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      Something strange was happening in a system that was, to the outside observer, pretty normal. In fact, this pretty normal system contained just three pretty normal planets that orbited two pretty normal stars in an otherwise pretty normal binary star system.

      Sure, these particular planets rotated at about the same speed, so their days and nights were about the same, and the system’s two suns, a yellow dwarf star and red dwarf star, only took about seven and a half days to complete a full orbit of each other, which was a bit fast, but not uncommon enough to be of note.

      No, what made this system unusual was that these seemingly insignificant planets had intelligent life. And not just any intelligent life...

      A nine-foot-tall green reptilian creature with blue skin and green spots, that, if one squinted quite right, sort of looked like an upright, featherless velociraptor stepped out of a massive, translucent curved bunker. He wore an oversized, dark overcoat over his standard military dress uniform and was currently peering into the sky above the planet he occupied, which, among the three planets, was known as Kepler-47B.

      He gestured behind him with one clawed hand, and another tall reptilian, this one wearing a blue overcoat, ran up and handed him a pair of what looked like fancy binoculars. Taking the handles of the oval-shaped device with both hands, he peered up into the sky once more. There was a buzz and whirr from the device as he thumbed its controls before the image cleared enough to watch the two stars his planet orbited. Or what remained of his system’s stars, anyway. Because, for all intents and purposes, while some light did shine through the open vents in the structure that had been built around said stars, most of what he saw was metal. And ships.

      Several ships that were massive enough to be just seen magnified in the distance but tiny next to their cosmic counterparts orbited around both stars.

      “Fuck,” he muttered quietly under his breath. Then he handed the binoculars to the blue-coated reptilian, turned around, and headed back into the bunker.

      The bunker was bustling with activity, a hub of Reptilians in military uniforms, suits, skirts, ties, medical scrubs, and everything in between were walking around with purpose, and a bit more haste than usual. Some were speaking in groups, others into devices. Computers were scattered all around the room, which was set up in a cubicle-like fashion. A quick glance down revealed the many levels of the structure that had been burrowed out of the hard blue rock that made up the planet, all filled with reptilians doing various, very important things.

      As the tall Reptilian in the large overcoat walked back through the bunker, several people stopped to salute him while still making sure to get out of his way. He moved briskly until he reached the elevator and hit the down button. He waited. The activity continued on around him as he patiently waited.

      The elevator dinged, and the Reptilian entered. Two others entered as he pressed the button for the bottom floor. A shorter Reptilian wearing a skirt and glasses entered after them and faced forward. She moved to hit a button on the elevator, found it had already been depressed, and instead dropped her hands and clasped them in front of her. Then the four rode down in silence.

      The elevator stopped at the bottom floor, and all exited. They walked through another flurry of activity and phones and noise. The little entourage entered a small room off to the side, where another elevator awaited. That one, they rode that down several more floors before exiting. A large security contingent awaited them outside of a checkpoint before another elevator. The Reptilian nodded at the guards who got out of his way, and the four continued to the next elevator where they again went down.

      The Reptilian in the overcoat entered a small room with fifteen other, highly decorated Reptilians who sat at a large table that occupied the majority of the room. A huge monitor stood on one wall.

      “Have we got everything set?” he asked the room.

      “Relatively, General,” came the response from a female Reptilian with glasses and a lab coat.

      There was an uncomfortable silence at the table that made him think otherwise.

      “Do we know if that thing is going to work?” the General inquired when no one else voiced an opinion.

      Another uncomfortable silence fell across the table.

      “General…” the female Reptilian wearing the lab coat stood up. “It will work. At least, the shield has been working in all our simulations. By turning our two stars into Dyson spheres, we have been able to make a sort of flytrap that we think will mitigate his speed.”

      The General nodded at her, and she sat back down at the table.

      “And we don’t know where he is?” the General asked again.

      The female Reptilian who had ridden in the elevator with the General spoke up. “No, not exactly. None of our patrols have come back, so we’re flying a little blind, given his speed.” She put her head down for a second, and the table was once again consumed by silence. She gathered her thoughts before continuing, “But we know he’s close. All it took was a little quick math, even if we can’t get eyes on him. We’ve been tracking him for a while, but he dropped off within the last few days. We thought he might be getting farther away, and we might be getting lucky, but we think he’s tricking us somehow.”

      “And how’s that?” the General responded.

      She shoved several documents and papers onto the table. “Well, when we receive a radio signal, it will be at approximately the speed of light. And these ones?” She pointed to a chart on a piece of paper. “He used to be moving pretty near to that speed, but lately… lately, he’s been slowing down. In fact, there was a time several days ago where he had ceased moving entirely. Unfortunately, he’s begun moving again at near the speed of light. So, with these readings, we can measure his velocity and his distance and calculate when he might arrive here.”

      “Can you spare me the velocity, V, in relation to the trajectory, T, in which gravity, G, of course, remains a constant spiel?” the General said.

      “Right.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Our original calculations had him breaching our solar system in about a day,” the scientist said sheepishly. “But since he slowed down, we may have a bit more time than we expected. Maybe an extra day or two.”

      “Well, that was somewhat helpful.” The General sighed and sat down at the seat at the head of the table. Then he put his head into his hands.  “Okay, and what happens once he’s stunned by the trap?”

      A male Reptilian wearing a military uniform that was covered in a truly astonishing number of medals stood up. “Once the shield slows this thing down, we’re going to concentrate the energy from each planet’s core into a sort of laser beam type blast, focused on the, uhm, intruder. Our ships will have backed away into a sort of perimeter around the thing, and they will concentrate their fire on it as well after the initial stun and the beam attack.”

      The General sighed again.

      “Two Dyson spheres, decades to prepare, three planet’s firepower, thousands of ships, and millions of souls.” He looked at the room. “Do we even have a chance?”

      “General, you know the numbers as well as anyone else, but if you like, we can go over them again,” the Reptilian in the skirt said.

      “No.” He shook his head. “I don’t think that will help. At this point, we’ll either win…” He took a deep breath. “Or we won’t.”
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      Ever since my loyal minion, Erlking, had headed off to see his sister, Titania, I couldn’t help but think that he was going to fail me. Worse, I was worried that anything other than a straight-up confrontation with Garrett Andrews would not work, but Erlking was confident. He was loyal, and he had not failed me before. Still, it was frustrating that the galactic rules of engagement kept me from snapping Andrews like the twig he was. If I could just confront the man now, well...

      I sighed and shook my head. Perhaps Erlking would be successful when he headed to confront Garrett Andrews, something I could, unfortunately, not do yet since his system was so very far away. I’d reach it in due time, of course, and then, well, I’d have my just desserts.

      Still, now was not the time for that. Now was the time for death, destruction, and devouring. I turned my attention toward the small trio of planets orbiting two rather insignificant stars and saw a surprising obstacle. The occupants of the system in front of me had turned their stars and planets into what looked like some sort of weapon.

      It almost made me laugh. I had met with countless systems that had focused all their ingenuity on a weapon, but never had any gone to this level of commitment. Even from here, I could tell that literally every piece of metal had been mined from the system and turned into a massive armada of ships, satellite-based guns, and a whole host of other things meant to hurt, maim, and kill.

      I suppose it had all been done to stop me, which they would be unable to do even with forces as grand as this. Still, I appreciated the effort. It always made it more fun when they fought.

      As I got closer to the system, a sudden--

      WHAP!

      ZING!

      I was disoriented, and worse, I suddenly had a splitting headache. Loud ringing noises and flashing lights surrounded me.

      I probably should have been worried.

      But I was Death, Darkness, and Destruction.

      I was a god among gods.

      I held up my hand, and everything slowed down. Then I readjusted to my surroundings.

      What had happened was now obvious. I had slammed violently into a sort of force field created by these people, and while I had been stunned, if ever so briefly, they had blasted me. A lot.

      And zaps continued slamming into me from each of the three planets in the system. Huge, planet-sized beams of energy that must have drawn on the planets’ cores came flying at me. That was unpleasant.

      That was, of course, in addition to the thousands of ships headed my way, all with energy weapons erupting from them.

      Just for fun, I reached out and let one of the energy blasts strike my pinkie.

      “That hurts,” I said a bit surprised. “A little anyway.”

      I looked at the mass of ships that had once approached me, though now that I’d slowed down time, they were moving at a crawl. With a flick of my wrist, I sent them tumbling violently back into the void of space.

      Then I realized that it might allow some of them to live. And that was not acceptable.

      Where was the black hole in this galaxy? Hmm. I looked at the map in my head and found what I was looking for a little over that way.

      I pulled the tumbling ships back. They’d bitten off more than they could chew by opposing me, and now, I would show them just how weak and pitiful they were. I cupped and pulled my hand back over my right shoulder, careful to keep the mass of ships I was holding in line, and then flung them violently towards the inescapable pull of the nearest black hole while making sure to follow through on my throw so as to maximize the speed and terror of their deaths.

      I then turned my attention toward a Dyson sphere and kicked it far off into the void of space. Admittedly, it was strangely satisfying to feel my toe smash through the painstakingly crafted machine and breach the star itself. Sure, it wasn’t a kill per se, but I was reasonably sure that with the star’s containment unit breached, the occupants wouldn’t survive long.

      I turned my attention to the other one and grinned as it seemed to hang there lifeless now that the first sphere was gone. It wasn’t a threat at the moment.

      But what was?

      I glanced at the three planets, and then, in a burst of genius, I knew exactly what to do. I reached over and grabbed onto the Dyson sphere while being careful to keep from puncturing the metal shell surrounding the star too much. Then I flung it at the closest planet.

      The planet crackled and erupted into an explosion of sparks and gases and flashes of light an instant before the Dyson sphere exploded. Both disappeared entirely from existence an instant later.

      Well, that was that. I turned my attention to the second planet and, with my godly senses, saw one of the tiny inhabitants on it, making a very rude gesture at me. So, I did what anyone would do in my situation. I punched him in the face. Of course, my fist was a bit more powerful than most people’s, so really, what happened next should have been expected.

      After reducing the impetuous creature into paste, my fist smashed into the planet’s surface with enough force to crack the thing in two. And because the planet was, ultimately, a barely held together equilibrium of natural forces, the resulting explosion shattered said planet into countless fragments of rock that went flying off into space.

      I turned my attention to the last planet remaining in the small solar system. It was the largest and had the most life.

      I had been traveling through space for a little while, and I was hungry.

      I looked at the planet and opened my mouth wide.
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      “So, this is why you really wanted to stay ‘til morning, Master.” Queenie, the Ant Queen I’d killed and resurrected from the void to serve me for all eternity, smiled at me as I dug into the delicious stack of pancakes that Elephelie had prepared. “You know, there are probably some places where these are very rare. They might be able to make us a nice trade for something.”

      “You really think so?” I asked around a mouthful of pancake. “I hadn’t considered that.”

      “I think so, master.” Queenie nodded fervently. “They are very delicious, and as someone who enjoys the sweets of the Bazaar very much, I believe these would do well there because I have never had anything like them.”

      “Hmm…” I puzzled over the idea. “Maybe we should talk to Jane about it.” Jane was the slime girl who ran the Adventurers’ Guild and was, for all intents and purposes, our liaison to the trading world we called the Bazaar. “What do you think, Elephelie?”

      “I think that would be a great idea, Garrett.” The Amorphie Princess of Day smiled at me. “And I know you’re not just suggesting it because you have a stake in all our dealings with the Bazaar.” She winked at me. “You’re one of the good ones.”

      “I hadn’t even considered that, actually,” I responded as I finished another pancake. “But these things are good, and if Queenie says they have nothing like them, you might be able to build a nice little business until we figure out how to mine the riches beneath your ocean.”

      I sighed. Even after removing the dungeon core from the planet, the waters were still teeming with monsters, and it would likely take a few generations before that situation resolved itself.

      “If you think it is a good idea, I will contact Jane later today.” Zemia looked up at me and smirked. “After all, if we have a way to bring in additional revenue, we should take it.”

      “I agree,” I said as I decided one more pancake would definitely fit in my stomach. “Say, Jodie, any updates on the mining problem?”

      “Ugh, no.” Jodie had a massive stack of pancakes piled high in front of her and wore dark glasses over her eyes. She was also slumped against the wall with her face in her hands.

      “How we doing, Jodie?” I asked the very hungover redheaded catgirl scientist/rockstar.

      “Preparing to solve all of our mining problems,” she half-heartedly whispered back at me. Then she audibly groaned.

      “Right.” I laughed. “So, we get back to the Halls of Research, figure out a way to mine that deep-as-hell treasure trove, and then continue to build up our army to stop the world-devouring, grade-A asshole, Zaxcs?”

      “It sounds like a perfect plan, master,” Queenie said as she put her hand on my shoulder. She had a way of making me feel accepted and comfortable, certainly in a way that I had never imagined when we’d first met in the Training Dungeon, and she’d tried to drive a dagger through my chest.

      “When are you going to come back?” Zemia inquired with just a hint of concern. “Don’t do anything to get hurt. The Amorphie still require your assistance.” Her mischievous eyes met mine then. “I still require your assistance.”

      “Ah, when he has me around him, he won’t get hurt. Right, my liege?” Gobta, the Hobgoblin King I’d also killed and resurrected as my eternal servant, smacked me on the back.

