it said. “Guuuuuys. Since when can they ssspeak?”

“It learns so quickly,” Benoch said. “And look!”

As we watched the bloodhound mouthing human words and rolling its tongue around in its mouth, some of its other features morphed. Its shoulders rounded backward and its hunched spine straightened against the wooden table. Its hips, at one point oddly bent, opened outward and allowed its legs to rest flat.

“So it’s becoming human now?” I asked.

“Yesss,” it replied. “Human. But more.”

Benoch practically knocked me over as he rushed to the beast’s side. “It’s not just parroting what you say anymore. It’s generating its own independent speech.”

“Come closer,” it said in a croaking whisper. “Massster A’zarkin sends message.”

Benoch leaned forward an inch and the bloodhound lifted its head toward him, opening its mouth in a half-smile and lunging as best it could toward his exposed neck. I grabbed Benoch by his purple robe and pulled him back just as the monster’s jaw snapped shut again, narrowly avoiding a grave injury.

“Is that message ‘we’re going to eat you all’?” I asked. “Because he could have said that in a text.”

“The draykin hold one of witches deep inside stronghold,” the beast said. “She livesss and waits. He wants her back.”

“So it’s a love story?” I said. “Weak.”

“He wants to go home!” Spittle flew from the bloodhound’s mouth as it spoke, its head whipping violently to the side as its wrists lurched against the chains that held it in place. Failing to break free, the creature relaxed again and continued speaking. “His power isss strongest at place of first incarnation. He cannot defeat Goddess and inherit throne of time until witches send back to Earth.”

“He’s from Earth,” I said. “Perfect. Maybe I can hitch a ride.”

“He will tear down your preciousss kingdom until reaches her,” the bloodhound said, aiming its gaze at Dani. “Brick by brick, vein by vein, and egg by egg.”

“So he is after Queen Zolocki’s egg,” Dani said. “The queen wasn’t just being paranoid about that.”

“Meansss to end,” the bloodhound said. “If you do not provide his witch, he will prevent you from trapping her in first place.”

“How,” Dani said, “by bending the rules of time?”

The bloodhound laughed and allowed its furry monkey tail to curl and uncurl to its side, draped lazily over the edge of the work table. “Time is heart of all magic, and A’zarkin honed hisss magic well. With right conduit, eradicate your entire lineage.”

“Queen Zolocki’s egg is such a conduit?” Benoch asked. He had fetched a notepad off his tray and a long quill pen. He scribbled madly as the bloodhound spoke.

“Egg holds promise of race’s future,” the bloodhound said. “But it alssso contains link to race’s past. Royals lead because closest link to time of dragons. Their eggs alone glisten with golden shell.

“Combined with magic of negation?” It smiled and laughed again, arching its back as its diaphragm shook its whole body. The black, leathery wings beneath it rustled, tearing against the nails that pierced them while its monkey tail coiled up.

“The queen will never release the witch,” Benoch said. “She cannot. The castle is built atop her tomb. She rests deep beneath the ground in a pit filled with the purest salt.”

“Bury your problems,” I said. “How very draykin.”

“Witchesss cannot truly die,” the bloodhound said. “A’zarkin gets witch, or remove queen from throne. And time. And memory.”

“That kind of magic would cost his own life,” Benoch said.

“Price he would pay, for true son to inherit hisss due.”

“I thought you were his son,” I said. “Daughter? Oh god, are you filthy things all girls?”

“I am born of A’zarkin’s flesh,” the beast said. “Prince Pakson is born of his loins. From Pakson’s human womb comesss army to rival Goddess’s wicked angels!”

“You’re losing me,” I said. “Prince Pakson has a human womb?”

“One young and robust enough to birth hundred hybrid warriors,” it replied.

“A prince with a womb,” I said. “So you have ‘transgender’ here too. Very progressive. Now, where can we find A’zarkin? I have a little ‘killing him’ I need to do.”

“You will find him,” the bloodhound said, “when he wishesss to be found.”

“Well, you’ve been very helpful, you chatty little monster,” I said. “Though I have to say, this seems like an awful lot of information for… you know… a measly henchman. How do you know all this?”

“Because I am from A’zarkin,” he said. “He sees with my eyesss and speaks with my tongue. And now, he drinks with my teeth.”

The bloodhound spread its wings wide and flapped them against the wooden table, yanking its balled fists toward its body and pulling the shackles taut. Its hips thrust high into the air, then bashed downward, cracking the wood down the center while the table legs bowed outward. After a few moments of manic thrashing, the table collapsed and the creature was loose, dragging metal chains and table shards through the wreckage of that mighty wooden furniture.
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“This is what we get for feeding it past midnight,” I said.

The bloodhound shook its arms and legs, rattling the shackles that still clung to its wrists and the splintered remains of the work table it had been tethered to.

“Your blood,” the creature said, staring at me with human-shaped eyes that were brilliant orbs of swirling blue energy. “It carriesss familiarity. It enlivens me.”

Dani stepped back in front of Kaylee and spread her dark green wings, shielding the cursed simki from the fight that was erupting at the heart of Benoch’s workshop. The old man clutched his notepad and quill pen, frozen for a moment as he watched the bloodhound stretch its limbs and flex its muscles.

“What does that mean?” Benoch asked. “You are human, are you not?”

“Yeah,” I said, “but what’s one hundred percent human plus roughly seven percent Oscar?”

“You think this beast drank in some of Oscar’s power?” Dani asked.

“I think Oscar would be too embarrassed to confirm or deny,” I said.

The beast reached for the shackles that wrapped around its wrists and ankles, then dug its long nails down their metal bands. After weakening the metal, it was strong enough to snap them apart.

The bloodhound was still getting its bearing, assessing the workshop around it while we held our position a good ten feet away. With my eyes still trained on that mangy gray beast, I reached toward Benoch’s tool tray.

Drawing a bit of inspiration from my tussles with Lissa, I pinched a scalpel from the tray and threw it. Oscar helped propel the projectile with lightning speed, forcing the cutting implement to sail impossibly fast at the bloodhound’s chest. It sank a few inches into its flesh, forcing a slick of black blood to ooze out of the wound and stain the filthy gray rags that covered its body.

The monster didn’t howl with pain. It coughed, hopefully due to a pierced lung, and spat to the side. A wad of black saliva thick with its own blood landed on the stone floor.

“Should I look yet?” Kaylee asked. “I don’t want to lose myself. I’m afraid to look.”

“Can you promise not to destroy the whole workshop?” I asked.

“N… no,” she said.

“Then see no evil, Kaylee,” I said. “It’s just one supercharged vampiric demonspawn. We’ve got this.”

I kicked a wooden table leg aside and walked across the room toward the monster.

I made the first move, but this demonspawn was swifter than most, bending backward to avoid my punch and then swinging a leg out to kick my shin. I lifted my leg in time to avoid impact, then swung again.

We carried on like this for a while, swinging and kicking, but never making contact. Finally, I charged it, grappling with the monster in a half-tackle that turned into an awkward wrestling match.

I kept the fiend’s face from coming too close to my exposed skin, and it kept my feet from making contact with its kneecaps or worse. I shoved it off me and prepared for one last punch, but this time, it caught my arm and halted my inertia. Its claws scratched down the length of my arm and caught on the edge of Oscar’s fabric, prying it away from my skin.

A sudden panic welled up inside me. Until now, Oscar was molded to my body, a second skin with super powers. Sure, he was a pain in the ass sometimes, with his smug, under-informative messages and his “I’m taking control of your hand now” tantrums, but I was relying on him to keep myself alive in this strange place of flying women, magical kobolds, and demon-hunting cat ladies. Without Oscar, I was just a lost man in a world that would literally eat me alive.

I kicked the bloodhound in the stomach, hard enough to force it off me and snatch my arm away from its grip. The second its long, dark nails left my arm, Oscar sealed his fabric against my skin again like a shadow, leaving no trace of a ridge or a lip or an edge where his dark shape ended and my bare skin began.

“You are not fit to wear ally ssso powerful,” the monster said.

I scrambled backward to put distance between myself and my attacker.

“No response?” it asked, taunting me. “A man so full of useless words surely has some to ssspare now.”

I was in no mood for banter. My hand braced against Oscar by the wrist, coddling the glove the way a man nurses an injured hand. Dani stood behind me with her wings held wide, blocking the battle from Kaylee. Her arms were held forward, claws out, and her eyes focused carefully on the bloodhound. She was prepared to jump into the fight if need be.

I wasn’t prepared to let her. I couldn’t step aside and let her handle this creature, just because I was afraid of losing Oscar in a battle at close quarters. I swallowed hard and stepped backward, toward Benoch’s tray of surgical blades. I might need more than just Oscar to come out of this one alive.

When I neared the tray, I glanced over my shoulder and selected a knife much sturdier than a narrow scalpel. In the second it took me to look back toward my opponent, Clara had climbed over the broken table and placed herself between me and the bloodhound.

“You will stop,” she said. Her voice shook and her body stiffened, arms held firm by her sides and knees locked into position.

The bloodhound laughed, a scratchy vile sound with no hint of mirth. “Take off your collar, girl. Their kind are not fit to boss you around. They are cowards, every one.”

It spoke to Clara but looked past her, over her shoulder and toward me. It mocked me for standing beyond its reach, blocked from further attack by a slender, delicate woman in a slaver’s collar.

“Stay back, Clara,” I said. “It’s me that mongrel wants.”

“I know,” Clara said, staring forward at the fiend, ducking to the side to catch its eye line every time it tried to peer at me instead. “What’s wrong with me, vampire demonspawn? You sense something broken. What is it?”

“You disgust me,” it said. “Something putrid runs through you, I can smell from here. I would not stoop to drink your blood. Flee, while you can, or I’ll kill you as well.”

The bloodhound stalked forward, and Clara took a half-step to match.

“Clara,” I said. She didn’t glance back to gage my distance. Her fingernails clenched so tightly in her fists that her palms started to bleed, sending a slow trickle of fresh, red blood down her fingers. It dripped slowly from her knuckles, leaving tiny splatter marks on the floor.

“Please,” I said.

The bloodhound feinted, lunging its face toward her with its spiral fangs bared. It issued a loud hiss from its mouth, but Clara stood her ground. When the monster leaned back and refilled its lungs, it coughed again and spat.

Clara took another step forward. “I don’t just disgust you. I terrify you. Tell me why. Tell me what I am.”

The creature snarled, then took a swipe at her with its long, sharp claws, but never struck her. Even as it backed away, pacing in reverse around the wreckage of Benoch’s work table, it lashed out at her in feints that stopped short of her skin. I followed behind, closing the gap between myself and Clara so I could snatch her away from a serious threat, but the bloodhound wasn’t posing one.

She was right. It was afraid of her.

It growled and leaned forward, lunging into another slashing attack that was meant to miss Clara’s skin, but she leapt toward it with one arm held across her body. She rushed into the attack, only to block it, landing her arm against the bloodhound’s nails and leaving a scratch across her pink skin that quickly bled.

Something unintelligible erupted from the bloodhound’s throat, a guttural, bestial sound that conveyed a visceral pain. It clutched the hand that had touched Clara’s skin, and it burned as if on fire. Steam and smoke wafted upward; its skin sizzled and bubbled up, pulling away from the muscle and bone beneath; a scent like sulfur and tar filled the room.

The monster was in such pain that it stopped searching for a route to avoid Clara’s approach and simply hunched over itself on the floor, resting on its knees as its breathing came in quick, sharp breaths that ended with fitful coughs.

Clara knelt before it and placed her hands on its cheeks. Her palms were bright red with blood, smeared across her skin after her nails had pierced her palms.

“My blood is death to you,” she said. “Because I myself am already dead.”

“No,” it cried. “Release me!” It tried to thrash to the side and shake Clara loose, but she held firm, turning the monster’s face to meet her own. I watched in horrified fascination as Clara — the quiet, unassuming kobold girl that withered under Momma Jumbo’s verbal assault — trained her attention on this lethal creature and burned it alive with the touch of her delicate hands.

The monster’s facial features sagged as its skin melted from the bone. It swiped at Clara with its claws, but they only grazed her, its efforts half-hearted as its body broke out in boils. They blistered and burst open, releasing the noxious fumes of its disintegrating body.

I dipped low and reached my arm around Clara’s waist, spinning with her to pull her away from the defeated bloodhound. At this proximity, the scent of its decay was overwhelming. I covered my nose and mouth with Oscar and looked down at the monster’s body, turning into a puddle before my eyes.

“The heart!” Benoch yelled. “You must remove the heart!”

“It’s dying,” I said. “The danger has passed.”

“I need the heart or this was all for nothing!” Benoch yelled. His voice cracked and his face flushed red.

If it hadn’t been for what I saw Lissa do with a bloodhound’s heart earlier, I would think Benoch was messing with me.

With a long surgical blade still clutched in my hand, I reached down and stabbed the monster in the chest. The knife sank into its body easily, like its insides were as melted as its outer appearance. The creature’s back arched in response to the stabbing pain that must have added to its overall agony, but then it relaxed against the floor again, whimpering while its skin sizzled.

“Oscar,” I said. “This one’s all you, buddy.”

I plunged Oscar into the central cavity of that decaying bloodhound and felt around for anything solid enough to call a heart. My fingers curled around something curiously hard and I yanked it free of the bloodhound’s body.

A stone shaped like a human heart sat in my hand, but it was heavy and hard, like a hunk of black onyx. Maybe it was coal, left behind by an angry grinch who stole all the hearts from the bloodhounds in Whoville.

The second the black organ was removed, the monster fell limp and lifeless along the rock floor. Benoch raced over to me and took the heart from my hand. A thick trail of black blood stretched from my fingers to that dark heart.

The old draykin ignored the slime that covered it and raced toward his tool tray. He took a chisel and hammer, then placed the heart on the floor and chipped a small piece off it. He tossed the larger chunk toward me, then took his small piece and headed toward the rear of his workshop.

Oscar’s fingers tightened around the solid heart in his palm. His thumb grazed the fine edges of the stone, searching out every contour and giving it a light, exploratory touch.

“It’s creepy when you do that,” I said. “We have to share this hand, Oscar. Cool it.”

Benoch threw open the double doors to the large cabinet at the rear of his workshop. Inside was a complicated metal framework with dozens of pegs sticking out from a backboard. Exposed metal wires wrapped around many of those pegs, sometimes overlapping, other times splitting and snaking in different directions only to splice into other wires in a complicated web of copper, silver, and gold. Some knots of wire were coiled around crystals at the end, while a few dead ends dipped into small beakers of colorful solutions.

The only empty space was at the center of a metal ring, mounted at the pegboard’s highest rung.

A tray at the base of the cabinet held a glove propped up by a wooden stand that allowed each of the glove’s four fingers to stand at attention. The thickest, shiniest pair of wires led from the glove’s palm toward the empty metal ring at the framework’s apex.

The glove itself was a simple white cloth, though a few strips of fabric just as black and flexible as Oscar were stitched down the length of each finger, connecting to a thin band of black that ran around the wrist. The rest of the glove looked like a coarse cotton frame meant to keep those strips in place.

Benoch’s hands trembled so violently that he lost his grip on the notepad and quill he had carried toward the cabinet, but he ignored them clattering to the floor. It was the chipped-off piece of bloodhound heart that held his full attention now. He climbed a small ladder and placed that onicite shard inside the hollow metal ring.

For a moment, nothing happened. Benoch’s face morphed from an expression of hope and excitement to one of disappointed impatience.

Then a gloved finger twitched.

Benoch gasped and leaned close to the glove. Over his head, the small chunk of heart began to glow with a bright blue aura. The wires seemed to conduct that glowing energy, drawing a mist of glacial blue that surrounded the wires, pulling life from the dead black heart and funneling it toward the glove.

A second finger twitched, then a third. Soon all four fingers stretched and moved, testing out their range of motion in a constant effort.

“It worked!” Benoch said. “Do you know what this means?”

I looked back at Dani. She had lowered her wings, and Kaylee leaned against her, holding Dani’s arm and resting her cheek against Dani’s shoulder. Clara still knelt beside the melted corpse of the bloodhound she had destroyed with only a touch of her blood, though I wasn’t sure how she could tolerate the smell of its rotting cadaver. Her fingers glowed pink while she poked at it.

“No,” I said. “I don’t know what it means. Are you asking us because you don’t know either? It’s okay, you can admit it.”

Benoch took a deep breath. “This means we can, eventually, construct new gauntlets in Oscar’s mold. Ones fit for draykin hands. We’ve unlocked the ability to harness the power trapped within the onicite!”

“So this blood-slicked rock is onicite?” I asked.

“Yes,” Benoch said. “And it is the reward I promised for your errand. I assume Oscar has been agitating a bit?”

“He has.”

“You may allow him to feed,” Benoch said.

“By crushing the onicite heart so Oscar can absorb the power it releases,” I said.

Just like Lissa did, but she didn’t have a fist of Oscar, so what did demon hunters know that we didn’t? I decided not to mention any of that to Benoch. Demon hunters and draykin had conflicting views about each other, and I wasn’t sure I trusted either version of their self-professed histories.

I clenched my hand, tightening Oscar’s fingers around the onicite ore we had mined from a dead demonspawn. The stone cracked down its center, then a series of smaller cracks webbed outward from there until the whole thing collapsed inward.

My fist lit up in a bright blue flash, like a cool flame erupting into a spherical ball of raging fire that snuffed out a moment later, filling my nerves with a sense of cold, but also the tingle of electric energy. When my fingers opened, all that remained of that stone was a pile of black silt that slipped from my hand and dusted the floor.
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“It worked,” I said. “Oscar recharged by just under half a percentage point. And that means every bloodhound we come across from now on has an Oscar battery-booster thumping away inside its black, wretched heart. Imagine what Oscar could do for us then.”

“Yes,” Dani said, “depending on how many of ‘us’ even remain. Right this very moment A’zarkin could be preparing to wipe my people from the face of Silura.”

“That is not happening,” I said. “No one is going to erase my Dani from all existence. I won’t let them.”

Benoch cleared his throat.

“Oh, Benoch too,” I said. “He’ll survive chrono-genocide as a side consequence of me saving Dani.”

“Our selfless hero,” he said.

“Besides,” I said, “that bloodhound — A’zarkin’s mouthpiece. He was full of nonsense, right? Using magic to wipe an entire race from time?”

“The heretic witches sought to connect the realms,” Benoch said. “This was against the Goddess’s wishes, but they labored at their magics anyway. To breach the veil, they first had to master time.

“I cannot fathom the true nature of their spells, but the fact that you stand here among us is proof enough they worked. If A’zarkin’s magic has evolved along the same path, we should take his threat seriously. Every draykin in Silura will not just cease to exist. They will cease ever to have existed. Every draykin life will be erased from history.”

“And no one will miss me,” Dani said, “because I will never have lived.”

“But the dead shall stop being dead,” Clara said. “There is a tranquility that hangs in the balance as well. All the suffering anyone in your race endured would vanish. A psychic weight lifted from the land.”

“Clara,” Dani said. “Erasing Gretna’s life does not undo her death. Please forgive yourself. No one blames you.”

“Gretna must,” Clara said. “I said I was a healer, after all. How mistaken I was in that.”

Dani and I shared a concerned look.

“I do not understand why so little contact with this vile creature was enough to cause such agony,” Clara said. “Maybe Kaylee is not the only one carrying a curse within her.”

“Or,” Benoch said, “what you carry is a blessing, and what the Goddess touches the demons may not.”

At that, she looked up at us and smiled. “What a peculiar blessing to bestow.” After brushing dust from her knees and smoothing out her short skirt, she clasped her hands before her and seemed to radiate a sense of calm she hadn’t shown since we first plucked her from the kobold underground.

“Tonight happened for a reason,” she said. “To teach me why the Goddess touched me the way that she did. I will use her gift to heal, but not petty wounds. I am meant to heal the balance of her creation. I will confront the forces of darkness, even if I sacrifice my chance to walk in the light. In a way, I welcome what she has in store. Good night.”

She strutted toward the exit, stepping over the heap of broken work table and the debris that had scattered across the room during the fight.

“Clara?” I asked after her. She didn’t look back, so I turned to Dani next. “What’s gotten into her? She was so eager to heal and help people just a few days ago, and now she thinks her magic is some terrible burden.”

“She’s been through a lot,” Dani said, “and this has been a very long and difficult day. I’m out of noxyweed candies, but I should cook something up for her if I can. She hasn’t slept soundly since we lost Gretna.”

“The kitchen is the door with the shiniest handle,” Benoch said. “All those grubby guard hands wore the metal to a crisp polish. You’re welcome to any ingredients you find in there. As we discussed earlier, some will help you hone your recipes into something your future customers will find extraordinarily unique.”

“Thank you,” she said. Tucking her hair behind one pointy ear, she flashed me a warm smile and walked off.

“Will you take me to my room?” Kaylee asked.

“Of course,” I said.

She breathed a sigh of relief and reached down for a long stretch of rope that we had untied from the bloodhound before everything went berserk. “We’ll need this.”

“Well, okay then,” I said. “Let’s not waste any time.” I hooked my arm out and Kaylee looped hers inside it. I began escorting her toward the door.

“So no one’s going to help clean this up?” Benoch asked.

“You have your magical demon-stone heart-rock,” I said, not looking back. “Build yourself a Roomba.”
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Kaylee thrust the bundled up rope against my chest and I grabbed hold of it, letting the loose ends spill to each side. She ran across the small room and pounced on the bed, rolling onto her back and lying spread eagle. Her yellow dress rode up her thighs, but she didn’t bother to fix it.

“Tie the knots real tight,” she said.

I tossed the rope onto the bed and climbed on top of her, digging my knees into the mattress. Her perky breasts rose from her chest like small mountains, resisting the pull of gravity that would draw other women’s breasts to the side.

I ran one hand up her arm, gliding along her slender bicep and running my thumb past the inside of her elbow. My grip tightened as I felt my way toward her wrist, then I pinned her hand to the bedpost and got to work.

Of all the knots that existed, I only knew the basics. I wrapped the rope around Kaylee’s wrist first, knotting it tight before looping the rest of the cord around the bedpost itself. The post was a long piece of wood that tapered toward the top, with a large rectangular head to cap it off. It would prevent the rope from sliding off the post, though I wouldn’t leave enough slack on either arm to let her shimmy that high up anyway.

I let my eyes linger on Kaylee’s body beneath me while my hands worked blindly. She flinched each time I pulled a new knot tighter, but she didn’t watch the ropes at all. She watched me, watching her, with a look of near-apprehension in her eyes.

“You know,” I said, “this would make our little game more interesting.” I shifted my weight onto the other knee and brought the rope across the bed’s headboard toward her other wrist. “My heart is still pounding from our bloodhound battle, my blood running hot, my senses sharpened by adrenaline.

“Is that why we’re here, Kaylee?” I continued, looping the rope around her wrist and pulling it tight. “The threat of death means there’s no time to lose, and no reason to hold back all of our primal instincts? Are you afraid of missing out on life while we still have it?”

“I’m afraid of nightmares,” she said.

“Okay,” I said. “Not what I was expecting, but I can work with that. Tell me your deepest, darkest nightmare, Kaylee.”

“That I might have an actual nightmare,” she said. “What if I see fighting in my dreams and I wake up in an uncontrollable rage? I could hurt you, or Dani, or Clara. As long as you tie me up every night from now on, I’ll sleep knowing you all are safe.”

I cinched the knot around Kaylee’s wrist and leaned back, resting lightly on her body, but mostly on my knees as they dug into the mattress beside her.

“So that’s what this is about,” I said. “Listen, you don’t want to fight. I get that. Dani, Clara, and I are going into the mountains to face off with A’zarkin, but you can stay here if you want. Benoch might be able to help lift your curse.”

“No,” Kaylee said. “Those bloodhounds are evil. They came to my home and killed your friend Gretna. What if my friends weren’t hiding so well at that very moment? My whole enclave could have been eaten. I want to protect them, so I’ll go with you.”

“And what if your friends have already left?” I said. “They might have gone somewhere the bloodhounds won’t follow.”

“I’m the first simki to leave the enclave,” she said. “Simki love our homes and we love our friends. They would never run off, even if the bloodhounds did show up. That’s why I have to do it for them. I have to help keep them all safe.

“First thing tomorrow morning, Mr. Benoch said he would teach me to keep control. That’s why I want to go right to sleep, tied up tight, knowing I’ll wake up with nobody’s blood on my hands and all the energy in the world to start training.”

“Right to sleep,” I said. “Wouldn’t you sleep better if we—” I didn’t bother to finish that sentence. Kaylee yawned and arched her back, shifting beneath me as her head sank deeper into the pillow.

Instead, I stood up and brought another length of rope toward her ankles, looping around her slender joints and tying them tight to the bedposts at the corners.

Her eyelids drooped when I looked back. “I’ll let you rest now, sleepy simki. But I want to test these ropes out when you’re not so tired.”

“Don’t go yet!” she said.

I smiled. “Okay.”

“Kiss me first. A goodnight kiss. Then you can leave me here.”

I brought my face closer to hers, but hovered a few inches from her lips. She lifted her head from the pillow and stretched as far as she could, but she was still just out of reach. Her arms pulled against the ropes that tied her wrists against the bedposts, but no amount of struggling gained her the extra half-inch she needed.

Her head landed on the pillow again as her mouth tightened into a cute little pout. “It’s not fair,” she said. “I can’t reach.”

“Just making sure the knots were tight,” I replied. Then I bent low and kissed her on the mouth. “Sweet dreams, Kaylee.”

I closed the door to her room behind me and headed for the next door over. It was propped open an inch, so I nudged it with my foot. Clara was lying curled into a ball on her mattress, facing the opposite wall.

The tight gray cloth that supported her breasts had a very narrow strip of fabric that stretched across her back, leaving her pink skin mostly exposed, from her shoulder blades, down the ridges of her spine, all the way to the skirt that barely concealed her firm, tight rear.

With another step into her room, I realized from the gentle rise and fall of her breathing that she was asleep. Peacefully, and quickly, asleep. That was a relief.

After I left and closed the door, I followed the long hallway toward my own room. There was no use in worrying about a troubled kobold when she was sleeping soundly, and my body was still hung up on the image of Kaylee all tied up and vulnerable.

Still, there was Dani to check in on. She had taken me in when I landed here alone, fought bravely by my side, and worked tirelessly to protect the other girls as we went. All despite having her own life turned upside down.

Also, I sort of owned her soul. The least I could do was say good night.

The corridor that encircled Benoch’s workshop had a series of doors that led to the quarters used by now-absent guards, but one knob really did shine brighter than the rest. Just inside that door, in a room too small to call a proper kitchen, stood Dani working a six-burner stove. Her wings folded close against her back, leaving my view unimpeded of her arms mixing pots of various sizes and measuring out ingredients to add to others.

“Whatever you gave Clara worked,” I said. “She’s out like a light.”

“I haven’t given her anything yet,” Dani said. “It took time to simmer the noxyweed and boil down the liquor into a thick reduction that can cool inside a candy shell.”

“Liquor?” I asked. “Now we’re talking.”

“It’s a term of art,” she said. “It relates to brewing non-alcoholic things too.”

“Bummer.”

“It’s ready now though,” Dani said, reaching toward a tray with small green candies and plucking one between her fingers. “Can you bring it to her? I have my hands full here.”

I tucked the small treat into my pocket. “She doesn’t need it. She’s already sleeping.”

“Wait,” Dani said. “Is Clara really asleep on her own for once?”

“I guess so.”

“You know, she did seem oddly zen after she melted a bloodhound with her own bare hands,” Dani said. “Even if she is finally getting some rest, I’m still worried about her.

“Me too,” I said. “And Kaylee is afraid to sleep without me tying her to the bedframe first.”

This time, Dani spun around. “I see.”

“No,” I said. “Nothing happened. Just a little light bondage without any payoff.”

“Don’t hold off on my account,” she said. “Really, Kaylee is a great girl. The second there was trouble at Benoch’s door, she stepped up to defend me. And she cared deeply about the horses when we first met her. She has such a big heart.”

“She does,” I said. “But so do you, and I don’t want my affection for Kaylee to hurt you.”

“So it’s affection?” Dani asked. “Not just a moment of weakness?”

“I don’t know what any of this is,” I said. “But one thing you will always get from me is honesty. I’m not a liar, or a player. Kaylee and I have chemistry. That doesn’t mean I want to put the chemistry you and I have on hold.”

“Chemistry,” Dani said. “They say that’s what cooking is, and by extension, candy making.” She reached toward her miscellaneous pots and turned back toward me with a soft smile, bringing a metal spoon toward my face. “What do you think of this?”

The liquid inside that spoon was green and had an enticing herbal aroma. I leaned forward, but she pulled her hand back at the last second.

“Blow on it first,” she warned. “I would, but we both know draykin breath would just warm things up.”

I gave it a blow, watching the thin green liquid ripple lightly. Then Dani brought the spoon to my lips and I slurped, relying on the intake of air to cool the liquid further.

“It has a very earthy taste,” I said. “Like mud that used to have basil growing in it.”

“You’re right about the basil,” she said. “I think Benoch’s supply of herbs is twenty years past its prime. Still, there are some rare ingredients here I want to test out, if I ever get these pots under control. I don’t know why I thought I could manage all this.”

“Need a hand?” I asked.

“You’re not a given,” she said. “And I’m not a taker anymore.”

“Maybe what you really need is a business partner,” I said. “Let me stir while you wrap the ones that have already cooled.”

“I did find it hard to keep stirring six different pots.”

“Well, the candy man can, ‘cause he mixes it with love, and makes the world taste good.”

“That’s so poetic,” she said.

“Thanks. I made it up myself just now.”

I started stirring and Dani turned to a nearby counter. She lifted a ladle from a larger pot and brought it toward a small tray, tipping it slightly forward, then jerking it back, leaving a trail of small dots of melted sugar that glistened in the room’s low light.

Each dollop of dense, colorful liquid cooled quickly. Their shape was rough, but these weren’t candies for sale in some fancy confectioner’s shop. These were experiments. This right here was where the real magic took place in Dani’s world, and she didn’t need the touch of an invisible Goddess to make it all come together.

She touched one of the crimson candies carefully, testing its outer shell to see if it was wet, tacky, or cooled solid. Then, in a flash, she scooped one up and ate it.

“Oh,” she said. “This really opens up the sinuses. Oh, it’s hot.” She fanned her open mouth while her cheeks reddened.

“Your face is getting flush,” I said. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” she said. “I just… is it warm in here? I think it must be getting warm.”

“I’m fine.”

“Yes, you are.”

She gave me a strange look when she said that last part.

“What did you put in that one?” I asked.

“A lot of cinnamon, a sliver of emberstick cane, and the smallest dusting of cupid’s tooth.”

“And how do you feel?”

“Amazing,” she said. “But also like my skin is on fire. In a good way. Here, feel.”

She grabbed my hand and pressed it against her chest just below her neck. Her skin was definitely warm. She started to slide my hand lower as her breathing intensified. I pulled away before my hand ended up between her breasts.

“Did you just invent ecstasy?” I asked. “I think you’ve just cooked up Silura’s first club drug. No judgment. You’re gonna be rich.”

“I don’t want to be rich,” she said. “I want to matter. Do I matter, Kyle?”

“You matter to me,” I said. “I care about you, Dani, in ways that confuse me.”