      “Right.” I grinned at him before turning back to Zemia. “We will be back the moment we figure out a way to mine the ore beneath the ocean effectively, if not sooner.” I sighed. “That’s why we have to go back, so our resident genius can think.” I gestured at Jodie, who was busy filling her face, very messily I might add, with pancakes, “Because, in her own words, she’s the best engineer in the universe even when she’s drunk.” I cupped my hand beside my mouth before lowering my voice conspiratorially. “But, between you, me, and the cat, I think she’s better when she’s sober.”

      “I will stab you with my fork,” Jodie mewled at me before putting her head down. “I can’t help it if the drinks here are so good. You don’t even feel like you’re drinking, and the next thing you know, everyone looks like whales in tutus.”

      “Right. Which is why we need to get back.” I paused and glanced around at my friends. “Plus, it’ll be nice to take a second. We’ve still got a lot of shit to do if we want to defeat Zaxcs.”

      “And you should go do it,” Elephelie said as she came and put a care package full of pancakes on the table in front of me. “We won’t keep you any longer.”

      Zemia looked at her sister Elephelie. “Actually, there is one more thing we wouldn’t mind showing you before you go.”

      “Oh?” I asked as I looked at the pair who seemed to be doing some kind of silent sister communication thing.

      The princesses then turned their attention to me and nodded. “Follow us,” they said in unison.

      “I’m going to sit this one out.” Jodie looked over us.  “Oh, and I will need Hudson.”

      “Which one?” I asked her. “Gobta’s or mine?”

      Hudson was the High Priest of the Amorphie who was now also my servant because, well, you know the drill. The thing was, my power sort of recreated the person out of Aura, and Gobta could reanimate a zombie. So, in this particular instance, there were actually two Hudsons.

      “Yours, not Gobta’s minion,” she responded with a wave of her hand. “Gobta’s one is busy doing boring town building stuff.”

      “On that note,” Gobta said as he looked at me. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to do some final training with my Hudson before we leave.” He smacked his chest. “He is the founding member of the G-Unit, after all, and is the one we will leave behind to protect this place while we’re gone. He should be stronger.”

      “Sounds fine.” I nodded to them. “Do whatever you think is best.”

      After leaving them all to their own tasks, Queenie and I followed Zemia and Elephelie into the wilderness beyond the edge of the village, and as I looked around, I realized I had no idea where we were going. While I wasn’t worried about predators or anything, especially since Gobta had long ago cleared the immediate area of enemies, I still found myself scanning the sea trees for monsters.

      “Where are we going?” I asked after we’d traveled for several minutes, and I hadn’t seen anything beyond dense foliage. “It all looks pretty much the same.”

      “We’ll be there soon enough,” Zemia answered me. I wasn’t nervous. I trusted them, but I was curious.

      “Master asked you a question.” Queenie glared at the Princess of Night. “He’s clearly uneasy about whatever this is, and that makes me worry for his safety.”

      “It’s okay, Queenie.” I smiled at her. “If it’s a surprise, I’d like to find out about it when they’re ready to show me.” I looked around curiously. “It’s more that I’ve never been to this area, so…”

      “I understand your concern for your master, Queenie, but I assure you, he will come to no harm.” Elephelie smiled at Queenie and me. “And we will be there soon.”

      “I’m keeping an open mind.” Queenie didn’t quite glare at Elephelie, but she also didn’t not glare either. “For now.”

      “We’re not that far off,” Zemia said as we approached a sea tree much larger than the others. “We just need to go to the top.” Then, without another word, she began to climb it.

      “Do we really need to climb it?” I asked as I watched Zemia disappear into the foliage above

      “Of course,” Elephelie said as she gestured for me to go ahead of her. “You’ve gotta go up to go down.” Then she winked at me.

      “Go down?” I raised an eyebrow at her.

      Instead of answering, she just smiled sweetly at me, which made me even more curious, so I grabbed onto the handholds I’d seen Zemia use and made my way to the top.

      Zemia was waiting for me at the top when I arrived, perched in what looked like a tree hut thingy that had been built into the branches. As I climbed into the hut and stared out at the ocean, I realized this particular spot of ocean seemed less rough than the waters near the village where we’d been before.

      “Like what you see?” Zemia asked as she came over to me.

      “Honestly, I think I’ve reached my limit on oceans for a little while.” I shot her a congenial smile. “Where I come from, it’s mostly dry land.”

      “I can’t even imagine a place like that,” Zemia replied as Queenie and Elephelie clambered onto the platform. Unsurprisingly, Queenie had just flown up here rather than climbed, and honestly, I didn’t blame her.

      “Well, maybe I’ll get to take you there sometime.” My words, for some reason, made the princess blush.

      “I would like that,” Zemia said as she walked to the edge of the tree hut. “Just remember, cross your arms and keep your legs in tight, say ‘Wetv-reaxctr,’ and aim for the green spot.”

      “What?” I asked, but instead of answering, Zemia jumped high into the air before plummeting into the ocean below.

      Her pencil dive perfectly hit a green spot in the middle of the water that I hadn’t noticed before. A moment later, she’d completely disappeared from view, and I turned to look at her sister.

      “What was tha--?”

      Elephelie went flying off right behind her sister and hit the green spot down below in the water before also vanishing beneath the surf.

      I looked at Queenie, and she looked quizzically back at me.

      “Master, that is unusual.” She bit her lip as thoughts twinkled in her multifaceted eyes. “I will go first. After all, we know the water here is often filled with danger and you… cannot be replaced.”

      “I think it will be okay,” I said as I stared at the ocean. “If the princesses can do it, how dangerous could it be? They aren’t warriors in their culture, so I doubt there are any evil fish monsters down there.”

      “That is a fair point, master,” Queenie mused. “But what if it is not safe? It will be better if I go first to scout, and then if something happens, you can resummon me. As unnecessary as Gobta is sometimes, he is continuously right in reminding us of that fact whenever we encounter some peril.”

      “Normally, I’d agree with you, Queenie,” I smiled at the Ant Queen, “but I think they know what they are doing. If they can survive it, I’ll be fine.” I smirked. “Besides, it looks kind of fun.”

      “Of course, Master.” She nodded. “Whatever you say is undisputed. I do wish you would be careful, though. I couldn’t stand the thought of not being by your side.”

      “Thank you, Queenie. I’ll be fine,” I assured her. “And hey, for what it’s worth, I couldn’t imagine not having you by my side either.” Queenie beamed brightly at me. “Stay back here and keep an eye out. I’ll be fine.” I gave her a kiss on the forehead. “I’ll see you on the other side, I guess.”

      “Good luck, master.” The Ant Queen shot me an awkward thumbs up, and for a moment, I wondered where she’d seen that gesture since she’d never used it before.

      “Thanks.” I stood up and balanced carefully on the ledge of the tree hut.

      This was kind of wild. I’d kind of always wanted to sky dive. Interplanetary space travel can be fun as hell, but something about leaping off into empty space seemed freeing to me like there was something exciting about just letting go and plunging off.

      “Uhhhhh…” I thought about the words that the princesses had given me and looked for the little green spot to aim for. Man, did it look a lot smaller than it had a minute ago? It looked like I was firing at a shrinking target. I closed my eyes for a moment.

      “Wetv-reaxctr.”

      I held my arms in an X tightly against my chest, like I was on the launchpad about to hurtle into space, and jumped.

      SPLOOOOOOOSH!

      I smashed into the water with reckless abandon, gravity playing out its natural course.

      GURGLE--

      GURGLE…

      I kept my eyes closed as water went rushing past me. I felt myself in a sort of tube, like I was on a waterslide or something, being shuttled down. Suddenly, I came flying out into a clearing. I felt myself briefly not submerged, and then my ass landed on something semi-hard. It was sturdy enough to have some give so I wouldn’t break anything from the fall but not soft enough to keep me from feeling like I didn’t bruise a few things.

      When I opened my eyes, I saw the two princesses standing in the underwater sort of cavern lit with iridescent cave moss.

      “Well, thanks, gals, for telling me about that fun little ride,” I said as the two girls clambered over to help me.

      “Hey, I bet it’s your third favorite ride here,” Zemia said as she laughed at me.

      I laughed and then spit out a bunch of water. That took more out of me than I was ever going to let on. I laid back briefly and looked at the cave I was now in. The rock formations above me formed a cozy little dwelling, the stream that I had fallen into was unbelievably beautiful. The water was clear and clean. Like I said, unexploited.

      “This is a neat little spot.” I gestured at it. “But I thought you said that rock was rare here?”

      “Sure is.” Zemia smiled at me. “This is a sacred spot, so the rock can’t actually be taken from here.” She gestured at the wall where the striations were pretty dark. “It would be obvious that it came from our sacred place because this rock is unique to our family.”

      “Oh.” I took that in as I looked around. “Anything in particular that you brought me here for? Or did you just want to share in the view?”

      Elephiele walked over and wrapped her arms around me. “Actually, a little of both. Let’s enjoy each other’s company one last time.”

      “I don’t think we have time for that.” I laughed, but she only winked at me and took my arm as Zemia moved toward the far wall.

      We followed Zemia as she walked slowly over to the other side of the rocks, and as I got closer, I realized there were pictures carved into the rock. She traced her hands high up along the rocks and onto a series of engravings.

      “We were in here the other day and realized we wanted to show you these,” Zemia said with a smile. “They’re old. From long before our great-great-grandfather’s time.”

      “Those who came long before us, our ancestor's ancestors, are said to have drawn these.” Elephelie moved next to her sister. “But we would be curious to hear your thoughts on them.”

      I looked up at the drawings against the wall. Stars were drawn above a singular figure holding a very familiar looking sword, and he stood on top of a red circle. It looked to depict a planet, I think. A depiction of a swarm of ants encircled the red planet with one larger ant above the shoulder of the figure.

      Hmm.

      “Garrett, do you recognize the sword?” Zemia looked at me intensely. “It looks like the one we’ve seen you use in battle.” She pointed to the design on the sword carved there. “That is the same design as the one on your weapon as well as on the new glove you got.”

      She was right, of course. As my eyes turned toward the Hand of the Destroyer King I was now wearing, I couldn’t help but wonder what was going on because the symbols did match. Sure, I’d obviously known about the legends of the Destroyer King, and hell, I’d even gotten a piece of gear here, so that was only mildly interesting.

      No, what was more interesting were the ants.

      And the bigger ant.

      And the red planet.

      Because part of me wondered if maybe, just maybe, that ant was Queenie? And that red planet… could it be Ares?

      “And this is old?” I asked the two princesses. “Like, you guys aren’t playing a trick on me?”

      “Very.” Zemia nodded. “It is the oldest thing our family possesses.”

      “Are there any stories?” I asked as I committed every detail of the cave drawing to memory. “You know, about this?”

      “No.” Elephelie shook her head. “Those have been lost generations ago.”

      “Right…” I pondered it for a moment before pinging Queenie over the link. “Have you seen this before?” I sent the image to her.

      “No, master.” I felt her shake her head. “Should I have?”

      “I dunno.” I chuckled. “I just don’t know anything anymore.”

      “Master, perhaps you should try imitating the pose with your sword?” she offered, and I shrugged.

      “Good idea,” I said as I drew the Sword of The Destroyer King. The effect was instantaneous.

      The sword in my hand began to glow with blue light as did the one drawn on the wall, and then, for a brief, scintillating second, I saw the sword in my hand as it was meant to be. Not rusted and pitted and dulled, but pristine, with an edge that could slice a planet in two, and thrumming with so much power that sparks leapt off it.

      “Wow,” I mumbled as everything returned to normal.

      “Wow, indeed,” Zemia said as my eyes readjusted to the relative darkness of the cavern

      “That was amazing.” Elephelie turned to look at me. “How do you make your sword look like that again?”

      “I guess… I guess I need to fix it?” I shrugged. “I suppose time will tell.”

      And, of course, that’s when I got a quest prompt.

      You have completed a Hidden Quest: The Destroyer King’s Mantle Part Three, but are you worthy to carry the power of the Destroyer King? Only time will tell.
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      How did I fix the sword? What was the red circle in the picture? Why were there so many ants? Those were the questions that plagued me as I clambered back out of the ocean.

      “Master, how was it?” Queenie asked me as I emerged from the sea.

      “It was fine.” I shrugged. “I’m honestly not sure what to make of it.”

      “I think it means he needs to fix his sword,” Zemia said as she emerged from the water and came over to me.

      “Yeah, it looked really powerful in the cave,” Elephelie added as she swept some water from her brow with one hand.

      “Of course, he should fix his sword,” Queenie snorted. “My master needs to have pristine weapons and armor. Ones that truly befit his station.” She turned her attention back to the princesses. “By the way, what does the thing you had master say mean before you all jumped in the ocean?”

      They looked at each other and laughed before Zemia said, “I’m not really sure. It is a word from the ancient language. We just say it before big jumps and all…

      “Yeah, it’s just nonsense.” Elephelie giggled. “It’s all in the dive and hitting that little spot.”

      “So, like geronimo or something back on Earth.” I couldn’t help but smile at them. “That’s what we sometimes say when we jump off cliffs or into a big pool or something.”

      “Then, yes, it would be similar.” Zemia nodded. “Now, shall we head back?”

      “I think so.” I smiled at her. “Thanks for showing me the cave, by the way. It’s definitely one of those ‘more questions than answers’ things, but I appreciated it nonetheless.”

      “I am glad you enjoyed it,” Elephelie said as she and her sister took my hands and began to lead me back toward the village.

      It was time to leave this world. We had been here and accomplished all we could for now. The portal being open was proof of that.

      Sure, we’d return when Jodie figured out how to mine it, but that was a task for another day. There was still so much to do and learn, and I had to continue to gain experience so I could fuck up Zaxcs when he showed his face. If he had a face.

      I didn’t really know what he looked like in person. A video game was one thing, and even there, he’d always been a sort of shadowy, indistinct figure. Did he look like that in real life? Graphics had improved considerably, so maybe Terra Forma’s depiction of him was perfect. Either way, I still wanted to look up close at him and get a sense of him because his presence sort of hung over everything, and I’d always found that things were scarier when I couldn’t properly picture them. Not that picturing an indistinct shadowy figure was better.

      Also, it sort of didn’t matter what he looked like. Zaxcs was more of a future problem, and if I focused on him now, I’d go crazy. Instead, it would be better to focus on the things I had to do right now.

      Melanie, the buxom blonde catgirl scientist, had already gotten ahold of the Amorphie samples we’d sent her and was busily adapting them to Ares in her lab in the Halls of Research. Once that was done, I’d have to go to the planet and seed the life there like I had with the algae we’d used to convert the atmosphere into something breathable.

      We also needed to plant the dungeon core in a planet, and that too would take time, especially since the thing needed to be babysat until the dungeon was nearly totally done. If I just planted it in a planet and left, I risked it going all sorts of sideways.

      There was also the mining of this planet and helping the Amorphie get more technologically sound, which would be hard without fixing the mining problem first since they wouldn’t be able to level up the class of their planet until they established some substantial amounts of trade. Once that happened, we’d be able to procure items cheaper and easier from the Bazaar.

      Finally, I had to figure out what was going on with the Destroyer King stuff. I’d acquired two pieces, the Sword and the Gauntlet, and while I wasn’t sure how many pieces there were, the drawing let me know that there were at least a few more. Like those sweet pauldrons.

      “Is there anything else we can get you?” Zemia said, and I’ll be honest, the sound of her voice shocked me back to reality because I’d been lost in my own thoughts for the entire walk back.

      “I don’t think so,” I said with a smile as we entered the village. “Just a heartfelt goodbye.”

      “We’re definitely going to miss you,” Elephelie said as she hugged me. “You better come back.”

      “Yes,” Zemia added as she joined her sister in hugging me. “I will wait for your return. Hopefully, it is sooner rather than later.”

      There was no question we would be back, but there was also no question that it was time to go. Still, I was ready to get back to work and get focused on the next few tasks I needed to do.

      Back on Earth, I would have done that during my late-night runs where I would look up and see the stars sprawled out above me. Now, I was among those stars and could traverse them with ease. It was kind of incredible when I thought about it.

      “We’ll let Jodie know you’re returning,” Zemia said as I contacted Gobta and my Hudson over our link and let them know they would be going back into my Auric Pocket until I could resummon them on the other side

      “Thanks. I appreciate that.” I looked back at Queenie and nodded. “You ready?”

      “As ready as I ever am,” Queenie said with a slight frown. “I don’t much enjoy the Pocket.”

      “It won’t be for long,” I said. Then I stepped through the portal and had my composite particles ripped apart and reassembled in the Halls of Research. After quickly summoning Queenie, Gobta, and Hudson back from the Auric Pocket, I looked at them in turn.

      “You know, I don’t say this a lot, but thanks for all your help on Amorphie. I couldn’t have done it without you guys.” I smiled at them.

      “I am just happy to be of service, master,” Queenie said though her cheeks were pink.

      “As am I.” Hudson nodded fervently. “Being around you is all the reward I could ever ask for.”

      “It’s okay.” Gobta shrugged. “Better than being dead, that’s for sure.”

      “I suppose that is true,” I said with a laugh. “I’m going to go check on Melanie and Veronica. So, you guys are free to go do whatever you like for now.”

      “Thank you, my liege,” Hudson said as he turned toward Queenie. “What shall we do--”

      Hudson’s words were cut off as Gobta grabbed both him and Queenie by the arms. “Come on. We’re going to train in the training room.” He began dragging them away. “We all need to get stronger if we’re going to help our liege face Zaxcs. Besides, I want to try out my new ring. And you,” he glanced at Hudson, “need to test out your teapot.”

      Leaving them to their devices, I made my way toward Melanie’s laboratory. It wasn’t a far walk, and as I traveled through the now pristine Halls of Research, I couldn’t help but feel like it was good to be back. After all, while this wasn’t my system, it still felt like it was my home base.

      But maybe that was just because the people I cared for lived here. Speaking of which…

      “Hey, Melanie, long time no see,” I said as I knocked on the open door to her lab, which had the opposite effect of what I’d wanted because she leapt straight into the air and her tail poofed up.

      “Janus, Garrett, you scared the nightlights out of me,” she said as she whirled to face me, one hand clutched over her heaving chest. The blonde catgirl was a bit disheveled, and if I didn’t know better, I’d have almost thought she’d slept in her lab coat or eaten in it because I swore those looked like ketchup and mustard stains.

      “Sorry,” I said a bit sheepishly. “I actually tried to not do that.”

      “Well, it didn’t work.” She laughed. “But since you’re here, I suppose you want to know where we stand on the protozoa.”

      “That is exactly what I came to find out.” I grinned as I moved beside her.

      “It’s nice to know you like me for my brain,” she said as she swept a lock of blonde hair out of her face and tucked it behind a cat ear. “Anyway, this is where we’re at.” She waved a hand, and a darkened screen to my left turned translucent, revealing what looked like several Petri dishes with glowing text above them. Unfortunately, while I could understand basic biology, chemistry, and whatnot, this text was written in a language I couldn’t understand.

      “So, uh, what’s that mean,” I said with a flick of my wrist. “I can’t make heads nor tails of that.”

      “Oh, yeah.” Melanie flushed. “I’ve been using Felinese. It’s much more conducive to scientific research than Basic, which was what the system used before.”

      “Weird,” I said as I stared at the strange symbols. They almost reminded me of the Asian kanji languages, but, well, different. “You’d think they would auto-translate.”

      “Yeah, also my fault. I turned off the auto-translate feature to conserve computing power. I figured I’d be the only one reading it so…” She flushed a bit brighter. “I can turn it back on…?” She left the sentence hanging in a way that made me think she didn’t actually want to do that.

      “It’s fine.” I waved it off. “Just tell me what I’m looking at.”

      “Nothing too complicated.” Melanie gestured at the Petri dishes. “Basically, I’m slowly changing the chemistry of the dishes so that it gets closer to that of Ares with each generation.” She smirked. “And adding a healthy amount of pixie dust while I’m at it to speed things up. It’s a bit more complicated than last time, though, because I’m sort of trying to create a few different strains so we can mimic what would have happened on a normal planet where several types evolved in the different biospheres. That way, we can try introducing them to the different areas within Ares.”

      “Okay, yeah, that makes sense,” I said as I took that all in. “Like what we did with the cyanobacteria to create the atmosphere.”

      “Exactly.” She beamed at me. “You aren’t just a pretty face.”

      “I try to pay attention.” I shrugged. “So, when will it be ready? Because if it is gonna take a long time, then I’m going to go plant my dungeon core.”

      “How long do you need for that?” the catgirl inquired as I saw math spin behind her eyeballs.

      “That might take a month or more.” I shrugged. “It’s hard to tell, but it won’t be a short time.”

      “This won’t take that long.” Melanie shook her head. “Maybe a week? At most?”

      “Oh…” I nodded. “Guess I’ll, um… go find something worthwhile to do until then?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy or Long Dark Tea Time of the Soul?” I asked as I looked at my friends. We stood in our training room in the Halls of Research, only I’d used the console to make it look like a rather quaint coffee shop. It was exactly like the place I remembered being down the street from my house when I was in my teens, and if I was totally honest, it was where I’d also been the subject of many poetry slams. Hey, what can I say? Poetry girls are hot, what with their glasses and poems...

      “I know he is speaking words because I understand each and every word he said,” Jodie shot a cautious look at the two other catgirl scientists standing near her, Melanie and a busty brunette named Veronica, “But I’m not sure they fit together in the way he thinks they do.”

      “I concur,” Gobta said as he shook his head. “My liege is not making any sense.”

      “I prefer tea personally, master. It goes much better with honey than whatever the other thing is,” Queenie said or, well, tried to say because her mouth was so full of honey that her words were more “mmph, mmph, mmph.” I understood her anyway because we had a mental link.

      “Now, Queenie, what have I told you about talking with your mouth full?” Jodie shot the Ant Queen a hard look.

      “That it’s not very ladylike.” Queenie shrugged and dug her ladle into the Golden Bear’s Honey Pot. “And I thought about how I felt about that, then realized that my master is the best master ever. He would love me no matter what and he doesn’t care about stupid things like societal constructs that keep you from enjoying sweets at every possible time.” She smiled wide, allowing honey to drip down her teeth like venom. “Also, I’m not a squishy little catgirl, so mind your own fucking business.” Then she pulled the ladle out of the honey pot and shoved it into her mouth.

      “Whatever.” Jodie rolled her eyes so hard that I thought they’d slip back into her skull. “So, what the hell are you talking about anyway, Garrett?”

      “Okay, so, like when I was in high school, I got really into Douglas Adams. He was an author, and of all the books he wrote, these two are my favorite.” I pointed to the table beside me, which had several copies of the two novels sitting on it. Or was it upon it? Maybe that was just when you left keys? Anyway, it doesn’t matter. “I figured maybe it would be fun if we did, like, a book club thing. We could each take turns picking the books and then meet back every week to discuss them?”

      “This sounds suspiciously nerdy,” Gobta said and harrumphed even though I caught him giving The Long Dark Tea Time of the Soul the side-eye of intrigue. “And that says it’s book two. How can you expect us to begin with a book two?”

      “Oh, trust me. It will be totally fine.” I laughed as I rubbed the back of my neck. “I actually started with book two for that series, so I wanted you guys to have the same experience I did.”

      “You know,” Melanie said as she moved closer and then picked up a copy of The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, “I think this is a really sweet idea. I would love to be part of it.”

      “I agree, my most extraordinarily brilliant liege,” Hudson said as he picked up a copy of the Long Dark Tea Time of the Soul. “But how am I to choose between the two books if you like them both? They must both be truly wondrous tales.”

      “I agree with Hudson,” Queenie mmphed around a mouthful of honey. “I cannot possibly pick between them, master.” She made big bug eyes at me, which was, oddly enough, strangely endearing. “Which do you think we should read?”

      “I don’t really have a dog in this fight,” Veronica said before I could respond, “but I’m a catgirl, and I love reading.” She picked up a copy of both books. “Like, I bet these don’t even last me an afternoon.” She smiled brightly. “I’m warning you now though, I read so many books that sometimes I don’t remember them, so I always appreciate when authors put a little thing at the start of sequels so that I remember what the hell happened in the previous books.”

      “You mean to say that if this was a book,” I smirked at her, “you’d want the author to say something like: Garrett Andrews, Earth’s greatest video game champion has been tasked by the Goddess Rhapsody to save the universe from Zaxcs, so now he must terraform an entire planet, build alliances with alien races, and grow as strong as possible in the shortest amount of time?”

      “Not really.” Veronica shook her head. “That’s more like the blurb of a book. What I’d more want is something that’s like, ‘Last time, our intrepid hero Garrett Andrews successfully unlocked the Halls of Research, conquered the Amorphie dungeon world, and returned home with a dungeon core. Let’s see what happens next.’”

      “Don’t forget that he also banged two hot alien fish women,” Gobta added helpfully. “They were sisters and princesses.”

      “I’m not sure we need to know that to enjoy Garrett’s story,” Jodie said with a shrug.

      “We do if it is my kind of story.” Gobta laughed as he picked up a copy of both books and casually flipped through them. “So, do these have like… sex scenes?” He looked at me. “I really enjoy books with lots of gratuitous sex scenes, especially if the main character has sex with lots of hot alien women.” He rubbed his chin. “Or maybe civilization building?”

      “Those don’t have anything like that really,” I answered. “Also, I wasn’t sure if that would appeal to everyone in the group.”

      “I appreciate that,” Melanie said as she hugged the books to her chest. “I’ll be honest, I really prefer stories where the main character is a normal girl, and she somehow manages to catch the eye of a fanciful billionaire scientist fairy king.” She got a dreamy look in her eyes. “And he takes her away to his tower and forces her to do stuff for him, only the whole time he’s really mean to her, but she just keeps trying to persevere and eventually the mean ol’ dark king realizes that he has fallen madly in love with her.” She grinned brightly. “Those are just the absolute best.”

      “Sounds like a tale as old as time,” I said with a laugh.

      “More like Stockholm syndrome,” Jodie said as she elbowed Veronica in the side. “Am I right?”

      “I think they can be sweet,” Veronica hedged. “Honestly, though, I really like dungeon core books. Especially when they have a ton of statistics.” She looked down at the two books. “It’s actually sort of like civilization books, but around killing people.” She glanced at Gobta. “You’d probably like them.”

      “Sounds like something that would have elves,” the Hobgoblin King snorted, “and elves really serve no purpose at all. Why, if I saw an elf, I’d just punch him right in the face.”