She put down her ladle and turned the stove burners off, snatching my hand from the end of a stirring spoon and placing it on her shoulder.

“I like Kaylee,” she said. “That girl is fun to be around. And Clara is so wounded sometimes, I just want to be a momma bird and protect her. She’s a girl who needs the loving touch of a strong, confident man. Like you, Kyle. She needs a man like you.”

My hand slid down her arm, transferring to the small of her back. “Is that what you want to talk about? Pimping me out to Clara?”

“I don’t hate the idea of you two together,” she said. “Or you and Kaylee. I just don’t understand why it’s not me. Ever since I first found you outside Varrowsgard, I’ve wondered what it would be like, losing myself to your touch, riding your body like a bucking bull.”

“I’ve thought about you too,” I said. “Stolen glances and imagined moments aren’t enough. I want to feel your body against mine, Dani. I want to share myself with you. Is that stupid? I’ve never wanted that with a woman on Earth. I’ve always thought of myself first. With you, I want more than a quick lay.”

“How much more,” she asked. Her eyelids began to sink and her skin kept getting warmer. Now she was moaning and gyrating her hips, even though there was nothing to gyrate against. My pelvis was still a few inches away from hers.

“Dani,” I said. “I’m starting to wonder if this is you speaking, or the aphrodesiacandy you made. You can use that, by the way. Totally trademark-able.”

“Who cares,” she said. “You might wake up tomorrow to a world where I never existed. You won’t know me, or miss me. I won’t even miss myself. But I’m here now, dammit. I want to feel like I lived this life.”

She reached behind herself and unfastened her shirt, quickly sliding the shoulder straps to her sports-bra-like top down her shoulders and pulling her arms through. In seconds, she tossed it to the floor and let her round, supple breasts hang free.

Dani’s vertical pupils widened, shrinking the portion of her eye that was bright green iris. Her dark green hair framed her body, with darker green wings hiding behind her. Her long tail, with its overlapping emerald scales, rested on the floor.

Yet, everywhere else was soft and pale skin, and her large soft nipples were a very light pink. They pebbled slowly as her nipples hardened into arousal, the firm buds in their center perking up and tightening.

“Your tits are amazing,” I said.

“They’re yours,” she said. “You own me now, body and soul. Take what you own.”

Dani’s balance started to fail her, so I stepped close and wrapped my arms around her, pulling her body against mine. Her chest pressed against my leather vest and I wished I had the foresight to peel that clothing off. To ready my skin for the electric contact of Dani’s soft body against my hard muscles. Against my hard—

“Whoa,” I said, dipping to catch Dani from falling. Her knees went slack and she laughed, tossing her hair aside as she stood back up.

“A girl could faint in those arms,” she said. “Take me to my room. I can finish these candies in the morning.”

I scooped Dani up in my arms and she leaned back, tits to the ceiling, arms dangling below her. I carried her all the way down the corridor of Benoch’s bunker. She gestured to the door next to Clara’s and I pushed it open, then laid Dani onto her bed.

Her hands traveled up and down her body, squeezing her breasts and running down her tight, flat stomach. One hand tucked into her shorts while the other extended a pointer finger that beckoned me closer.

“Dani,” I said. “Whatever you put in those candies was no good. This isn’t you.”

“I’m not myself when I’m around you, Kyle,” she said. “I’m weak for your touch. Kiss me.”

I leaned down and kissed Dani gently on the mouth. It was a short kiss. Friendly, even. When I pulled away and stood up, looking down at her topless on her bed, she smiled up at me and expected more.

She pursed her lips and blew, the heat rising from her draykin breath like a volcanic vent. Then a burst of flame erupted in a brief but brilliant flicker.

“You just breathed fire,” I said. “Since when—”

“Since I’m so hot for you, Kyle,” she said. “You said you care about me. Show me how much. Show me right now.”

“I will,” I said, “even if my body hates me for it, I will.”

I stepped toward a dresser with a pitcher of water on it. I poured some into a glass and brought it to her bedside. “Drink this.”

She smiled and did as instructed. Then, before she finished, she tipped the glass higher, dribbling the excess water down her chin. It pooled in the divot below her neck, then spilled into the space between her breasts and further down her front.

“Oops,” she said. “I’m all wet. Thirsty?”

I grit my teeth. “I am, as a matter of fact.” God, this was going to be difficult. “I have a present for you first. Close your eyes.”

Dani lay back onto her pillow and shut her eyes, never losing the smile that stretched across her face. I slipped my hand into my pocket and pulled out the noxyweed candy she had given me for Clara. Our Goddess-touched kobold didn’t need a sleeping aid tonight, but Dani did.

I leaned down and kissed her again, torturing myself with the touch of her eager lips, plump and soft against mine. Then I pressed the candy against her mouth and she parted her lips just wide enough to let it inside.

“Mmmm,” she said. “So sweet, and so… crisp. And vegetative.” Her eyes opened and she looked at me, the candy melting away on her tongue. “This is noxyweed.”

“I’m sorry, Dani,” I said. “I want our time together to be real. And I want to make sure you won’t regret it.”

She nodded and swallowed. “I just wanted to exist.”

I sat on her bed and held her hand, forcing myself to look her in the eye without letting my attention wander toward her naked chest. “You exist. And you matter.”

She smiled and closed her eyes, falling quickly into a candy-induced slumber.

I stood and cursed my luck. For the second time in one night, my libido got all excited for nothing.

Then I realized, I could have gone for it. Probably both times. A little gentle coaxing with Kaylee, maybe making up a game to get her feeling competitive. And Dani — she would have done anything I wanted tonight. Even filthy, dirty things only girls in pornos do. Or girls on drugs.

As I headed back to my room, my pants tight and my hormones raging, I had one thought and I ‘thunk’ it as loud as I could.

Oscar, what the left hand does, the right hand shall not watch. Or help. Please don’t try to help.
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Waking up in an underground bedroom meant not having a clue what time of day it was. My bladder was full, so I figured my sleeping time had run long enough, and I tossed my bedsheets aside to find out what a bunker morning was like.

Turns out, it wasn’t half bad. Benoch’s compound had running water, and it was nice and hot. A long steamy shower helped set my mind right for the day ahead, and a sizeable breakfast of unidentified salted meats and weirdly substantial breads left me feeling energized and strong.

Benoch had woken early that day, not only to cook — something he assured me he would never do again — but also to plan how best to help us all. He meant to live up to his promises, and my waking up first meant I got a preview of what he had planned.

“Run,” he said. “Far and fast and hard.”

“Excuse me?” I asked. “I paid for the week.”

“The Oscar suit is biometric,” he said. “You haven’t synced with the fist of Oscar enough to access most of its useful abilities. The faster your biologic process runs, the faster Oscar bonds with your physical body and integrates his skills with your own.

“Unless you plan to have a nonstop orgy with those girls you brought here, I don’t see how else you plan to keep your heart rate up long enough to speed up the bonding process.”

“Fine,” I said. “I’ll go for a jog.”

“A run,” he said. “And when you get tired, run some more. Your life, the lives of these girls, and the spatial-temporal existence of an entire race depends on it.”

“Cool beans. Next?”

“Kaylee is in dire shape,” Benoch said. “Curses like hers are nearly unbreakable, but with enough internal strength, she can ward off the effects by tempering the trigger. I will teach her meditative practices and martial arts.”

“I don’t think she needs help fighting,” I said.

“She needs to train her instincts so that when she fights, she fights well,” he said. “A berserker’s rage cannot win battles alone. The moment she loses control, all she has to protect her are the memories she has taught her muscles.”

“Okay,” I said. “And Clara?”

“She is a very special case,” Benoch said. “Do you recall the wound Kaylee arrived with?”

“Yes,” I said. “Her arm was torn down the side and she was bleeding profusely.”

“I know why she woke up fully healed,” Benoch said. “According to Dani, one of the candies Kaylee ate was glowing. The simki ate noxyweed candies that Clara held tight in her blessed hands. Your kobold girl has the power to imbue her healing magic into the items she touches! I know she thinks her healing is weak, but imbuing is a powerful skill. And exceptionally rare.”

“She pumped healing mojo into Dani’s little candies, and Kaylee ate them,” I said. “That’s it?”

“To heal is one thing,” he said. “To change the structural qualities of a target item so that it retains healing magic, with the potential to activate spontaneously to the correct effect after held close by a person who needs that specific energy to repair themselves? Most magicians take years of training to do poorly what Clara did perfectly without trying. She is a prodigy.”

“I doubt she’ll heal again anytime soon,” I said. “She’s gotten pretty emo lately.”

“Nonetheless,” Benoch said. “I will teach her how to imbue intentionally, so that she may rely on her strongest skill in the future with intentional effect. It involves tapping into the room inside her mind where the Goddess stored her blessing, which should improve the strength of her healing overall.”

“What about Dani?” I asked.

“Dani fancies herself an artisan,” Benoch said. “Her little candy daydreams are a fool’s errand. I’ve met skilled artisans, and they have a creative spark that this poor draykin lacks. She should spend this time learning to carry the sword she took from Gretna’s hip. Any of that confectioner’s nonsense is the stuff of recreation. There’s no future in it.”

“You’re wrong,” I said. “Dani has worked too hard for too long. Have you tried her candies? They are next level.”

“Swords,” Benoch said. “They matter in battle. Candy? She might as well take up quilting.”

“What’s this about quilting?” Dani asked at the door to the small dining room. Her warm smile faltered when she saw me sitting there.

“It’s Benoch’s forte,” I said. “His take on the Mennonite double wedding ring pattern is inspired.”

“I should go,” she said. “I forgot my—”

“Dignity?” I asked. “No, you didn’t. Benoch was leaving, and I’m staying. So are you. Come here.”

Benoch grumbled, but walked away. Dani’s head hung low as she walked toward the dining table and sat across from me.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you not smiling,” I said.

“I’m so embarrassed,” she said. “I had no idea Benoch’s supply of cupid’s tooth would be so strong when his basil was so old and weak. And what the emberstick did to my breath — actual fire! — it’s not safe. I just—”

“Do you remember everything you said last night?” I asked.

Dani brought her hands up to cover her face. “Yes. Every last word. Oh, Goddess, I’m such a fool.”

“Did you mean those things?”

“I… did. I still do. Please don’t make me repeat them.”

“I won’t,” I said. “I just want to know if it was the drugs talking.”

“It wasn’t. Now I’m going to eat some breakfast, put last night behind me, and find out what Benoch wants me to get started on.”

“About that,” I said. “He wants you to learn sword fighting. But I want you to perfect your candy making. Don’t let him push you around. He has ingredients and a fully functional kitchen. This is your chance to build new recipes and polish up the ones you have.”

I leaned forward and took her hands in mine, even though she glanced away uncomfortably. “I believe in you, Dani. Not just that you’ll make a living selling sweets. Your craft is important. You’re working with ingredients that pack a stronger punch than pop rocks.”

“Thank you,” she said. “I think. I don’t know what pop rocks are.”

“One day,” I said, “when the veil between realms comes down and the pathway to Earth opens up, it’s the first thing I’ll show you.”

She laughed. “You make pop rocks sound so momentous.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I fucking do.”

And somehow, that was it. Benoch wandered around the compound with his leather-bound books and his judgy scowl instructing each of us on what we were doing wrong and how we could, gradually, become less wrong if we listened very closely to his sage advice.

The first day was pretty easy. I ran as hard as I could, took long breaks to recover my stamina and replenish calories, then went running again. My heart pumped, my legs burned, and Oscar’s sync progress went up a full percentage point. I was treated to this curious update and kept on running:




Sync Progress: 8%




Remote Access: Enabled




Remote Access to what, Oscar? I thought. You? You’re about as remote as a frickin’ tattoo.

On one of my return runs to Chateau Benoch, I found Kaylee sitting cross-legged under the noontime sun, her eyes closed, her hands resting on her knees, and her chest rising high with deep, intentional breaths. Dani and Benoch sparred with wooden swords inside, while Clara sat alone in her room, pushing a few candies around the surface of a desk.

I wasn’t sure she actively tried imbuing them with anything, but her private lessons with Benoch would at least teach her the concepts. Her mother never arranged a magic tutor in her youth, and it would be ages before Dani could have afforded that for her kobold given, but Benoch seemed to know something about everything. I gave Clara what encouragement I could between runs, and kept pushing myself to level Oscar up.

We also settled into a nice evening routine of tying Kaylee to the bedposts, checking on Clara as she slept soundly without pharmacological help, and sampling Dani’s candies in the kitchen after Benoch went to bed and couldn’t tell us how fruitless her experimentation would be.

The second day was harder. The novelty of physical exertion evaporated the second I woke up with stiff, sore legs. Oscar’s next update message was welcome, but underwhelming:




Sync Progress: 9%




New Magnification Strength: 2,000%




Kaylee started practicing a few precise moves Benoch taught her, repeating the same martial arts punches and kicks under the rising sun and keeping at it until late evening. Every high kick threw her off-balance and skidding down the slope of Benoch’s hill.

Dani was running out of sugar to melt down, and had bruises down one leg from sparring too hard with Benoch and his wooden swords. Twice I caught Clara crushing Dani’s candies in the palm of her hand the way Oscar pulverized bloodhound hearts.

The third day, however, was the most interesting. Kaylee practiced her movements with a blindfold across her eyes while Benoch scrutinized her every move. He gave me a half-hearted wave as I set out on my daily regimen.

My morning run was a slow affair, with muscles laden down by exhaustion. As slow as my body felt, my mind was hyperactive. Running was terribly boring, and my eyes darted in every direction, hoping to find some new aspect to this flat, familiar terrain that would give me something interesting to ponder as I plopped one foot in front of the other repeatedly.

My restless gaze found exactly that.

A flash of sunlight caught my eye, reflected off the tilted shard of rock that rose at a diagonal from the mountains’ highest peak. Its ice-covered veneer was like a mirror beneath the rising sun, a flat sheet of brilliant white light.

I jogged to a stop and raised a hand to shield my eyes from the light. That’s when I noticed a pair of small shapes in the distance. They were moving.

“Okay, Oscar. Magnify that with your bad self.”

The outer edge of my vision blurred and receded as my eyes zoomed in on that fast-moving pair of gray dots amidst the grasses between here and the mountain range. At twenty times magnification, it was clear now what they were. Bloodhounds.

“Switch to infrared.”

My vision pulled out again, canceling the magnifying effect while also shifting the color scheme of the world around me. Those fiends were distant specks at this range, but they were dark blue — cold — surrounded by the brighter green of the ground, warmed by the late morning sun.

Scanning around me, I saw other dark blue dots, some closer than others. They came from every direction now, a horde of blood-sucking monsters scattered all around us, and all charging toward Benoch’s hill in unison.

“Off,” I said.

I sprinted the half-mile back toward Benoch and Kaylee, adrenaline washing away the burn of sore muscles working overtime. Up the hill, without pausing to rest, I came to a stop inches from Benoch’s side.

“You’re alarmed,” he said.

“Bloodhounds,” I said, struggling for breath as I hunched over, hands on my knees for support. “They’re… everywhere. Coming fast.”

“It’s too soon,” he said.

“How?” I asked. “We killed the… only bloodhound that… came here.”

“Yes,” Benoch said, “but it saw with A’zarkin’s eyes. They’re linked somehow, cleaved from his flesh and connected to his senses. That demon has known where we were since the night you captured one of his spawn. It was only a matter of time before he sent a death squad after us.”

He turned toward Kaylee, who had just taken off her blindfold. “Go under. Get the other girls.”

She nodded and ran for the open hatch door, quickly climbing down the ladder to the subterranean complex below.

“I thought we’d be safe here,” I said.

“Why in all hell would you think that?” he asked. “There’s not a safe place on Silura’s green surface anymore. Not until we’re rid of A’zarkin.”

As the old man and I watched those little dots in the distance close in around us, Dani, Clara, and Kaylee climbed up from the underground.

“Kaylee said bloodhounds are coming,” Clara said. “Leave them to me. My touch is their destruction.”

“I’m sure they’d like nothing more than to end your life so they have one less Goddess-touched enemy to worry about,” I said. “We fight together. All four of us.”

Kaylee clutched her blindfold in her hand with a worried look on her face.

“Remember what we talked about,” Benoch said. “Deep breaths, find your center, calm your nerves. You are stronger than the curse is.”

She nodded quickly and swallowed hard.

“Dani, you have your sword?” Benoch asked.

“Yes,” she replied.

“And Clara, you hang back,” he said. “You’re the healer. Everyone will make sure you’re safe.”

“No,” she said. “I am the Goddess’s death-bringer. I will fight.”

“Fighting or not,” Dani said, “everyone should take these.”

She tossed us each a few small candies wrapped in paper.

“Synappers?” I asked.

“You know it,” she replied.

I twisted the paper and removed a small oval candy, tucking the other few into my pocket for another time.

Dani’s creation was as sweet and rich as brown sugar melted in warm honey, with a hint of butterscotch and a crisp, bright aftertaste like the lingering oaky bite of a fine whiskey. It had none of the dry, sand-grain texture of the synapper seedpods themselves.

“You beautiful candy siren,” I said. “This is delightful. And as a man, I don’t use that word lightly.”

I breathed in the morning air and waited for my senses to come alive with the reflex-enhancing power of synapper-infused sweets.

“Some bloodhounds are closer than others,” I said. “Our best bet is to pool our efforts and take out each small wave of attackers so they don’t pile up on us. Benoch, what’s your strong suit in a battle like this?”

“Observation and advice,” he said.

“Can you advise the bloodhounds to leave?” I asked. “Because if not, you should go back down. No sense in you getting hurt out here.”

“I give advice, I don’t take it,” he replied. “I’ll stay until I choose not to.”

“Suit yourself, old man,” I said. “Everyone, check the bloodhounds incoming at eleven o’clock. They’re the closest to our little hill, and the first ones we’ll face off with. I want their hearts intact though. That’s how we power up Oscar to keep him fighting fit.”

“No,” Benoch said.

I glared at him. He said nothing else. “Well?” I asked. “You clearly have something to say.”

“Now you want my advice?” he asked. “A second ago you dismissed me as some useless old coot.”

“Your words,” I said. “Accurate though. If you have a useful observation, I want to hear it.”

“The bloodhounds at three o’clock are running much faster. Though further now, they will soon overtake the others and become the first to arrive. Don’t turn your back on them.”

Somewhere to the east, two tiny specks grew larger faster than the other attackers charging toward us. He was right.

“Fine,” I said. “Everyone pivot. But don’t keep your back to any one direction for too long. If you see something, say something. In the meantime, Oscar, if you’re hiding a mega blaster in there, now’s the time to charge it up.”

Oscar kept quiet, as he liked to do when I asked him to do cool shit. The rest of us kept silent too, watching with nervous apprehension as our attackers closed in on us.

It took them ten minutes to reach the base of our hill, and we stayed at its peak, using the slope to our advantage. The first bloodhound raced uphill on all fours, its spiraled teeth bared. I kicked it in the face and sent it tumbling backward.

“Do not delay direct combat,” Benoch said. “You need to dispatch them quickly before they swarm.”

“Roger that,” I said.

“Who the hell is Roger That?”

“When he says something odd,” Dani said, “just smile and go with it. Those moments pass pretty quickly.”

The next bloodhound jumped over its tumbling comrade and landed in front of me. Oscar and I punched the creature in the face, but then my other hand reached out to grab the monster by its torn gray shirt before it could slip down the hill’s grassy slope. I pulled the monster closer and then threw it onto the ground at Dani’s feet.

She stabbed her sword straight through its torso, forcing a high-pitched squeal to erupt from its throat. I reached down a moment later, plunging my fist into its chest. Oscar curled around the heart and yanked it loose, leaving a trail of oozing black blood behind.

I clenched my fingers tight and cracked the heart down its center, tensing my grip harder until those halves broke apart, then the smaller pieces burst into a cloud of onicite dust. A bright blue light flashed for a moment, then it was gone.




Energy Reserves Up: 1.7%




Now we’re talking.

“You still with us, Kaylee?” I asked.

“Mmhmm,” she said. Her cheeks were flush and her breathing was labored, but she didn’t shut her eyes and hide from the fight. Her eyes were still pleasantly brown — not the seething pits of crimson rage that filled her pupils when the curse took hold. Her meditative work was already paying off.

The second bloodhound had recovered from its earlier rolling tumble down the hill’s grassy face, and it leapt from the ground a few feet away from me. I bent my knees and prepared to punch the fiend in the gut before it could land, but Kaylee stepped forward and extended her own arm. Her fingers were spread and the heel of her palm launched upward, slamming into the monster’s throat.

That fiend’s trajectory spun out of control then, landing the bloodhound on its feet between me and Dani. It clutched its throat and tried to gasp through a crushed windpipe.

“Nice job,” I said.

Kaylee didn’t respond other than to nod slightly. Her cheeks were still getting redder, but she hadn’t lost control yet. The bloodhound took a shambling step toward Dani, but she sank her sword through its stomach and retracted the blade just as quickly.

Before the monster could fall down and roll out of reach, I jabbed my fist into its lower back, using the opening Dani had cut to sink Oscar deep into the monster’s bowels. I kept it from toppling over, but I had to curve my reach upward to find the heart. It was a gooey, slimy affair, thanks to Oscar’s ability to transmit all tactile sensation unimpeded.

My middle finger grazed against something hard and that was it. I rammed my fist further up, snatched the heart, and pulled it free. Dani kicked the monster away from us and I pulverized the onicite, igniting the same flashy blue burst as before.




Energy Reserves Up: 2.3%




“They’re not all worth the same amount of energy,” I said. “I’m not sure what to do with that.”

“Incoming!” Kaylee yelled. A single bloodhound had just hit the hill at six o’clock, due south. She bent her legs and prepared to fight it when a second attacker emerged to the west.

“I’ll handle that one,” Clara said. She stood nearest that bloodhound, and I would have protested, but another two were about to race up the hill toward me and Dani. Whatever head start we had was very short-lived. Not counting Benoch, we were fighting at a one-to-one ratio now, with another dozen or so bloodhounds still approaching.

Kaylee struck with deliberate motions at the monster she fought against. She punched forward, then reset her position. Kicked, then reset again. It was like she didn’t trust herself to execute those moves in faster succession, constantly returning to a neutral pose with her legs together and her arms by her sides as she took a single, deep breath between attacks.

“She’s going to get herself killed,” I said.

“It’s good practice,” Dani said. “She’s only been meditating for a few days now. Benoch said true control could take a lifetime.”

“A lifetime,” I said, reaching out to grab a bloodhound by the wrist as it attempted, and failed, to slash its filthy black claws across my new leather vest. “That’s going to last another six minutes at this rate, tops. Hey, did you just yawn?”

“I’m sorry,” she said, slicing the bloodhound’s head off in one powerful slash. “I don’t know what’s come over me.”

“You’ll wake right up when those synapper candies kick in,” I said, shoving my hand into the decapitated monster’s open throat and grabbing its heart. I crushed it then and there.




Energy Reserves Up: 2.6%




“When will they kick in, exactly?” I asked.

“Not sure,” she said. “The seedpods were slow to infuse. Maybe I didn’t make them potent enough.”

“Kyle!” Kaylee yelled. I spun back and found her arm slathered in thick black blood. A bloodhound heart sat in her palm. “Catch!”

She tossed the stone my way and I crushed it in one squeeze, filling Oscar’s meter just a little bit more.




Energy Reserves Up: 3.0%




“If Oscar gets more juice,” I said. “So do I.” I reached into my pocket and opened two more synapper candies. They were just as sweet and complex as the first one.

Our second bloodhound kept some distance, letting us decapitate its friend while it watched us. With my hands distracted for a moment unwrapping Dani’s homemade power-ups, it lunged at me. I barely got the candies into my mouth before the thing tackled me to the ground.

Dani lifted her sword, but hesitated. I wrestled with that monster at too close quarters for a simple stab in the back to suffice.

The fiend’s jaw lowered and it thrust its face toward my neck, but I slipped my fingers into its mouth and probed deep. Oscar was impenetrable, so when the monster snapped its teeth shut with all its strength, the tips snapped off against Oscar’s black fabric.

I lowered my own jaw now. To yawn. Which was getting really old.

“Dani,” I said, Oscar still wrist-deep in the monster’s mouth. “Why am I not bouncing off the walls? My reflexes should be at a Daredevil, but so far I’m at a Captain Marvel. After her run-in with Rogue.”

“I don’t know what’s taking so long,” she said, smashing the butt of her sword against the back of the bloodhound’s head and forcing my fist to sink deeper into its throat. “I made a batch of emberstick without the lusty cupid’s tooth, I finished a dozen noxyweed candies for Clara just in case, then I… Oh no.”

“Oh no?” I asked. The bloodhound’s claws slashed at my arms and I gave up trying to hold it at bay or find a way to kill it. I dug my arm further into its chest cavity, split apart some sinewy, slimy organs, and slipped my fingers around its hard, onicite heart. I gave it a firm clench and it collapsed on top of me.




Energy Reserves Up: 3.6%




“Maybe the pot I simmered the seedpods in still had residual noxyweed in it. I cleaned everything, I promise I did, but that noxyweed is just so, so strong.”

“Residual noxyweed,” I said, still processing what that meant. My mind was already slowing down, a growing desire for a nice long nap creeping into the back of my brain. “So I’m drowsy. Slowed down instead of sped up. No heavy machinery and I should be fine.”

I rolled the bloodhound off me and got to my feet, spying another five beasts running toward us and nearly reaching the hill’s base. In a moment, they’d be on us.

Behind us, Kaylee’s motions grew increasingly quick, often skipping the step where she re-centered herself and took a calming breath. Clara had a battle of her own going on, and one that she approached with unnerving calm.

As a bloodhound raced up to Clara, its nose greedily sniffing out its prey, she stood like a statue and waited. The monster recoiled the second it came within two feet of her, bounding backward and skidding to a stop to stare at the kobold girl and snarl at her.

Clara stepped forward, fearless and resolute. When the monster snapped its jaws together and lunged forward in an apparent attempt to scare her off, she reached forward, grabbed the fiend by its mop of unkempt gray hair, and pressed her other hand against its face.

She activated her healing magic, forcing a bright pink light to shine from her fingertips as they pressed further into the monster’s face. It shrieked and flailed, but the strength sapped from its muscles and its limbs waved uselessly at its sides as the face melted away from its skull.

Clara watched almost impassively as the creature puddled in her hands, tossing its wilted body aside and allowing its exposed skin to sizzle and smoke.

“That’s one heart I won’t be breaking,” I said.

I stumbled forward, fighting off the encroaching sleepiness. Then Dani stepped behind me and screamed with effort, bringing her sword up and across her body to slice off the arm of an oncoming attacker.

For a moment, I stood at the very peak of our hill, taking in the surrounding battle as if in a dream. Clara regarded the sizzling black blood on her fingertips with calm curiosity while Kaylee’s eyes began to spark red with rage. Dani stepped backward, holding her sword with a shaky hand, as three bloodhounds climbed up the hill toward her.

Benoch’s mouth started moving, but his words didn’t register. He waved some kind of rag in his hand and gestured wildly, but I wasn’t interested in his advice right now. I was too busy counting the dark little dots moving against the grass in the distance.

I couldn’t count that fast.

“Skeeter Vision please,” I said, turning my sight into the infrared overlay that would reveal just a little more information.

That was enough to shake me from my noxyweed stupor. There were fifty — no, a hundred — bloodhounds still on the way.

“… of control!” Benoch said.

“You’re right,” I replied, suddenly realizing what Benoch was saying. “Everyone, retreat! Clara, down the hatch. Dani, don’t look back. Benoch, give me that.”

I snatched Kaylee’s blindfold from Benoch’s grip and approached the simki warrior. She kicked a bloodhound in the nose, sending a splash of thick black blood in a disgusting arc as its head whipped to the side. Then she spun around and kicked again, knocking down another monster as it tried to creep up behind her.

“Kaylee,” I said. “We need to go.”

She didn’t look. She couldn’t hear me. All the fighting, and the violence, and the bloodshed — it was too much for her limited training. I ducked and bobbed, waiting for my chance, then I lunged forward and wrapped the rag around her eyes.

She reached behind herself and grabbed hold of my vest, then bent forward and lifted me off the ground. I wrapped my legs around her for balance, then pulled the rag tight and tied it in a knot. She flipped me forward then, launching me from her body and knocking me into two bloodhounds that raced up the hill.

As other monsters attacked, she kept fighting, sensing their approach and striking before they came near. For my part, I had a bloodhound looking down at my body as I lay on the ground, its foul breath and gathering drool a dual threat to my continued good humor.

I leapt to my feet and ran, scooping Kaylee up by the waist and heading for the open hatch door.

Clara and Dani were already gone. Benoch’s hand was just barely visible as he disappeared down the ladder chute.

“Kaylee,” I said. “It’s over. You can’t see any more fighting, right? We’re going inside.”

“Why?” she asked. “Can’t see.” Her breathing was deep and raspy.

“Be calm,” I said. “Where’s that meditation I’ve heard so much about?”

“I can do that,” she said.

“Great. Do it on a ladder. Down! Fast!”

I guided Kaylee’s foot to the ladder’s top rung, then stepped toward our horses. A wooden spike in the ground held ropes that tethered them in place.

“You guys are always trying to get eaten,” I said, yanking the spike loose and tossing it aside. I smacked both horses on the ass as hard as I could.

They neighed and raced down the hill to escape the sting of my palm on their skin. At least they’d have a chance now.

When I turned back, seven bloodhounds all rushed toward me at once. My reflexes were slow, thanks to some unintentional downers in my system, but there was one move I could still try out.

I bent my knees and leaned forward, then screamed at the top of my lungs. “Some motherfuckers are always trying to ice-skate uphill!”

That’s right. Blade to the rescue.

The bloodhounds were taken aback by my impromptu outburst, and they stopped in their tracks, likely to assess just how bat-shit crazy of a fighter I would turn out to be. It gave me time to lean back, see that Kaylee had made it to the bottom of the ladder, and breathe a quick sigh of relief.

“Peace out, everybody,” I said, jumping down the ladder chute and reaching up to grab hold of the two metal handles on the hatch’s underside.

The door clicked shut the second it slammed down, flush with the hill’s surface. The metal reverberated and my non-Oscar hand really felt the sting of that jarring impact. I hung there for a moment, relieved to escape, but afraid to release the hatch. What if my bodyweight was all that kept the hatch closed?

“What are you doing?” Benoch called from the bunker below. “It’s not like your bodyweight is all that’s keeping the hatch closed. It’s got tighter locks than all the banks in Varrowsgard. Let those blood-suckers scratch at it with their ugly claws. We’re safe.”

“I thought you said there was no place safe in all of Silura,” I said.

“Wiseass. Don’t use my words against me. Now get down here. The world is worse off than I thought.”
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We gathered in Benoch’s workshop, deep in the heart of his bunker and away from the incessant howling of bloodhounds and their banging on the metal hatch door that separated us from a horde of blood-starved demonspawn.

Benoch walked past the tangled nest of wires and beakers that surrounded his experimental white glove. Its fingers kept twiddling, like a centipede’s legs after they’re separated from the main body. The small sliver of onicite that powered up that prototype glowed with the faintest blue sheen.

“I don’t suppose there’s an emergency exit,” Dani said.