      “Uh, well, these books aren’t anything like that.” I scrubbed my face with my hand, suddenly worried this was a bad idea. “But I look forward to you all picking books to read--”

      I’d have said more, but an alarm went off, hitting my thoughts harder than a truck slamming into an isekai protagonist, and as I turned toward the sound in disbelief, I realized my favorite Halls of Research AI was back.

      “Greetings, adventurers,” the Doctor said. He was the AI that controlled the Halls of Research, and as his voice echoed throughout the room, a construct of his huge face appeared in front of us. He looked vaguely like an orc pirate. Only he wore a shirt, so he was a lot less badass and a lot more blue, so really, he reminded me of an orcish Zordon. That’s a Mighty Morphin’ Power Rangers reference, by the way.

      “Let me guess, you need a team of sassy teens with attitude to fight an ages-old evil?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow at him.

      “How… how did you know?” the Doctor asked, suddenly confused. “Well, it’s no matter.” The scenery in the Training Room flickered to show a city being ravaged by a giant golden dog beast kaiju thing. “Your job is to complete training sequence K and stop him. Doing so will keep Thrall’s infection at bay, but time isn’t on our side.” A timer with an hour on it appeared in the upper right corner of the room. “Will you help me?”

      The Doctor has offered you a quest. Defeat Training Sequence K and stop Thrall’s infection from spreading. Would you like to accept? Yes or no?

      “I don’t think we have much of a choice,” I said as I looked around the room and found my friends and allies nodding. “I accept.”

      “Thank you,” the Doctor replied, and as he spoke, there was a flash of red light, and I suddenly felt something in my hand. “You have been given the power of dinosaurs to complete your quest. Go now and defeat the monster Greta Grendel has sent forth from the abyss.”
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      The next thing I knew, I was standing on the rooftop of a skyscraper in a battle-torn city with my friends. All around us, I could see various multi-armed gray monsters trashing the place, though they seemed to be led by a giant golden dragon with a wolf face.

      “Right,” I said as I opened my hand and stared at the golden coin resting on my palm with the image of an orc with a pirate hat emblazoned on it. “So, uh… how do I use this thing?”

      “Like this!” Jodie cried as she held her own coin overhead. “Stegosaurus!”

      In an instant, pink light wrapped around Jodie before solidifying into a bright pink mech suit that was both humanoid and stegosaurus-like at the same time, so really, it just sorta looked like Godzilla. Only pink.

      “Oh-Em-Gee,” Melanie said as she put her hands on her face. “This is just like that show she likes.” She shook her head. “The Flower Sailors.”

      “Well, you know what that means?” Veronica said as she held up her own coin. “It’s Flowerin’ time! Woolly Mammoth!”

      There was a flash of black light as Veronica transformed into a giant black as night mech that reminded me of the Hindu god Ganesha because it was an elephant-headed humanoid. Though, I couldn’t help but note that this mech still had both tusks.

      “Smilodon!” Melanie cried as well. Like the other two catgirls, she transformed, only Melanie’s mech, while bright yellow, looked almost exactly like her because it was a giant catgirl wearing a miniskirt, only with saber-toothed tiger fangs.

      “That one feels like a cop-out,” Gobta said as he looked at the three catgirls, who immediately began posing, and the strange thing was that as I watched Jodie strike a pose where she put two fingers by her temple while putting the other on her hip, I saw a strange Auric glow surround them… almost like they were powering up.

      There was a loud crash beside us, and as I turned my head toward it to see one of the gray monsters heading right toward us, Jodie leapt into action.

      “Die, foul fiend!” she cried, her voice somehow magnified to a booming crescendo as her mech landed on the ground beside the building and seemed to grow in size until it was also the size of a skyscraper. “Know the power of my true love!”

      Then she made a heart with her hands around where her own heart would be before thrusting it forward until her arms were outstretched. There was a crack of lightning as bright pink sparks began to ripple off her hands an instant before an immense shimmering heart of pure pink energy exploded outward. The blast hit the creature like a Special Beam Cannon and tore a hole straight through it before blasting off into the ether.

      As the gray creature collapsed forward onto its knees, its body began to crackle and fissure like a volcano was erupting inside it. Then it exploded outward in a cascade of still more hearts that swept outward and flung the two next closest rock monsters onto their asses.

      “Do you have to be so destructive, Jodie?” Veronica said as she leapt into action beside her friend and delivered a flying kung fu trunk slap to one of the creatures before it could recover. The impact was more than enough to send the creature flying backward through a building, and as the debris crashed all around it, I felt the shockwave of the blast ripple through my stomach.

      “There ain’t no laws when you’ve got claws, baby.” Jodie chuckled as she struck another pose, this time with one leg back and her hands making a heart next to her shoulder. Once again, her Aura began to rise, and I realized that she was taunting to fill her special meter. Or, at least, it seemed like it worked that way.

      “Garrett, hurry up and transform,” Melanie said, glancing at us before she jumped off the building. “We can’t do our final attack unless we’re all transformed.” Then she ran at the rock monsters and began her own catfight.

      “Makes sense,” I said as I looked at my three summoned minions. “Ready, guys?”

      “So, we just hold up our coin and yell what it is?” Gobta confirmed, and when I nodded, he dubiously held up his coin. “Dragon?”

      As the word left his lips, there was a scream from beside us as a green mech suit with a dragon’s head and giant wings enveloped my Hobgoblin friend. Only, while one of his hands was clawed like I’d expect a dragon to be, his other was long and sharp looking with a bunch of holes in it. Gobta must have been confused because he gave it a tentative swipe through the air causing it to illicit a whistling sound.

      “I do not understand. Is this a blade hand?” He stared at me helplessly. “I’m not sure what to do with this...”

      “It’s a flute,” I said with a shrug. “Try playing it.”

      “Do I look like someone who can play a flute?” He tapped his dragon helmet with the flute. “And how do I play this with a helmet on?” He shook his head. “This makes no sense.”

      “Just go with it,” Veronica said as she used her trunk to squeeze the life out of another rock monster. “It will work. Promise.”

      “Right…” Gobta shook his head before putting the flute to his lips, and as he did, a very catchy tune that could never, ever have been played from a flute ripped across the horizon. Then the bay beside the city began to roil, sending waves smashing against the shoreline as a massive green dragon tore itself free from the oceanic depths. “Okay, that’s kinda cool.”

      Then he played another tune on his flute, and instantly the dragon charged into battle, smashing into the rock creatures while unleashing blasts of fire from his massive jaws.

      “Master, I have a problem,” Queenie said, dragging my attention away from the battle at hand. “My coin is broken.” She held up a blue coin that, sure enough, was broken in half. “I would try to use it anyway, but I can’t read the whole command word…”

      “Maybe I can be of assistance, fair Ant Queen,” Hudson said as he held up his own coin, which, of course, was the other half of Queenie’s coin. “I think if we put them together, it will work.”

      “Makes as much sense as anything else,” I said as I looked at them and shrugged. “Try it.”

      “As you wish, master,” Queenie said before she and Hudson joined coins. Then their eyes flashed.

      “Wonder Summons Powers Activate!” they cried in unison, and as a flash of sapphire light rippled out of them, blue, caped mech suits enveloped their bodies.

      “Form of Mighty Eagle!” Queenie cried right before she transformed into a giant mechanical eagle with a slight paunch that leapt into the air. Then she made a beeline for the closest rock monster that was currently engaged in a catfight with Melanie.

      “Form of Giant Ape!” Hudson yelled, and unsurprisingly, turned into a blue version of King Kong that jumped into battle with all the fury of a giant, pissed-off gorilla.

      “I guess that just leaves me,” I said as I looked down at the coin in my hand. Then, I held it up. “Orc Pirate.”

      Power.

      That’s all I can say because, at that moment, I felt power unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. And that was saying something because I was, quite literally, a god. Sure, maybe not here and now, but I had experienced that level of power before.

      This?

      It was quite unlike that because this felt strong in a way that was simply unexplainable in pitiful human language. I felt it ripple through my body in an instant, filling me with the nearly insatiable urge to beat the fuck out of stupid rock monsters for daring to step upon my planet with their weak rocky bodies.

      Giant plates of mechanical armor tried to fuse to my body, tried to contain my sheer power within them, but unlike the others, I was too big, too massive, too large to be contained. I needed to be free, and as the mechanical armor surrounded me, it simply disintegrated as a ripple of Aura fill me to the brim.

      Then the Hand of the Destroyer King on my wrist flared like the mother fuckin’ sun, should that pitiful star ever actually, you know, be bright enough to shine like a mother fuckin’ diamond.

      And shine I did because a ripple of red energy exploded out of my body that quite literally flattened all the surrounding buildings. Then the whole of the simulation seemed to bend and warp around the edges as I turned my eyes on the monster in front of me in time for me to catch its fist with my face. Or, mostly anyway, because thanks to my training, I managed to get my gauntleted hand in front of the blow.

      It was strange because even as the force of the punch flung me backward, for an instant, I could see him for what he was. A creature made of ones and zeros, of bits and bytes. Of code and magic.

      The Hand of the Destroyer King has encountered a hostile enemy. Special ability: Feel the Truth has been activated. You can now see the enemy for what he truly is. For the duration of this battle, strikes delivered to the opponent’s weak point will deal more damage than normal.

      As the words from the message dissolved around me, I realized I could see a giant glowing spot on every one of the creatures around me. Even the massive golden asshat in front of me.

      “Perhaps you will be interesting enough to take care of myself,” Gold Wolf said as he dropped back into a fighting stance and made the “bring it” gesture. “Come on. Unless you’re afraid to go it alone.” He glanced around where my friends were still battling the rock monsters, only it was starting to seem like for every single one they defeated, two more sprouted up to take their places.

      “Mano a mano is fine with me,” I said as I got to my feet, one hand reaching for the Sword of the Destroyer King. Only, I suddenly found I couldn’t access my inventory. Damn.  Well, that was fine. I was more than able to take this guy down with my fists. And the brace of old-fashioned pistols strapped to me. That might be useful.

      “Then bring it,” he snarled, wings unfurling to display a truly massive wingspan. And then they burst into golden flames that coalesced into massive fireballs that hovered just above him.

      I dove to the side as the fireballs smashed into the ground with enough explosive force to incinerate the spot where I’d been a moment before. I rolled to my feet, and as I came up in a fighting stance, I pulled a pair of pistols from the brace around my body and fired.

      The pistol balls smashed into the monster as he hurtled toward me like he was trying to go for a double leg takedown, and though the metal balls ripped furrows in his flesh, he kept moving anyway.

      I responded by dropping back into a staggered stance, and then, as he barreled toward me, I hit him with a Muay Thai knee straight to the nose that rocked his head back. Normally, that would have been enough to put down the average tough guy, but it only threw off his momentum a bit. He was already shrugging off the blow as his shoulder slammed into my gut. The force was enough to cause me to skid backward, but as his arms tried to grip the back of my legs so he could pull me off balance, I shifted my weight and used a Judo throw to fling him over my hip. He smashed through the building next to us before slamming to the ground, and I wasted no time in following up.

      I focused my Aura into my foot and then went to stomp the groin like any good student of Master Ken would. Unfortunately, either the creature barely had any downtime, or he’d studied break falls even more than I had because, as I went to attack, he rolled backward and came up on his feet.

      As my foot caved in the street and hit the sewer beneath, he tried to sucker punch me. I caught the blow on my gauntleted forearm with a standard boxer’s block, unfortunately, pretty much the same thing that had happened last time happened again. The force of the impact threw me backward, and I slammed into the ground hard.

      Breath whooshed out of me even as I tried to roll to my feet, only as I did, the monster leapt into the air, raised his arms high, and summoned a massive fireball. Then he flung it at me. Because, of course, he did.

      Only I’d seen enough Dragon Ball Z to know how this was likely to end if that hit the ground. The smaller ones he had summoned before had taken out nearly a square block, and this was a thousand, no, a million times that size. If it hit, we were as good as dead.

      So, I did the only thing I could. I summoned all my Aura, did my best Ryu impression, and then thrust my hands forward while expelling all my Aura in a futile attempt to stop the giant fireball from killing us all.

      “Hadouken!” Aura exploded out of my hands in a whoosh that made me see stars before it crashed into the fireball with a thunderclap of sound that caused a shockwave of force to ripple outward as the two blasts exploded in midair.

      My feet lost purchase with the ground, and I was flung backward. I smashed into a building that did all of nothing to stop my flight because I punched straight through it… as well as the six after it.

      When I finally came to a stop on my back, there was a truly impressive amount of destruction hewn in my wake, but worse still, the Gold Wolf seemed relatively unfazed. He hung there in the air with a cruel, malevolent smile on his face.

      “Fool.” He shook his head. “To challenge me with such power. It’s truly pathetic--”

      His words were cut off as Gobta’s green dragon plowed into him from the side, driving him into the ground so hard he cleaved a furrow in the street.

      Then the catgirls attacked.

      “Let the power of Love shine bright!” Jodie cried as she flung her heart-shaped hands forward. Melanie and Veronica followed suit, and a trio of pink, yellow, and black hearts blazed through the air before slamming into the fallen creature. Only, this wasn’t a single attack, exactly. It was a concentrated beam of energy that kept hitting the creature, and it didn’t take long to see that it was quickly draining the three catgirls of Aura.

      Worse, I couldn’t even tell if it was actually hurting the monster because it just looked like he’d been scuffed up a bit.

      “Master, should I attempt my Final Sting?” Queenie’s voice reverberated in my ear, but I shook my head.

      “No,” I said as I got to my feet. My Aura was dangerously low, and I had a sinking suspicion that her suicide attack wouldn’t be a strong enough attack to finish off Gold Wolf. If it failed, I wouldn’t have the Aura to resummon her. “I have another plan.”

      “What is your plan, master?” she asked as she landed lightly next to me still shaped like a giant robotic eagle.

      “It’s time to form Voltron,” I waved my hand, “or whatever this version of Voltron is.”

      “That’s a great idea, Garrett!” Jodie cried as her heart beam gave out, and the monster started to rise. “Superbot to the rescue!”

      I nodded, shut my eyes, and then focused on what I wanted to do, and as I did, the magic words filled my brain. “Link Forms!”

      It was a bit strange because as I opened my eyes, I found my hands going through a set of intricate motions that, while I hadn’t known them previously, somehow were now second nature to me.

      Still, as I did them, I noticed two things happening. First, all of the others were next to me, and what’s more, they were all doing the same thing, by which I mean, all making weird poses that seemed to cause them all to glow with energy. Well, all except Gobta, who just played a slightly different tune on his flute arm.

      Second, the armor encasing my body began to shift and move as parts of it fused with those around me until our combined forms shifted into a sort of weird dinosaur tank thing.

      “Fancy seeing you here,” Jodie said, and I looked over to see her standing there next to me in what seemed like a massively large cockpit.

      “This is a very strange scenario,” Queenie said from my other side, and I nodded to her as I looked around. Sure enough, everyone was here. Even Gobta. Which, I dunno, I guess made sense.

      “Either way, that thing is about to get up, Garrett.” Melanie pointed at the viewscreen where Gold Wolf was, in fact, starting to get up. And from the look of things, we’d barely smudged his gilded armor.

      “Right, let’s give him something to remember us by!” I grabbed the joystick in front of me and moved it while my other hand flew across some buttons, and crazily enough, my friends all mimicked my actions on their own consoles. “Mecha Blast!”

      As I pounded my fist on the big red fire button in front of me, arcs of lightning shot out of the eyes of all the now-fused mechs. The impact sent Gold Wolf staggering backward, and as his giant wings beat the air to help balance himself, I noticed that the move had charged one of the two bars on the viewscreen. This one was labeled Super Attack, and that sounded like a great idea, so I decided to go for it.

      “Initiate Super Mecha Blast!” I cried as my friends, and I went through a series of movements that caused the massive mech to react though none of us actually touched the controls. Then the mouths of the dragon and stegosaurus mechs opened wide to reveal huge cannons that straight up blew away the Gold Wolf.

      Only as the mushroom cloud of debris began to dissipate, a bad feeling filled my gut. That feeling was made worse by the repulsive laughter that filled my ears.

      “You think you can stop me?” A brown-robed sorceress with absolutely ridiculous green hair cackled as she appeared in the clouds high above, and I had exactly one guess as to who she was. Greta Grendel. “Arise, Gold Wolf. Grow!”

      She raised her staff high before flinging it down at the creature’s feet from high above. It cut through the air like a knife before burying itself in the smoking ground where the monster had been. Lightning crackled in the suddenly crackling sky as the Gold Wolf burst out of the black smoke, bigger and badder than ever. Golden sparks leapt from his skin as he raised his head and howled so loudly that it somehow caused a disruption in the electronics of our mechs.

      A fire sprang up to my left as a cascade of sparks poured from the panel on my right. Only, as Gold Wolf rushed forward and smashed our giant robot tank with his fist, I noticed something else. The second bar had inexplicably filled up, illuminating a humanoid shape.

      I couldn’t help it, a smile crossed my lips.

      “Form Mechanos!” I cried as I hit the button with the same image on my console.

      “Form Mechanos!” the others cried as they hit their own buttons, and I saw a swirl of colors sweep out of us and fill the fantastic mechs around us. Then everything shifted, and the mechs, somehow, formed into a giant, man-shaped robot.

      And crazier still, I realized I had my hand wrapped around the Sword of the Destroyer King. Only… it wasn’t my hand. It was the hand of Mechanos, and he wielded a giant version of my own weapon. That’s when I grinned stupidly because, somehow, the super meter was full again.

      “Alright!” I said as I looked at my friends. “Let’s do this! Mechanos Power Slash!”

      As I spoke the words, I did an intricate movement that everyone also copied, and as I let loose a slash with my own hand, Mechanos followed suit, delivering a powerful blast with his sword that slammed into Gold Wolf and cut him into halves that then exploded into bits of golden gobbets that rained down on the decimated town.

      “Curses!” Greta Grendel cried before grabbing her forehead. “Argh! I have a headache. I’ll deal with you all later!”
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      As the scenario ended and I found myself standing back in the training room, I saw a message flash across my vision.

      You have completed the quest: Training Sequence K. Thrall’s infection has stopped spreading. You gain six stat points and two skill points to distribute.

      You have learned the new skill: Auric Support.

      This skill creates tethers of Aura that cross between dimensional boundaries. For every level the Auramancer has in this skill, he can create one such tether to a chosen summoned creature. This tether costs no Aura to maintain. While that tether is on, that summoned creature will remain active, no matter the distance through space and dimensions, as opposed to being desummoned. However, the Auramancer cannot transfer any additional Aura through this tether if the summoned creature is outside his normal control range. This tether can be deactivated or reassigned at any time.

      A quick glance at my new skill made my eyes widen in shock. Up until now, my summons had been bound to me and my location. Worse, every time I went through a portal or entered a dungeon, I had to resummon them. This skill… fixed that. For every skill level I had in it, I could keep a summon out even if I entered a portal or, hell, was in a completely different galaxy from it.

      Sure, it would be easier for them to die given that situation since they wouldn’t be able to draw on my Aura to prolong their lives, but if they did die, I could just resummon them again at my current location.

      Needless to say, I immediately dumped my two skill points into Auric Support. Then I used my interface to allocate my three slots to Hudson, Queenie, and Gobta.

      “Say, did you guys get a new skill for completing that quest?” Jodie asked as she looked around, and when everyone nodded, including my summons, she gave a little bounce of joy that I very much appreciated. “Great! I wanted to tell you guys about how awesome mine is, but then I worried that I was the only one who got one. Then you guys would all feel bad...” She trailed off with a shrug. “And maybe you will anyway, so maybe I’ll keep it to myself?”

      “Mine lets me restore an undead slave as long as at least one of their cells remains so that they can serve me in perpetuity or until I grow tired of them.” Gobta grinned. “I find it hard to believe yours could be as good as mine.”

      “Or mine,” Hudson said with almost manic glee. “It lets me better utilize my liege’s presence, so as long as I am near him, I become much stronger than I otherwise would.”

      “Did you copy mine?” Queenie asked as she glanced sidelong at the Amorphie priest. “Because mine does that too.”

      “Power twinsies!” Hudson said as he raised both hands like he just didn’t care. “Huzzah!”

      “Huzzah,” Queenie replied with much less enthusiasm. “Though…” she turned her gaze on me. “I suppose that means that we’ll need to spend even more time with him.”

      “I suppose it does.” Hudson beamed at me. “Won’t that be fun, master? Your two biggest fans now have an excuse to spend even more time with you.” He knocked his fist against Queenie’s, and then the two of them made their hands explode before going through a series of intricate gestures. “We even have a secret fist bump.”

      “But it’s not yet ready for you to learn,” Queenie added quickly, her cheeks a bit flushed. “When it is, it will truly be a sight to behold, and all who see it will know how amazing you are, master. Assuming they are foolish enough not to realize the depths of your truly awesome greatness from seeing you in the first place.”

      “Honestly, people like that aren’t even worth considering,” Hudson said with a snort. “Can you even imagine?”

      “I cannot. That would truly be a cold and desolate life.” Queenie shivered.

      “Yeah, mine doesn’t do that.” Jodie shook her head. “It lets me read a blueprint and then know how to make whatever it is without using a blueprint anymore.” When no one said anything, she sighed. “Normally, when you craft based off a blueprint, you need to use a new one every time, for each and every item you create… I don’t need to do that anymore.”

      “That’s great, Jodie.” Melanie reached out to pat her on the shoulder, but Jodie shrugged it off.

      “I don’t need your pity pat.” The redheaded catgirl sighed. “I’m going to go build something awesome. From a blueprint. Then I’m going to do it again. From memory.” With that, she turned and strode out of the room with a copy of both the Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy and The Long Dark Tea Time of the Soul tucked under one arm.

      “I guess we’re reading both,” Veronica said as she watched her fellow catgirl go. “Darn.” She made an ‘aw shucks’ gesture before scooping up a copy of each and heading out herself.

      “I shall begin reading immediately, my liege,” Hudson said as he held both books to his chest before turning his gaze to Queenie. “Would you like to join me in reading our liege’s most favorite books?”

      “I would like that very much.” Queenie nodded. “But only if we can do it in a setting that provides ample treats. Something tells me that this activity requires steaming mugs of warmed chocolate and cake.”

      “I think that’s a grand plan. Steamed chocolate drink it is,” Hudson said as he offered the Ant Queen his arm, and after she took it, the two of them skipped out of the room.

      The others quickly followed suit, all taking copies of the book and disappearing themselves, and surprisingly, I couldn’t be more pleased. While I hadn’t intended for them to read both of the books, I couldn’t say it upset me since I’d picked out both books. I just hoped that everyone enjoyed them.

      Now though, well, I’d have to find something else to do. Ever since I’d gotten back from the Amorphie world two days ago, I’d been in a weird sort of limbo. I was still too low level to do the next quest on the Bazaar world, and Melanie hadn’t finished engineering appropriate plant and animal life for us add to our new planet.

      Which was why I’d spent my time training and catching up on all my favorite books. The thing was, I wasn’t really good at sitting still and reading. Perhaps it was because I’d read all the books by my favorite authors already, and none of them really produced content at a speed that could really contend with my need for it. That was why I’d come up with the idea of the book club so that I might be able to find more books to read from other cultures, but now that I’d distributed the books to my friends, I didn’t really have anything else to do until they finished them and suggested their own.

      Sure, I could activate yet another training scenario and attack fictional bad guys, but at the same time, I wasn’t really inclined to do that either because while I could technically hone my skills in the training room, it didn’t actually let me gain experience or anything. Instead, it seemed more designed to help me theorycraft. After all, aside from reading, that’s what I’d spent the rest of my time doing.

      “Maybe I’ll check out some movies,” I said to no one in particular because I knew how that would go. I’d spend the next two hours looking through the menus of various streaming sites to try to find something to watch and then probably settle on rewatching The Office.

      “My liege, are you busy?” Gobta said suddenly, and I turned to find him in the doorway. He had a copy of Hitchhiker's Guide in one hand and had dogeared one of the pages.

      “Not particularly,” I said as I nodded to the book in his hand. “You shouldn’t bend the pages to mark your spot like that. Like, use a bookmark or something.” I turned back to the table. “I think I left some on the table, actually.”

      “In Hobgoblin culture, it is considered a dick move to comment on how people mark the pages of their books.” Gobta snorted before moving on. “Also, it should be ‘left them upon the table.’”

      “Whatever, man.” I handed him a bookmark that featured a picture of a shirtless dude with an axe over one shoulder and a girl with daisy dukes and a pink top kneeling beside his leg. “Just use one.”

      “Fine.” Gobta stopped, eyes widening as he looked at the bookmark. “What is this?”

      “Great book about a guy from Texas.” I smirked.

      “Does he have sex with all the girls?” Gobta asked as he slotted the bookmark into his book.

      “Oh yeah,” I said with a laugh. “It was my next choice, actually, but I wasn’t sure how it would go over with the womenfolk.”

      “Well, while I see that,” Gobta said with a shrug, “I don’t care. Sometimes men need manly entertainment where we do manly things.” He looked like he was going to say more on the topic but then decided against it.

      “So, what did you want?” I asked as I looked the Hobgoblin King over.

      “I was thinking that maybe I could take the dungeon core and put it into one of the planets.” He paused as if gauging my reaction as this wasn’t the first time he’d brought it up. “I spoke with Veronica, and Hades is, by far, our least hospitable planet. But you already know that.”

      He was right, of course. Hades was the best planet to implant the core. It was an immense gas giant at the very edge of the system and had been named as such because we’d made a joke about how only the dead could possibly survive there. And even then, it’d be iffy.

      “You know the problem with that,” I said with a sigh. “Even if I wanted to let you implant the dungeon core we got on Amorphie in Hades, we don’t know when the next gate will open, and we’ll be shunted away…” Or, at least, prior to Scenario K, that had been a problem. Now though… “Actually, maybe we should go do that.”

      “See, while I know someone has to stay and monitor the dungeon in real-time, I think we should just take the time to do it now--” Gobta stopped mid-rant and stared at me. “You agree?”

      “Well, yeah,” I said as I rubbed my neck. “See, I forgot to mention that I got a skill too. Mine lets you,” I gestured at the Hobgoblin King, “exist in a separate dimension from me. So, even if I have to go to another world, or even back here, you could stay on Hades and monitor the dungeon.”

      “Well then, that is good to hear, my liege.” He smiled brightly at me, which was always kinda creepy. “I’ve always wanted to be a Dungeon Lord.”

      “Actually, I think someone already used that title.” I smirked at him. “Better come up with something else.”