“No,” Benoch said. “A dozen highly trained royal guards were supposed to prevent an important asset like me from being trapped like this. But the guards have all left.”

“Not my fault,” I said.

“No,” Dani said. “This is my fault, for handicapping our efforts to fend off this attack. I’m playing with ingredients I don’t understand and it’s an experiment that will get us all killed. I should stick to simple little flavors instead, harmless ones. Rose water and carnation nectar, or sweet pepper flakes and apple oil.

“Or better yet, I should just give it all up wholesale. A candy shop seems like such a silly little trifle when the fate of my whole race hangs in the balance. I wish my recipes had just burnt up in Varrowsgard. I would have finished mourning the death of my stupid dream by now.”

“Thank you,” Benoch said. “I am relieved to hear you speak some sense. It is time to put childish hobbies to bed.”

“Is that what Milton Hershey did when he ran out of money and had to close his first chocolate shop? No! He opened another one. And that failed too, but he got better, and smarter, and now there’s a charitable foundation named after him that helps… orphans, I think? It’s been a long time since I went on the tour.”

“Your point?” Benoch said.

“Dani has a talent. One that I won’t let you talk her into abandoning.” I turned toward the draykin woman, though she didn’t notice. Her head was down, staring at her lap where her hands fidgeted.

“Benoch said you could take what ingredients you wanted,” I continued. “Go get them now. All of them. We’re leaving.”

“The bloodhounds—” Kaylee started.

“Won’t even know we’re gone,” I said. “I’ve been setting waypoints with Oscar, which until recently were just location markers. Thanks to today’s bloodhound blitz, I have the energy we need to travel between them as a group. We’ll head to the castle and warn the queen about A’zarkin’s plan to steal her egg, ask her for an army, and march up the mountain to meet the demon head on.”

Benoch continued to pace the perimeter of his workshop, pausing at his bookshelf of old tomes and tracing his fingers past the spines of several before settling on a small book bound in light tan leather.

“You’ll take this, Clara,” he said. “Even if you don’t plan to use it, I want you to have it.”

“What is it?” she asked.

“A collected volume of theories,” he said. “They pertain to the phenomenon of the Goddess-touched, and many passages deal directly with improving the healing magic you possess. We won’t have time to test these methods out together, but there’s no sense in sending you into the world unprepared.”

He handed the book to Clara. She took it and traced her fingers over the image of a diamond, etched into its soft cover.

“I have energy enough for all of us,” I said. “You’re coming too.”

“No,” Benoch replied. “I’m not. My life is here. With the guards gone I thought, for a moment, I was free to go. I realized I didn’t want to. I enjoy my work and I believe in its importance. There are rations enough for years down here now that my protectors have raced back to the castle city, and the security hatch will hold the bloodhounds at bay until they tire and wander off in search of warmer meals.”

“This is bullshit,” I said. “After all the years of service you’ve put in, you should tell the queen straight up that you deserve a state of the art workshop back home in Varrowsgard, not some subterranean compound under constant guard.”

“I am important,” he said, “but not so important that I can make demands of our queen. She’d have me buried so far beneath the Rundune Desert I’d pop out the other side of Silura.”

“Where is this desert, anyway?” I asked. “Queen Zolocki mentioned burying all sorts of stuff out there.”

“An instinct we’ve carried forth from our dragon ancestors, those poor souls.” Benoch said. “Goddess help us if the sins we’ve buried ever wake up again.”

He stared off for a moment, then shook his thoughts loose. “Thank you for the concern, but I choose to stay. It’s a choice I made a long time ago.”

“Mr. Benoch?” Kaylee asked. “Can I keep the blindfold?”

“Of course you can, dear,” he said. “I’m sorry you still require it.”

“What about me?” I asked. “Can I have my stuff back? You know, all my important pocket-sized possessions the guards confiscated from me.”

“Oh, of course, let’s see… It looked so much like garbage I had forgotten all about it. Where did I…” He wandered around his workshop for a bit and then came back with three items.

“Here you are,” he said. “A set of metal shards on a ring.”

“Keys,” I corrected.

He held them up to his face and squinted. “No, not keys. Keys have more twists and sharp edges. These are more like tooth picks. Anyway, next we have a glass wedge.”

“iPhone 6,” I said. “Don’t make fun, I know it’s a few generations behind, but it’s hella more advanced than what you guys have got going on here. I don’t think you’ve even invented smoke signals yet.”

“And some kind of tarot card,” he concluded.

I tucked the other items into my pockets, though these leather pants were less accommodating on that front than my old jeans had been.

“It’s not a tarot card,” I said. “It’s what the old fortuneteller lady gave me right before the purple lightning swirly that sent me here. It sounds like she was one of those heretic witches I keep hearing about.”

Benoch’s face blanched. “She actually gave you the key? You’ve had this the entire time and didn’t think it might bear a small mention?”

“Now who doesn’t know what keys look like?” I asked.

Benoch balled his hands into fists and shook them in the air. “This is the magical item the witches use to pull back the veil between realms, you idiot!”

“Oh,” I said. “Wait! Does that mean I can use this card to go back to Earth? Oh my god, I know what to do.”

I pinched the card between my fingers, clicked the heel-end of my leather boots together, and chanted. “There’s no place like Thrillville.” It was even their goddamn motto! “There’s no place like Thrillville. There’s no place like Thrillville!”

Suddenly nothing. No stirring of wind or gathering of bright purple light that might reveal the way home.

“What are you doing?” Kaylee asked. She started to click her heels together as though this were a new game I invented.

“Nothing,” I said. “We’re never going to talk about that. Ever.”

Benoch, meanwhile, wandered back toward his bookshelf of dusty old leather-bound tomes. He yanked one off a shelf and flipped open to a page toward the end, with a diagram of a card much like the one in my hand. It was a rough sketch, though not of a specific realm. The artwork was empty, with only the hand-drawn words “realistic image” written in a scripted font. The decorative banner at the base of the diagram simply read “waypoint marker,” whereas the card I had recovered from Benoch actually said “Silura” when the fortuneteller handed it to me, and it currently read “Thrillville.”

Below the diagram there was a simple — though not entirely illuminating — explanation.




The above figure represents our closest understanding of the talisman used to travel between realms. It appears as a thin and flexible card, unassuming in its design. It is, in reality, the distillation of powerful heresy magic, capable of opening the sky itself and allowing the heretic witches to escape to realms long forbidden by the one true Goddess.




The method of activating the keys remains elusive, despite extensive testing and advanced questioning of the captive witch. We know it would require a tremendous quantum of energy to craft a storm as wild as the one that brought her here, but what energy would suffice? Cosmic? Astral? Shadow? The list is too long to extinguish in one lifetime.




I handed Benoch the book.

“You should leave this with me,” he said. “If A’zarkin gets ahold of the key to your world, he could wreak utter havoc.”

“Yikes,” I said. “That’s my least favorite type of havoc.”

“Take this seriously, Kyle,” the old man said.

“If A’zarkin leaves Silura, you’ll all be safe,” I said. “My world is so full of crazies, what’s one more reckless demon intent on forming a brood of wicked little monsters? We have a Snooki, and she’s doing just that.

“Right now, I’m more concerned with whether any of this leads to me seeing my home world again.”

“Is that what you want?” Dani asked. “You want to go home?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe.”

“Because of the beautiful woman you showed me,” she said.

“Selena?” I asked. “She’s cute, I guess. When she tries. And yeah, most of the times that she doesn’t, too.”

“It’s in the way you smile just at saying her name,” Dani said. “You would risk bringing A’zarkin to your world just to see her again.”

I took Dani’s hands and looked into her eyes. “I would die happy spending the rest of my life in Silura with you, and Clara, and Kaylee.”

“Then prove it,” she said. “Rip up that card.”

“NO!” Benoch yelled. “No, no, no. We don’t know what that might unleash. Allow me to keep it, and study it, and—”

“The fortuneteller told me to keep it,” I said. “That’s what I plan to do. Maybe she was one of your time-traveling wicked witches from another dimension. At the time I thought she was a crazy old nut-job who went off her meds. Either way, this card is mine. Maybe I’ll even collect the whole set.

“Everyone,” I continued. “Gather your things. We leave immediately.”

The girls all left the room and I looked back at Benoch. “It’s not too late to change your mind. I’m sure the queen would welcome you home.”

“I’m old,” he said. “I might not live to see the end of this war, but if I die down here I want to leave something worth finding. The shard of onicite you brought me was the most thrilling discovery in my professional life. The only other piece of that rare substance to survive A’zarkin’s earlier rule was old and dried up, its power drained by the passage of time.

“Now, my real work can start. I’m going to design the next Oscar suit.

“Maybe it won’t have the same high-technology skills yours passes onto you, but it should have strength to it. Anything that advances our arsenal is a boon against a scourge like A’zarkin.”

“Good luck, Benoch,” I said.

“The same to you, Kyle, human Hero of Silura. Finish the job your predecessor left undone. Our very existence depends on it.”
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“Everyone, put your hands on my body,” I said. “Anywhere you like. Don’t be shy.”

Kaylee tied her blindfold around her wrist for safekeeping, then rested her chin against my shoulder blade and grabbed a handful of ass cheek. Clara held onto her new book with one hand and slid her other up my arm until it clutched my bicep tight. Dani held a pair of saddlebags by her side full of materials she had taken from Benoch’s kitchen, plus the rations we had carried with us from Varrowsgard.

“Come here,” I said.	

She stepped forward. I slid one arm around her waist and pulled her close until her chest braced against mine and her arms reached behind my back.

I raised Oscar into the air, my fingers balled into a tight fist. “Activate waypoint travel!”




Activate Waypoint Travel? Y/N




“Yes, Oscar,” I said. “Way to ruin the moment.”




Select Waypoint Marker:




Benoch’s Bunker




Draykin Domain




Simki Sylvania




Tiny Town




“Draykin Domain,” I said.
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A burst of light erupted, bathing our bodies in a brilliant blue glow that forced my eyes closed involuntarily. When they opened and adjusted to the sunlight beaming down from overhead, I took quick stock of the girls and found them all there.

It worked. Oscar drained a sizable portion of his onicite energies, but he came through.

“The royal stables,” Dani said, rubbing her eyes with the back of one hand.

“Yep,” I said. “While Gretna was inside selecting horses and gear, I was setting my first waypoint. It’s weird to be back here without her.”

“It’s worse than we left it,” Clara said.

Standing outside the royal stables, at the northeastern-most corner of the draykin capital city, I wasn’t immediately aware of the destruction around us. Glancing upward, however, changed that. Of the dozen stone spires that rose from the fortress castle at the city’s heart, more than half were broken off completely, the massive stone walls that built them several stories into the air had crumbled to ruin, some pieces resting on the castle’s sloped roof, the others likely forming piles at the castle’s base. That, I couldn’t see from afar.

What I could see, however, were the bodies of fallen draykin up and down the cross streets that intersected here, and the billowing black flames of a city still on fire. It had raged out of control in our absence, swallowing up rows of buildings and leaving them roofless squares of blackened mortar stacked side by side.

My grip around Dani’s waist tightened as a bloodhound sprinted down our street, black leathery wings flapping madly behind it.

“The city never recovered,” she said.

“This doesn’t bode well for that egg,” I said. “Dani, I need you to take the lead here.”

She nodded and ran, with the rest of us in close pursuit. A persistent howling cut through the streets, the sound emanating from near and far alike. The city was overrun with bloodhounds now, and I kept an eye overhead for any that had adapted to the wings they siphoned from draykin blood.

The purple flags that once flew over the city meant anyone airborne would face a swift arrow, but that threat felt hollow now. It was hard to imagine there were any guards left with crossbows atop the castle’s remaining few towers.

The city’s streets were narrow, further encroached by smoldering debris and corpses. Dani stopped short at an intersection ahead, where three bloodhounds stooped over a woman’s body. Her eyes were still half open, and those monsters all had their faces pressed against different parts of her exposed skin, sucking the blood from her veins.

So far, they hadn’t seen us, so I pulled Dani around the corner of a building where we could regroup.

“That poor woman,” she said, aiming her pleading, doleful eyes at me. I peered into her vertical pupils, unashamed of what I said next.

“I’m not squandering what little time we have saving one draykin. How do we get to the castle?”

“I know some back alleys,” she said.

“Good. Let’s go.”

We set out again, ducking past burning buildings and racing toward the central keep in a zigzag that avoided the attention of the monsters pillaging the city. My lungs burned more with each step from inhaling the soot that hung in the air, but we reached the castle’s entrance in one piece.

The doors, however, were off their hinges. Cracked panels of dense, carved wood lay splintered on the stone floor of the castle itself. We climbed over them and hurried onward, our footfalls echoing in the cavernous hallway that lacked any signs of draykin life.

Only a few of the stone urns that once held fire to light the throne room were active now, with some snuffed out and others tipped upside down. There had been fighting here, more than just our initial encounter with the blue-skinned demon who wanted Oscar for himself.

While there were no guards to keep watch over the kingdom’s most powerful woman, she did remain in her royal seat, perched atop a dense stone dais that lifted her above anyone else in the room.

“Queen Zolocki,” I said, panting as I came to a stop before her throne. Her dark, carnelian red hair was a mess of tangles that draped to each side, holding her thin golden crown at a tilt on her head. She looked up at me like a woman in a daze, only half registering who I was.

“You’re too late,” she said. “A’zarkin has made a fool of this kingdom once more.”

The queen’s vibrant red dress was smeared with darker streaks, draykin blood no doubt, and possibly her own. There were black stains as well, the viscous necrotic blood of the creatures running rampant in the streets.

Her pale skin still bore the intricate red markings that formed geometric tattoos up her arms and neck, but some were obscured by scratch marks that left her bleeding.

“The egg,” she said, “is gone. Poached by A’zarkin’s army.”

“Poached?” I asked. “No, probably just stolen. On the sunny side though, maybe we can really scramble to get it back.”

“How?” she asked.

“I’m no hard-boiled detective, but I think we can find your princess in another castle. Or in the very least, on top of the highest mountain.”

The queen shook her head. “Oh, my little Smaug. I let you down before you’ve even hatched into this world.” Her voice rose to an irritating wail. “Daughter of the draykin kingdom, with—”

I cut her off. “Look, omelet you finish, but we can’t give up now. Don’t get me wrong, this won’t be over easy, but we haven’t been beaten yet just because a demon whisked your golden egg away.

“Round up the guards and give us an army. We march on A’zarkin right away.”

The queen’s eyes glazed over and she tilted her head toward the shadows at her side. “How will my people ever forgive me? The queen who couldn’t hatch an heir.”

“Your majesty,” Dani said. “Hi, remember me? Blood debt girl. I’m making good on my sworn duty to support Kyle in all his efforts, but we can’t do this alone. A’zarkin’s magic is strong, and with that egg in his possession, he will eradicate our whole species from the continuum of time. We need whatever guards can travel.”

“There are none,” the queen said. “The last guard was dragged out of the castle an hour ago and murdered by those fiends. Why haven’t the bloodhounds come back to drink my royal blood and end my misery? Why do they leave me here to watch my capital burn?”

“We’ve lost her,” I said. “Somebody get this lady a Twitter account, because she is a rambling lunatic.”

“Kyle,” Dani said, pulling me aside and speaking low. “She’s lost her unhatched child. Her kingdom is in ruins. Of course she’s distraught.”

“She doesn’t have the luxury of being distraught,” I said. “She’s a leader. Her people rely on her to stand firm in times of crisis. She needs to snap out of it.”

“Hey,” I said, turning back toward the queen. “No more egg puns. This is serious business. We can’t go after the head demon without backup. What about the guards that hid behind your throne room last time we were here? They were slow to rush to your aid against A’zarkin, maybe there are more hiding back there.”

“In the treasury?” she asked. “No, they have all come forward, leaving only me to protect the castle and all of our revenue.”

“I doubt there’s a draykin alive with the strength or skill to climb a mountain and fight by our side,” Dani said.

“Guys,” Kaylee said. “We have company.”

Behind us, a triad of bloodhounds raced forward, all three with black wings on their backs. Their faces were still dripping from the last bloody draykin they had gorged themselves on, but that didn’t seem to staunch their appetite.

“I’m getting real tired of this shit,” I said. Oscar, however, flexed his fingers without my doing. He wanted more onicite hearts. Hell, I wanted them too. In a way the sight of those disgusting creatures gave me a strange sense of excitement. I was hungry for energy, and power, like Oscar’s appetite was starting to seep into my own psyche.

I shook that thought off and braced for impact.

The first bloodhound crouched low, then leapt high and spread its wings, flapping like mad until it lifted high above our heads toward the domed ceiling that rose two stories above us. The other two raced forward, snarling and hissing as they selected their prey. One veered toward me, while the other aimed for Kaylee.

Dani pulled her sword free of its scabbard and leapt into the air, beating her wings harder than I’d seen before. Still, she struggled to gain the same height as the bloodhound had.

I ran forward and swung at the one that came at me, but it ducked and charged, grabbing me around the thighs and lifting me up.

“Breathe,” Kaylee said out loud, punching a tight fist forward and then pulling her arms back to her sides. “Breathe, breathe, breathe.”

“You can do this, Kaylee,” I said, punching Oscar against the monster’s back as it carried me toward the throne room’s rear.

With another firm punch in the spine, I got the bloodhound to drop me. It howled and stood on all fours, glaring at me with pale blue eyes that gleamed like they were lit from behind.

The queen stood from her throne and jumped down, spreading her crimson wings to smooth her descent into a short glide. “I am ready,” she said, her face wrought with desperation. “Take my blood and end my reign. I do not deserve my crown.”

“No,” I said, “we’re not doing that, lady. Take a seat.”

She stepped toward the middle of the fray, reaching longingly toward any bloodhound that came near her. They stole glances her way, but none threatened an ounce of harm.

“Please,” the queen said, resting on her knees and pleading with our attackers. “There is no life without my kingdom.”

“A’zarkin is watching this,” I said. “He won’t let you off that easy. He wants you to suffer.”

Clara reached out for the monster that Kaylee fought against, but the monster tore its arm away too soon. The kobold girl didn’t seem fazed, by it. She watched carefully for her next opportunity.

Kaylee had stopped reminding herself to breathe. She had also stopped breathing, at least in the calm, meditative way Benoch had taught her.

“Clara,” I yelled, fending off the bloodhound’s next punch. “Get the blindfold around Kaylee’s eyes. Hurry!”

Clara did as I asked, ducking and weaving between the fighters with exceptional grace as she reached for Kaylee’s wrist, tugged the simple knot loose from the band of fabric, and then leapt onto Kaylee’s back to tie the strip of cotton across her eyes.

The simki’s skin didn’t cool down to her normal peachy tone, but she also wasn’t a raging firestorm of untamed kicks and relentless punches. We had caught her before it was too late.

My focus on their fight drew attention away from mine. Before I knew it, the bloodhound bit me, its spiral teeth piercing my forearm and filling my veins with ice. My heart struggled to beat, the whole current of my body shifting into reverse and halting the organ meant to regulate my river of blood.

It was a river whose dam had broken.

Oscar swatted at the monster’s head, but all of my movements were strained now. Weak. My vision started to black out at the edges as oxygen-rich blood flowed into the bloodhound rather than through me. After a few useless smacks from Oscar against the bloodhound’s face, I managed to hook a thumb into its eye socket and press deep, twisting its face away from my arm and dislodging its mouth from my flesh.

The second it stopped siphoning blood from my body, I could breathe again. My heart hurt as it lurched back into motion.

“Yowww,” the creature said, lolling its tongue around in its mouth while I regained my composure and prepared again to fight. “Yooouuu should haff stay underkrownnnd.”

“And you,” I said, “need a speech pathologist.” I reached toward the creature’s chest, grabbed hold of the tattered gray shirt that covered its lumpy gray body, and punched it so hard in the face I broke its jaw.

“So much for learning human-speak.” I walked forward as the monster stepped back, then I punched it in the chest, snapping a few ribs. When it fell to the floor, I pounced on top of it, tore its chest open, and reached inside the putrid soup of black, slimy organs to find the heart and crush it.
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Kaylee caught a punch with her open palm, then grabbed a bloodhound’s hand and held it in place while her other arm chopped against its elbow joint. Bone cracked and the monster howled, then she kicked it to the ground and stomped her foot through its head. Its skull dented and the creature went limp, shards of bone likely skewering into its brain. She poked two fingers into the base of its throat, tore the skin, and dragged that wound down its front. In another moment, she had the heart, and she threw it my way.
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Dani crash-landed on the stone floor and rolled to a stop a good distance from us, tossing her sword aside to avoid landing on it. She panted and let her wings and tail lay flat, clearly exhausted from all the effort it took to fly to the limited extent draykin were capable of.

The airborne bloodhound circled above her.

Kaylee and I both prepared to run, but then Clara caught my eye. She had climbed two stories up with her nimble kobold hands, and now she clung upside down from the ceiling. Just as the bloodhound dove toward Dani, Clara kicked off the throne room’s ceiling and took aim at the flying menace.

She landed on its back, weighing it down enough that it skidded into the floor with Clara riding atop it. She brought both hands around to its neck and her hands pulsed in pink light, melting the creature’s throat until its head rolled away and the body disintegrated into a gelatinous gray slime.

The queen still stood in the center of all this, dazed and off-balance.

I took a step toward Kaylee, but she spun toward me and whipped her monkey-like tail out, smacking me in the leg and preparing to pounce.

“It’s me,” I said. “We’re safe for now. Everything’s over.”

She breathed in short bursts and scrunched her eyebrows down, wrinkling the blindfold. Her pose was still aggressive, and I braced for impact just in case.

“Kaylee,” I said, with melodramatic patience. “Let’s all relax.”

Slowly, she calmed. Her skin tone lightened and her posture went from threatening to lax. She pulled off the blindfold and frowned.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I just kept thinking about how I lost control at Benoch’s, and then it started to happen again, and I hit you.”

“It was nothing,” I said. “It was your tail, and it didn’t hurt.”

“Not this time,” she said. “If I could hit you, I could hit anyone. Even my friends in the enclave. Maybe I should never go home again.”

Her lip started to quiver, so I pulled her close. “Now, now… now is not the time for this. Later is. When we’ve finished saving the world and plucking the cold black heart out of every snarly bloodhound.”

“There will be more,” the queen said. “You cannot stop the bloodhounds from raging against the crown. Goddess willing, anyway.” She hiked up her dress and climbed onto the stone platform to sit on her throne again.

“Are you kidding me?” I asked. I looked over at Dani. “She’s sad that we saved her life. Where’s our thank-you?”

“What good would her appreciation do at this point?” Dani asked. “Without any support to offer us, she’s just another woman. And we’re four people going against a demonic army. One that sits atop the highest mountain peak, impossibly out of reach.”

“True,” I said. “But one of our ‘four’ is a kobold with a keen sense of climbing. If only we all… Huh.”

I looked back at the queen as she leaned to the side and sighed.

“Queen Zolocki,” I said, “your royal highness and, oh jeez, what else were you… waker of winds and oracle of ages?”

She sighed. “Master of moons, tamer of wild rivers, and breath of the birds of song.”

“Yes,” I said. “Royal woman of many epithets, give me all of your money.”

“Kyle!” Dani exclaimed.

“What?” I asked. “I have a plan, and it won’t come cheap.”

“Take it,” the queen said. “There are no coins that could bring my daughter back to me.”

“Not gonna argue with that,” I said. “Look, Queen Zolocki, we don’t see eye to eye — and not just because your throne is two feet higher than everything else in the room. You believe in blood debts, and sending people you value into underground prisons, and giving up hope when things look bleak.”

The queen nodded faintly and kept staring into the middle distance, looking over my shoulder toward the open doorway and the war-torn city beyond it.

“I don’t know if we can win this thing,” I said, “but I know we’re going to try. Because I’m wearing leather from head to toe and I have an alien tech gauntlet that speaks to me in little silver letters. If anyone here is supposed to save the day and get all of the girls, it’s me.”

Now she focused on me and gave a half-smile. “After all my shortcomings, you would—”

“No, just to be clear, you’re not one of those girls. You’re kind of a basket case. I just meant that even if I’m not the hero you deserve, I’m the hero you need right now. Because I’m Kyle the Human Hero, and I vanquish shit.”

“Of course,” she said. “Goddess speed.”

I gave her a nod and a smile.

“Reset Draykin Domain waypoint,” I said. “No more stables for us.”
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A spot of blue light gathered beneath my feet, then a beam of light shot upward from it. Oscar’s text floated alongside the new waypoint.
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“Girls, let’s hit the treasury.”

In the hallway behind Queen Zolocki’s throne, glass cases held golden statues with polished jewels set within their eyes. Rubies on a draykin woman with red wings and a tail that changed from gold to rose gold as it reached its tip. Another with emeralds, and then sapphires.

I strode past those displays toward the round room that opened up at the hallway’s end. Stone shelves were set into the walls here, rising four stories high in a silo of accumulated wealth. Each shelf held burlap bags cinched tight around the top.

I lifted one and heard coins jingling inside. After tugging the cord open, I handed it to Dani.

“There are a thousand rounds in there, aren’t there?” I asked.

She reached her hand inside and pulled out a fistful of small black coins. “At least. But how does money help us ascend a mountain?”

“It doesn’t,” I said. “Nothing will. The high ground at Benoch’s hill would have given us an advantage against those bloodhounds if we weren’t so badly outnumbered. Terrain is useful, but it’s not enough to turn the tide against sheer numbers.

“A mountain though? That’s the ultimate high ground. We’ll have a tactical penalty and A’zarkin’s vast doggy-style army of snaggletooth vampire offspring to contend with. We can’t just climb up. They’re ready for that.

“No, we need to buy ourselves an element of surprise. Everyone? Take a bag. It’s time to visit the baby factory.”
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“Do you have any idea how many mouths we’ll have to feed?” Dani asked.

She strode alongside me, her arm looped in mine and her legs swinging in time with my own so that our feet hit the ground at the same time. It was nice to see she had warmed up to me again, now that we had unpacked some of my simki-induced dalliances.

“There’s no other choice,” I said. “Kobolds are good at digging, and we can make our ration packs stretch in the short term. God knows Momma Jumbo barely feeds those poor kids.”

“Goddess,” Dani said. “You keep saying ‘God’ like the all-powerful being who created the realms was a man.”

“My realm is full of sexist assholes,” I said. “Maybe the Goddess thought it was easier to dress up as a dude where I’m from and avoid that nonsense. Sort of like Mulan.”

“Are we there yet?” Kaylee asked from behind. “Everything out here seems so flat and never-ending. I just want to see the kobold hole and learn about where Clara’s from!”

“It’s another half-mile or so,” I said.

“Is that… far?” Kaylee asked.

“Not at all.”

“It’s nice,” Clara said, “to have a peaceful moment beneath the sun’s warm rays without a brood of bloodhounds chasing us. And I’m glad Kyle isn’t spending Oscar’s energy on waypoint travel when our destination was within easy reach.”

“Actually,” I said. “I couldn’t. I don’t have a waypoint marker there. I can only set them where I stand. Unless… Oscar? Use Remote Access to set a waypoint marker.”




Set Current Location as Waypoint Marker? Y/N




“No,” I said, pointing ahead. “Set waypoint marker there.”
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I sighed. “Still no clue what Remote Access is for, but setting waypoints from memory would have been nice. Go zipping around the world in the blink of an eye, taking everyone with me.

“Maybe if I set enough waypoints, we can open a travel agency when this is over.

The half-mile trek ahead of us was shorter than the distance we had already covered, leaving the pillaged remains of Varrowsgard to smolder long behind us and its desolate queen to dwell on her separation from the golden egg she had so jealously guarded.

When the crack that split the ground open into a wide smirk came into view, Kaylee was the first to break into a run. She peered over the edge of the cavern, gaged a spot to climb down, and vanished below the lip of the rocky crevice. Clara was quick to follow.

“Am I the only one that wasn’t made for climbing?” I asked.

“Kaylee’s accustomed to scaling trees,” Dani said, “and Clara has that perfect kobold grip. I’m no climber though.”

“No, just a woman with dragon wings who can glide downward lickety-split.”

“Draykin are not dragons,” she said, then leaned close and whispered in my ear, “monkey.”

“You don’t get to call me that and run away,” I said. “Come back here!”

Dani laughed and stuck out her tongue, then jumped. Her wings spread wide and she glided easily toward the bottom.

I, however, took my time. The rocky ledges were a challenge to navigate, but I had done it once before. After a slow and careful climb, I touched down at the bottom of the foyer to the kobold labyrinth ahead.

“Hi, Oscar,” I said. “It’s me, Kyle. Set us a waypoint called Kobold Kommune.” A blue light indicated the job was done.

“Wow,” Kaylee said, marveling at the network of tunnels and small rooms that comprised Clara’s old home. “I’ve never seen tunnels like these before. Imagine the hiding and seeking you could do!”

“Stay where I can see you,” I said.

“Mother would not approve us wandering without permission,” Clara said. Still, she paused at an intersection where another tunnel ran across the one we walked through. The mewling cries of baby kobolds echoed from our left, but it was the right end of the tunnel Clara listened toward. The faint, intermittent sound of metal tools banging against rock carried toward us.

“That’s them,” she said. “My poor brothers, destined to dwell beneath our mother’s rocky ceiling and iron fist until the constant effort of their digging wears their bones to dust.”

“Destinies can change,” I said. “We’re changing them.”

I walked forward with purpose, leading the girls down the long tunnel toward Momma Jumbo’s central chamber. We passed by doorways that Dani and I had peeked into before, as well as stone boulders we hadn’t slid aside on our exploratory venture into these caverns last time. Oscar could make quick work of rolling those boulder-doors aside, but we had no time to sneak and peek now. We had very important business to attend to.

We were buying slaves. Again.

The orange flicker of torch-pit urns drew us deeper into the underground complex, with the scent of burning oil and the haze it produced thickening until we reached the high-ceilinged room at its heart.

Momma Jumbo sat there, ever ready to greet her customers with a scowling face and a rotund, red stomach. Somehow, it was twice as large as the last time we had seen the woman, and her blood-red face was tired and sweaty. She tracked our movement with her eyes but said nothing as we approached.

“Momma Jumbo,” Dani said, coddling a sack of round, black coins in her hands. “We’ve come to ask for the sale of two dozen kobolds. The older ones, who dig the tunnels because they fell short of other takers’ standards.”

“Daniana Weyforth,” Momma Jumbo said. “You do have a taste for the defective, don’t you?”

“A child given would lack the strength for the labor we need,” Dani said. “I believe every one of your children is strong and able — traits they inherited from their mother, of course.”

“Even the ones past the age of first taking?” the woman asked.

“Especially them,” Dani said.

The woman rested her hands atop her plump stomach and tented her fingers together. “You’ll take them well, taker?”

“Of course,” Dani said. “I will treat them with all the respect and care a taker owes a given.”

Momma Jumbo seemed satisfied at first, then she glanced at Clara and her mood turned sour. “What’s wrong with this one?” she asked, glaring at Dani and waiting for an answer.

“You tell me,” I said. “Every time you’ve spoken to Clara, you’ve found something wrong. All I see is a beautiful girl with a rare talent and a generous heart. I don’t see anything wrong at all.”

The kobold matriarch turned to face me slowly. “Do you speak for the taker, monkey?”

Kaylee huffed behind me, but the insult wasn’t enough of a provocation to turn her cheeks red, and I had no interest in teaching Momma Jumbo about political correctness.