      “How about Dungeon Master?” he offered, and when I shook my head, he sighed. “Well, I’m sure the proper title for the ruler of my divine dungeon will come to me.”

      “Actually, I don’t think you can call it that either.” I put my arm around his shoulder as he headed toward the teleportation room. “Divine Dungeon, I mean. That’s a thing.”

      “Well, I give up.” He threw up his hands. “‘Cause if every idea is taken, I don’t know what to call myself.”

      “Well, the answer is obvious.” I clapped my hands together. “Dungeon King.”

      “How the fuck is Dungeon King not taken?” His eyes widened, and a lightbulb practically appeared above his head as an idea struck him. “No, I know. Dungeon God!” Then he let out a laugh that resounded throughout the Halls of Research.

      “It does have a nice ring to it.” I winked at him as we entered the teleportation room, and I started turning knobs, flicking switches, and pushing buttons. “Just make sure of one thing.”

      “What is that, my liege?” he asked as the portal began to form.

      “Make sure it’s fucking awesome.”

      I’d have said more, but unfortunately, my body was rendered down to its composite atoms just then, and I was shunted to my own galaxy. Then, I had a few seconds of being completely overcome by what it felt like to be a god. First, all sorts of information hit me at once. Sights, smells, sounds. Quite literally, all information about pretty much everything in my immediate sphere of influence, which stretched farther than ever before, slammed into my senses, and it took more than a few nanoseconds to quite rightly process it, which I did by mostly ignoring it all.

      Next came the overwhelming feeling of power. Like I could do pretty much anything as long as I sent my will and Aura to it.

      I latched onto that power and projected my will outward until I’d focused upon Hades. It was an immense gas giant at the far end of the solar system, but that didn’t exactly make it special, especially since its mass was about ninety percent hydrogen. After all, my system was home to more than a couple of gas giants with similar compositions.

      No, what made this planet special was its sheer size. It was easily twice as large as Zeus, which was the second biggest planet in my system.  And because it was so far from the system’s star, it was not only perpetually shrouded in darkness, but it was cold as fuck at around negative two hundred forty degrees Celsius.

      Just as a point of reference, the last “planet” in my system, a tiny little rock that Gobta and Queenie constantly argued about and which I’d dubbed Persephone because of its proximity to Hades, was around negative two hundred and fifty degrees Celsius.

      And that was where our knowledge of the planet pretty much ended. After all, it hadn’t had anything we’d needed until now.

      “Hold on to your butts,” I told Gobta right before I teleported us to Hades. Well, close to Hades anyway because the planet didn’t really have a surface, so I’d opted to put us a few miles beyond the edge of its massive atmosphere.

      “The thing I like most about this planet is how dark it is.” Gobta smiled as we looked down on the planet.

      “You know, that doesn’t really make a lot of sense, to be honest.” I narrowed my eyes at the planet because it did, in fact, look dark. “Like, the light should reflect off the gas in the atmosphere to give it a color like Zeus and the other gas giants.”

      “Unless there is something so dense inside the planet that it keeps all of the light from escaping,” Veronica’s voice chimed in my ear, and I couldn’t help but smile. So, our resident geologist had noticed our trip and decided to spy on us. “After all, that’s how black holes work for the most part.”

      “Fancy hearing you here,” I said with a laugh as I mulled over what she said. “Decided to keep tabs on me?”

      “Of course.” I heard the grin in her voice. “I have the teleportation room set to ping me if you head to your system so we can do more surveys.”

      I actually knew that, but I hadn’t thought about it. Veronica often liked me to do surveys to get more information on the planets in my system. The data fed through a device on my belt and beamed directly to her server back in the Halls of Research.

      “Enough science,” Gobta roared as he inhaled sharply despite the lack of air in the space we currently occupied. “More dungeon bringing.” He rubbed his chin. “Hey, maybe that could work for a title.” He brightened. “I could be the Dungeon Bringer.”

      “Again, no,” I shook my head, “but I like the idea. Besides, I still think Dungeon God is better.”

      “Yeah, but you’re the god, not me.” He sighed. “I’ll keep thinking.”

      “You do that,” I said as I reached out with my senses. Then I did a double-take. “Veronica, are you seeing this?”

      “I am, Garrett…” She drew my name out as she spoke, and I could hear her clacking away at the keys on her keyboard. “That gravity is insane.”

      I took a moment to do a quick calculation in my head because, crazily, in God Mode, I could do it faster than her. “The gravity there is over a hundred times stronger than it should be. The core would have to be incredibly dense to accomplish that.”

      “Maybe not,” Veronica mused in a way that told me she was only kind of listening to me. “Maybe the core is just bigger than we thought.” She snapped her fingers a couple of times. “Like… we don’t actually have data on it. Maybe the core is just fucking huge.”

      “Are you trying to tell me that Hades might be a normal planet wrapped in a gas giant?” I arched an eyebrow even though she couldn’t see it. “And wouldn’t our surveys have found that to be the case? I mean, we searched for metal and whatnot.”

      “Well, my surveys don’t have a lot of data on Hades on account of how hard it is to scan.” Her statement hung in the air as I turned my attention to Gobta.

      “Did you happen to survey it?” I asked as I looked at the Hobgoblin King.

      “Both Queenie and I looked at the planet, but Scout did not find anything of interest, so we didn’t look further.”  He shrugged.

      “That seems fair, but it also feels off.” So, I did what I should have done before. I summoned Scout. The moment the ant popped into existence beside me, I turned to Gobta. “Tell me what you see when you harness his Scouting abilities.”

      “My liege, I am not good at using his powers.” Gobta shuffled with annoyance. “That is more Queenie’s domain.”

      “Right, I know that. Just humor me,” I said even as I directed Scout to target the planet, and unsurprisingly found nothing but hydrogen. Even when added to a godly level Auric Sense.

      “I am getting nothing of note, my liege.” Gobta shrugged. “Am I supposed to see something?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I think Scout doesn’t have a high enough level to puncture whatever is going on here.” I gestured vaguely at the planet. “Hell, even I can’t see anything but hydrogen.”

      “Me, either, Garrett,” Veronica agreed. “What do you want to do?”

      “Check it out,” I said as I donned an imaginary explorer’s cap.

      Then I used my godly powers to move myself down toward the planet. It was strange as hell, and as I got closer, the best way I could describe it was that it was like a roiling sea only made of dark storm clouds. They churned and surged before me as lightning crackled along the surface. Then, just to make sure there were no surprises before I went down further, I began to circle the planet.

      “Well, that’s interesting,” Veronica chimed in my ear after I’d covered about half the circumference of the planet. “Those are not the typical storm clouds we associate with gas giants.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked as I paused and looked around. They looked pretty much how I’d always seen storm clouds back on earth. “They seem normal to me.”

      “Well, they are normal for a terrestrial planet like, I dunno, Ares.” There was a pause as Veronica gathered her thoughts. “See, on those kinds of planets, the star’s light can actually penetrate the atmosphere. Then it sort of charges up the particles at the top of the atmosphere. In layman’s terms, basically, the positively charged particles are lighter, and they move toward the top of a storm cloud while the negatively charged ones are heavier and move toward the bottom. Then, when the charge becomes too much, crack! We have an arc of electricity between the two charged areas of a cloud. Are you following?”

      “Yeah, I think so.” I nodded. “The light charges the clouds, and that causes an imbalance which results in lightning. Makes sense.”

      “Well, the next part is that energy still goes through the atmosphere and heats the planet which causes the planet’s temperature to stabilize, which is why we get lightning all over the planet.” Veronica waited as though that was supposed to mean something.

      “Right… that looks like what is happening here,” I said as I continued my tour of the planet’s upper atmosphere.

      “Exactly!” she said with such conviction that I hoped there was more coming. “But that doesn’t really happen on gas giants, especially when they are this far from a star. For example, if you went and looked at Zeus, you would find that the star’s rays actually just stabilize the temperature of the atmosphere. Only the poles of the planet receive a lot less light than the rest of the planet which is why most of the lightning and storms are concentrated around the poles.”

      “Is that because the temperature difference is more pronounced around the poles?” I asked as I tried to understand. “That seems interesting, but not especially useful…”

      “It means that there is something down there that is stabilizing the temperature of the planet so that the hot currents of air rising from the planet are more spread out.” She was more excited than ever now. “I think that this planet might be what you thought, a normal planet wrapped in a blanket of gas.”

      “If that’s the case, whatever is down there has to be incredibly dense.” I looked down at the roiling clouds. “Let’s find out.”

      Before I could lose my nerve, I plunged downward through the clouds. It was a weird experience because I could feel them on my skin, and it was both gritty and moist, which wasn’t a combination I enjoyed very much.

      Crazier still was that as I passed down through the miles of clouds, I felt something I hadn’t expected to feel. Excitement. Usually, when I moved through planets in my system, I could sense everything about them from the smallest atom to the largest mountain. The knowledge of what was there, for the most part, just appeared in my mind.

      This was different because my godly senses seemed to short circuit, and while I’d expected that to improve as I approached, it didn’t.

      “Man, I can’t see anything,” Veronica groaned. “It’s just more black storm clouds.”

      “At least it is getting warmer.” I extended my hands out before me. “Whatever is down there must be hot.”

      “That shouldn’t really be happening either.” Veronica shook her head. “It should get colder until you reach the edge of the atmosphere. Then, if it’s a molten core gas giant, you would feel it start to heat up. What’s happening now is much more like a normal, non-gas giant.”

      “We’ll know in a minute as I reached the edge of the upper atmosphere and plunged through the roiling clouds.” And as I did, my eyes opened wide in fucking shock. It wasn’t a planet wrapped in a gas giant at all. No… more, it seemed like it was a star that never really was.

      “Well, that explains that,” Veronica said as she shook her head. “This planet would have been a star if it had more mass, but since it doesn’t, it never really was able to become a star, so it's just sort of been sitting here in a non-star, yet non-planet state.” She sighed. “What do you want to do? I suspect we could probably turn it into a star if we wanted and turn your system into a sort of dual star system.”

      “I don’t want to do that now,” I said with a shake of my head. “I’ll get the skill to recharge a star in a few levels, or at least I did when I played Terra Forma. There’s an offshoot of the skill that will let me turn a Jovian into a star or a planet too. So, we may as well wait until then.”

      “Sounds like a good plan,” Veronica said, and I could practically see her nodding. “Mind doing a quick flyby and sending me some data on what you find so I can feed it into the models?”

      “No problem,” I said, only before I could do anything, Gobta spoke up.

      “So, my liege,” Gobta said as he turned toward me, “I’m going to go out on a limb and say this is probably not the best planet for your core.”

      “I would think not,” I said with a sigh. “Have a second choice?”

      “I do, actually.” He grinned. “We use the blue planet over there.” He pointed back toward the middle of the galaxy.

      “The ice giant?” I asked curiously as I thought it over. An ice giant was similar to a gas giant but was made of heavier elements than hydrogen and helium. This one, of course, had a lot of methane, hence the blue color, and was where we’d dug out a ton of ice for use on Ares. “Why do you want to put it there?”

      “Well, I just thought that the core we have was from a water dungeon and might be best served on an ice planet, rather than something else. Then we might be able to reuse several of the monsters.” He smirked. “And I like the color.”

      “Hmm…” I said, and because I didn’t have much of a better idea, I decided to go with it. “Okay, you can put it there.”

      “Excellent,” he said with a wide grin. “What will we call that planet?”

      “Well, where I come from, there was a planet called Neptune that was pretty similar, so Poseidon?” I smirked. “He was a god of the sea.”

      “Then it will be a good home for this core.” Gobta nodded. “You know, my liege, sometimes, I actually think you’re smart.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “Can you handle the whole dungeon core thing on your own? It’s kind of a big job.”

      “It would be my pleasure, my liege,” the Hobgoblin King replied as he took the core in his hands and zoomed off toward Poseidon. I watched him go before turning my attention back to the task at hand. I guess I’d see if he was right.
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      As I was finishing up Veronica’s surveys, something enormous blazed through my senses, and as I turned my head towards the disturbance, I realized something absolutely fucking massive was careening through my system. Only this… thing wasn’t a Tartaran.

      “Veronica, are you getting this?” I said even though I was already fixing it with my godly sense.

      “Sort of. It’s definitely some kind of massive incoming object,” she replied as I teleported to the object hurtling toward my system like a kicked soccer ball.

      “Holy shit,” I said as my eyes fell over what could only be described as a fucking Death Star. Or Cybertron. Something fucking robotic. It looked like it had once been spherical, except a part of it looked like it had been caved in, and starlight was spewing out of it, making it look almost like a giant, metal-headed comet.

      “Well, this throws everything off,” Veronica mumbled. “‘Cause that thing looks man made.”

      “I’d say so,” I said as I gazed down on what looked like the skin of a giant spherical spaceship. Only that didn’t feel like the right word because this felt more like an artificial planet. Except for the whole spewing sunlight thing.

      “I wondered when you would find it,” Rhapsody said as she popped into existence beside me. That was also when I realized time had stopped completely. I could tell because the light streaming out of the sphere had ceased to move.

      “You did?” I said as I turned toward the goddess and realized it wasn’t her. Well, not really her, anyway. It was her avatar. How did I know? Well, I was a god.

      “Yes,” the avatar of the most beautiful goddess in the universe said. “I am glad you found it.” She grinned. “After all, wormholes are pesky things. Who knows when one will appear to swallow something up and then where it will spit it out again?” She winked at me.

      “Right…” I think I grasped her meaning. This thing had come from somewhere, and Rhapsody had conveniently opened a few wormholes to get it to me. “What is the ‘it’ exactly?” I gestured at the giant hulk of metal. “Like how is that even a thing?”

      “How it exists will make perfect sense once you examine it further. Who knows what you will find out once you really try to pry its secrets out of it?” She nodded. “Though I suspect you have the wrong catgirl looking at it. You need to show this to your engineer.”

      “Okay, I’ll do that.” I crossed my arms. “Anything else?”

      “I cannot tell you more, nor tell you why it is here,” she said with a smile. “Rules and all.” Then she gave me an infuriating wink and vanished completely.

      “Garrett, are you okay?” Veronica’s slightly panicked voice ricocheted inside my brain as I caught up to real time in an instant.

      “Yeah, say, can you get Jodie?” I said as I stared down at the hulking metal monstrosity. “Maybe she knows what the fuck this is.”

      “I’ll get her,” Veronica said. “Just a second.”

      “Great,” I said as I turned my attention back toward the… whatever it was. Right, okay. So, the first order of business was to stop it before it crashed into something important and, I don’t know, obliterated a planet.

      I swooped in toward it, and as I did, some sort of low-energy field smacked into me like a fucking radioactive sledgehammer. My head screamed in pain, and my senses went into overdrive as molten magma surged through my veins.

      But I was a god, and I could handle a little pain. I gritted my teeth and allowed time to sort of slow down around me. I couldn’t stop it completely like Rhapsody had, a fact that was not lost on me because that hadn’t even been her, just her avatar. So, I did the best I could, which still let me slow it down considerably.

      Once that was done, I was able to regain my senses. The sphere seemed to be emitting that strange field outward in a cone that reminded me of, well, a broken net.

      “Perfect,” I mumbled to myself as I reoriented my position to avoid the edges of the electro-net-thing, and once I was past it, the pain went away, and I was able to think clearly.

      Which was good because the trajectory of the metal ball was going to send it slamming into Hades. That… would be bad because if it hit Hades and exploded, there might be enough energy to kick off a thermonuclear reaction that would prematurely turn Hades into a star that would expend its limited life rather quickly before turning into a huge disaster that enveloped my system when it died.

      I had to stop it, which I already kinda sorta was gonna do, anyway. I focused on my Aura and then let it infuse me with strength. This was going to be a little difficult because there wasn’t actually anything to brace myself against as I pressed my hands against its metal shell. It was also doubly hard because I had to be careful how I pushed on it because, given that I was man-sized and this thing was the size of a star, well, it would be easy for me to exert too much force in too small a surface area and punch a hole in it.

      So, instead of just pushing against it like Superman did in the movies and comics, I had to do a series of quick taps all over its surface at breakneck speed. Then I began summoning creatures and directing them to push on the skin of the sphere also.

      Truth be told, I wound up pulling out very nearly my maximum amount of summons and having us all push on it with god-strength at once to stop the sphere.

      “Phew,” I said as I wiped my brow a few femtoseconds later. “That was close.” I quickly dismissed my summons, so I’d have more Aura for myself and then circled the metal ball again. A few quick sweeps around it let me know that, while it was still moving, it wasn’t moving so quickly that it would do any damage to anything anytime soon.

      Even still, I resolved to put it into some kind of orbit once I figured out why there was starlight pouring from it, and as I settled myself in front of the spot where sunlight breached its metallic surface, I heard a sharp intake of breath in my ear.

      “OH MY GOD! HOW THE FUCK DID YOU FIND A DYSON SPHERE!?” Jodie screamed in my ear.

      “A what?” I said, a bit confused. “Dyson Sphere? Really?”

      “I need to come down there right now,” Jodie hyperventilated in my ear. “I need to get all up inside her. This instant.” I literally felt her stare at me despite being in a whole other star system however many zillion miles away. “Please, Garrett. I need it so bad.”

      “I’m not sure that’s possible,” I hedged as I stared down at what I now knew was a star-sized Dyson sphere. On the one hand, that was pretty damn cool, but on the other hand, I hadn’t actually known one could be built. Even in Terra Forma, I’d never actually heard of one getting crafted, though there had been that one raid where I’d thrown a pair of planets at a partially completed Dyson sphere, and the resulting explosion atomized an entire galaxy. Even then, the thing hadn’t been close to being completed, though.

      In my defense, though, the dudes building it were an army of giant space ants bent on turning the rest of the universe into food. Still, I had always been sad I hadn’t been able to recover the plans.

      “How can it not be possible?” Jodie squealed so loudly that I actually cringed. “You’re a fucking god. Do god things and make it so.” Then it sounded like she snapped her fingers at me. “Snappy, snappy.”

      “Did you just snap your fingers at me?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow though she couldn’t see it. “Because, if you did, I would like to remind you that I’m your boss.” I let the silence hang in the air between us.

      “Sorry,” the redheaded catgirl rockstar scientist mewled.

      “I accept your apology,” I said as I moved to the surface of the sphere and tapped on it with my boot. “I can try to bring you here, but I actually don’t have the power to let you live in the void of space. Also, there’s the matter of the sunlight streaming out. Like these edges are pretty hot.”

      “Can you move closer and tell me if it seems like the sphere is actually venting? I’m willing to bet that whoever designed this thing expected holes to get punched in it, so they would have bulkheads set to seal off the damaged area. Otherwise, the whole thing would have been destroyed.”

      “I’m not sure, but you can tell me,” I said as I moved into the breached area. Up close, it really did look like someone had just punctured it with a massive blunt object, but, at least to me, it looked like Jodie was right. The area around the breach looked to be sealed.

      “Yeah, it was as I suspected. The inside area should be fine.” Jodie paused. “Are you sensing life in there?”

      “No,” I said with a shake of my head as I used my godly senses one more time. “Maybe whatever was on it died with the breach?”

      “Or maybe it was unmanned?” Jodie offered with an excited explosion of sound.

      “Could be.” I rubbed my chin. “So, how do we get you here?”

      “My personal shield is plenty good enough to deal with space and such, especially once I’m inside the Dyson Sphere.” I heard a whizz and a bang through the link. “I just need you to get me from the Hall of Mirrors to the Dyson Sphere.”

      “Oh. Why didn’t you say that? I’ll be there in a second,” I said as I teleported to the Hall of Mirrors and found Jodie peering out at me from the one that led to the Hall of Research.

      A moment later, she appeared in front of me, clad in her battle attire, which was basically a chainmail bikini. So, yeah, pluses and minuses.

      “Man, I always hate having my molecules mixed up and then put back together again,” Jodie said as she stuck out her tongue. Then she licked the back of her wrist and used it to smooth back a lock of red hair that had fallen into her face. “But it’s worth it to see the Dyson Sphere.” She did a little bounce of glee. “Take me.” She offered me her elbow.

      “Don’t mind if I do,” I replied as I took her arm in mine and then teleported us back to the surface of the Dyson Sphere. “Is it everything you hoped for and more?”

      “I…” Her words drifted off as her eyes got as wide as saucers. Then she dropped to her knees next to me, and while I knew I wasn’t about to get one of my most favorite things, that didn’t stop the thought from drifting through my head. “This is amazing, Garrett.” She ran her hand along the surface of the Sphere before she popped to her feet. “Let’s go inside.”

      “Right.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “I have no idea how to do that.”

      “You can’t like…” She waved her hands by way of explanation. “I dunno, teleport us inside?”

      “You know… I can, in fact, do that.” I nodded once as I focused my Godly senses on the part of the Sphere directly below our feet, and though it took a lot more Aura than I expected, I was able to put together a rudimentary picture of the area. “Give me a second.”

      I wasn’t sure what would happen if I teleported myself inside a solid steel wall or something, but if it was anything like Terra Forma, a whole lot of nothing would happen. Teleporting Jodie inside a steel wall on the other hand… Well, let’s just say, I didn’t relish the idea of turning her into raspberry jam.

      “Sure--”

      I didn’t hear the rest of Jodie’s words because I’d already teleported inside the hulking metal monstrosity. The first thing I noticed, apart from the fact I wasn’t stuck in a wall, was that it was dark. Part of me had expected the inside of it to be well lit or, at least, to light up when I appeared thanks to some automation.

      That wasn’t the case at all. The reasonably large hallway in which I stood was totally dark, and a quick sniff of whatever passed for air in here tasted dead. In fact, when I scanned the area with my godly senses, I found that everything around me was completely inert.

      “What do you see, Garrett?” Jodie asked rather excitedly.

      “A whole lot of nothing,” I replied as I mentally mapped out the area so I could teleport back inside without worry. Then I teleported next to the catgirl. “It’s too dark, and it looks like it’s been completely shut down. I mean, I’ve seen wrecks in Terra Forma that had more life than whatever was in there.”

      “That is odd,” Jodie said, her cat eyes full of curiosity. “I wonder why that happened since it could still get powered by the star?”

      “I’m not sure,” I said as I held out my hand, “but I can take you inside now.” I tapped my temple with my free hand. “I mapped it out.”

      “So, you can take me inside?” Jodie asked, and when I nodded, she turned her attention to her communicator. “Veronica, can you patch into my scanners too?”

      “I’ve already done that,” Veronica replied sheepishly. “In fact, here you go.”

      There was a ping from Jodie’s cat ears, and then her eyes glazed momentarily, and I realized Veronica had sent her something.

      “What you saw makes no sense, Garrett. It should definitely be able to power up,” Jodie said as she took my hand. “And I aim to figure out why it isn’t.”

      “That’s what I pay you for,” I said with a grin and teleported before she could complain about her rate of pay. Not that she did, really.

      “Great Pantharians above,” Jodie said with a gasp as she looked around the darkened hallway. “This is amazing. I never thought I’d see something like this.” She swallowed hard. “It’s not even supposed to exist.”

      “What specifically?” I asked as she took a step forward and ran her hand over the seal on the wall in front of us. “Because, I mean, Dyson spheres, in general, aren’t supposed to exist.”

      I hadn’t noticed it before, but now that Jodie was touching it, well, it was hard to ignore because it looked like one of those velociraptors from Jurassic Park with an eyepatch and a cigar wearing space marine armor. Only that armor had some sweet pauldrons covered with wicked spikes.

      “No, this is much more than that.” She turned and looked right at me. “See, when my people were just kittens, we dreamed of conquering the stars.” She smacked her hand into her fist. “And yet, we’ve never managed to create anything like this. But, somehow, here we are in an actual Dyson sphere that was built by space lizards.” She pointed at the seal. “Space. Lizards.”

      “I mean, aliens can look different…” I shrugged as I looked around. “Do you think they are here?” I gestured at the hulking Dyson Sphere. “Like maybe they’re in cryosleep or something?” There had definitely been instances in Terra Forma where I’d come across things like that. It seemed unlikely that I wouldn’t sense them, but given that their weird energy shield had actually hurt me a lot while in god form, who knew what else they could do? I mean, they had built a Dyson sphere, after all.

      “If they are, I’ll find them.” She tapped her fingers on the seal. “There is no power at all here.” Her ears twitched. “At least nothing my ears can pick up.”

      “I agree with the lack of power,” Veronica chimed in. “Also, don’t take the space lizard stuff seriously. There was a Caturday morning cartoon with evil space dragons.” I literally heard Veronica’s eye roll. “Jodie was quite fond of it, and the intrepid hero who battled them.”

      “Do not speak ill of Felinus!” Jodie snarled as she pointed at the symbol. “Like, how does that not remind you of the Space Drakon?”

      “I’m not saying it doesn’t.” Veronica laughed. “But you should focus on the task at hand. Just because it doesn’t seem to be powered up, doesn't mean there’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Pfft… don’t worry about me,” Jodie said with a grin. “I’m fantastic. After all, I never thought I would be standing in a Dyson sphere.”

      Jodie smiled at me, and I simply took a moment to take a good look at her beauty. The chainmail bikini always took a second to get used to… not that I was complaining. I mean, I wasn’t sure how I’d gotten lucky enough to be surrounded by so many good-looking people. I felt okay saying that because Gobta wasn’t here, and even though I liked him, Gobta was not a good-looking Hobgoblin.

      “Man, I can’t wait to figure this thing out.” She gestured up at the massive structure, built to gather and harvest the sun’s energy. “I mean, I have no idea how you lucked into finding this. My hats are off to you, truly, but we’re going to have to make some upgrades and get this thing going again. And we’re going to need to mine some of these planets for their materials to use. The amount of time we have saved by already having a mostly built one of these is exponential and cannot be overstated, but we still have a lot of work to do.”

      “Is there anything you want me to do?” I asked, and Jodie shrugged.

      “Not really?” She shrugged again. “I mean, I need to walk this entire thing and check it out.” She pointed at a wall. “I mean, I don’t even know what kind of metal that is.” She paused a beat. “Do you, Veronica?”

      “No. The scans are coming up inconclusive.” Veronica sighed. “I think it might actually be some kind of synthetic polymer. Any chance you can bring me some to analyze here?”

      “I suppose I could do that. I should probably check on Gobta as well.” I glanced at Jodie, who was already breaking out her kit and busily scanning the hallway around us. “Are you sure you will be okay here by yourself?”