“He does,” Dani said. “Kyle speaks for me, and by extension, my given, because I owe him a blood debt and—”

“My children are not to be traded!” the red woman said. “Had I known you would pass my daughter off to the first man that offered you protection I would never have made the sale! You disrespect me and my business.”

“We’ve treated Clara well,” I said. “She’s our equal on this journey, and her life is better now than it ever was here. She’s even had tutoring.”

Now the kobold woman leaned forward with a look of sincere interest on her face. As she shifted her weight, her bare pendulous breasts rolled to the sides, sloping down her massive, pregnant belly.

“Is that true?” she asked.

“Yes,” Clara said. “I have lived days of sun and study that I never thought would be mine, and I have died in the arms of a bleeding warrior surrounded by vicious beasts. My journey into the sun has taken me back into shadow, but it is a journey I am privileged to take for all I have learned of myself and the Goddess’s bounty.”

“You and your Goddess-damned sun worship,” the girl’s mother said. “And what’s this about death?”

“I am destined to destroy the demon A’zarkin,” Clara said. “Though the price of this feat is likely my own life. This is the role the Goddess determined when she touched my newborn mind. This is the reason for my gift.”

Momma Jumbo stood from her stone seat. The act took effort, and time. Her swollen red feet flattened against the rock floor as her full weight bore down on them. Her knees cracked and she reached toward her lower back, thrusting her hips forward as she rebalanced her posture. A dingy gray rag tied around her waist, sparing us from the sight of her gnarly, unkempt nether-regions.

“You have taken a sweet young girl — an empty-headed one, but sweet — and ruined her,” Clara’s mother said. “You treated her care like it was a trifle you could barter away with your idiotic draykin blood debts. You should be ashamed.”

“I am not ruined,” Clara said. “I have purpose now.”

“No,” Momma Jumbo said, sitting back down with a thump.

“No what?” I asked.

“This draykin came into my home as a first-time taker and promised to uphold her duties. She has failed, in the worst way. You will have no more of my children.

“Besides, they’re doing important work. The next litter will be my largest yet and I need additional nursery space, not to mention diaper tombs.”

“Diaper changing rooms are a higher priority than saving all of space and time?” I asked. “Really?”

“Not diaper rooms,” Clara said. “Diaper tombs. We toss the used diapers into a stone room and seal it over with a boulder so we never have to encounter them again. Half of the doorways in this complex are just hidden heaps of soiled diapers.”

“That is vile,” I said, thinking back to the stone doors Dani and I almost knocked over on our exploratory stroll through these looping tunnels.

“What is vile,” Momma Jumbo said, “is a failed taker returning to my home to barter away more of my precious brood.”

“I don’t think you understand,” I said, tossing a sack full of small black coins onto the floor by her feet. “All together, we have four thousand rounds here. It’s not bartering. It’s enough to put your next three litters on pre-order.”

“Coin is not my only purpose,” the woman said. “I see to it that my children are well taken. If you cannot help my babies thrive, I will find customers who can.”

Her face twitched and she let out a little gasp, wrapping her dark red hands across her bare belly. “They kicked,” she said. “It’s like a damned chorus line in there. Calm down, you little twits, Momma’s tired of your shit!”

The pregnant woman settled back into her seat and closed her eyes, making the end of our conversation apparent. I took my coins, stormed out of her central chamber, and marched back down the main tunnel.

“Kyle,” Dani said, jogging to catch up. “We can’t just give up. A’zarkin has the queen’s egg!”

“We’re not giving up,” I said, ducking down a side tunnel and waving the girls toward me. “We’re giving those kobold diggers a choice. You and Kaylee, stay here and keep a lookout. Clara and I will lead those red little devils into a revolution. Hold our cash while we make our pitch to see who’ll follow us.”

I handed my coins to Kaylee while Dani took Clara’s bag, then I marched down the corridor into the unknown, led by the sound of occasional metal hammers and pickaxes crashing against stone. The torches that lined the tunnel were far and few between, leaving me to walk in near-darkness for long stretches before passing the brightness and warmth of a flaming oil-soaked torch again.

“My siblings have spent their lives hoping for a taker that never came,” Clara said. She trailed behind me a single step, even though there was room enough in the tunnel to walk by my side. “The idea of simply walking away from their posts here has likely never crossed their minds.”

“They don’t have to be afraid of her,” I said. “There’s strength in numbers.”

“I’ve never been good with numbers,” Clara said. “I doubt my brothers are any better with that concept.”

“How’s this for a concept: liberation. Sounds pretty sweet, right?”

“May I offer a suggestion?”

“Any time,” I said. “You never need to ask permission to speak. Ever.”

“Be sensitive to what you offer my kobold brethren. Freedom and independence are two different things.”

In my haste to enlist a demolition team of kobolds to tunnel us toward A’zarkin, I missed a small pile of debris that sat along the tunnel’s floor. My boot crunched into it, snapping something short and pale in half.

I leaned down and squinted in the low light. “Is that a skeleton?”

“A child that doesn’t sell by the age of seven is sent into the tunnels,” Clara said. “The work is hard, and not without danger.”

“So dear old mom digs tombs for diapers and not her own children?” I asked. “What a heartless bag of lard. And she keeps her own chamber so full of flame, but the tunnels where her children work are all so dark.

“I can’t imagine living underground like this for an entire lifetime. I mean, people talk about a ‘man cave,’ but it’s never an actual cave. Unless you’re Batman. Even then, he had a butler on hand.”

“The sun was always kept out of reach as a young girl,” Clara said, glancing downward while she spoke. “Mother was afraid it would fill our heads with ideas of lazy days and idle recreation, but I was a daring child. I stole my glances skyward.”

“Go on.”

“Long before my mother beat the sense of adventure out of my bones, yes. I would sneak past her central chamber early in the morning while she slept. The deep crevice that provides access for takers to climb down and purchase their givens was an opening to light, and warmth, and promise. I would stand at the bottom of that chasm and stare upward at the sky, waiting for the sun to climb past the lip of that pit’s rocky mouth and shine its golden rays onto my pale, sad cheeks.

“Then,” she continued, her eyes still fixed on the tunnel floor, “when the sun did emerge, I closed my eyes and wished I were someplace else. Only when my eyelids darkened with the shade of an oncoming cloud would I snap my eyes open to steal the shortest glimpse of that yellow ball of fire in the sky. I never saw the sun all at once, but even the sliver I took in was enough to keep me coming back.”

“Did your mother catch you?” I asked.

“Once,” Clara said. “I waited for the sun and it didn’t come, so I kept waiting, hoping for a small gap in the clouds that blanketed the sky. Instead, the world darkened and a storm broke those clouds apart, drenching me in a sudden curtain of freezing rain.

“When I tried to sneak into the tunnels, my bare feet were wet and made smacking noises against the rock floors. Mother got up from her stone seat and stared down the tunnel I walked down, filling my small body with dread. She had beat me before, both with her harsh words and her calloused hands. I didn’t know which type of pain hurt worse, but they both terrified me.

“As I approached her, she narrowed her eyes at me, grunted once, and turned her head away. I stood still for a moment, waiting for my punishment, but none came. I dragged myself back to my room to dry off and start my chores, but she never mentioned that episode again. I waited days and weeks and months for her to resurrect my mistake and tear me apart. I’ll never know why she let that pass.

“Perhaps she knew how powerful silence could be, and in a way, she prevailed over me. That was the last time I snuck around behind her back. There were other beatings and cruel insults I know I deserved for all the times I failed or embarrassed her, but none stemmed from that one rainy day.

“Over the years, I forgot about the sun. Forgot about the way I would sneak. Forgot about my dream of freedom. The time to be a child was over; I had young siblings to care for.”

“Don’t lose the light, Clara,” I said. “Momma Jumbo may have kept you from the sun, but it’s still there. This is your time to soak it in.”

“We don’t all get to walk in the sun,” she said, hanging her head just a few inches lower. “Some have a darker path waiting for them.”

I stopped walking and turned back to look at Clara. Her soft, pink face was lit only faintly by the light that stretched toward us from the sparse torches. She leaned against the rock wall and took a deep breath.

My hands reached toward her upper arms and held her steady while her face turned away.

“Why do you talk about yourself like you’re some doomed soul on executioner’s row? You’re a part of this team, and as long as we stand by your side, you’ll always have allies who fight to keep you safe and happy. I need you to know that. Safe and happy. Tell me what we can do to bring back that spark of joy I saw when we first met.”

She put a hand on top of mine, reaching toward her upper arm and laying her palm across the back of my bare hand.

“My skin,” she said, “is pink like the frail petals of a wilting rose, while my siblings are bold and bright and red. My arms are too slender to wield a hammer, my hands are too soft to dig at the rock. I was never fit for a kobold’s life, and never loved because of it.

“To make it worse, I contained a magic I never understood, and was poorly suited to use. I just wanted to heal people, but my mother said healing was not the business she ran, and I was forbidden to do more than heal the minor scrapes that my younger siblings managed to inflict upon each other.

“I see now my mistake. I believed this was the magic of life. Healing, and soothing, and nurturing. It is not. I am an instrument of death.”

“Clara,” I said, tilting my head to steal some eye contact that she expertly avoided. “It breaks my heart to hear you talk this way about yourself. Is this about Gretna? What happened—”

“Was terrifying,” she said. “And excruciating. I felt every ounce of her pain. The wrenching moment a soul tears free from the body? I lived through that. I… died through that. I tried to pull her soul back to this world, to tie it to her body and keep her fighting for life, but something went wrong. I think I tied myself to her death instead. I feel her presence, all around us. It is a constant reminder of the agony of that day.”

“Holy shit,” I said.

“When I heal someone,” she said, “I form a connection. My body takes on their pain while my mind focuses on closing their wounds. When I make the bleeding stop and the skin close over, I feel… relief.

“With Gretna, I failed. The deep and throbbing pain the wound left in her throat, the escape of her blood in quick bursts as her heart continued pumping, the weakness in her bones as her body gave up on her — that’s what I was left with. There was no release of that pain, no relief when it ended, and no soothing peace that comes from a wound well-healed.

“In some ways, I’m still dying her death.

“Please don’t think I’m being selfish. I know it was worse for her, but I am still grateful for the sacrifice she made to help win this war.

“She died so that the pain we suffered together would teach me not to fear death, and not to extoll life. She died to prepare me to put an end to the demon A’zarkin.”

“I won’t let you sacrifice yourself,” I said. “We’ll find another way.”

“The world will not miss one slain kobold,” she said.

“I will,” I replied. My thumbs started to rub Clara’s pink skin, covered in shifting shadows from distant torches. “I never knew your magic came at such a high price. No one’s asking you to heal again. I won’t let them.”

Finally, she looked up. Her large, dark eyes held a life’s worth of solitary sadness in them. Of course she thought her gift was a burden in disguise. That’s what her life had always been.

“So much has changed since I first discovered my gift,” she said. “I’m not sure I could use it again for healing, even if I wanted to.”

“I think it’s time someone healed you, Clara.” I leaned in and kissed her, still gripping her upper arms and holding her against the tunnel’s rock wall.

She broke away from our kiss and turned her head. “I was not born to be loved.”

“What kind of a Goddess would make a woman so sweet, and beautiful, and kind, if she wasn’t meant to be loved?” I leaned forward and kissed her neck, trailing up her delicate pink skin until I reached her pointy kobold ear. I nudged at it with my nose, then gave her tiny earlobe a quick nibble before swinging back for another kiss.

“I am an instrument of her divine plan,” Clara said. “I cannot let selfish feelings lure me away from my destined path.”

My lips hovered an inch from hers as I spoke. “I have my own divine plan.” This time, when I landed my mouth against hers, she kissed me back. Her mouth wrestled against mine, parting just enough to invite my tongue to play against hers.

Her hands swept across my body as we kissed, searching the terrain of my chest and abs, reaching further for the waist of my leather pants. I had unleashed something in her, and she gave into that impulse now, discovering it with reckless abandon.

I explored her curves slowly, studying every inch of her as my hands slid from her hips toward the narrow of her waist before cupping her breasts from beneath. The fabric of her top moved with my hands, reshaping against her plump, round breasts while my fingers lightly kneaded at her flesh.

Clara breathed deeper now, forcing her chest more firmly against my hands as her lungs inflated with air.

“What if I’m not suited to this,” she said. “What if I disappoint you?”

“Shh,” I said. “Stop worrying about me. Let me focus on you for a change.”

I lowered myself to my knees and flipped her skirt with one hand, holding the fabric flat against her stomach. Her palms braced against the rock wall behind her as my fingers traced her outer lips, smooth and darker pink than the skin that covered her body.

I kissed the tender spot between her vulva and her inner leg. Her muscles were tense against my lips. “You’re shaking.”

“No one has touched me this way before,” she said.

“Do you like it?” I asked between kisses, inching my way closer to her mound as it swelled with excitement.

“Yes,” she said.

“Then relax.”

My tongue traced her slit, dipping beneath her lips and teasing the delicate skin beneath until I found her entry. I searched further, probing my tongue inside her core and exploring her tight inner walls. Her body fought my tongue, tensing around me even as she got excited and wet.

It would take more than a calming word to get my kobold given to relax.

I let my mouth explore her vulva, kissing and licking at her body as she got used to my touch. The sensitive hood of her clit begged for my attention. I nuzzled it with my nose and flicked it lightly with my tongue, testing Clara’s reaction. A sharp intake of breath and an excited whimper told me to keep going.

I played against her clit with my tongue, lapping at it and pulsing her body with sensation. She swelled beneath my face as the rush of arousal prepared her for more.

When my tongue licked back down her lower lips, it darted inside her wet hole. She let me in further this time, allowing my tongue to glide inside her slick entry with ease.

I pleasured her with one hand, thumbing her beautiful pearl while my face stayed buried in her mound. I didn’t need the touch of a Goddess’s power to work magic here, just the ability to read Clara’s body and assert my way forward when she tensed with uncertainty. Each time she threatened to withdraw, it was a little less; each time she relaxed into the pleasure I sent through her nerves, it was a little more.

Now her fingers dug into my hair, curling around handfuls of it and holding tight. Her hips started to rock, gently at first, but then she pressed my face against her vulva and thrust faster.

I grabbed onto her ass with one hand while my face buried in her silky folds, pulling her harder against my face so that her body engulfed me. There was no breathing now, no room for warm tunnel air or the dancing light of sparse torches. There was only skin against skin, my nose pressed deep against her, my tongue lapping up her slick juices.

My fingers released her handful of ass cheek and I reached for my waist, unfastening the buttons that held my raging boner trapped beneath tight pants. As each button popped open, my length pulsed with the yearning desire to be free.

At last, I stood at full attention, my shaft rock hard and my head on full alert. That’s when Clara’s knees started to shake again, but not from fear or timidity.

“Something is tingling inside me,” she said. “An urge I’ve never felt.”

“You’ll come soon,” I said, sending the vibrations of my voice into her body before applying my mouth to more important endeavors. Her juices flowed faster now and my tongue swam in them, satiny and sweet.

Then her body pulsed with orgasm, gushing with excitement as her hips rocked against my face. Her voice echoed down the tunnel in both directions as she moaned, lost to the euphoric rapture of a body gone electric with pleasure.

I wiped my face against the back of my hand and looked up. Her head rested against the rock wall behind her as her chest rose and fell in long breaths that heaved her breasts upward and lowered them slowly.

I stood and brushed her hair across her forehead, peering deeply into her large, dark eyes. “It’s a nice feeling, isn’t it?”

“But you didn’t—”

“I will,” I said, spinning her around to face the rocky wall. She braced her hands against it and I nudged her feet with mine until she spread her legs apart.

My hand trailed down her neck, following her spine toward her ass. I grabbed it with both hands and rested my cock against her rear, then reached beneath her skirt and dipped my fingers between her lower lips. I collected her juices on my fingers and used them to lube up my cock.

She made my hand so slippery and warm, I had to stop myself from finishing right then. I let my dick stand at attention for a moment while I got my mind right, then I glided it into Clara’s waiting hole from behind.

My tongue had started the delicate process of preparing Clara’s entry, but she was still so tight I had to pause after each second to let her acclimate to the size of my cock. Her fingers tensed against the rock wall and she leaned up onto her toes as I buried my dick inside her.

I rocked my hips back slowly while Clara froze and waited. When I sank back into her depths again her voice squeaked and her breathing came in short bursts.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Never better,” she said. “Our bodies, they’ve made a powerful connection.”

“Not just our bodies.” I kissed the back of her neck and pumped my hips faster, rocking her body with each thrust. With one hand on her shoulder, I reached the other around her front and took hold of her breast, slipping my hand beneath her top and running my fingers down her slope until I found her nipple. As I tweaked it gently, she began to moan.

Clara lifted one leg and touched her foot to the rock wall in front of her, then the other. She clung to that wall with her perfect kobold grip, bending her legs and arching her back so that my cock slid easily inside her. With my hands holding her hips steady, I let my own hips do all of the work, pumping and thrusting against my wall-climbing lover.

Her juices were dripping down my cock now, her muscles clenching hard against my shaft. Pressure and fire built up inside me, forcing a grunt from my throat every time my pelvis smacked against Clara’s ass.

“It’s happening again,” Clara said.

“Me too,” I replied, pumping my hips harder and faster until my body lost all control and erupted in orgasm, pumping my seed inside Clara’s core as her body shuddered in bliss.

Her feet slid down the rock wall until they touched the floor again. I pulled free of Clara’s grip and waited until I could tuck myself back into my pants. She smoothed out her skirt and adjusted her top before turning around to face me. The despondency in her eyes was replaced by something new, a fiery determination that spoke of confidence and strength.

“You’re a good man, Kyle,” she said. “I know this, but my brethren do not. They will not take on faith that their lives will improve by your side, not unless you lay down the coin it takes to welcome them as your givens. To march forward is to waste time when we have none to spare.”

She turned and walked back the way we had come, abandoning our quest to enlist the kobolds directly.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“To see my mother,” Clara said. “It’s time I stood up to her.”
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Clara strode down the corridor and back into her mother’s central chamber with her back stiff and head held high. The other girls and I fell in behind.

“Mother,” she said. Her voice was loud and even, with a confidence I had never heard from her. Dani shot me a look that was half surprised and half impressed. Kaylee just stood and watched with her hands clasped behind her back, bouncing on the tips of her toes.

“Kyle Landers is the taker you must assign my siblings to.”

“I choose what’s best for my business,” Momma Jumbo said. “I have a reputation to uphold.”

“I know first-hand how scarce clean water is in the heart of winter,” Clara said, “and how sparse our food stores grow by early spring. I know the hungry cries of the children you send to their nursery chambers, and the sadness in their lonely eyes as they wonder why their own mother relegates them to the darkness.

“You are a businesswoman, first and foremost, and Kyle Landers has an offer you would be foolish to turn away. The money he offers you would purchase food, water, and clothing. You could offer your children the life any child deserves, but few of yours ever achieve.”

Momma Jumbo listened patiently, calmly reclined against the back of her oversized stone seat. Clara’s face tensed as she stood up to her mother, but her voice never faltered.

“Is that so?” the woman asked.

“You know it is,” Clara said. “I have lived here longer than any son or daughter you ever birthed. I have seen generations of kobolds cry themselves to sleep, agonizing over empty bellies and uncertain fates.

“Kyle is a good man, and a good taker. He may not be the taker you gave me to, but he has treated me with all the kindness and respect a given is due, and then some. Dani has done the same. Together, they have nurtured and supported me — mind, body, and soul. They would care for any kobold the same way.

“Do not let your personal feelings get in the way of a sound deal. That would make a charade of the very business you profess to love above all else.”

“The things you say to your own mother,” Momma Jumbo said, her lower lip quivering as her mouth pulled into a wide smile. “Such reason and conviction. Had I known you harbored any shrewdness in you I’d have been proud long ago, but later is better than never. You finally live up to our family name.”

The red woman began to chuckle as tears escaped the corners of her eyes and trickled down her plump red cheeks.

“This is not a child’s tantrum and I will not be mocked,” Clara said. “You refuse a generous offer for children too old for a proper taking and why, to further consign your flesh and blood to a life of hard labor and malnourishment? You have tunnels enough for all your needs, but you force your own offspring to tunnel the hard rock far beyond your exalted seat. They dig, and they dig, for no reason other than your whim.”

“They dig for you, you ungrateful twit,” Momma Jumbo said.

This jarred Clara into a surprised silence.

Momma Jumbo continued. “Your siblings tunnel beneath the earth to find a spot where you can become your own kobold queen. You have sweetness in you Clara, and I’ll never understand where it came from, but you could break this cycle. Raise your own children with affection instead of crude calculation.”

“You could have tried that approach,” I said.

“I did,” the woman replied. “You see the result.

“Clara,” she continued, “you don’t know this now, but one day the urge will strike you. You will nest, allowing your body to give its strength to the children you foster within. You’ll start a family, and your kobold instincts will demand that you find a safe lair beneath Silura’s hard stone shell. When that time comes, I want you to have a breeding pit worthy of my magical daughter, selected from all our kind by the Goddess herself to contain the precious gift of healing.”

“It is a gift you punished me for each day,” Clara said. “You called me weak, defective, braindead. My gift was the reason you never sold me. You were ashamed.”

“It is the reason I never sold you,” Clara’s mother said, “but shame played no part in it.” The woman’s voice cracked as emotion welled up inside her. “Your sisters always left without looking back, but they were short-tempered and needy. They were myself in miniature, and I couldn’t wait to be rid of them, but you? I liked having you around too much. You offered me obedience, and I told myself it was love.

“You were always my favorite, Clara. I was harshest on you, I know. I’m not a perfect woman.

“If your time on the world’s surface has been good for you, I’m content in that. Go, learn about the world, and take your siblings with you. If their efforts will help you, I’m sure they’ll be happy to join you.”

“So you’ll release your children from their work?” I asked.

The woman wiped away the tears that had run down her cheeks. “For all the coin you’ve brought, yes. This is still a business, and you’ve made me an offer. It’s one I accept.”

Clara took a slow, intentional walk toward her mother. The woman watched with nervous apprehension until our slender, pink-skinned healer wrapped her arms around the seated woman and pulled her into a long embrace.

She wouldn’t activate the magic instilled in her mind by the divine touch of some unnamed Goddess, but she didn’t have to. That solitary gesture was enough to heal the bond of mother and daughter, and offer some solace to an older woman whose nature hurt herself as much as anyone else.

“Now go,” Momma Jumbo said. “You’re in a hurry, aren’t you? Only fools hang around after they’ve gotten what they came for.”

She leaned over then and took hold of a long tube with a large, conical mouthpiece that she yelled into. “North tunnel, this is your momma speaking. I have found a taker for each of you. His name is Kyle, and your sister Clara promises he’s a good man. Serve him boldly and don’t fuck this up. It’s your only chance to get out of this dump.”

She set the speaking tube down and gestured behind her. “At the north end of my chamber is the trolley line. I don’t normally let outsiders use it, but I will make an exception.”

Clara led Dani and Kaylee past the kobold matriarch and toward the arched doorway at the rear of the chamber, with billowing torches on either side and ornate carvings adorning the stone.

“Thank you,” I said. “For giving Clara some peace of mind, but also for letting us take your trolleys. Anything that speeds things up is welcome help.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” she said. “You have to pump the cart yourself, and it’s an eight mile stretch, but it should take you to your new givens faster than the looping corridor you started down earlier.”

I gave her a puzzled look. She arched an eyebrow in response.

“You saw that?” I asked.

“Enough to know that you’re a man who takes care of a woman first,” she said. “Now don’t misbehave in my tunnels again. I have ways of knowing who goes and who comes.”

“Point taken,” I said. “Thanks all the same.”

“For all these rounds,” she said, “I should be thanking you. I’d have sold them for a tenth of this. They’ve worked hard enough. It’s time I let them live their lives.

“Look at me,” she continued, “the pregnancy hormones are making me such a softy!” She erupted in a hearty laugh then, tearing up at the corners of her eyes and jostling her loose breasts as they rested atop her heaving belly. As she laughed, she tried to cross her legs, but it was too late. The rag that covered her waist dampened.

“Before I go,” I said, “can I just ask how you keep getting pregnant?”

“No,” she said. “You may not.”

“Okay. Feminine mystique and all that. A woman needs her secrets.”

I left Clara’s mother and approached the rear of her dome-shaped chamber, toward the dark archway the girls had just passed beneath.

A long, wide tunnel stretched out before us without any torches to light the way. Three sets of rails ran in a straight line, one empty and two containing a mining cart resting against a bumper. I climbed into one cart, testing its stability with a few light jumps and then rocking it from side to side to see if it flipped off its rails.

It didn’t. The cart was well-made, and its wheels gripped the rails tight.

Kaylee jumped into the adjacent cart and mimicked my movements, though it was clear she didn’t know why she was jumping and rocking. It was cute, watching her pounce around inside that small mining cart, her eyes squinting with seriousness.

“I want Clara on my team,” Kaylee said. “She’s light and has the most perfect balance. Clara, what do you say?”

“We’re doing teams now?” Dani asked.

“It’s a race, isn’t it?” Kaylee said. “Please, please, please! Tell me it’s a race!”

“Of course it’s a race,” I said. “One I’m going to win.”

“I accept your invitation, Kaylee,” Clara said. “I’d like to get there first to introduce my brethren, so I’d like to join the winning team.”

“Clara,” I said. “Talking trash now? You’ve grown so fast.”

“I have our bags,” Dani said, holding up the saddlebags we had carried with us all week. The horses were gone, but the rations weren’t. “Even with these weighing us down, we’re going to beat you.”

“Go!” Kaylee yelled, and then Clara climbed into the cart.

“Not fair,” I said, reaching out to help Dani into ours while Kaylee started to lift the metal arm that pumped the wheels of her cart. Clara took the other side of the long, see-saw lever and they started to inch away from the starting spot. That lead was short in terms of distance, but the longer it grew in duration, the farther ahead they’d get.

A spark of adrenaline ignited in my core and I flashed Dani a grin. “I do love a good race.”

“Less talking,” she said. “More pumping.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I pumped the crossbar on my end of the lever and we inched forward.

Dani’s crossbar lifted as mine sank. She pushed her end of the lever downward, forcing the crossbar in my hands to lift. When it peaked, I slammed it downward, jolting our cart further ahead. The terrain was flat and the rails were straight, so the inertia we built up with each thrust would carry us faster and faster into the northern tunnel ahead.

Then Oscar took over.

Dani gasped as the metal bar flew upward faster and harder than before. My hands didn’t just thrust down now, they also yanked the lever upward, taking control of the whole process despite the added effort that would require.

“Sorry,” I said. “Sometimes I can’t control him.”

“What did Benoch say about that?” Dani asked.

“I didn’t tell him,” I said. “Your latest lesson in human-ology: masculine pride. It’s stupid but it’s strong.”

Dani braced against the mining cart’s rear while I worked harder and harder at driving us down the rails. Long stretches of darkness stole any hope of seeing the tunnel ahead, with torches mounted only every half a mile or so.

“Hey!” Kaylee called from behind us. Her voice was distant, and muffled by the wind we created against our own ears. “How’d you get so far ahead?”

“Mushroom,” I yelled out. “Watch out for banana peels!”

“Is that some kind of monkey joke?” she yelled, though her voice was fainter as we sped away.

“No? Well… maybe in a roundabout way.”

My muscles flexed faster and faster and my heartrate soared from the effort Oscar demanded of my body just to keep up with him.

“I had a moment with Clara,” I said, relying on our lead to keep this confession from reaching the cart behind us.

“I thought you might have,” Dani said. In a flash of light that came and went quickly, her dark hair was streaming behind her, her wings tucked against her back where the wind wouldn’t whip at them. Then she vanished again, lost in darkness for another half-mile.

“Her whole demeanor changed,” she continued. “She’s so sure of herself now.”

“Normally, I don’t kiss and tell, but I can’t keep things from you, Dani. It knots up my stomach worse than firehouse chili.”

“I’m not mad,” she said. “I’m relieved. I care about Clara, and I want her to be happy. That’s what happens when you grow close to someone. It would be silly to think you caring about her takes away from you caring about me.”

“You’re so enlightened,” I said. “I love that about you, Dani.”

“You what— watch out!”

In another flash of light, the tunnel curved ahead of us. Our cart took the bend at increasing speed, one side lifting an inch off the rails as Oscar continued to pump the lever harder and harder.

When the rails straightened out, we landed against the metal tracks again with a shower of sparks and kept careening into the dark.

I took my free hand and gripped the crossbar underhand, pulling when Oscar pushed and pushing when he pulled. He didn’t slow, and straining against him only forced my body to work harder.
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“That’s enough,” I said. “Oscar. Oscar!” I pried his fingers off the lever and pushed myself away from it, yanking Oscar off the mining cart’s handlebar and holding him steady.

We took another turn, lifting off the rails higher than last time, but landing faster as the cart slowed from lack of manual effort. A flash of torchlight revealed Dani’s hands covering her eyes.

“I’m gaining on you!” Kaylee yelled.

Dani opened her eyes and reached for the cart’s handle in the next flash of light.

“I’ll take it from here,” she said, pushing and pulling the lever the final mile of our journey. The grinding screech of metal wheels on metal rails behind us signaled Kaylee and Clara zooming past us.

“Pull the brake,” Dani said. I reached back and found a small lever near the floor, then pulled it up. The wheels locked and ground against the track until we rolled to a stop against a spring-board bumper that barricaded the track’s end.

Kaylee was already standing beside her cart, bouncing on the tips of her toes with her simki tail whipping and curling behind her. “I did it!” she yelled. “That was my first cart race. I’m a natural!”

I put my hands on my hips and stared at her, waiting.

“Oh,” she said. “Right, I mean we did it. Clara was a good teammate.”

“Congratulations,” I said.

“It’s quiet,” Clara said, walking further down the tunnel. There were no kobolds in sight, but there were a few old tools strewn about. Piles of rock lined the tunnel’s edge, as did long strips of metal that might one day become rails on the ever-growing track toward the north.

The sound of construction tools banging and chipping away at the stone had once echoed so loudly through the underground maze that we heard it not far from the entrance. Yet here, eight miles closer to its source, there wasn’t even a whisper.

When we passed another torch mounted into the wall, I took it. The light was unreliable, flaring up into a wide aura of orange one second, then receding into a smoldering glow that barely lit the back of Clara’s calves as she led us deeper.

After a few more paces, she broke into a run.

I jogged ahead to keep up with her, ensuring she didn’t charge into the darkness unaided. She seemed to sense her direction anyway, heading straight for a vague lump that rested along the tunnel’s edge.

“Franco,” she said, kneeling by the side of a particularly scrawny red-skinned boy. He lay against the rock wall with his arms limp by his side and a distant look in his eyes. “Brother, are you okay?”

“Clara?” he asked, his voice weak. “Did you come to feed me, like when I was small?”

She held the boy’s hand and reached toward his hip, lifting a bag that was tied to a rope around his waist.

“How could she let this happen?” Clara asked. She stood and stepped over Franco, toward another kobold that lay flat on the rock floor. She inspected the pouch he carried, then peered further ahead.

I lifted the torch, illuminating two dozen kobolds in their young teenage years, all either lying flat on the rock or resting against the walls with barely enough energy to breathe. Their skin was uniformly red — like their mother and much darker than our Clara. Every last one of them was a boy, which was hardly a surprise, given how precious the girls were as a commodity.

“Their food pouches,” Clara said. “They’re all empty. Mother must have given up on them, long before she agreed to a taking.”

“We never did ask to see them before we made our purchase,” I said. “Buyer beware. Half-dead kobolds are no use to us.”

“Then let’s bring them back,” Dani said. “I have all of our rations here in this old saddlebag.”

“We don’t have enough to revive these guys from the brink of starvation and still feed ourselves,” I said. “We have a mountain to climb, and even if we win this thing, we’ll be all the way up there without supplies.”

“Even if?” Dani asked. “Kyle, we should go into this expecting the very best.”

“This demon survived how long trapped under a glacier?” I asked, keeping my voice low so I wouldn’t upset Clara or Kaylee. “And then he managed to father a bunch of demonspawn offspring and a legit son with a womb who’s going to make more weird blue babies and try to take over the world.

“We have Oscar, a few noxyweed candies, a kobold who won’t heal anyone, and a simki whose talents include a competitive streak and an uncontrollable berserker’s curse. The odds are ever not in our favor.”

She smiled at me while I talked, like a teacher waiting patiently for a young student to finish saying something absolutely worthless.

“I believe in you, Kyle,” she said, reaching for my arm and rubbing her thumb into my bicep. “I believe in us. No one is going to shake that faith. Not even you.”

“So you believe in me,” I said, “but you don’t believe me.”

“Exactly. I’d have to be crazy to believe every weird thing you say, but I’ve believed every single thing you’ve done.”

“You’re manipulating me,” I said.

“How?”

“Your cute little smile, the warm touch of your fingers, the earnest description of my innate goodness. You’re making it hard to take these rations and walk away from a bunch of useless workers on death’s door.”

“I don’t have to manipulate you into doing the right thing,” she said. “You’ll do it with or without me.”

I took the saddlebag from Dani and handed her the torch. We had two weeks’ worth of rations left thanks to Gretna’s quick thinking. If we fed the hungry like some kind of eighteenth century Catholic missionary, we wouldn’t last more than two days.

“Clara,” I said. “See if you can make these last, would you?”

She ran toward me and took the bag, quickly assessed its contents, and then rushed toward her brothers. Dani kissed me on the cheek.

“Remember this the next time we’re in private,” I said, leaning toward her pointy draykin ear to whisper, “you owe me.”

“No I don’t,” she whispered back. “But I’ll make it up to you anyway.”

I decided not to mention that weird little blood debt business. Technically, she really did owe me, but I wasn’t looking for a soul job. When she finally put her lips someplace other than my cheek, I wanted to know that she wanted it.

Dani, Kaylee, and I munched away at our own ration packs while Clara nursed the boys back to health. Slowly, they climbed to their feet and circled around.

They appeared to want a speech of some kind.

Was I afraid of facing off with a centuries’ old demon who wanted to slice off my arm and keep Oscar for himself? Yup. Did I dread it? Nah, it would be nice to have some closure at the end of this, one way or another.

Was I afraid of giving a speech to a bunch of pubescent kobolds? Of course not. But the thing is, I did dread it — because who the fuck wants to give an impromptu inter-species speech?

“Until today,” I said, “you were hungry. Hungry for someone to care whether you lived or died; hungry for freedom and purpose; hungry for actual food. Or at least ration packs, which are crunchy and bland but technically nutritive.

“That ends now,” I continued. “We’re here to make sure you never go hungry again — as long as we can all build a tunnel together really fast before the ration packs run out. Otherwise, you’re sort of back to where you started.

“But the point is, never be hungry again! Who’s with me?”

They nodded and murmured a bit.

“Your sister stood up to your mom,” I said. “Reminded her that she’s been cruel to her children, but that cruelty is over now. You’re not castaways in your own home. You belong somewhere now.

“Tomorrow, when you’re a little stronger than you are now, we’ll build a tunnel beneath the heart of the highest mountain, and then upward.

“This is important work, and I’m grateful to each of you that works your hardest, but if you need breaks I want you to take them. Our destination is dangerous; the path there shouldn’t be.

“Now eat up. Soon, we ko-boldly go where no man has gone before!”

They seemed a little more content with that, so I decided to end — if not on a high note — on sort of an off-key C-sharp.

Then I sat down at the tunnel’s edge and closed my eyes. Exhaustion had finally caught up with me.

Clara sat next to me and laid her head on my shoulder. “Thank you for everything today.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

“Yes, you do,” she said.

“You mean letting you win the cart race? I didn’t think you’d notice.”

“Nuh-uh!” Kaylee said, snuggling up on my other side. She claimed the opposite shoulder and nuzzled against my arm. “We won fair and square.”

“Suuuure,” I said.

“We did!”

“I know, I know.” I pulled both girls closer and looked up at Dani. She had just arranged our remaining ration packs into neat stacks.

“Dani,” I said. “You want in on this? It’s been a long day.”

“I sleep face-down,” Dani said, “on account of this tail. Draykin tails have more muscle to them than most other races.”

“I have a lap available.”

“That you do,” she said, widening her smile and approaching me. “I think I can curl up here.”

She lay between my legs and rested her cheek against my inner thigh, stretching her body out behind her and letting her tail lay flat. The gentle rise and fall of Clara’s breathing signaled the onset of sleep, and the rest of us quickly gave into the same need.
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That night, for the second time in Silura, I dreamt.

“She’s made so little use of a good sword,” Gretna said.

The captain of the draykin guard stood with her hands on her hips, wrinkling a long, tight dress that wrapped her body in a pleasant teal. The dress’s collar swooped low enough on her chest to show an inch of cleavage, the same as her old armor had revealed. An insignia of a fist with a crown on its knuckles was stitched over her heart.

Her blonde hair was still styled in a severe bun atop her head, but a few long curls hung free, trailing down the sides of her face and adding some extra femininity to the former soldier’s appearance.

“Dani’s not used to combat yet,” I said. When I took a step forward, my foot sank into sand. It was all around, a flat stretch of fine powder beneath a starry night sky. No moon, no mountains on the horizon, just sand.

“She never will be,” Gretna replied. “Too much of a dreamer. I like the girl, but combat requires tapping into something primal and ancient. That draykin doesn’t have enough dragon in her. I can’t blame her. Our people have forgotten where we come from, what we are. That’s why we’re here.”

“In Silura’s largest sandbox?”

“In the Rundune Desert. I’ve learned a lot since I left you all at Kaylee’s enclave. There are secrets buried here that won’t stay hidden forever. I need to bring Queen Zolocki’s heir here, before the sins of our past catch up to our future.”

“So this tight dress and fancy new hair style — it’s not your ‘bury Kyle in the desert’ outfit? You did seem pretty keen on putting Oscar under the dunes.”

“As a guard, that was always an option,” Gretna said. “I’ve retired from the guard now. This is my wardmaster’s uniform. I stand ready to watch over the princess, as soon as she hatches.”

“If she hatches,” I said. “There’s every chance we’ll lose this thing.”

Gretna’s back stiffened. Her arms slipped off her hips and fell straight by her sides. “The only losers are the ones that quit before they win.”

“Proverb?” I asked.

“I know how much you love those,” she said. “I find them a little contrived, but simpler minds really seem to enjoy them.”

“Your point?”

“He was afraid of you once. I saw that myself. Remind him to stay that way and you’ll save that princess just fine.”

“He has an army now,” I said. “And home field advantage.”

“You have a team of devoted women and a growing bond with Oscar. Do not underestimate yourself. You are a powerful man. For a non-draykin.”

“Thanks, Dream Gretna,” I said. “You’re pretty cool, even if you are my own subconscious giving me a pep talk.”

“Is that what you think I am?” she asked. “A dream? I made a hard bargain to get this close to Silura again. I won’t have you diminish that sacrifice.”

My footing faltered again and I stepped backward, treading sand that started shifting of its own accord. The stars blinked out all at once and the sky lightened to a pale yellow while I struggled to keep my balance.

“Go,” Gretna said, pointing toward the distance. She stood perfectly still on the small dune that supported her. “It’s the morning of your final day. Make it count.”

I turned to walk, sinking deep into the sand with each step as I left the captain of the guard — no, the royal wardmaster — behind.

“Oh, and one more thing,” she called out. “Don’t let the queen name that poor kiddo ‘Smaug.’ Family name or not, it’s hideous.”

I turned back and laughed. “I’ll see what I can do.”




***




I yawned myself awake. The girls were all busy helping the kobold kids tunnel through the solid rock beneath the foothills to the northern mountains.

Together, they formed an efficient line of kobold workers, with a pair in the lead hammering and pickaxing at the rock wall ahead, and a relay of kobolds behind them taking newly-broken rocks and passing them backward, removing the debris as the first pair kept chopping away.

When that first pair got tired, they fell back, letting the next pair of workers pick up where they left off. The girls and I pitched in where we could, piling stone and clearing the path ahead. This was the kobolds’ show though, and I was happy to let them do their thing.

The day was long, and all of our muscles ached from the repetitive work. We only broke to crack open our next pack of rations and scarf them down, though those breaks were more frequent than I had hoped for. By nighttime — at least I assumed it was nighttime — we ran through all but a handful of ration packs.

“I underestimated how much kobolds eat when they’re working nonstop,” I said. “We don’t have another day of this. We have a continental breakfast at most, no omelet station.”

“We’ve tunneled what, ten miles in just one day?” Dani said. “That’s great progress, but if we have to turn around we should do it now, before we get much further from the mine carts.”

“No need,” Clara said. “We’re getting close.” She touched her hand to the rock ceiling above us and closed her eyes. “The weight of the mountain overhead increases the further we go. When it starts to trend down again, we’ll know we’ve just passed the peak.”

And so we dug onward, inch by inch and rock by rock until our team of diggers came to a halt.

“Master Kyle,” said a boy. It was Franco, the scrawny teenager Clara had rushed to when we first arrived. His mop of black hair fell to the same side as his crooked red nose.

“Please,” I said. “Just ‘Master’ is fine.”

“Of course,” he said. “Master—”

“I was kidding,” I said. “It’s a thing I do. Call me Kyle.”

“Ky—” The boy looked distressed and confused. “Taker,” he said. “Our tunnel has reached the heart of the mountain, but there’s a problem.”

“Great,” I said. “Tell me when you’ve solved it and I’ll be very proud of you.”

“We cannot dig upward,” he said. “The rock is heavy but hollow, and we worry the tunnel will collapse.”

Clara pushed her way forward. “It is a risk we must take.”

“We could all die,” the boy said.

“You would be dead already, Franco,” Clara said. “The Goddess would not send me where I could not go. Please dig.”

The boy looked at his brothers. They shrugged and shook their heads. None moved to lift their tools.

“Kyle,” Clara said. “You are their taker. Will you advise them that a tunnel collapse is a small risk compared to the fate of the realms?”

“This isn’t a suicide mission,” I said.

She opened her mouth to reply, but shut it again. Instead, she picked up a hammer and tapped the ceiling with it, closing her eyes and tilting her long kobold ear upward. The small tapping sounds she elicited meant nothing to me, but she occasionally flinched or frowned. Finally, however, she smiled.

“We can dig here,” she said. “The tunnel may collapse, but it will not spread far.”

She held her hammer out, but none of her brothers took it from her. With a deep breath, she lifted the tool as high as she could and thrust it toward the ceiling. When it hit the rock, it rebounded, twisting in her hand and bending her body backward to avoid letting the dense iron hammerhead land against her skull.

“Clara,” I said.

She pulled the tool away. “The way up lies here. I am not wrong.”

“I never said you were. Now drop the hammer and get back, all of you.”

Everyone gave me the space I asked for, and then I balled my fist and aimed for the ceiling. With a jump and an uppercut-style punch toward the rocks overhead, I slammed Oscar’s fist into the stone.

The ceiling indented from the impact, but not by much. A hairline crack opened up, sending a powdery dust down into my face.

“Again,” I said, striking the ceiling a second time. The crack barely grew. I readied myself for another strike.

“What will this make me, Three Punch Man? That has no pizzazz.” I tried again, forcing another dusting of powdered rock to rain down and splitting that thin fracture wider along the ceiling’s surface, but failing to break through.

“Come on, you dumb rock,” I said. “Don’t you know who you’re dealing with here? I’m Kyle the fucking Vanquisher. I will vanquish you, my sedimentary enemy!”

Suddenly, a shelf of rock above our heads began to split apart, first bowing in the center along that hairline crack, then crumbling at the seams as smaller fault lines snaked in every direction. The kobolds clamored back and Clara snatched my wrist to pull me out of harm’s way.

Piles of rock skittered from the ceiling and spilled onto the path we had just dug, then the mountainous shelf overhead collapsed entirely, emitting a deafening crash of rock against rock.

The fissure tearing across the ceiling widened, releasing a gale of icy wind that sank quickly from the high altitude above, blowing a chill gust that swept away the stagnant warmth of the mountain’s underground tunnel. It was invigorating, that onrush of cold. It was the outside coming in, the warm air of safety peeling away and leaving us bare, and cold, and small.

A jagged crevasse gaped across the ceiling now, shaped like the perfect half-moon of Kaylee’s simki ears, or the smirking crack in the grasslands above that led to Momma Jumbo’s entry tunnel.

From my perspective though, it arced downward, like a deeply worried frown.

As the dust settled, I climbed the mound of broken mountain that lay beneath that opening and peered upward. The night sky came into view, pocked with distant stars. We had tapped into a vent in the mountain, with a clear view to the peak a mile up.

“This must have been a volcano once,” I said, marveling at the chimney-like cylinder of open space.

Clara climbed up next to me. She wrapped a long stretch of rope against her thigh with a pickax handle trapped beneath. “This is it,” she said, tightening a knot to keep her mining tool flush with her upper leg. “Destiny awaits.”

“We should camp here,” I said. “It’s late, and we’re all tired.”

Clara leaned her chin on my shoulder and tilted her head toward the sky. “Thank you,” she said in a low voice. “I can’t imagine what would have become of me if I never met you. I’d have died as I always lived, quiet and lost and alone. You changed that.

“I wish we had more time.”

“We have hours before first light,” I said. “Come with me. It’s been a long and boring day. Because we’ve been boring a hole nonstop, which gets very uninteresting, very fast. A little rest will do us good.”

“The wicked will not rest,” Clara said. “And so neither can I. You should lead your givens far away from here, Kyle. Guide and protect them. Give my brothers a good life full of joy and purpose — just don’t ascend the mountain. I care about you all too much to drag you into the dangers ahead. It’s my destiny to face A’zarkin, not yours.”

She kissed me on the cheek, then leapt at the ceiling, gripping the rock with her nimble kobold fingers and bringing her feet up beside her. She perched for a moment like Spiderman on the underside of an overpass, then climbed out of sight, hands and feet ascending the inner walls of the mountain’s central crevasse without a hint of hesitation or struggle.

I opened my mouth to yell after her, but we couldn’t afford to send echoes rumbling toward the peak of our enemy’s snow-capped stronghold. They’d find us quickly that way. They’d find Clara too.

“Are we racing to the top?” Kaylee asked, bounding up beside me and jumping toward the rocky ceiling the way Clara had. Her feet weren’t accustomed to gripping smooth stone, nor were her fingers. She landed back on the floor and brushed herself off, puzzled.

“Clara left without us,” I said. The world got quiet around me. My eyes stung and my eardrums throbbed, drowning in the sound of my own heartbeat. “We have to stop her. She’s going to face him alone.”

“I can’t fly that high,” Dani said. “It will take ages to climb, assuming our arms and legs don’t give out halfway up.”

“Why would your arms give up if you don’t want them to?” Franco asked.

“Don’t yours?” Dani asked.

“For a climb like that? No.” He turned to me. “Taker-Master-Kyle, should we bring you to the top?”

“Kobold-Given-Franco,” I said. “Yes.”

The red-skinned kid put his fingers in his mouth, whistled loud, and waved his brothers on. They brought their pickaxes, leaving a handful of weighty hammers lying around the tunnel, and they brought over ropes.

First, two kobolds took the ropes we had carried along with us and scrambled up the vertical tunnel toward the sky. Others carried pickaxes and leapt the same way Clara had, quickly climbing their way upward with tools in hand.

Kaylee bounced on her toes the whole time, watching with rapt attention as our kobold army pointed and climbed, chittered and squeaked. They all seemed to have different ideas about how best to arrange themselves, but they settled into spots along the mountain’s vent and perched there against the inner wall. Each sank the sharp end of their pickaxes into the solid rock and held on with one hand, extending a free hand toward the vent’s open middle.

“Care to go first?” I asked.

“Yes, please!” she said. She ran into the center of the tunnel’s opening, tilted her head back, and jumped.

A red hand snatched her wrist and swung her upward, lifting her slender simki body and whisking her along the tunnel. Her yellow dress clung to her outline as she flew at a diagonal, tossed toward another kobold waiting to catch her.

Only, he didn’t catch her. He reached out, flattened his palm exactly where Kaylee’s foot would land once gravity pulled her downward, then braced against the sole of her boot. He thrust upward then, propelling her toward the kobold waiting diagonally across and further up. She bounced with each firm thrust, rocketing in a zigzag that brought her toward two stretches of rope held taut over the pit’s mouth.

In the span of three minutes, her outstretched fingers grabbed hold of those ropes and held tight. The two kobolds that held them maneuvered Kaylee’s dangling body toward the edge of the rock where she was able to climb to the surface with ease.

“That was incredible,” Dani said, holding both saddlebags over her shoulder.

“You go next,” I said. “So I can catch you if you fall.”

“I do have wings,” she said.

“Well,” I said. “Maybe I just wanted to enjoy the view.” I smacked her ass and she swatted at me with her tail, laughing and shaking her head.

“You should have just said so.” She dug deep into the saddlebags and pulled a few items free. Her recipes, her ingredients, a few small candies that sat within their paper wrappers.

“The rations are gone,” she said. “The horses, too. Seems silly to carry these old bags around just for a few odds and ends.” She tucked the small items between her breasts, then adjusted her top to ensure they would stay put. “Ready.”

Dani’s trajectory followed Kaylee’s perfectly, bouncing from one kobold to the next and gaining altitude with each forceful catch-and-toss. In moments she grabbed hold of the rope bridge at the crevasse’s opening and pulled herself up.

“Okay,” I said. “Beam me up.”

The first kobold grabbed my wrist and hoisted me up, propelling me toward the next stop on my journey, then he yanked his tool from the small crack he opened in the wall and started scurry-climbing toward the top.

I stiffened my legs and braced for the next kobold to thrust his open palm against the sole of my boot, then he took his mining tool and joined his brother in their ascent toward the sky.

I felt like Donkey Kong, pinballing my way up from the depths of a cavern level one explosive barrel at a time. It was a blast. The quick burst of speed that turned the tunnel into a rocky blur; the slowing of inertia and momentary sense of weightlessness as I approached my next kobold-hand landing-spot; the unpredictable rush of accelerating air as I shot upward again.

A dozen little red givens all clamored below me, chasing after me with the sound of their pickaxes assisting the long climb. I flew toward the final kobold, ready for the boost that would catapult me toward the ropes overhead.

That little fucker missed.

His hand reached toward my foot, but his pickax slid from its position, jostling his body and swinging his arm wide. As my ascent slowed, it quickly morphed into a terrifying plummet. My front smacked against the rock wall on the way back down, then I skidded downward with my arms and legs flailing, swinging wide for any semblance of a handhold or foothold.

The kobolds below gasped collectively as I careened toward the crevasse’s floor. Then Oscar latched onto something.

My body jerked to a stop as Oscar’s fingertips clenched onto the smallest rock ledge, holding my entire life by the grace of a half-inch seam of rock. My arm strained and my body dangled while the little kobold that had failed his taker scrambled to climb down toward me. His skinny legs were shaking and his long red ears flopped downward in apparent shame.

There were no outcroppings or ledges for my feet to discover as they searched blindly below me. All I could do was reach up and hope the kobold overhead could keep me from falling.

He couldn’t.

As he frantically descended the rock wall, he did something I’d never seen a kobold do before: he lost his grip. First his feet slid too far to one side, splitting his legs uncomfortably apart, then his pickax arm came away from the wall, losing his grasp on the tool as his body lurched into a spasmodic mid-air meltdown.

My outstretched hand snatched the pickax before it could sink its pointy end into an eyeball, and the kobold caught an arm around my waist to stop his fall, forcing Oscar to strain even more, holding up our combined weight by my fingernails.

Fingernails which, by the way, I still hadn’t trimmed. Thanks, Oscar.

“Hold tight, kiddo,” I said. I pulled my arm back slowly, aiming the pickax at the rock, and then slammed it hard. My whole body reverberated from the impact and I swayed perilously, rebounding in the opposite direction. When I came to rest again, I repeated the effort, chipping a hole in the stone just deep enough to sink the pickax blade into.

I gave it a tug. It seemed secure.

Lifting Oscar’s fingers one by one, I tested the pickax’s ability to hold a greater share of our weight and my other arm’s capacity to maintain its grip. So far so good. Then I let Oscar go completely. With that hand free, I was able to find a ledge, pull my body higher, and discover a foothold for one of my feet.

The kobolds below cheered, although the one clinging to my back was starting to cry.

“Do not throw off my center of gravity by crying,” I said. “I forbid it.”

“But I…” he said, sniffling between words, “could have… annihilated my own taker.”

“If we’re rounding up from attempted involuntary manslaughter,” I said. “Then yeah, you could have.”

“H- h- how can someone attempt something they didn’t mean to do?” he asked.

“You want me to show you?”

“N- no.”

“That’s what I thought. Now shush.”

I chipped another hole into the rock, then continued my climb. Oscar’s improved Somatic Boost was a blessing, helping me hoist my body and the kobold that clung around my waist. His brethren had closed the distance between us now, cheering me on from a few yards below.

With each passing second I ascended another inch, then another foot, climbing slowly and intentionally until I neared the mouth of the tunnel. A rope dangled against the wall, and Oscar grabbed it, allowing the twin kobolds on the mountain’s surface to reel us in the rest of the way.

I climbed up and sank my boots into the snow, then pried the kobold from my back. He was a sniveling mess, falling back into the snow the moment I freed myself of his grip. When I stood up, Dani and Kaylee threw their arms around me and started kissing my face wherever they could — my cheek, my chin, my nose.

“I thought I was going to watch you go splat on the bottom,” Kaylee said.

“I was seconds away from diving into the tunnel to catch you,” Dani said.

“That would just get you killed,” I said. “Your wings are no good for gliding in close quarters like that. You’d smack into a wall. That’s why I waited to go last. So I could catch you. Just like I said.”

“But—”

“I told the truth the first time, Dani,” I said. “I always do.”

The kobolds climbed up from the tunnel behind me and crowded around. Franco walked up to the one crying in the snow and frowned.

“ ‘Off with his head,’ ” I said, “is a joke I would make if I thought you guys had any sense of humor. Seriously, give the guy a hug or something. He looks like he needs it.”

My sentence trailed off at the end as I caught sight of my surroundings.

This mountaintop was fucking majestic.

A short distance away, no longer than a ten minute walk from where we stood, a massive shelf of rock extended from the mountain’s face, reaching in a perfect 45-degree diagonal toward the sky.

The three inches of fresh, pure snow that covered the ground beneath our feet had a thin layer of crisp ice that hardened along its surface. That same smooth, frozen layer seemed to stretch across the high-rising spire of rock and toward its tip, coating it in a crystal shell that reflected back the faint light of Silura’s moon and stars.

Even without torches to light our way, the reflective whiteness that coated this environ gave it a low, inviting glow. It would have been serene, if not for the infestation of demonspawn that claimed the mountain as their own. Instead, the quiet stillness of the mountain’s peak was unnerving.

One of the kobolds reached down for a scoop of snow, then tossed it at his brother. Both boys were shocked when that projectile erupted in a burst of fresh white powder.

“That’s not how you make a snowball, fellas,” I said, packing a dense sphere of it between my hands. I chucked it at a kobold and knocked him on his ass, eliciting wide eyes and broad grins from his brothers. They all started scooping up handfuls of it and throwing with excellent natural aim.

Kaylee’s simki tail lowered against the unbroken layer of ice behind her and she crouched down, cupping her hands around her ears. “Do you hear that?”

We all quieted and listened, shaking our heads as we strained to pick up any sound at all. She just smiled. “I think I hear the best of all of us,” she whispered. “I’m the best hearer!”

“It’s those cute little half-moon ears,” I whispered. “Like radar dishes. Now tell us what it is.”

“Feet,” she said. “Dani, can you stand very still for a second?”

“I can,” Dani replied.

Kaylee smiled wide.

“Should I be worried?” Dani asked. “I feel like—”

Kaylee leapt high off the ground and landed on Dani’s shoulders, standing upright while the draykin beneath her wavered to keep her balance. Kaylee stretched her arms wide and swung her tail while Dani did the same, like a tightrope walker walking a tightrope on top of another tightrope walker.

When both girls gradually stilled, Kaylee scanned every direction, then hopped down. “I found footprints! They’re over there.” She pointed toward her left.

“And there,” she pointed right.

“And there, and there, and a whole bunch over there.” Her finger kept changing position. “They’re all half buried in snow though, so I can’t tell which ones are Clara’s. Should we check them all?”

“They could be bloodhound footprints,” Dani said. “We should proceed with care.”

“And we don’t need two dozen kobolds trailing behind us, making things conspicuous,” I said. “Guys, you’ve been great, but you can go now. As the taker who stole a bunch of money from the draykin queen and used it to buy your little slave allegiances, it is my privilege to set you free. Turn that tunnel into something cozy, boys. You already have a killer skylight.”

A sea of red faces turned sour, and angry, and terrified. They let their half-formed snowballs fall from their fists while they squeaked in protest. They turned side to side, gesticulating fervently as they argued in words I couldn’t make out because they all came out as one.

“They’re miffed,” I said. “I bet Abraham Lincoln never had this problem.”

“You can’t just set them free,” Dani said. “They have no education, no exposure to the world, no way to feed and shelter themselves. You’re their taker. They need you to teach them, and guide them, and prepare them for an independent life.”

“Ah,” I said. “So that’s the difference between ‘independence’ and ‘freedom.’ I wish Clara had spelled it out for me earlier.

“Okay, sorry about that everyone, I hereby rescind my emancipation proclamation. Welcome back to ‘modified indentured servitude.’ But do me a solid and hang tight while we go look for Clara. If there are bloodhounds around, we’ll need some stealth.”

I waved at Dani and Kaylee, leading the way ahead by following in a set of footprints that led through the snow toward the horizon. The girls followed suit, single-file. Two dozen kobolds, however, crept behind us in a tactless wave of bodies crunching ice and snow as they went.

I turned back.

“Guys,” I said. “Buds. Bros. Amigos. You’re noisy, bright red, and you smell bad. I can’t have you attracting bloodhounds. Go back underground. We’ve got this.”

When we continued to stalk forward, following footsteps too large to be Clara’s, the kobolds crept behind us, making a childish effort to creep quietly that was not at all effective.

“Seriously,” I said. “Scram. Don’t come back until I need you to. That’s an order.”

Hurt faces and slumped shoulders would not sway my mind. They were inexperienced and conspicuous. Out here, that made them a liability. I stared them down until they turned and skulked toward the pit we had just climbed up.
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We kept the giant shard of sloping rock to our left and trekked across the flat, open snow toward a few smaller outcroppings. Unlike the diagonal rock shelf, those outcroppings were long and low, with ice riming their top halves and leaving the brown rock of their bases bare. Shallow depressions in the snow showed which direction the wind had blown, with those stone bulwarks blocking the ice from building up in their shadows.

Kaylee made a game out of stepping from footprint to footprint, hunching low to minimize her profile. She never had to swing her legs very far apart, which meant those depressions in the snow weren’t caused by a bloodhound in a hurry. This was their casual stomping ground, their chilly, high-altitude home.

They felt safe here.

I reached out an arm to stop Kaylee in her tracks, then gestured toward the flat expanse ahead. A dark shape, vaguely like a person, hunched close to the ground with its back facing us. It dug with an outstretched arm in the snow.

We crept closer, following Kaylee’s example and stepping only where the top layer of ice had already been broken by the footsteps that preceded us.

Magnify, I thought, ignoring Oscar’s notification deducting some energy from his reserves.

My vision swirled at the seams while the center of my gaze sharpened and expanded. The hunched-over shape before us was a bloodhound alright, but not like I was used to. Instead of the tattered, gray clothing that hung loose from a gaunt, canine body, this creature wore something red that looked oddly like human apparel. Stained and stretched out, yes, but still like something I could see myself wearing. It was even my favorite color.

On top of that, it was doing something very un-monster-like.

“Bloodhound,” I said. “Making a snow sculpture. I think it’s supposed to be a butterfly, but it looks more like Rorschach.”

“Like who?” Dani asked.

“From the Watchmen,” I said. “Nevermind. Spoilers.”
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“Hmm,” I said. “Either Oscar thinks that bloodhound wants to become our new pet, or he’s just found Clara.”

“Thermal on,” I said.

The sky didn’t change much, its dark night chill casting my vision in a wide swath of dark blue overlay. The figure ahead was only a few shades lighter; definitely a bloodhound. Beyond it sat a smaller shape, crouched and perfectly still, half sheltered by a large rock. She was a hot little number, an orangey outline with a bright red center that spoke of life and warmth.

“I see her,” I said. “She’s hiding behind a large rock further out. I don’t think the bloodhound has noticed her yet.”
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“Thermal off.”

“Clara!” Kaylee whispered. “Claaaaara. Come baaaaaack!” She waved her arms.

“Kaylee,” Dani said. “We probably don’t want to attract its attention.”

“Yeah, we do,” I said. “I want what’s mine.”

Before Dani could inquire further, I stood tall, waved my arms around, and yelled. “Hey, blood for brains! Get your hairy gray ass over here. It’s time to give back my hoodie.”

The creature snapped its attention toward me and smiled before charging at full speed. As it ran, its gait wasn’t the half-hunched shamble of a man-shaped creature with a quadruped’s hips. It ran like a human would, and smiled the same, gleeful smile of every over-confident sadist I’ve ever met.

My sweatshirt sleeves hung past its wrists and the red hood flopped behind its head.

“Stay with Kaylee,” I said. “This shouldn’t take long.”

Behind me, Dani rested Kaylee’s head on her shoulder and wrapped her delicate, draykin fingers across Kaylee’s eyes. The simki’s cheeks hadn’t started to flush yet, but keeping calm was a strain on her and I didn’t want to tire out her willpower before we faced off with A’zarkin.

When the creature closed the distance between us, I charged forward, pulling back at the last second to kick it in the chest just as it reached back for an attempted punch. The fiend flew off its feet and landed in the snow, but sprang up again quickly.

“Give it back,” I said, holding my position and ready to take a swing.

“Hoodie isss mine,” it hissed.

“Nope. I’m the one who spilled soda on it, told the clerk it was damaged, and bought it for half off as a final sale. Me!”

“But I,” it said, “possesssss.”

“It can speak!” Dani yelled.

“Of course it can,” I said, my eyes trained on the creature launching into another sprint toward me. “It bit me pretty bad and drank some of that sweet-talkin’ human blood I’ve got going on.”

Kaylee gasped. “Are you bleeding? I can’t see!”

“Nah, it was a long time ago,” I said, raising one hand to block the bloodhound’s attempt at a running punch, then jabbing forward with Oscar. The creature twisted at the waist and evaded me, then lunged forward. I had to lurch my head back to avoid its spiraled teeth as it snapped its jaw near my neck, then I pushed it with both hands to buy some distance.

“Dani was there,” I said. “Remember that, Dani? It killed a fisherman, hid and waited, set a trap for you, bit me, stole my hoodie, and ran off into the distance, never to be seen again. Until now.”

“I do remember that,” Dani said. “You haven’t mentioned it since.”

“Losing my favorite hoodie was a traumatic experience,” I said. “I was grieving. But you know what they say about the five stages of grief: first comes denial, then comes ripping someone’s heart out and squeezing it with a vengeance. Here goes!”

Three feet in front of me, the bloodhound snarled and bared its teeth in some kind of threatening display that was more revolting than anything else. Its dark gray tongue lolled around in its open mouth, allowing a thick strand of drool to spill down its chin.

“I will get sssuch reward,” the monster said. “I protect A’zarkin’s son from intrudersss.”

It stepped to the side as it spoke, tracing an arc around the snow. I moved closer to Dani and Kaylee, unwilling to circle the flat, wintery terrain and let that beast inch its way closer to them.

“I’m surprised daddy’s boy isn’t out here defending his own mountain,” I said. “Where is the lady prince anyway? That time of the month? Cramped up his tender little womb?”

“Prince Pakson will fill hisss womb after the egg ceremony,” the bloodhound said.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

The bloodhound leapt at me and I punched high, flattening its nose and killing its inertia. It scrambled away to regroup, bleeding black down its face.

I stole a glance toward Clara. A ring of moonlight touched the snow all around her, but she hid in the shadow of a large rock that shielded her from the night’s natural light.

Sensing an opening, the creature took a long swipe at me with its dingy claws. I lifted Oscar and took the hit, allowing his impenetrable black fabric to shield me.

“Where is the egg?” I asked.

“Nowhere sssoon,” it said. “No when soon.”

“Look,” I said. “You’re not the Riddler. Tell me straight up where that golden draykin nugget is.”

It feinted at me, then took a step backward, closing the distance between us and Clara another few feet.

That was unacceptable. I stood straight and planted my feet side by side, signaling my intention to stay put while I waited for an answer.

“Where is the egg, huh?” I asked. “Where? Where? Where? Is this annoying? Answer and I’ll stop.”

The creep pulled the sweatshirt’s hood over its head and crossed its arms with its feet planted shoulder-width apart, mimicking my own pose.

“Come on you stubborn bastard,” I said. “It’s my blood that gave you speech and I never shut up!”

I stomped toward him, picking up speed as my legs burst into a full sprint. The bloodhound reached out as I approached, and I did the same, quickly locking our arms into a mutual grapple. I twisted in an attempt to flip the creature over.

The bloodhound kneed me in the stomach and I went down hard, flopping onto the snow while my attacker loomed over me. Dani gasped, likely considering releasing Kaylee so both girls could help, but a thick spray of blood erupted from the bloodhound and splashed over the snow by its feet. The sharp prongs of a finely crafted shuriken protruded from its skull.

The shape in the distance wasn’t crouched anymore. She sprinted toward us with another throwing star already in hand and her long, feline tail whipping to each side as she ran.

“You’re not Clara,” I said, rolling away from the bloodhound as it wobbled on unsteady feet and reached for the open wound in its cranium.

“And you’re not going any further,” Lissa said, skidding to a stop. Her bare arms and midriff were still exposed, but she didn’t seem phased by the cold. “Just because I stopped it from feeding doesn’t mean I’ll let you return to your master unharmed.”

“I’m one of the good guys,” I said. “Do you not see me attempting to kill this asshole?”

“I’ve seen you kill one, and I’ve seen you save one,” she said. “My guard remains up.”

Lissa held one hand out with her palm facing me, preparing to defend even as her other hand clutched a throwing star poised to attack. I raised my hands as if in surrender, knowing full well that Oscar could deflect her shuriken as quickly as she could launch them.

“I don’t want to fight you,” I said.

“Of course you don’t,” she said. “Does the pig wish to fight the butcher? In the end, there is no choice, and the butcher always wins.”

The bloodhound staggered to its feet some distance behind Lissa, its head tilting to one side with the shuriken still protruding from it. One arm hung limp from its side and it tread in a haphazard zigzag toward her before falling into the snow again.

“But think how great the world would be,” I said, “if the butcher accepted her role as Party Assist and helped the pig save all the other animals on the farm.”

“You speak nonsense,” she said.

“I am generally aware of that, yes.”

The bloodhound shook snow from its mangy gray fur and tattered clothing, pausing on all fours for a moment before standing upright, a human pose thanks to imbibing my manly, humanly blood. It crept toward her, its skull dripping globs of black blood onto the ice as it went.

“Hey, Lissa,” I said. “Behind you.”

She laughed.

“I mean it. You really, really need to trust me on this.”

“That is an invitation I decline,” she said.

The slightest twitch of her fingers foreshadowed an oncoming shuriken, but the crunch of ice behind her diverted her attention. Her cat ears pivoted toward the sound and her vertical pupils went wide. Her head whipped back to find her attacker a moment too late.

The bloodhound had leapt into the air, bringing its arms and legs up at once and pouncing on the cat-eared huntress. Its face buried against her neck and they both hit the ground, rolling until the bloodhound pinned her body against the snow and sat on top of her, greedily drinking away her blood.

Lissa’s body lay nearly paralyzed under that monster’s assault, snow bunched up along one side where she had spread her arms out a few inches. That’s all she could muster with the bloodhound’s teeth deep in her neck and her blood pumping in reverse, filling the demonspawn’s stomach with fresh, hot blood stolen from her veins.

I walked toward them, but the bloodhound ignored me as it gorged on Lissa’s body. Oscar’s fingers stretched out and limbered up. He was ready.

In one rapid movement, I yanked the shuriken from the bloodhound’s head, held it firm in Oscar’s hand, and punched a hole into the back of the creature siphoning away Lissa’s blood. A second later, I dropped the weapon into the snow and thrust Oscar’s black glove deep into the bloodhound’s back. I split its skin and meaty tissue wider, plunging into the monster’s ice cold chest cavity while the black sludge of its dead, post-digestive blood seeped all over my favorite hoodie.

The creature’s final moments kicked off with a piercing howl into the dark night that spread its jaw open and released Lissa’s neck. She pushed out from under the creature, slowly regaining control of her arms and legs.

“I caused delay,” it said through a weak smile before collapsing into a lifeless pile of gray flesh.

“Yes, you did.” I squeezed the onicite heart and crumbled it to dust, sending a quick flash of bright blue energy into the night.
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Lissa knelt on the ground, panting and pale.

She would take a second to recover, but my first priority was getting my hoodie back. It was a little more torn than before, and a hell of a lot more stained, but it was one of the only things I had that reminded me of home. Unlike my battery-dead iPhone, the hoodie was still sort of functional here.

“You saved my life,” Lissa said, regarding me warily as I slipped my arms inside soft, familiar sleeves. “Why?”

“You’re a demon hunter,” I said, reaching down to help her up. “The last thing we need is a bloodhound stealing whatever powers you cat ladies have. Besides, we have a will-they-or-won’t-they thing going on here. Death would really suck the fun out of it.”

She took hold of Oscar and held tight as she stood, though she held him close to her face and peered at him closely.

“You quenched the demonspawn heart,” she said. “Not with training and intention, but with an armor the likes of which the Order hasn’t crafted for a lifetime. But you cannot be the man it was built for. His life was snuffed out long ago.”

“I don’t have time to unpack that,” I said. “Or any of the mythology and politics that make this place tick. We’re here to stop A’zarkin from wiping out all the draykin, and it sounds like you want him dead just as much as we do. Help us.”

“I cannot,” she said. “My mission is to retrieve the heart of A’zarkin and return it to the Order. I am to trust no one and rely on no one along the way, just as I am not to deviate an inch from the path set out for me. My oaths are binding.

“If you choose to help me, I would not bother to stop you,” she continued. “But do not interfere with my mission. I cannot allow that to stand. The heart of A’zarkin must devolve to the Order’s control.”

She gave a slight bow, then turned and ran, nimbly touching her boots to the thin layer of ice atop the snow without making a sound.

“Wait,” I said. “At least add me on Snapchat!”

“She seems nice,” Dani said. The kindness in her voice was beguiling. Not a touch of sarcasm.

“No she doesn’t,” I said. “You’re sweet Dani, but the most generous thing we can say about Lissa is: she didn’t murder us with shuriken.”

Kaylee peeked out from behind Dani’s fingers. “Is it over?”

“Sure,” I said. “All we lost was time. Time finding Clara, time finding the egg…”

“And time to get away from here,” Kaylee said. “A’zarkin knows we’re coming now.”

“Oh yeah,” I said. “He sees with their eyes or some Borg shit like that. Well that sucks. Thermal on.”

A dozen cold outlines of bloodhound bodies raced toward us from all over the mountain’s top. They leapt over stray rocks and bounded toward us on four legs, surrounding us in a circle that was tightening by the second.
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I shut thermal vision off and took a deep breath.

“While we tangoed with one idiotic bloodhound,” I said, “A’zarkin blasted his cronies on psychic group chat and organized a flash mob. Well played, demon. Well played.”

“We could take the high ground,” Dani said.

“You mean try to reason with them?” I asked. “Refuse to resort to bloodshed and base instincts because, perhaps with an open dialogue, we can craft a diverse and inclusive society where bloodhounds and draykin can finally broker a lasting peace?”

“I meant the rock shelf,” she said.

“Literal high ground,” I said. “Got it. Run!”

The three of us raced in the snow toward the diagonal rock spire that stood out from the mountain’s peak. As we tried to scale it, our feet all slipped, sending snow cascading down its sloping face.

We kept testing the ground and attempting to climb, but we only made it a few feet up. I reached out to catch Dani before she slid back to the bottom.

“Popo and Nana made it look so easy,” I said.

“Are those your grandparents?” Dani asked.

“No, but they did provide significant comfort as a child. And eye strain.”

I bent down and squinted at the streak of rock we had brushed free of snow. It wasn’t rock at all. It was ice.

“Check this out,” I said, clearing off more ice as I went. Dani and Kaylee joined in, causing a small flurry to erupt behind us.

“Didn’t Queen Zolocki say the last human hero buried A’zarkin under a glacier?” I asked. “This is the glacier. This spike of ice is the tip of that iceberg!”

“There’s light coming from beneath it,” Dani said, using her tail to swish wide swathes of the ice clear.

Kaylee pressed her face against the ice. “Torch pits filled with black flame. A blue man with horns holding a large golden egg. This is the ceremony!”

“It’s already happening,” Dani said.

“We’ve got to get down there,” I said. “Go, go, gadget fist!”

I pulled back my arm and let Oscar fly at the ice. A long crack split across the ice shelf’s surface and the frozen mass beneath us creaked and bobbed. I did it again, and again, weakening the ice with every blow, but not breaking or dislodging it.

The bloodhounds started to close in at the base of our narrow, sloping ledge. If any of them gained some traction they’d catch up to us quickly.

Kaylee let go of her perch on the ice and slid to the bottom. “I’m going to help.”

“But your curse,” Dani said.

“Benoch taught me to control it,” she said. “Sort of. It works for a little while. I can do this.”

The first pair of bloodhounds closed in as I rattled the ice with another punch. It shook beneath us, forcing Dani and me to slide a few inches down its diagonal face. Kaylee was on solid ground though, just beyond the rim of whatever crater or cavern sat beneath the giant shard of ice.

She took a punch in the arm from a bloodhound, wincing and sending my blood into an initial boil. It ran hotter for her though; that one strike was enough to set off the curse that turned her pale skin red and her reflexes into a cyclone of berserk fury.

“A suffering I cannot abide,” she muttered, her voice a throaty rasp. A second later she shook off the pain of that first attack; it was the only one that would land on her.

Dani’s fingers dug into my bicep as she held on, not only for support on the slippery ice, but also out of worry for Kaylee’s wellbeing. I struck at the ice with Oscar again and buoyed the block beneath us, fracturing the ice into another series of delicate cracks that spread across its surface but didn’t seem to penetrate too deeply.

Kaylee’s attacks were perfectly aimed, and often they struck just as a bloodhound would have lashed out at her instead, acting as preemptive strikes that knocked her opponents down as quickly as they arrived. One tried to bypass her and scurry up the ice toward me and Dani, but Kaylee grabbed its ankle, swung it into another bloodhound, and then stomped her foot into its kneecap.

The howls of pain those creatures released were almost harmonic, echoing together across the mountain’s surface.

Between attacks, when the moment allowed, Kaylee brought her stance back to neutral with her feet together and her arms by her sides. A deep breath lifted her chest, and then she sprang back into action, whirling her limbs and striking demonspawn down left and right.

Meanwhile, I sped up my assault on the ice that separated us from A’zarkin’s little ceremony. The demon strode across the cavern’s floor beneath us toward a raging pit of black flame. There was no smoke emanating from it, and no warmth that might melt or weaken the ice. It was the same demonfire that Lissa carried around her neck, though for her it stayed mostly blue.

Kaylee’s pauses were interrupted a few times by bloodhounds that split her attention and left her taken by surprise. She started to growl more, and turn a deeper red. I kept buffeting the ice in the hope something would change.

“We’re losing her,” Dani said. “We have to pull her away.”

“A’zarkin’s almost ready to put the egg in the fire,” I said. “No frying pan, just straight up fire.”

“That doesn’t mean I’ll let Kaylee sacrifice herself,” Dani said. “Just because I might disappear from the book of time doesn’t mean I’ll abandon my principles. I care about her. If the curse overwhelms her, she’ll black out again.”

She reached the base of the ice and rested one hand against its surface while reaching out to Kaylee with the other.

The simki didn’t even notice.

“Kaylee!” I yelled. “Hurry!”

Her head whipped back, red balls of energy igniting in her eyes, casting an eerie glow outward that added to the redness of her skin. Even her cute, round ears were burning up.

She spun back to the crowd of bloodhounds and shrieked at them, punching one in the throat while kicking another in the groin.

“Kaylee!” My voice bobbed in time with the unstable ground as it shifted and sank.

Dani slid toward the base of the ice and reached out toward Kaylee, but the simki girl didn’t slow down at Dani’s touch. Her concentration was lost amidst the kicks and punches that swatted those demonspawn down.

Then she drew her legs together, took a long, deliberate breath, and thrust her hand out to snatch a bloodhound’s tattered gray shirt. Her other hand buried itself in the creature’s mouth, scraping her skin open along its teeth as she reached into its gut. A black mass of muscle and tendon burst from its mouth as she yanked her hand free.

She tossed the glistening nest of entrails at my feet. A heart sat in the center.

“I want to watch you crumble that monster’s heart, Kyle,” she said. “Hard.” Then she kicked one last monster in the stomach and stepped toward us.

“I wish Oscar ate pizza, like a normal cosmic glove,” I said, reaching down for the heart and crumbling it. Hard.
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Suddenly, the ice underfoot rumbled and sank several inches deeper in one lurch.

Dani reached her arms around Kaylee and pulled her close, turning the diagonal shelf of glacial ice into a private platform destined to descend toward the demon’s lair.

The sound of the ice grating against the rock finally attracted A’zarkin’s personal attention. He glanced up at us, his shape distorted by the dense ice we watched him through.

That wouldn’t last long.

The cracks I had laid within the ice finally started to snake outward, splitting into a seam down the ice shard’s center that split off into a few other cracks deep enough to destroy the ice’s ability to hold us up. It burst into a handful of smaller shelves, all tumbling at once through the round hole that formed the ceiling entry for A’zarkin’s cavernous mountaintop lair.

One hunk of ice crashed beside the central pit of demonfire and rolled toward the cavern’s outer edge. Other pieces burst into diamond dust against the icy floor, while the largest piece still supported me beneath it. When I hit the bottom, I rolled off the shelf and onto the ground toward the chamber’s wall.

Dani held Kaylee tight and glided down on her draykin wings, setting down beside me. Kaylee’s face was still red and angry, but she breathed deeply and intentionally. For now.

“A human hero,” A’zarkin said, turning to face me with the draykin egg in his hands. “And less equipped than the last one who failed. I would shiver in my boots if I weren’t a creature of unspeakable cold.”
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I scanned my surroundings frantically, hoping to get my bearings. The floor was ice, dense and tinged with blue the way glaciers appear in travel brochures. The walls were the same. A’zarkin’s hideout was an ice palace, hollowed from the heart of the glacier that had trapped him so long ago.
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A soft pillar of blue light flashed into my vision before me, then receded. At this distance, the column of glowing blue reduced to an illuminated circle on the ground, an unobtrusive speck that blended into the ice and wouldn’t provide a constant distraction.

A’zarkin’s Abode, I thought, and good thinking. I was grateful Oscar had the foresight to add a waypoint when I wouldn’t have given map markers a passing thought. My focus was trained on the big blue demon holding a golden draykin egg against his chest.

A’zarkin stood beside a pit of demonfire at the very center of this ice-carved chamber. Black flames flickered without sound, or heat, or the interplay between light and shadow.

The ice itself carried a faint glow, channeling the same electric blue as A’zarkin’s energy. A ball of that sizzling ice magic hovered between the long, dark horns that curled inward atop the demon’s bald head.

On the other side of that fire pit, reclining in a chair carved from solid ice against the chamber’s far edge, was another man with blue skin. He was young, with long, stringy black hair framing a gaunt face that was equally long. Thin lips stretched across his face in an impassive line that curled down at the corners.

This guy was wan, and I’ve never used the word ‘wan’ before, so that’s saying something. He was like a skinnier version of Marilyn Manson. His large eyes with deep bags beneath them stared at me as I caught sight of the person kneeling on the ice beside his oversized seat.

Her cheeks were slicked with some kind of gray paint, making her look undead, while her plump lips were slathered in something blue. She rested on her knees against the chamber’s ice floor, shivering and rubbing her hands up and down her exposed upper arms. Shackles around her wrists jangled with every effort.

“Jasmine Contreras,” I said. “Get away from him.”

“She has pledged her devotion to me,” the gaunt man said, sitting back down into his ice seat. “After some initial disagreeableness.”

He reached toward her and rested his palm on her head. She glanced at him and forced a smile, but quickly looked away.

“I am not surprised you know the other human brought here by the heresy node,” A’zarkin said, still clutching the golden egg. “The witches did well to send us a viable match for reproduction, even if they did include you in the bargain.

“You will, however, refrain from speaking to my son’s womb.”

“Oh, I get it now,” I said, still gaging my surroundings. Twenty or so bloodhounds stood spaced out around the chamber, snarling and rattling their lungs with loud breaths, leaning back on tensed hind legs like attack dogs waiting for their owner’s command.

“Prince Pakson has lady parts,” I continued, “but they’re inside Jasmine.”

“She will bear a litter of demon heirs on my son’s behalf.”

“Yeah,” I said. “That tracks.”

“I’m waiting, father,” Pakson said. “We have ceremonies to complete before my coronation.”

“Look,” I said. “I don’t care about your little demon party. I’m here for the egg.”

“No,” A’zarkin said. “You’re here to deliver the glove that will allow my son to rule Silura with unquestionable power. The hibernation forced on my kind by the draykin and their human champion—”

“Father!” Pakson yelled. His voice was an entitled whine. “Get on with it.”

A’zarkin sighed. “Right away, my son. Bloodhounds!”

Dani, Kaylee, and I braced for battle as a handful of the nearest bloodhounds crouched into a running stance.

Meanwhile, A’zarkin placed the golden egg in the center of the demonfire that raged in the hollow pit in the glacier’s center. The black flames flashed a golden hue for just a moment, while the perfect surface of the egg began to darken. A thin black line snaked upward from the shell’s base, as if that black magic had started to crack the egg apart.

With bloodhounds charging us on either side, and A’zarkin shielding the egg with his body, there was no direct route to rescue the unhatched draykin princess from those vile flames. I prepared to hold my ground against a bloodhound, then tackle the demon and save the day.

The crumbling of ice overhead diverted their attention, and ours. A woman leapt from the rim of ice and rock that ringed the chamber’s broken ceiling. Her form was a pale carnation blur, swinging toward us on a rope held against the ice by a single pickax, its blade buried deep.

Clara released her grasp on that cord and landed gracefully on one knee. She stared forward at A’zarkin. “The Goddess will not allow you to destroy what she so lovingly creates,” she said. “I will end an existence you probably consider ‘life.’ I carry her holy light inside my mind.”

“The kobold slave girl,” A’zarkin said. “You could have spared yourself, but then again, a good dog dies with its owner.” He whistled at a high pitch, sending two of his nearest bloodhounds into an instant attack.

They charged at Clara, but she didn’t take her gaze off A’zarkin. His bright blue eyes shifted from Clara, to us, and back to Clara again while the black lines that snaked up the egg’s side thickened and branched apart, sending new offshoots of pestilent magic to enwrap the golden shell.

“Look out!” Dani yelled. She took a step forward with her sword in hand to intercept one of the two bloodhound attackers, but I reached out to stop her.

Clara spoke to us over her shoulder without tearing her eyes off A’zarkin. “Do not worry for me. The Goddess has prepared me for this moment since birth.”

“Go get him,” I said.

“You’re okay with this?” Dani asked. Her question wasn’t an accusation. She was apprehensive, and worried, but also genuinely curious.

“Everyone deserves a shot at realizing their full potential,” I said, “whatever they think that potential is. She needs to do this, and we need to let her, but we’re ready to jump in if she can’t pull this off.”

“Okay,” Dani said, lowering her sword. “I just don’t want her to get hurt.”

“Me neither.”

The bloodhounds hesitated to approach Clara, as if they sensed instinctually that she wielded a power they dare not touch.

The first bloodhound tried to swipe its claws at Clara, but she caught it by the wrist. She gripped hard, sinking her fingers into the creature’s mangy fur and the gray skin beneath, melting its demonspawn flesh. The putrid stench of a long-rotten corpse filled the chamber, wafting with the sulfurous smoke that escaped the gaping hole in the chamber’s ceiling.

The monster’s hand fell from its liquefied wrist and flopped to the floor while the bloodhound howled and fell to its knees. The stump of its amputated arm leaked the thick, black sludge of its rotten blood.

A soft pink light gathered in Clara’s eyes and her skin began to glow. She approached the kneeling bloodhound and placed her hands on its head. Dani covered Kaylee’s eyes and then looked away. I watched on as the monster’s face dripped from its skull.

The second bloodhound stopped short, recoiling from Clara’s presence as her carnation pink aura grew bolder.

She stepped toward it. The creature whimpered and backed away.

“Hypocrite,” A’zarkin said. “The Goddess is a force of destruction, just as I am. You treat my children as if they don’t deserve the air we breathe. This is war, little girl, and there is no moral high ground for either side. Nor is there honor.”

He reached forward and shot a bolt of blue lightning from his palm, sending a ripple of brilliance across the entire chamber from the way it reflected against the ice walls.

She swatted that bolt of energy away. It ricocheted off her hand and splattered against the chamber’s wall, solidifying into a lump of fresh ice that glowed brighter than the rest. A’zarkin tossed more and more bolts of blue demon magic at her, each time forcing the orb of unstable lightning between his horns to shrink. She brushed them all aside, impervious to his evil energies.

“Your children are an abomination,” Clara said. “They suck blood from the Goddess’s teat instead of the milk she offers. That is the wound I was meant to heal. I heal the Goddess’s life by ending yours.”

“Do your worst,” A’zarkin said. He stood before the raging demonfire that ravaged Queen Zolocki’s egg, blocking Clara from saving Dani’s entire race. The demonspawn army drew closer, keeping their distance from Clara while encroaching on our collective space.

The kobold girl, touched by the Goddess’s light, strode confidently toward the blue-skinned demon. His hands rested on his hips.

Oscar’s Tactical Assist clicked on, forming a small white crosshairs on A’zarkin’s chest.

“I know,” I said, sensing Oscar’s hunger for the power housed within the demon’s core. “She’ll melt the heart along with the rest of him but I don’t care. It’s the egg we’re here for.”

The crosshairs vanished.

Clara’s hands reached for A’zarkin’s face, and the demon made no move to stop her. Wisps of pink energy swirled around her body. The bloodhounds inched closer, their icy blue eyes reflecting the soft pink sheen of Clara’s light as she grew in luminescence.

“Is this all the power you have?” A’zarkin asked. “Pathetic.”

“I…” Clara said.

“…am not…”

I squinted against the brightness that engulfed her.

“…pathetic!”

The world went pink around us as Clara’s accumulated light burst outward in a ring that stretched from her body toward the icy walls of the glacial cavern. The light reflected off those surfaces and intensified, forcing my eyes to shut and warming my skin with the tingle of holy healing.

The scratches I had carried with me from earlier battles and the ache in my muscles from every hard-won step forward — they all vanished. My body was as hale and whole as ever.

I couldn’t see through the impossible brightness, but A’zarkin’s voice rang loud and clear.

“My skin,” he said, suffering under the same soft, warm radiance that healed me. “My soul! Aaaaaah, hah!” His theatrical yell quickly turned to laughter.

When the light went out in a blink a moment later, A’zarkin stood with one hand cinched around Clara’s throat. He lifted her off the floor, leaving her feet to dangle passively beneath her. She gripped at his hands, but they didn’t melt away or loosen beneath her touch.

The aura of divine light that once bathed her skin had snuffed out entirely.

Bloodhounds crowded around the demon with boils erupting all over their bodies. They howled and cringed, but their eyes still burned with hate and rage.

“Do you see now, fragile girl?” A’zarkin asked. “You are a worthless fool, duped by a Goddess too jealous of her own power. She would never vest enough energy in a mortal woman to accomplish your delusional goals. You murder my demonspawn with your withering, pestilent touch, but I am a force much too strong for the feeble glow of the Goddess’s pawns. I am an immortal demon!”

He threw her across the cavern. Dani dropped her sword and jumped, catching Clara and blasting backward from the force of the impact. She flapped her wings a few times to gain control midair, then landed with the kobold given.

Clara buried her face in Dani’s chest and wept. “It’s okay,” Dani said. “I’m proud of you for trying.”

Kaylee, meanwhile, began to growl. Her face was already dark red, and her temper was rising fast. “I will not lose control,” she said. “Because I want to remember his face when I rip it off his skull.”

She sprang into a sprint and I joined her, crunching our boots across the cavern’s ice floor en route to the demon. The bloodhounds took their cue, clashing with us a few yards away from the golden egg whose surface had darkened considerably. Its base was all but black, and the rest of it didn’t fare much better. A dense web of cracking lines covered its lower half, with shadowy splotches growing by the second across its golden shell.

Behind me, Dani lifted her sword. She held Clara tight with one arm and used the other to secure the area around her. A pair of bloodhounds approached her carefully, their blistering bodies oozing something cloudy after Clara’s magical assault.

“Don’t worry about us,” Dani said. “It’s time I put my sword training to good use. Get that egg!”

A wave of bloodhounds came at us, but Kaylee and I were prepared. She swept a leg out and tripped one, leaving me to punch a deep depression into its chest, then tear its skin apart with my bare hands. A moment later I crushed the heart and glanced up at the next monster.
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Kaylee had two bloodhounds by the hair, smashing their heads together and forcing gushes of black blood-sludge from their indented skulls.

A’zarkin stood before the egg to block it, preventing my view of the golden shell as it darkened under demonfire flames.

“How long does this ceremony take?” I asked.

“Always trying to calculate time in one direction,” he said. “Humans have built such monuments in their realms, and yet they view life in unduly narrow terms.”

I stepped to the side, dodging a bloodhound’s attack as Kaylee reached out and grabbed its arm, pulling it toward her. I didn’t watch as she cracked its bones and forced a pathetic cry from its dying lips. I was too focused on A’zarkin and any opening I might have to dive toward the golden egg.

The demon would not make that easy. He came at me head-on, intending to tackle me. I bent my knees and waited, trusting Oscar to pulse A’zarkin back when he came too close.

Instead, A’zarkin raised his arms high as he neared, then wrapped them around me and pinned my limbs to my body, along with Oscar. I strained my delts as hard as I could to pry his grip loose.

The crackling energy that issued from the demon’s horns came within an inch of my face. My eyelashes frosted over from the depth of the coldness that emanated from that bright blue spark.

My arm started to relax, allowing A’zarkin to get closer.

Oscar, I thought, what the fuck?

A white crosshair illuminated in my vision right over the source of A’zarkin’s ice magic. Oscar wanted the energy housed there, even if that meant letting A’zarkin zap me with unbearable cold.

I kicked A’zarkin in the stomach and pushed myself back a few inches in the process.

“The last hero,” the demon said, aiming his magic at my feet. A dense layer of ice surrounded them, stretching up from the icy cavern floor and sealing over my boots to prevent me from moving. “Now, he was an opponent worthy of my attention.” The ice crept up my legs. I started bashing at it with Oscar, chipping it away as quickly as I could. A’zarkin’s pulsating magic orb shrank as he used that energy up.

“No!” Kaylee yelled. She jumped onto A’zarkin’s back and wrapped an arm around his neck. Her free hand sank two fingers into his nostrils and pulled back, threatening to tear his nose right off his evil blue face.

He grunted and threw his weight around, but she didn’t dislodge. I pounded away at the ice in an effort to free myself.

“Kill them, father,” Pakson said. “I will not raise my brood in a world teeming with draykin pests and their sympathizers.”

“Of course, my son,” A’zarkin said, his words nasal and strained thanks to Kaylee’s intrusive fingers. “Perhaps it’s time your children learn to fight as well?”

“But they’ll get dirty,” Pakson said.

A’zarkin’s response was an anguished groan as he tried to dislodge Kaylee’s fingers from his nose.

Pakson crossed his legs and rolled his eyes. “I shouldn’t have to do this before my coronation is properly completed, father.” He waved his arm and immediately the sound of baboons screeched from the ground above us. A troop of sickening creatures with pale skin and tattered gray rags draped across their bodies leapt from the edge of the gaping hole above us. They landed in a small mob between Pakson and the rest of us, baring their spiraled teeth as they beat their chests and pulled back their lips. Spiraled incisors protruded from their mouths, just like their bloodhound cousins.

They were demonspawn, with the same gray skin and matted down fur as the mangy beasts A’zarkin commanded. They lacked canine features though, sporting long prehensile tails and half-moon ears instead. The hopped around like aggressive little chimpanzees and chirped in meaningless bouts of irritating sounds.

“Oh, Kaylee,” Dani said, pulling her sword from the torso of a bloodhound and kicking the slain creature away from her.

“They look,” Kaylee said, her voice strained and her face bright red, “like me. But that means…”

“A remote village of naïve little monkeys,” A’zarkin said, shaking his face loose from her grasp and bending forward to throw her off his back.

“They were too stupid to be afraid,” he continued. “Such a trait has certain benefits when put to the right use, so we dragged them kicking and screaming to the mountain’s edge. Pakson’s first brood delighted in their nectar-sweet blood, imbuing them with bountiful energy and reckless bravery. You, my dear, must have slipped past our notice.”

Kaylee screamed in a pitch so high I was surprised my ears could hear it. Her face went so red it verged on purple and her whole body shook with rage. She lashed out at the nearest bloodhound, twisting its head from its body before the fiend could react. She slammed the decapitated skull onto the floor where it cracked open and released a gush of black ooze.

“I’m missing a bloodmonkey,” Pakson said. He squinted toward the sky.
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I glanced toward Pakson’s side.

Who, I wondered. Jasmine? Fat chance.

Then a bloodmonkey landed on the cavern floor inches from Pakson’s throne. A hole in its chest was leaking the same black blood as the other demonspawn.

Directly overhead perched Lissa, her toes curling down from the rim of ice and rock above. She leapt into the cavern to join our fight, rolling into her landing and springing to her feet beside the bloody simian corpse.

“You’re late,” I said, smashing the last hunk of ice away from my legs.

“Then why are there any foes still standing?” she replied. She clenched her fist tight and released the pent-up energy of a bloodmonkey’s heart, fresh in her palm. The powdered onicite remains slipped from her hand like ash.

“You hurt my first brood,” Pakson said, leaping from his throne and landing before Lissa in a fluid movement reminiscent of a ballerina’s graceful sauté. “I look forward to the prowess I shall drink from your veins.”

The two began a series of lunges and leaps, slashing with their natural claws and kicking with solid boots, but more often evading attacks than landing them. Their languid movements and razor-sharp reflexes made them an even match, but one I couldn’t marvel at for long.

The glowing orb between A’zarkin’s horns built in size and he turned his attention on me, no longer grappling against an agile simki.

Kaylee had lost her focus on the demon, giving into distraction any time a new target gave a quick motion in the corner of her eye. Her breathing came in quick bursts now. Her nostrils flared out and her body trembled with every step.

The burning red lights in her eyes were too bright and her skin was too flush. The sight of Pakson’s “children,” with their long simki tails and half-moon ears, was too much for her to contain. We had lost her.

She chased after bloodhounds and bloodmonkeys indiscriminately after that, screaming and thrashing her arms. Sometimes she struck her enemy, but just as often she swung at open air or scratched at the glacial walls in an uncontrollable fury.

“And now the odds are reset,” A’zarkin said. “You may resume.”

He threw a lightning bolt of demonic ice and Oscar lifted to block it, converting A’zarkin’s spent energy into a power boost.
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A’zarkin’s next attack landed in my chest, a blue jolt of cold that knocked me off my feet. I scrambled backward, tracing an arc around the demonfire pit as I went. A’zarkin followed my movements closely, babysitting the egg whose surface darkened with each passing moment.

I dodged punches and kicks; I absorbed magic bolts and evaded others; I struck at the demon with Oscar’s fist. All the while, we danced around that egg, swinging our location closer and farther, but never bringing the queen’s unhatched princess within arm’s length.

My route encircling the golden egg took me further from Dani, who just sliced an arm off a bloodhound and stood guard over Clara. It brought me nearer, however, to Pakson’s now-empty throne and the woman who knelt beside it with blue lips and a face slathered in thick gray paste.

“Nice makeup,” I said, tilting toward Jasmine to avoid A’zarkin’s fist, then leaning forward with a punch in his jaw.

“It doesn’t stifle my natural glow?” she asked.

“Cut the bullshit for once,” I asked.

“Fine. What do you want me to say? I’m filthy, and miserable, and freezing! He’s painted my face to make it more ‘appealing’ and he makes me kneel at his side like a slave. He says he’s a prince, but who keeps a princess in chains?”

“So you haven’t seen Star Wars then,” I said. “Man, what did I ever see in you?”

Oscar’s Tactical Assist crosshairs shifted in my vision, hovering over Jasmine’s breasts like glowing nipples, highlighting the rack that had kept me from fleeing our initial date after those first few terrible minutes.

You cheeky bastard, I thought. But you’re not wrong.

The crosshairs blinked out and Oscar got serious again.




Sensory Assist: Incoming at 189 Degrees




I leaned to the right, just in time for a shuriken to sail past me and clink against the dense ice at the cavern’s wall beyond me.

“Watch it, Lissa!” I yelled.

“Testing your reflexes,” she said. “You passed.”

I punched A’zarkin in the gut, forcing him to bend slightly forward, then smashed my fist onto his head right between the horns. The blue energy that hovered over his skull fizzled out when Oscar touched it, siphoning power away from my adversary.
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Magnification again? I thought. How about Hadouken Assist? What level unlocks that one?

“It’s too cold here, Kyle,” Jasmine said, sitting higher but not daring to stand. “I just want to wrap myself up in something warm, but there’s nothing. If my uterus freezes over he’ll have zero use for me.”

“You can’t be serious,” I said. “You’re worried you might not make a perfect broodmare?”

“Nice word choice,” she said.

“Thanks.”

“I tried to refuse,” she said, “but he threatened to make me into a drinking fountain for those blood-sucking things. At least this way I can tell myself I’m a princess, even if he won’t use the word. Hold onto my self-esteem a little.”

“You know what’s great for my self-esteem, Jasmine?” I said. “Realizing that you swipe right on everybody.”

“Pakson said he’ll make all my desires come true,” she said. “Do you think any of it’s true?”

“I know he looks like the genie, but girl, he’s Jafar! Homeboy hasn’t even granted your wish for a blanket.”

A bloodmonkey raced away from Kaylee nursing an arm that was snapped into three different pieces. Behind me, Lissa grappled with Pakson, and she didn’t need another foe on her case. I reached out and snatched the gray monkey tail that rushed past me, then swung the creature outward.

The gray, mangy body of that monkey-vampire hybrid crashed into A’zarkin. The demon held the demonspawn for a second, then tossed it aside where it landed on its broken limb and screeched.

I had bought myself an extra foot of space, so I pulled my old hoodie off in one quick movement. The glacier’s icy air stung my exposed skin, but the leathers that covered my legs and chest were dense and better suited to keeping a person warm than Jasmine’s short skirt and skimpy top. I tossed her the sweatshirt and turned back to the fight.

“Really?” she asked, though she was already pulling the garment on and zipping it all the way up.

“There’s a chance,” I said, “that I should have given you my sweatshirt the first time you were cold. Sorry I was a dick.”

“I’m sorry I sort of deserved it,” she said. She smiled then, a warm, genuine smile that crinkled the skin by the corners of her eyes and forced the slick of weird gray makeup on her cheeks to cake up and crack. It wasn’t pretty, but it was sort of beautiful in its honesty.

“I’ve warned you not to speak to the womb,” A’zarkin said. “Her state is fragile as it is.”

“Well, she is a special snowflake,” I said. Then I tripped. A’zarkin’s magic power rebuilt slowly atop his head until he spent it again, raising a ridge of ice from the ground right behind my feet.

My ass landed on the ice and I kicked at the ground for traction, but failed to get up in time. A bloodhound pounced on top of me and sank its teeth into Oscar’s thumb. It picked at the rim of my glove with its black, demonic claws and peeled Oscar an inch away from my skin even though I was unable to do that myself.

I bashed it on the head with my other hand. I wanted that fucker off us ASAP.

Other bloodhounds, however, piled on top of us. They found tender flesh along my arms and neck, latching on with vampire mouths and sucking my blood into their bellies.

My breath caught in my chest and my veins turned to ice. Three mouths siphoned my blood at once, slowing my thoughts, blackening my vision, and plunging my heart into a wrenching pain.

My limbs were too weak to fight them off me. I crumbled under the combined weight of those foul beasts and let my cheek hit the cavern floor. My eyelids drooped as those sickening canines slurped away my blood.

Something glowed behind them, a blue light barely a hue lighter than the electric pulse that reflected A’zarkin’s demon energies.

“Waypoint travel,” I said, my voice a slow and croaking struggle. “A’zarkin’s Abode.”

My body pulsed with light, and a moment later, I was gone. I had traveled no more than ten feet, but it was enough to change my fortunes and save my life. The bloodhounds collapsed into a dogpile of predators with no prey and I lay on the ice, free to breathe and regain my strength.

A’zarkin stepped toward me with his palm open. A bundle of sparks jumped from one edge of his hand to the other, gathering in a small cloud of electric energy.

“You’ve learned the art of travel,” A’zarkin said. “Your descent into demon-hood is progressing quickly. Soon your senses will turn away from you and your soul will rot. Let it. Rot allows something new to grow in its stead.”

“Demon-hood,” I said, climbing to unsteady feet and wiping blood from my arms and neck. “Fuck that.”

“It has started already,” he said. “I can see it in your eyes. The nascent spark of a second mind seeping into your own. Have your onicite fingers defied you once? Twice? Just enough to worry you but not enough to force a blade to your shoulder and sever the arm that betrays.”

“Oscar’s got a little sass in him,” I said. “Keeps me on my toes.”

“The last hero could not stand what he became,” the demon said. “He begged for death’s sweet release, but the suit refused. It is built from the hearts of my kind. It lusts for power, not loyalty.”

“Oscar lusts for your heart in his palm.”

“And you lust for it too now, because he is taking over,” A’zarkin said. “The suit of Oscar wears the man. Never forget that.”

“You know so much about this suit,” I said. “Knowledge is not power, A’zarkin. If it were you’d have beaten the last hero.”

“That hero is gone,” A’zarkin said. “A victim to the suit’s own ambitions. And I am here. In that way, I did beat him.

“Rebuilding my power, however, took time. The battle was epic, and left me too drained to travel from beneath the mighty glacier, and too weak to raise a new army of loyal children. All I had to keep me company was the fist of Oscar, torn loose from the human hero moments before our battle ended and sitting out of reach as I lay immobilized and defeated.

“The draykin came and reclaimed the glove, but they were too sheepish to check my frozen body for a pulse. The cowards left me to die of cold, but a demon does not perish under ice when he has bound himself to its element.”

I walked backward during this exchange, putting distance between myself and the waypoint marker. Despite his long-winded tale, the demon hadn’t forgotten the importance of babysitting the egg. He did, however, leave me time to think of a gambit.

“Waypoint travel!” I yelled. “A’zarkin’s—”

I cut myself short, never intending to teleport across the cavern. A’zarkin, however, spun back toward the spot I had appeared earlier, expecting me to rematerialize directly behind him.

With his back to me, I dove into the demonfire pit and rolled forward with the egg in my grasp.

That fire burned colder than the frigid air in the surrounding glacial cavern, but the egg’s shell was still warm.
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A bolt of blue lightning zapped past my ear, deafening me with its electric sizzle. It crashed into the floor in front of me and formed a knob of glowing blue ice.

Dani reached down to help me to my feet.

“What about—”

“Clara?” she asked. “They won’t go near her.”

Sure enough, the kobold girl sat along the cavern’s wall, her arms wrapped around her knees and her face buried between them. A pair of bloodhounds rested on all fours, watching her but too afraid to stalk any closer.

A handful of less intimidated bloodhounds flanked their master, walking toward us like a wall of rabid gray canines with the demon at their center.

“And so you’ve collected the egg,” A’zarkin said. “But where will you take it that I cannot follow?”

A terrible sensation grew in the pit of my stomach, the acidic decay of victory as it rots into abject failure. “He’s right,” I said. “He has eyes everywhere, and he travels by waypoint. I’d have to egg-sit on the run until the day this thing hatches.”

“What if she hatches right here,” Dani said, “right now?”

“That timing would be suspiciously lucky,” I said, watching the ring of monsters around us close in.

Dani turned back and put her hands on the egg, then leaned close and breathed lightly across its surface. Where her draykin breath touched the shell, the black lines and splotches of shadowy stains erased.

Then the egg jostled in her hands. “It’s working!”

“You need more time,” I said. “Let me give you a boost.”

Dani held the egg tight and stepped into my cupped hands. Without warning, I stood and catapulted her into the air, relying on Oscar’s Somatic Boost Level 3 to propel her high into the sky, above the two-story hole in the glacier’s center.

She spread her wings and glided, tucking her head close to the egg and breathing her dragon-descendant warmth onto the unseen child.

The bloodhounds raced toward me while A’zarkin cursed at Dani in the sky. If Pakson were watching, he would likely have moaned that his daddy was taking too long to finish the fight, but Lissa kept him occupied. He kept dodging to avoid the shuriken that now littered the ice wall behind him, while Kaylee tore bloodhounds and bloodmonkeys to shreds in the background. Her skin was terrifyingly red, and her stance grew more uneven by the moment, but for now she was still a force to reckon with.

The few attackers that raced at me now were nothing I couldn’t handle. They were goons, low-level mobs easily dispatched by an experienced hero.

A glittering mist of golden flakes fell around us like snow while we fought. Then the cry of a newborn babe echoed from above.

Dani spun in a tight circle with her draykin wings fully extended, cradling the newly hatched princess whelp in her arms.

I threw a bloodhound across the cavern floor, bowling over two other fiends and clearing a landing spot for Dani. My arms wrapped around her the second she landed.

“Waypoint Travel,” I said, the words spilling past my lips as quickly as I could form them, “to Draykin Domain!”

A burst of blue light whisked us away, transporting us to the draykin throne room. The queen slumped in her throne, her eyes glassy and dazed.

“Queen Zolocki,” I said. “Here’s your princess.”

Life returned to the woman’s face. Her eyes widened and her back straightened into the regal posture she held when we first met.

“You have rescued my egg?”

“Your daughter,” Dani said, holding the tiny girl in one arm while the other stroked the pink nose between the girl’s round, chubby cheeks. Tiny red wings rested along her back and her thin tail whipped back and forth while she considered whether to cry.

“She hatched in my arms,” she continued. “She’s perfect.”

Queen Zolocki stepped down from her throne and fixed her hair. With a deep breath she approached Dani and took hold of the princess.

“By the way,” I said, “no more of that Smaug business. Her name is Alexstrasza. A gift from my realm to yours.”

The queen made to protest but I held up a hand. Oscar’s hand. “I think we both know you owe us a reward.”

“Given the circumstances,” the queen said, nuzzling her nose against the baby’s, “that is a reward I happily consider. Welcome home, Alexstrasza.”

“Now, if you’ll excuse us, your highness,” I said, “we have a demon to vanquish.”

“Goddess speed,” she said.

With my hand on Dani’s shoulder, I instructed Oscar to take us back into battle.
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As the flash of blue light receded, Dani and I found ourselves back in the heart of A’zarkin’s Abode.

We had been gone for a matter of seconds, but without Dani and myself soaking up the attention of the demons and their spawn, things went downhill fast.

First, Kaylee had collapsed under the burnout rage induced by her curse. Second, Lissa lay sprawled out on the floor with a bloodmonkey’s foot pressed against her skull while Pakson was just sitting back onto his throne to pet Jasmine on the head. Third, a bloodhound held a pointed javelin made of ice against Clara’s throat, pinning her to the wall. Her body trembled, either from fear or from the aftershock of crying.

But the most immediate concern was the tight circle of bloodhounds that surrounded us, forming a living, breathing barricade around my waypoint marker. A’zarkin stood among them, waiting for Dani and me to return.

I balled my fist and punched forward, slamming into A’zarkin’s chest and expecting to pulse him backward enough for Dani and me to burst through the opening I’d create.

Instead, A’zarkin grabbed my forearm with both hands and his fingertips ignited with blue magic. He summoned a layer of ice that coated my arm in a dense, immobilizing sheet.

Dani reached forward but a pair of demonspawn pulled her away. I struggled against A’zarkin, but I felt weak in ways that I hadn’t since long before I had first put Oscar on. I waited for him to absorb A’zarkin’s blue energies, but his energy reserves didn’t update. Something was wrong.

Thermal vision, I thought. My eyesight flickered with the overlay of red, orange, and yellow light emanating from each of the girls, and the dark blue shapes of demons and their spawn. The overlay was inconsistent though, blinking out like it was on the fritz.

Run diagnostics. I kicked at A’zarkin and fought hard while I wondered why Oscar was struggling. Then his diagnostic menu flashed before my eyes before fizzling out again.




Onicite Skin Cohesion-AR Diagnostic Summary:




Water-proof: Y




Fire-proof: Y




Puncture-proof: Y




Radiation-proof: Y




Surge-proof: Y




Not frost-proof, I thought. I had taken Oscar’s indestructability for granted. The cold from A’zarkin’s magic was so powerful it numbed my bones and shut down Oscar’s circuits.

“Dani!” I yelled. “Aim your—”

“Get the draykin away from him,” the demon said. “Her breath will undo my hard work. Go!”

They held Dani’s hands behind her back. One ripped the sword from its sheath and stabbed it into the ice floor behind him, keeping the weapon out of Dani’s reach.

My legs went slack under the assault of cold. I thought my hand would shatter into a hundred pieces with my blood frozen solid within my veins.

Then A’zarkin’s nails scraped down my skin. I felt the pressure of it, but not the pain as he scratched my skin and plucked the rim of Oscar’s fabric between his claws. He peeled the black glove away in one quick motion.

“Your prize, my son,” he said, tossing the gauntlet to Pakson. The demon prince made no move to catch it, but a bloodmonkey fetched it for him.

I rubbed my hand, warming it from friction as best I could. With Oscar gone, the cold was far less. The poor glove took the worst of it.

“And now,” A’zarkin said, “to rid myself of nuisances.”

A bloodhound pushed Dani toward him. He grabbed her by the hair and gripped my vest in his other hand. Then a burst of blue light engulfed us in a blinding flash. A moment later it was gone. We were gone.

“Without your sliver of the Oscar suit, this will be your final travel by waypoint,” he said. “You have proven resourceful and difficult to kill. Take pride in that while you die here with your draykin whore.”

He threw me forward and I landed on my ass in a deep pile of fine sand. A pillar of blue light erupted from where he stood, briefly illuminating a desert around us that stretched in every direction, and then the light faded. He was gone, traveled by waypoint back to his glacial hideout.

Dani dropped to her knees next to me and looked away, but not in time to hide the quivering of her lower lip. “What a spectacular failure.”

Every direction was flat and dark, lifeless dunes beneath a starry sky. Only the thin mark of light in the distance gave me any bearing at all. The floating letters beside it were small, but clear. A’zarkin’s Abode was a hundred and three miles away.

“We saved the draykin,” I said. “That counts for something.”

“No, Kyle,” she said. “You saved the draykin. You would have done it without me too. I added nothing to this team. I’m dead weight.”

I sat next to her in the sand and reached for her face. She tried to look away again, but I placed a finger beneath her chin and turned her toward me.

“Without you,” I said, “I would have done none of this. Was Oscar a little OP? Sure. But I didn’t used to give a rat’s testicle about people I didn’t know, and even then I always put myself first. You turned me into something more than that.”

“I’m glad you’ve had a chance to blossom,” she said.

“Daniana Weyforth,” I said. “Was that sarcasm? Do you even know what sarcasm is?”

“What I know is that I spent my whole life on a dead-end dream. I obsessed over my recipes; I harvested rare ingredients with special properties; I studied chemistry with the kingdom’s wisest man—”

“Benoch?” I asked.

“He was skeptical, but he did try tutoring me. He gave up on me after a single session. I should have taken the hint, but I had believed in the lie of my own potential for so long I just couldn’t let it go.”

“No,” I said. “That candy you gave me when we first met was heaven. You have a talent, and when this is over, the world will know it.”

“What will they know?” she asked, reaching between her breasts and coming away with a small candy. “That synapper confections don’t work when you accidentally infuse them with noxyweed?” She tossed a wrapped candy onto the sand.

“That wasn’t your fault,” I said.

“It wasn’t not my fault,” she said, pulling more items from her hiding spot. “My recipes are at best uninspired and at worst they’re dangerous.” She threw a handful of paper scraps in the air, letting her recipes scatter across the sands.

“You risked your life for those papers,” I said.

“When fate burned down my apartment,” she said, “I should have listened. This candy nonsense was a distraction that kept me from becoming something useful. I should have trained harder with that sword, learned a skill that would matter in the fight with A’zarkin.

“Noxyweed, raw synappers, cupid’s tooth,” she said, tossing the items over her shoulder as she named them. Each plopped into the sand and vanished beneath the desert’s surface. “Useless. Emberstick?” Now she pulled a twig from the space between her breasts. It was candy-apple red and came to a little curl at the end. “It’s supposed to ignite the senses, but it’s a dud in my hands, worth a low-grade fever and that’s it. I bet it tastes better raw than it does in my own stupid failed candies.”

She bit off the top half of that sprig of emberstick, but broke out into a cough after she swallowed it.

“Okay,” she said. “It actually tastes terrible on its own. But the point stands. I have no future in this.”

“Even Tiffi had to start somewhere,” I said. “And she’s the queen of sugar crushes.”

“I don’t know what that means,” Dani said, balling her hands into fists. “Just like I don’t understand half the things you say. Everything’s a joke to you, fodder for some side comment you make for your own benefit. I don’t need jokes right now, Kyle.”

She was breathing heavier, her eyebrows pinched close together and her pupils wide. I reached for her hand and uncurled her fingers so I could lace my fingers between hers.

“I don’t mean to make light of everything,” I said. “I don’t deal with heavy emotion well. That doesn’t mean I can’t learn to.”

“I want to know why everything I do is below average.” Her skin was getting hot. I had to drop her hand and shake mine out to cool it off.

“You’re not okay,” I said.

“Of course I’m not okay! Our friends are trapped on a mountain with a murderous demon because I’m totally and completely useless!”

Dani’s volume rose into a yell as she finished speaking. She tilted her head back and screamed at the sky.

A pillar of fire erupted from her mouth. Her draykin’s breath lit up the desert night like a flamethrower, blinding my eyes and washing my skin in a burning heat.

The whole thing only lasted a second. Dani quieted instantly and clasped her mouth with both hands while the fire she had released continued toward the sky like a rocket.

“What the hell was that?” I asked.

“I thought the emberstick was expired,” she said. “It burned all the way down and gave me a fever like it did that time I mixed it with cupid’s tooth and made a fool of myself. Maybe I was wrong about its potency.”

“Or maybe you shouldn’t have eaten a whole stick of it like it was licorice,” I said.

We watched through squinted eyes as that fireball ascended toward the clouds, then it extinguished on its own.

What goes up, however, must come down. The sudden burst of hot air colliding with the desert’s cool night atmosphere created a powerful, swirling wind that descended on all sides. Sand pelted our faces and the ground shifted beneath us. Dunes swept upward from the sand that escaped under our feet, leading us toward the bottom of a sinking pit with high sand walls encircling us.

Dani held onto my arm and buried her face against my chest to shield from the sandstorm that followed. A strip of paper smacked me in the cheek, so I peeled it away and strained to make out its writing. It was a small parchment square, with ingredients listed in specific quantities: raspberries, vanilla, rosewater, honey. The script was skillful and feminine. I tucked it into my pocket for safekeeping.

Dani’s wayward recipe wasn’t the only litter kicked up by the storm. As the wind calmed and the desert settled into an updated topography, a few dark glass bottles rolled down the side of our sandy pit and collected by our feet. A scrap of wood jutted out from the sand nearby, and a long strand of netting clung to scraps of fabric that lay mostly buried in the sand wall that surrounded us.

“So this is where the trash ends up,” Dani said. “Buried under the desert, left to rot until Silura swallows up its smallest shreds. Is that what we are now?”

“I’ve always seen treasure where others didn’t,” I said. “Like now, in fact.” I pulled Dani close and kissed her while we stood at the bottom of that conical sand pit beneath the moon.

She pulled back. “Is this the right time?”

“We never manage to find a ‘right’ time,” I said. “This? Now? It’s the only time we have left. When the sun rises, where will we take cover? What will we drink? We’ve been left for dead, but I’m going to live before I die. Aren’t you?”

“It’s not how I pictured this,” she said.

“But you did picture it.”

“Many times.”

“I hope I live up to the hype,” I said.

My hands gripped her neck and held her steady while I kissed her again, then they traced down her shoulders and her upper arms. I forged a path down her neck with my lips, kissing my way down toward her cleavage. Her top held her breasts tight, and as I kissed them, I noticed something amusing and exciting.

“Your tits taste like candy,” I said.

“The hazards of using that space for storage,” she said. “Sometimes things melt.”

“I’m glad they do,” I said, swirling my tongue across her supple skin. I cupped her breasts from beneath, lifting her rack against my face. They were heavy in my hands, equal globes of supple flesh held by a tight band of fabric that wrapped around Dani’s chest.

“That feels so good,” she said. “I’ve wanted you to touch me for so long, Kyle.”

“You have no idea,” I said, grazing my hand down her front. I sneaked my fingers past the waistband of her shorts and slid down her pubic bone. I traced and teased, though there wasn’t much room to maneuver between her tight shorts and her skin.

Dani braced one hand against my shoulder and used the other to unfasten her fly. She had to shimmy to get out of those shorts standing up, bouncing her breasts as she wriggled and bent to one side. I enjoyed every second of it.

She kicked her shorts into the sand, then started unfastening my pants, flicking open the button with her long, dark fingernails. Then she tugged them down to mid-thigh. She began stroking my cock while my fingers played with her hole, testing her slickness and then sinking deeper inside her.

With a cool desert breeze on my bare ass, I grabbed onto Dani’s hips and touched my dick’s head against her outer lips. She reached down with two fingers and opened her slit wider.

I slid my dick into her wet canal and she wrapped her arms around my back, then brought her legs around my waist, slowly, without breaking our connection. She spread her wings wide, shifting our combined balance and making it easier to stand upright with her weight across my front.

My hips tested their motion against her pelvis, withdrawing my cock a few inches, then forcing its way into Dani’s depths with a quick, hard, thrust. She gasped as I filled her completely, and I paused there, enjoying the throb of my manhood so deep inside her tight hole.

She took over after that, rolling her hips back slowly and pulsing them forward again quickly, screwing me where we stood in the open desert as I clenched her hips in my greedy hands and held her off the ground.

The faster she thrust against my cock, the harder her nails dug into my shoulders and the quicker her heels rocked against my lower back. I shifted my grip, leaving her hips to work freely and grabbing her ass to support her while she worked her body around my dick. Powerful glute muscles tensed and relaxed in my palms as my fingers dug into her cheeks.

When Dani threw her head back and let her dark green hair drape behind her, I leaned forward and kissed her chest, cursing the modest band of fabric that kept her breasts from hanging free and her nipples from hardening in my view. I tugged at it with my teeth, pulling her top down until one breast burst loose.

I teased Dani’s erect nipple with my tongue and she moaned toward the sky, speeding up the rhythm of her body ravishing mine and adding a swivel to her hips that drove me nuts.

It drove her nuts too. Her wings started to flitter, then they thrust downward and lifted us a few inches off the ground. Before our feet could touch the sand again, she flapped her wings and kept us aloft, keeping us hovering as she caused a faint gust to shift the sands around us.

Her hips pumped like mad and she rested her forehead against mine, peering into my eyes with her emerald irises and vertical pupils.

“I can’t hold back,” she said.

“Then don’t,” I said. My toes touched no solid ground now, Dani carrying us higher with each burst of wing power. I kissed her, exploring her mouth with my tongue, though she barely kissed me back. She was too distracted by the oncoming rush of climactic completion, her muscles clenching my dick tighter with each passing moment.

My core was burning for release now and my hips couldn’t rest while Dani did all the work. Instinct and pleasure took over, forcing my pelvis to pump in time with hers, meeting her in the middle as our bodies worked each other to completion.

Desert air filled my lungs faster each second, my body heaving for breath as I finally came, shooting hard and fast into Dani while her body tightened around me. Dani let out a low moan as her body shuddered in pleasure, her body rocking with a deep, long orgasm.

I couldn’t know how long we held each other in that position, dazed at the power of our synchronous climax. Finally, Dani’s legs slid downward, landing her feet in the sand, and we separated.

She brushed back her long, dark green hair and stood for a moment, just breathing. “That was amazing.”

“It was,” I said, tucking my dick back inside my pants while Dani shook the sand out of her shorts and pulled them back on. Once we were dressed again I reached for her hand and stared up at the moon.”

“What’s going to happen to Kaylee and Clara?” she asked. “And that other girl — Lissa.”

“I wish I knew,” I said, pulling her close. “They’re a hundred and three miles away, at the mercy of a bloodthirsty psychopath.”

“That’s a very specific guess,” she said.

“Nah, the waypoint marker tells the distance, Oscar’s good like—” Dani and I locked eyes and smiled. “I have Remote Access. I have Remote Access!”

We stood in the sand and held hands. “Oscar,” I said. “Waypoint travel to A’zarkin’s Abode.”

Dani’s grip on my hand tightened. I squeezed hers lightly in response. That’s all that happened. No burst of blue light, no instant travel.

“Hmm,” I said. “Magnify. Activate infrared thermal overlay. Run diagnostics.”

Nothing, nothing, and more nothing.

Yet, as I spun around to scan Silura in 360 degrees, other waypoints moved with the terrain. Benoch’s Bunker was 98 miles from here. Draykin Domain, 101. “What good is Remote Access if it’s just a bunch of location markers?”

Then this little gem popped up in my vision.
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“Party Assist,” I said, turning my attention to the sky. “In every direction, with no crosshairs. Oscar doesn’t communicate well in 3D. Last time that meant looking up. There’s nothing up there though except… Goddess! Party-up, lady of divine power. Join match!”

The stars twinkled with the same lazy indifference they maintained all night. My eyes scanned the heavens, but nothing changed. “Maybe Oscar’s Remote Access is no good at this distance.”

“Or,” Dani said, “what if Oscar wants us to look down instead?”

She climbed into the deepest part of the sand pit and pulled the broken wooden plank free. It was three feet long, and she used it like a paddle to brush more sand away from the space beneath her legs, forming a long trench that revealed darker sand below.

A white crosshairs appeared in my vision, directly underneath us, confirming her hunch. “Dani, you’re a genius. Dig!”

I cupped my hands and scooped sand up to toss behind us, speeding the rate of our descent into the desert’s lower layers. We uncovered a large crate bound in leather straps and etched with the royal insignia, but cracking it open was a waste of effort. It was all sand, with whatever else it contained long since disintegrated.

Oscar’s crosshairs veered back toward the open sand, leading us further down into the unknown. We splashed sand in every direction while we gradually sank below the embankment we formed around ourselves.

Finally, my fingers grazed something rough. I leaned back. “Dani, I found something. And it’s warm.”

We stared at that spot together, lit only by the moon and the stars. The sand lifted slightly of its own accord, then receded.

“Well that’s interesting,” I said. “Something’s alive down here.”

I continued to brush sand away from the creature’s body with Dani’s help. Its skin was rough and reptilian, with what I guessed was an orange color only a few hues off from the desert sand. A long neck with gentle ridges along its center led to a head twice the size of my own. Large nostrils, closed eyes, and an elongated jaw were all bound behind a leather face mask comprised of overlapping straps and buckles.

Dani stopped brushing at the sand. In fact, she stopped moving altogether and took a long, slow breath before speaking. “There’s only one thing this could be, but I don’t understand how. Kyle, we’ve uncovered a dragon.”

“I thought you said dragons were extinct,” I said.

“The legend holds that they all died out a long time ago.”

“Well maybe they’re just heavy sleepers,” I said. “Or maybe that legend is another lie the draykin crown keeps telling, the same way they’ve kept Oscar secret.”

“The queen would know,” Dani said.

“But I’d rather ask Benoch,” I said. “Something tells me a dragon buried in the queen’s favorite landfill isn’t a coincidence, especially one with such a wicked muzzle. Either way, I won’t second-guess our good fortune. We need to get this guy flying without making him mad.”

“I wouldn’t worry about his temperament,” Dani said. “Dragons are tranquil unless provoked — only then are their attacks swift and decisive. Hence the proverb: a dragon doesn’t start a war, but will surely end one.”

“I don’t think I find proverbs as reassuring as your people do,” I said. “We don’t need it to start or end a war, just get us the hell out of here. If this thing can help us up the mountain, we’ve got to wake it up. Now.”

I started rubbing my hands against the creature’s skin, shaking its body while it half-slept beneath the dunes.

“Be careful,” Dani said. “Never tickle a sleeping dragon. It’s my last draykin proverb, I promise.”

“I think the draykin stole that one,” I said, “from a five-foot-five British woman who really should have stopped after book seven.”

Suddenly the dragon lifted onto its front paws, shaking sand off its forehead and neck, shivering all the way down its back and stretching wide, leathery wings out to each side. Its tail erupted from beneath the sand and slammed back down behind its — oh wait, his body. Naked as the day he was hatched, this was definitely a male dragon, swinging in the wind.

Dani and I scurried backward to give the dragon his space. Dark smoke puffed out his nostrils, but his eyes only half opened. After a few drowsy blinks, he stepped in a small circle and curled up with his tail to resume his desert slumber.

“You do not roll over and go back to sleep,” I said, marching toward the massive animal. “I will bop you on the head until you open those damn dragon eyes.”

Dani caught up to me and put a hand on my arm. “That might provoke it, but I have a different idea.”

She reached between her breasts and pulled a pair of candies loose, wrapped in paper but misshapen as her body heat melted the edges. She approached the dragon slowly and carefully, then pressed her thumb against his lower lip. She pulled his mouth open only enough to tuck her candies inside.

“What did you feed him?” I asked.

“Synappers, of course.”

“I thought you threw all that stuff away.”

“I held onto these two in case we needed extra stamina for the long walk out of here. I was upset, but not suicidal. And what makes you think it’s a ‘him’?”

“Because I caught an unwelcome peek at… nevermind. Just don’t look too close. It’s pretty gnarly.”

The dragon’s eyes squinted tight as the energizing candy melted in his mouth. He arched his back and lifted his head, snorting out twin columns of smoke. He opened his eyes, revealing vertical slit pupils surrounded by bright orange irises that reflected back the moon’s light in a fiery ring. Then he lunged forward in a head-butt that stopped an inch from my torso, warning me to keep my distance.

Dani spread her wings wide and stepped forward. “Ancestor?” she asked, her voice breathy and awestruck. The creature calmed, regarding her carefully as she held his gaze. “Hold still.”

Dani’s long draykin nails were the perfect tool for releasing the small clasps that held the strappy leather muzzle in place. After a minute of careful fiddling, the whole thing fell off and sank into the sand.

“You marvelous creature,” she continued. The dragon let her place a hand against its bare cheek. “How long have you lain dormant, forgotten and trapped beneath the sands in this throwaway desert? And how many more of your kind are here?”

“Dani,” I said. “We should hurry.”

“Of course,” she said. “Dragon, will you help us?”

The beast regarded her for a moment, then turned his head away.

“What does that mean?” she asked.

“We should take that as a ‘yes,’ ” I said. “Before he flies off on us. Whether he likes it or not, he’s gotta get us out of here.”

I started to climb up the dragon’s back, but he twisted and thrashed his head around again. Gripping one of the ridges on his rounded back, I reached out for Dani’s hand, pulling her up beside me.

The dragon was not pleased. He bucked back and tried to throw us off, but we held tight and lay flat against his spine. The beast sent up a cloud of sand as he beat his wings in every direction, then he leapt into the air.

At first, I was certain we’d fall. There was so little to hold onto, and passenger travel on dragon-back was bumpy, noisy, and painful. Like RyanAir, but with better legroom.

Still, I held tight and kept my eyes forward, alert to any twists or turns our airborne mount might throw at us.

The dragon screeched as he flew, carrying us higher into the sky.

Clouds sped past us, misting our faces with atmospheric droplets as the dragon cut a path through them. Glimpses of the ground re-emerged as wisps of disrupted cloud cover separated beneath the dragon’s wings. The desert, the grasslands, the northern mountain range — they lay out before us as a world in miniature that only kept shrinking as we gained altitude.

“We can’t control him,” I said. “And we’re not heading straight for A’zarkin. We need to jump ship while we’re in range to glide down there on our own.”

“I’ve never flown that far or that long,” Dani said. “I don’t have the strength for it.”

“You have more strength than you give yourself credit for,” I said. “You’re the same girl that scooped up a strange man in the middle of nowhere, held your ground with Momma Jumbo, raced into a burning building, and tried to sneak your way out of a blood debt in front of the frickin’ queen. You’re a badass, Dani. Lean into it.”

“Goddess help us,” she said. “I can’t promise my wings won’t snap and my arms won’t fail me.”

“That’s the spirit.” I stood up on the dragon’s back with my knees bent and my body jerking side to side as I fought to maintain my balance. I spread my arms out so Dani could wrap her hands around my chest, then she hopped onto my back and cinched her legs around my waist. I gripped beneath her thighs and stepped to the side, slipping down the slope of the dragon’s back as it tilted its position in the air.

Suddenly, Dani’s wings shot outward, flapping wide against the wind and lifting us off our dragon mount. The reptilian beast sped onward without us and we plummeted toward the mountain’s jagged face below us.

Dani groaned and shifted, but she couldn’t flatten her body horizontally and glide smoothly with me weighing her down. Her grip on my chest slackened.

“You have to let me go,” I yelled over the onrush of air as we plummeted.

“Never!” she said.

“Poor choice of words,” I said. “My bad. I meant your legs. They’re wrapped around me, ruining your angle. Draykin fly flat. Keep holding with your arms though, please and thank you.”

I brought my hands to my hips and tensed my muscles, waiting for Dani to shift her position. Gradually, she hooked her arms beneath mine and let her legs stretch out behind her.

For a moment, I kicked at the air in a panic, my legs swinging outward to dangle a mile above the ground.

The panic fled an instant later when our trajectory smoothed out and Dani took control of our course. We soared high above the mountain range, gliding smoothly toward the glowing hunk of ice that grew larger in our view the faster we approached it.

“We’re descending too fast,” Dani said. My body lurched as her wings flapped downward, slowing our fall only fractionally. “I can’t make it!”

“You’ve got this,” I said. “Just one more rep, come on, push yourself!”

Dani’s arms started to shake, but she forced her wings to flap downward and back up once more, fighting against gravity and buying a second’s reprieve from its unforgiving grasp.

“Again,” I said. “One more time.”

She struggled to turn our soaring fall into a manageable landing, but she forced her wings to do their job again.

“How many ‘one more times’ are there?” she asked.

“Just one,” I said. “I really mean it this time.”

I didn’t mean it, but no good personal trainer ever told a guy at the gym, “I know you’re tired, but we’re doing five more at the same weight.”

The glacial cavern clarified in our view, the small dots of movement becoming people, and demons, and bloodmonkeys.

“One more time!” I yelled.

“No,” Dani said, panting and sliding her arms down a few inches, losing her grip on me.

“Yes,” I said. “You’ve got this! You’re a fucking dragon, Dani. Now decide: do dragons fall, or do they fly?”

“Dragon.” Her voice was faint, but her arms lifted and tightened against mine. Her wings beat against the air and then held firm, beat and held firm.

“I am a dragon,” she said again, blasting her wings harder and faster, tilting her body so that we aimed at A’zarkin’s hollowed glacier like an asteroid careening toward a deadly impact. The wind rippled my cheeks and the cold forced my eyes to tear.

“And dragons,” she said, “strike back when provoked.”
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Moments before Dani and I would have crashed into the ice floor of A’zarkin’s hollow glacier, Dani flapped her wings in a flurry and killed our inertia, turning our bodies vertical together and then touching down in the chamber’s center.

Our landing took A’zarkin by surprise. He spun toward us, bewilderment scrunching up his ugly blue face.

“Oscar!” I yelled. “Come to me!”

A’zarkin’s head whipped toward his son, who sat on the ice throne with Oscar held loosely between his fingers. The glove, however, did not budge.

“Worth a shot,” I said.

“Pakson,” A’zarkin yelled, “hurry up and claim the glove as your own.”

“I can’t get it on, father,” Pakson said. “It resists my clawed nails.”

“Let me help,” Jasmine said, still kneeling by his side but straightening her back and craning her neck to see past his throne’s armrest.

“Fine,” Pakson said, draping his hand toward her. Jasmine took Oscar and the demon prince’s hand, fumbling with his long, blue fingers and the thin, slippery fabric of the onicite glove. It fell from her hand and she scrambled to snatch it up again with fingers that were likely numb, if not frostbitten.

If she was going to help him, at least she was useless.

“The Order will send others, demon,” Lissa yelled. She knelt on the ground with Clara, both tending to Kaylee’s unconscious body. The simki’s skin was peacefully peachy again. A handful of bloodhounds held long spears crafted from blue ice to keep the girls trapped against a far wall.

“And I will drain their bodies of blood and power myself, the same as I will do to you,” A’zarkin said. “Once I dispatch with our would-be hero once and for all.”

I raised my bare fists. “I won’t bury you under a glacier like the last guy. I’m here to kill you, once and for all.”

“That’s why they call him Kyle the Vanquisher,” Dani said. She winked at me and reached for her sword, still sticking up from the cavern’s ice floor.

“Damn fucking right,” I said.

The few bloodhounds and bloodmonkeys that had survived our earlier fighting hissed and screeched, stalking closer to us except for the few that stood guard over the other girls.

“I don’t know how you crossed such a great distance without the Oscar suit,” A’zarkin said, “and I do not care. You are outnumbered here, and soon Pakson will wield the— Hey!”

A snowball splattered across A’zarkin’s face. Then another, and another, until a volley of densely-packed snow spheres all sailed through the sky at once. They came from above, from the red-skinned hands of a horde of kobold givens, standing at the edge of the glacial crater’s upper rim.

“I cannot be defeated with ice!” A’zarkin said. “Why does no one understand this?”

“You guys came back for me,” I said. “I mean, I told you not to, so… bad kobolds! But at the same time, good effort.”

“You told them not to come back until you needed them,” Dani said.

“Hot damn,” I said. “You’re right. But how did they know?”

While A’zarkin and his demonspawn entourage deflected snow projectiles, the kobolds swung into action, sinking their pickaxes into the ice wall that ringed the cavern’s open ceiling and leaping toward us with ropes tied around their waists at one end and those tools’ handles at the other. When they landed, they tugged the ropes, reclaimed their tools, and turned them into weapons against the demonspawn that still roamed the ice cave.

A’zarkin screamed, enraged that his army had been neutralized, each gray, vampiric beast forced to tussle with two — or sometimes three — pickax-wielding kobolds.

Pakson, meanwhile, rested his chin on the back of one hand, leaning away from Jasmine and waiting impatiently for her to finish slipping that glove over his fingers. Her own hands were so clumsy, so numb, that she made almost no progress.

“Get the girls,” I said to Dani. She nodded and charged at the bloodhounds and their ice-spear weapons.

A’zarkin walked casually toward me, lacking any apprehension. I stood my ground and waited for him. There was no running from this fight now. He stopped an inch from me, breathing cold, stale breath into my face as he exhaled.

“All those years, trapped and forgotten,” A’zarkin said. “I deserved my revenge.” He punched me in the ribs and I folded in half.

“You deserved,” I said, grunting through the pain that stabbed into my side, “what you got. They trapped you because you terrorized them.”

I swung at him, but the punch didn’t land. A’zarkin ducked to one side and swatted my arm away.

His demon fist flickered with blue energy, then he punched me in the forehead, causing an instant brain freeze. I staggered backward and he smiled. He was playing with me now, a man without a glove, or a hope in all the world of stopping an immortal demon from finding a new form of revenge against Dani’s people.

“They imprisoned the witch that brought me here,” he said. “All I wanted was to return home.”

“To Earth,” I said through chattering teeth.

“To a realm that banished my kind two thousand years hence,” he said. “Earth was but a single stop on my journey.”

“You’re that old?” I asked. “No wonder you’re bald.”

He punched me in the face again, an attack as painful as it was cold. The only warmth was fresh blood erupting inside my mouth and trickling down my lower lip.

“A being that bends time cannot age,” he said, pulling his arm back for another strike. “We only watch the world as it freezes and burns and freezes again.”

That last punch spun me around the other direction. I hunched over, my hands on my knees and my face dripping hot red blood onto the frozen floor below me.

To one side, Dani and Lissa struggled against bloodhounds with spears of ice and Clara held Kaylee’s unconscious body, cowering from the fight. To the other side, a blur of kobolds fought against vicious bloodmonkeys with severe injuries all around.

Dead ahead sat Jasmine, shivering on the ice while she fumbled to fit Oscar over a single one of Pakson’s long, languid fingers.

As I waited for A’zarkin to finish me off, Jasmine stood and smiled in my direction. “Kyle!” she yelled. “Catch!”

Oscar’s limp shape flew across the glacial cavern, soaring above the demonfire that flickered in a single black tongue at the chamber’s center. The onicite glove flopped into a small heap of impossibly thin fabric two feet in front of me.

Pakson smacked Jasmine’s face and knocked her down. I dove for the glove, flattening against the ice and scooping Oscar up. An icy grip cinched around my ankles as A’zarkin grabbed me and pulled me toward him.

My fingers were swollen; they stung from unnatural cold; they were wet from blood and sweat and melted ice water. I struggled to pull the onicite gauntlet onto my right hand.

A’zarkin flipped me onto my back and tackled me, grappling with my hands and trying to pry the glove from my grip. I rolled with him, wrestling against his cold blue arms for control of Oscar’s fist. My fingers found the rim of black fabric and started to slip beneath it.
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Amidst the flurry of silver text scrolling through my vision, I grabbed one of A’zarkin’s horns and shrank the electric blue energy sizzling over his head. Oscar drank in the demon’s power.
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The demon screamed and kicked, pushing out from under me and attempting to run. I kicked his ass and he flopped forward again, crawling inches at a time on his belly in a failed effort to escape.

I bent low and punched A’zarkin in the back, snapping the bones in his spine and forcing his legs to go slack behind him. I struck the back of his skull next, slamming his face into the ice and smearing it with thick, black blood. Then I looked up and scanned for the nearest kobold.

“Franco,” I said.

“Yes, M— I mean… Kyle?”

“Pickax.”

The blue demon beneath me rolled his head against the cavern’s ice floor and moaned. Franco tossed his tool toward me and I grabbed it with Oscar’s familiar fingers.

I stood up, towering over A’zarkin’s prone body. Then I raised the pickax high.

“Father!” Pakson yelled, lurching forward in his seat. “You cannot let him kill you, not until you fulfill your promise to me. I forbid you to die!”

“You guys have a weird relationship,” I said. Then I swung the sharp end of the tool into the center of A’zarkin’s back, splitting his skin, and muscle, and sinew, and striking something hard. When I pulled the weapon from A’zarkin’s mauled torso, his demon heart was stuck to it like a hunk of ore. I plucked it free and tossed the pickax aside.

A’zarkin reached up with one hand, but not toward me. He touched his horns, releasing the faint spark of his demonic energy. It wafted toward Pakson, a flickering mote of blue light that twinkled like glitter in the wind. Then A’zarkin’s body collapsed, heartless and bleeding on his cavern floor.

All around us, the bloodhounds collapsed. Their burning blue eyes darkened, their bodies went slack, and they followed their master into the still dark nothingness of death.

A’zarkin’s demon spark settled above Pakson’s head and burst, showering him with twinkling blue specks. He stood from his throne, his teeth set in a dull gray smile as a pair of long, dark horns grew outward from his skull and parted his stringy black hair. He traced them with long blue fingers, testing the sharpness of their points before tapping the thin strand of electric blue energy that stretched between them. It sizzled and sparked at his touch.

“I have been crowned, father,” he said. “My coronation is complete!”

“For fuck’s sake,” I said. “A’zarkin was not the mid-boss. Nope, I refuse to accept that.”

“Kyle!” Lissa yelled. She stood beside Dani and Clara as Kaylee shook her head and sat upright, finally awake. “The heart!”

Oscar’s fingers tensed around the onicite heart. He was the reason we had made it this far, and he deserved a reward for that. I didn’t owe Lissa or her mysterious Order anything.

Oscar deserved the energy trapped inside this stone. He hungered for it. I hungered for it.

“Tell the Order you tried,” I said. Then I clenched my fist and released a shockwave of electric blue light, pulverizing A’zarkin’s heart and feeding Oscar all of his power.
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“Holy fuck that’s a lot,” I said.

Lissa’s face fell. “You’ve quenched his heart. What have I to show for my efforts now?”

“You can have Pakson,” I said. “If Jasmine’s willing to share, that is.”

“This is not about me, or the trophy of a demon’s heart,” Lissa said. “The Order works to prevent the realms from catastrophic events. The veils between realms cannot be maintained on faith alone!”

“Um,” I said. “Sorry not sorry?”

“I can feel the ancient vibration,” Pakson said. “It resonates within my very soul.” He played with a spark of blue light in his hand, seemingly mesmerized by his own magic.

“You have made an enemy of me, Kyle the Vanquisher,” Lissa said. Then she snatched an ice spear from the floor and leapt toward Pakson.

My hand slipped into my pocket without my realizing it. Oscar pinched the still-not-a-tarot card and pulled it free.
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“Whoa,” I said.

“Whoa what?” Dani asked, stepping toward me.

“Oscar just gave me the option to open the heresy node. He’s got enough power in him to take me back to Earth.”

“I see,” Dani said.

“Come with me,” I said.

“And just leave everything I know behind?”

“I did,” I said.

“That’s different. That was involuntary. I would need time to think about leaving Silura behind, to make my peace with it.”

“Not me,” I said, glancing back at Clara, her pink fingers wiping tears away from her cheeks. Kaylee’s eyes fluttered open as her head lay in the kobold’s lap. In front of me, Dani stood with wide eyes and a gentle, unassuming smile.

Pakson sent a shower of weak sparks over Lissa while Jasmine covered her head and ducked down low. The bloodmonkeys were all pinned down by kobold givens holding pickaxes to their throats, but Pakson paid them no mind. He had a demon huntress to contend with now, one with cat-like reflexes dead set on taking his heart as a consolation prize.

I didn’t understand this place’s history or politics; its creation myth and confusing alliances; its systems of magic and war. Yet, this place — and every last person and demonspawn in this ridiculous glacial tableau — made sense. After a short time of immersing myself in this world, it felt like it was mine.

The card pinched between my fingers was beaten up around the edges, but the artwork of Thrillville’s towering rides was as crisp and vivid as ever. Indiana. That’s what suddenly felt foreign. It was a realm that didn’t need a man like me, or a glove like Oscar. Together, our purpose was here.

“There are a few things I’m going to miss about Earth,” I said. “Fake nacho cheese; incognito browsing on the web; antibiotics. I can’t leave though. Not with you all here.”

“What about Selena?” Dani asked.

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Selena. She was always my constant. “She’s better off,” I said. “All that time she spent with me, when she should have been out there looking for a boyfriend…” The thought of some random guy rubbing his hands all over her made me queasy.

I couldn’t give up the hope of seeing her again forever.

“Maybe we can take a trip one day,” I said. “When you’re all ready. I didn’t choose to come here, but I can choose to stay. That’s my choice.”
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“No, Oscar,” I said. “I’m staying put.”
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My fingers pinched together harder involuntarily, pressing Oscar’s thumb so hard into the painted image of Thrillville that my fingernail indented the card.
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“Oscar, enough.” I went to tuck the item into my pocket, but Oscar fought against me, thrusting the card into my face and insisting I answer his question again.
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Quit it, I thought. You’re embarrassing yourself.
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“No!” I yelled. The card still sat before me, but now it glowed a brilliant purple.

“What’s going on?” Lissa asked, swinging her ice spear wide.

“Oscar activated the portal on his own,” I said. Dark clouds gathered overhead, blocking out the stars and the moon. “I don’t know how to stop it.”

“This travel is forbidden,” Lissa said. “Too unpredictable, too destructive!”

Jasmine stood up, her eyes wide with excitement. “Just like back home. It’s the same storm!”

A brilliant explosion of purple lightning and a deafening clap of thunder preceded a burst of powerful winds that carried harsh rains on their backs. I reached for Dani, pulling her close, and waving the other girls over to me. Clara and Kaylee piled on, all four of us huddling together and holding on for support.

Kobolds sank their pickaxes into the glacier’s floor and held tight for stability’s sake. Bloodmonkeys lowered their bodies against the ice and put their hands over their heads. Pakson looked up at the rain and lifted one hand, turning that precipitation into sleet and then hail.

“He has his father’s magic now,” I said.

“And he has Jasmine,” Dani said. “That poor girl.”

A dozen tendrils of purple light streaked from the clouds to the ice around us. They struck kobolds and demonspawn, Pakson and Jasmine, Clara and Lissa and Kaylee. Every target vanished in a burst of blinding light. Only the dead among us were immune to the storm’s power. One by one, every living, breathing body in A’zarkin’s hollowed glacier vanished, whisked away to another realm.

“I’m sorry, Dani,” I said. “I wanted us to stay.”

She kissed me on the cheek and held my body close against hers. “I suppose you did promise me pop rocks.”

The final bolts from the heresy storm’s black clouds lit a million pellets of atmospheric ice from behind in a split-second flash, then they struck us both in the back.
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When my eyes opened again, my feet were on solid blacktop. Ramshackle wooden huts lined a wide pathway on either side, with the outlines of metal amusement rides stretching toward the sky around us.

A burly bloodmonkey held Jasmine over its shoulder, ignoring the thump of her fists against its broad back. Round, half-moon ears hung low on its head. The long monkey-like tail that extended from its rear was grayer and mangier than when our battle began.

“Don’t follow me, would-be hero,” Pakson said. “Our paths need not cross in this realm again.”

“This isn’t your world, Pakson,” I said. “You can’t hide inside a glacier while you gather your power. Mostly because of global warming, but you also don’t have a passport, so you’re doomed one way or the other.”

Pakson’s long, gaunt face struggled to smile. His thin blue lips curled back to reveal a row of pale gray teeth. “There is no world too warm for a demon of my element.” He raised one hand and twirled his fingers in the air. “This surge of power will take getting used to, but it will suffice.”

The clouds overhead, still lingering after the heresy storm, blanketed the sky in every direction. As Pakson twiddled his fingers, a gentle wind turned into a stiff and icy gust that carried the first flakes of fresh snow.

I stood blocking the girls from Pakson’s gathering storm, holding Oscar in a high fist. Pakson didn’t know Oscar was out of juice, and I wasn’t going to tell him.

“Leave Jasmine and go,” I yelled, my voice diminished in competition with the growing wind.

“She is my womb to protect,” he said, bolstering the storm and summoning thicker snow. “And, perhaps, to punish.”

“You will end up like your father, Pakson,” I said. I took a step toward him when a voice from behind stopped me in my tracks.

“Kyle!”

I spun around to look for its source, so overwhelmed by hope and confusion that I turned my back on Pakson.

“Selena! Where are you?”

I squinted against thickening snow. Every shifting shape could have been her, the best friend I had left behind. Every creak and groan of the outdated rollercoasters surrounding us could be another word from her beautiful, snarky, irritating, sexy, nerdy voice. I searched frantically, my heart in my chest.

“Kyle!” she yelled again.

I turned back toward Pakson and saw her there, a hundred feet behind him, sprinting her way toward me.

“Stop!” I yelled. “Don’t go near him!”

Pakson looked back and his forced, mirthless smile widened. The fingers that twirled in his hand tightened. His eyes glowed with electric blue energy.

A wall of snow fell from the sky, blanketing us in a solid inch at once. Selena slipped and skidded to the ground, landing flat on her back.

“You could try to stop me,” Pakson said, yelling over the growing blizzard winds. “Fight for the one you call ‘Jasmine.’ But you have a choice to make, don’t you?”

Pakson turned to walk away, leading his army of bloodmonkey demonspawn toward the theme park’s front exit and quickly vanishing into the thick curtain of snow and ice that descended all around us.

I took a step toward Selena when the snow that piled onto a nearby sign slid off in a single curtain, revealing a name I knew all too well. Sidewinder. The bolts and rails of that ancient ride screamed and moaned against the weight of ice accumulating on its every surface.

“Selena,” I yelled, “you have to get up!”

My feet carried me toward her while she tried to stand, but she fell back into the snow. “My ankle,” she said. “I think I broke it!”

The highest loop in the park had a foot of solid ice clinging to its rusted metal, and as I raced toward Selena, it croaked for the final time. Metal bolts popped from its seams and half of that loop came loose, twisting in midair as it collapsed toward the ground.

I reached with Oscar in an attempt to catch the arched metal track before it crashed into the girl who always stood by me in thick or thin. Who stayed in the theater with me after the lights all came on and the credits ended just in case there was a second secret clip waiting for dedicated fans like us.

Oscar was out of juice now, but I didn’t care. Even if that rollercoaster crushed me into a pulp, I’d make that sacrifice. I’d save Selena. Somewhere along the way, in his twisted and slightly underhanded way, Oscar turned me into a real hero.

All of my sprinting didn’t matter. All of my self-assurance, and internal bargaining, and stunning realizations of how deeply I cared about Selena — they were ten feet shy. Just before I reached her body, lying flat in the billowing snow, the thick metal beam crashed through her chest.

The snow turned red.

A spear of metal at the beam’s edge, once used to connect the track to the other half of the rollercoaster’s loop, cut into Selena’s upper chest like a knife.

“No!” I yelled. “Help me get this off her, she can’t breathe.” My hands gripped the metal instinctively, but I lacked the strength to move the beam myself with Oscar’s Somatic Assist was offline. Dani raced to my side to help, and Kaylee too, but only after ten long seconds did we pry the fallen metal structure off the ground, sliding the metal spike out of Selena’s wound. She screamed in agony for a moment, then coughed, splattering her lips with blood.

In those precious seconds, a dark and glistening pool of red spread across her chest, soaking her T-shirt in an ever-expanding stain.

I flattened my hands on top of the wound and applied some pressure. “Selena,” I said. “I’m so sorry.”

“At least it’s just my Hulk T-shirt,” she said, “I won’t even miss it.” She pausing for a laugh that instead came out as a cough.

“Hang in there,” I said. “Dani, call 9-1-1.”

The draykin opened her mouth in confusion but couldn’t quite get a question out.

“My phone,” I said. “The battery is dead. Selena, where’s yours?”

Her head hit the pavement for a second before she regained herself.

“Do not die,” I said. She smiled and closed her eyes behind her oversized glasses. I took one hand and brushed her hair out of her face and wiped my thumb across her lenses to clear the flakes of snow that started to hide her beautiful eyes. All I did was smear blood across them, streaking the glass with something dark and vital.

A crowd of kobolds surrounded us, all silent and sad.

Another cough escaped Selena’s lips, far weaker and more pitiful than the last one.

“Kyle,” Dani said, putting a hand on my shoulder. “I don’t know what I can do.”

Kaylee knelt by Selena’s side and took her hand.

“You stay with us,” I said. “You have so much left to live for. They’ll reboot X-Men, Selena. Within the MCU!”

Clara sat beside me and took Selena’s other hand. “Everyone, get back.”

“I have to keep pressure on the wound,” I said. “She’ll bleed out.”

“Let her,” Clara said.

“No,” I said. “You may have a death wish, but she doesn’t. She wants to live this life, and I want to live it with her.”

“I don’t extoll death,” Clara said. “I thought the Goddess wanted me to be a warrior. I was wrong. I should never have turned away from the path of light. Not when I have so many people here to walk that path with me.”

“What are you saying?” I asked.

“Selena’s wounds are grave,” Clara said. “She may die. I will accept that pain if I fail, but not as a burden. As the consequence of hope held impossibly high. Let me work.”

I pried my hand away from Selena’s chest as Clara slid hers into the same place, covering the wound while snow powdered her short pink hair and the bridge of her small nose.

Clara’s eyes flashed with carnation light, soft and reassuring. Energy gathered above her hands in a small sphere, casting the same pink glow over Selena’s features and all the white surfaces around us.

Selena’s face contorted as if in pain, while Clara’s lips pinched together tight. For a full minute, neither girl took a single breath. I practically swallowed gulps of air to compensate, as if my own belabored diaphragm could pump their lungs for them.

Clara’s whole body began to shake, and Selena’s along with it. Then, in perfect unison, they gasped.

Selena’s eyes opened wide. The faint pink spark of Clara’s magic lit the inside of her pupils, and in a flash it was gone. She sat upright and threw her arms around Clara, whose breath came in short, sharp bursts now.

“You held on,” Clara said. “You held on!”

“I don’t understand,” Selena said. “She told me I had to turn back, that she gave up too easily when the time came to choose. Was she real? Did you see her too?”

“I did,” Clara said. “She speaks to me at times. At first I resisted her presence, but she is a comfort now.”

“Whoa,” I said. “Slow down a second. Who did you see?”

“A woman with golden hair,” Selena said. “And wings the color of honey. She said the baby is doing well… Alexstrasza, I think?”

“You saw Gretna,” I said.

“I thought I was the only one that saw her,” Kaylee said. “Since it was my enclave she died in. She always says confusing little phrases and then calls them proverbs.”

“Not just you,” Dani said, her eyes starting to tear up. “She’s been with us this whole time. Every one of us.”

Selena let go of Clara and got to her feet, brushing the snow from her long, blonde hair.

Ignoring the slick of fresh blood that wet the front of her shirt, I threw my arms around her and hugged tight. I buried my chin against her neck and breathed in the deepest sigh of relief the planet Earth has ever known. Or Silura, for that matter.

“You smell like citrus and rose,” I said, her hair blowing in the wind and tickling against my face.

“And you,” she replied, her face pressed up against my shoulder, “smell like a biohazard. What happened to you?”

“A lot,” I said. “And it isn’t over. I think I may have unleashed a horde of feral vampire monkeys from another dimension who have a taste for human blood. And a demon, more importantly.”

Selena laughed.

I pulled away from our hug. “I’m not kidding.”

“He’s really not,” Dani said.

“You have wings,” Selena said. “Like the woman in my dream.”

“And it’s not even cosplay,” I said. “We have a lot to fill you in on. But you first. What the hell were you doing in an abandoned theme park?”

“I’ve been here every night since you disappeared,” she said. “Your car was still in the parking lot, so I knew you were in here somewhere. The police suspected the worst, since your terrible blind date disappeared too.”

“She got less terrible,” I said. “When it really mattered, she came through for us, and I’m not giving up on her now.”

“What’s a… car?” Dani asked.

“Like a big horse,” I said, “that you ride from the inside. I wonder if we can all fit.”

“And by all,” Selena said, “are you including… them?” She gestured toward the two dozen red-skinned kobold teenagers that encircled us.

“Oh, them,” I said. “Yeah, those are my kobold givens. Think: indentured servant children I’m gonna have to feed for the next seven years. It might only take five trips if we can stuff some of them in the trunk. Hell, they may even prefer that.

“We just have to make one stop on the way home.”

“Are you kidding?” Selena asked.

“I wish. My best friend was begging me to pick up popcorn on the way over. She can be a real pain in the ass.”
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