      “Actually,” Jodie looked over at me, “could you send me your Hudson? That way, if I need someone to do something dangerous, he can do it instead of me?”

      “That, I can do.” I took a moment to reach out to the Amorphie Priest, who was back in the Halls of Research. “You busy?”

      “No, my liege. How can I be of assistance?” Hudson’s voice was cheery even through the link. “Do you need a back rub? I’ve been perfecting my technique, after all.”

      “No, thanks,” I said. “I’ll be fine without a backrub. I actually have something else for you to do.”

      “What is it, my liege?” He practically bounced from foot to foot with excitement.

      “Are you busy?” I asked, even though I could have just told him what to do. Something about that felt like a dick move.

      “I am not. Queenie and I were just working on our fist bump.” There was sound, and I realized he was talking to Queenie. “But it is not yet ready.”

      “Right, okay. I’m going to summon you to me.” I did just that, and a second later, he appeared next to me.

      “Hello!” he gushed as he looked around. “What is this place, my liege?”

      “The remains of an advanced civilization,” I said with a shrug. “I think.”

      “It’s the greatest technological find of the, well, ever,” Jodie said with her hands on her hips.

      “Right, which is why we need your help.” I gestured at Jodie. “Stick with Jodie here. Do whatever she tells you to do and, most importantly, keep her safe.” I gave him a serious look. “I’m counting on you.”

      “You can count on me, my liege!” Hudson looked over at Jodie and went for a fist bump. “Jodie, would you like to fist bump me? Queenie and I have our own fun one, but I bet we could make our own too.”

      Jodie rolled her eyes and begin walking to another part within the sphere. “No, I’m good.”

      “I’ll be back faster than two shakes of a cat’s whisker,” I said as she rolled her eyes again. Then I teleported back outside, ripped off a chunk of the shell from the ragged bits by the star, and teleported to the Hall of Mirrors so I could deliver it to Veronica in the Halls of Research.
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      Poseidon. The blue planet. “The god of the Sea,” was what my liege had named it after. He was smart and unfairly revered sometimes by women, though, since they were all so hideous, it was hard to be jealous really. After all, I wouldn’t want to touch any of them on pain of death… just the thought… ugh.

      Still, Garrett was the kind of guy who, when he walked into a room, his dick had already been there for fifteen minutes, and I supposed that even ugly girls wanted a piece of that now and then. It really was a kindness that he helped them in that way.

      “Poseidon.” I rolled the name around on my tongue as I passed a few of its moons on my way in, and I remembered that Queenie and I had logged ten moons, and I was happy to see that there were still ten of them. “The blue planet.”

      The name made sense, I guess blue was what water was colored, and the sea was blue. The truth of why I had originally chosen it was more of a simple process of elimination. I liked eliminating things with my hands, though. Or with Sparkle and Burningdeath. I just liked the big floating blue ball. And when I set my mind on something, it was what it was. No tricks, nothing to change it. I had changed my mind one time in my life, and that, of course, was to serve my liege when I’d originally meant to kill him but to be fair, there were extenuating circumstances involved.

      Not that it mattered. Here I was, serving him, and floating in the void of space as I headed toward the rotating planet.

      The skill that he had gained to allow my free jaunt to Poseidon had helped me exist in another dimension or on another world like him. This was useful and probably necessary as there were a lot of things trying to kill us all over, and even a god needed some help now and then. It also meant that, although we would still be tethered telepathically, he wouldn’t necessarily be able to come to my aid, especially if he were in another system.

      That meant I had a little more freedom than I’d previously had, and part of me was strangely pleased that he trusted me so much. After all, we had started out as enemies, and now, here I was, about to become a Dungeon King-Lord-God.

      Lightning bolts lit up the side of the planet as I approached, and I was now close enough to see into the planet’s atmosphere. I imagined the crackling storms and all the unbearable elements that would exist there and was hoping not to run into too many problems on the natural disaster end of things. My goal was just to get this dungeon core in and then begin turning the planet into a place of unparalleled doom.

      I turned and looked at the planet. Most gas giants didn’t really have a surface on their planet in the traditional sense. They mostly just had a super-heated solid core that made things rather difficult. Poseidon seemed an exception. Atmospheres become denser towards the core of the planet, and although ice giants are not the same as a normal gas giant, they were supposedly similar in that they don’t usually have a defined surface.

      I had noticed a frozen surface on this planet, though, but there would be no liquid water around. It was far too cold for that. Poseidon’s mass was only made up of around twenty percent hydrogen and helium, while it was mostly made up of the heavier elements of oxygen, carbon, nitrogen, and sulfur.

      Man, was I thirsty. Black Hells, I hadn’t had a drink since the last time I had a drink. And that had been a while ago. Nothing about this planet screamed refreshing cool drink either. A lot about this planet screamed cold, ice, and supercritical fluids.

      “How about there, Mr. Core?” I pointed at the south pole of the planet which, compared to the crackling electricity of some of the other parts of its “surface” and other extreme areas, looked relatively tame.

      As I slowly ascended up through the cold, liquid-like atmosphere, I couldn’t help but feel as if I was in some sort of gooey quicksand. It was thick and thin at the same time, the pressure building as we moved further in. Beings were not meant to explore this planet or maybe any planet. Beings were not meant to conquer the stars either probably, but then again, here I was, Gobta the Space Hobgoblin Necromancer King.

      I needed to get to the core of the planet, the rock and ice underneath everything. The dungeon core was a water dungeon core, so shoving it deep into the planet was required. But it was going to take a while, and I was likely to just continue going, and going, and going.

      “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh,” I shouted into the elements as I moved ever downward.

      Black Hells, was it cold. Despite being made of pure Aura, I could feel the hydrogen and helium interacting within and around me, and I could feel the carbon and nitrogen, sulfur and oxygen all around my face. I had to squint my way down to twenty-twenty vision.

      I clutched the dungeon core tightly to my chest as we continued moving deeper through the planet. My visibility was decreasing as I didn’t feel so much as if I was falling, but rather just being spun around in a tank of frozen goo.

      THWACK!

      Ow. That hurt. Ouch. I’d finally hit the surface. No surprise that it was cold and frozen. But what a world! I stared out in amazement at the world I would rule with an iron, dungeony fist.

      It was perfect. Stark and filled with peaks and valleys that were covered in layers and layers of ice. The ice was a sort of opaque light blue and green, rather than translucent, but I found I rather liked it. A steady, battering wind disorientated the senses, and powerful storms brewed far off in the distance. It was a little like being on that ice planet Hoth that my liege always talked about, only way more cold and deadly.

      Speaking of my liege, if he hadn’t infused me with so much godly Aura, I wouldn’t have been able to descend onto this surface without splattering into pieces. Now, though, after I had also used the little bit of extra meat on my bones to cushion myself, I couldn’t help but be happy for the opportunity to be here.

      A loud WHOOSH came around a large mountain of ice behind me right before a massive gust of wind sent me flying onto my rear end.

      I stood back up and looked around again. There was a small sort of opening underneath the mountain that was behind us.

      “Well, looks as good of a place as any to plant a dungeon core,” I said to the core which didn’t respond.

      I took that for agreement and began to trek through the elements. It was a bit strange because even though Queenie and I had gathered a bunch of our ice from here when we had cataloged its resources and moons, the place felt untouched and natural, which was absolutely perfect. The less here when I planted the core, the less there would be to fuck with it before I’d completed my project.

      I approached the base of the mountain and found that the clearing opened slightly. It wasn’t very big, you could probably fit, eh, let’s say, hmm, three shields across. Which meant that I could easily get by.

      “You know, this reminds me of a time before I even served our lord,” I said to the core.

      I wasn’t too far away from the entrance, but I still had a little ways to go.

      “It was a magical time in a land far away, but similar to this place,” I explained as I marched forward. “I don’t think it was as cold, though.”

      “Anyway,” I told the core, “we had just finished leaving the town of Lorax. Now, that was a proper pillaging. I can still smell the fires burning the town to the ground.”

      I looked up and smiled. It was a lovely memory. “That town was shit, and they had a bunch of assholes too. People nobody would miss. Anyway, we were headed back with our armada, watching the city burn behind us. It was snowing when we left, winter was coming. But it hadn’t arrived yet, we figured we still had a fortnight before the heavy stuff hit. And we were out on the water, headed back to a nearby port, maybe a two days’ sail away.”

      I approached the entrance to the ice mountain and slowly entered. A small clearing had been carved out by the natural erosion of time underneath the mountain, and a kitchen-sized area that offered protection from the elements had been further chiseled out. The mountain was a massive, gigantic skyscraper that stretched forever into the sky.

      “So, we’re out on the water, and these heavy winds kick up,” I continued, my voice echoing a bit in the cave. “Then these big waves started rocking the boats. We’re out there in formation. I’m in the lead boat, and it’s dark outside, so we can no longer see the smoldering city behind us. And snow starts coming down. I mean, it starts really coming down. Now, we’re out there just rocking around, nobody can see anything except white. You can hear the wind, you can feel the waves smashing into the boats, but you can only see white flakes flying into your eyes. We got lost, took us ten days to get back.” I shrugged nonchalantly. “We were the only ship that made it. This wind… well, it’s worse than that.”

      The core didn’t respond as I walked around in the small space and looked at the base of the mountain we were under.

      “In case you were wondering, Mr. Core, there is a real purpose to the story. You can have a whole fleet of experts and still get lost,” I said quietly as I pulled the core out of my inventory and looked at it. Then I held the dungeon core slowly and carefully several inches off the ground.

      I stayed like that for several moments before the thing began to illuminate ever so slightly, a blue light that let me know we were deep enough within the planet for this to work. A moment later, the core began to hover above the ground, and I pulled my hands back.

      The core continued to hover in the air, and as I stared at it, I held my hands at my side and said the words inscribed on the core, “Please accept the merging of these two broken entities.” I took a deep breath. “Come heaven, come hell, to all who will pass, we wish you well.”

      As I finished speaking, the core began to spin quickly and disappear into the blue fog it was animated in. It was still visible until a small hole opened underneath it, and the fog and the core disappeared. It was silent for several moments.

      Then Organus appeared before me. Well, a sort of Organus appeared before me because instead of being a massive squid creature like he had been in the memory my liege had shared with me, he was, instead, about my size and had a bright blue cape wrapped around him.

      “So,” the ocean Tartaran said as he turned in a slow circle to survey Poseidon. “This is my new home.” He turned to me. “I approve, hobgoblin.”

      “I’m glad,” I said with a shrug. “It was either here, or a collapsing star planet.” I gestured at the surroundings. “Since you’re a giant fish monster, I figured you’d prefer this.”

      “You would be correct. The only thing dying stars are good for is to forge weapons.” He met my eyes then, and I got the feeling he saw every ounce of my being. “So, shall we begin crafting this dungeon?” He watched me for a moment. “It is not so hard as you might think. Simply think, and I will do my best to bring your vision into reality.”

      “Right,” I said as I rubbed my hands together. “So, what I want is something with lots of spikes that drip invisible poison. Something that only someone devastatingly handsome could ever come up with.”

      “I am not sure why that’s a requirement,” Organus said as he shut his eyes. “But I will do as you ask.” There was a flash, and then a paintbrush appeared between us, only instead of paint, it appeared like it was filled with golden metal. “Whatever you touch with that brush shall be turned into spikes that drip invisible poison.”

      “Devastatingly handsome poison?” I asked as I picked up the brush, and very tentatively swiped it across a small piece of ice. Sure enough, it did produce golden spikes.

      “Of course.” He grinned. “Is there any other kind?”
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      “Well, here’s your metal-polymer stuff,” I said as I handed the chunk of Dyson sphere that I’d torn off the structure to Veronica. We were standing in her lab in the Halls of Research, and as the dark-skinned catgirl took it from me, she smiled brightly.

      “Thanks, Garrett.” She patted my hand. “I appreciate you playing the interstellar delivery boy even though you’re an actual god of a solar system.”

      “Well, being a god has its perks, but so does being a delivery boy from time to time,” I said as she placed the metal in a giant, green, egg-like device that was roughly the size of a small Buick.

      “Like what?” she asked as she hit a few buttons on the side, turned some dials, and twisted some knobs before finally pulling a couple of levers. “Like, sometimes the girl doesn’t have money to pay, so she has to pay with… other things?” She turned and looked at me, only she wasn’t really seeing me as she licked her lips. “And you’re a gentleman, so you try to refuse her advances, right? You insist that you need the money, but you can’t be rude because you need the tips, but she has another tip in mind for you, huh?”

      “Um… that actually hasn’t happened in my experience--”

      “And then she drops her robe to the floor, and you can’t help but admire how pretty she is, and while you’re staring at her bare breasts, she crosses the room and--” She stopped and looked at me. Then her cheeks flushed. “I mean, that’s what happens in those books Melanie always reads.” She cleared her throat. “I finished yours, by the way.” Was it me, or was her voice huskier now?

      “Oh, cool,” I said, wondering if I should ignore what just happened. “What did you think of them?”

      “I liked them both a lot. In fact, I grabbed all his books from the library.” She winked at me. “I’m almost done with those too.”

      “Part of me wants to know how you managed that…” I trailed off. “But more of me is interested in the fantasy you were just talking about.”

      “Oh, you are, are you?” She gave me a sly grin. “I wondered if you were gonna drop it or not. I said to myself, ‘Well, that was embarrassing, but maybe he’s too much of a wuss to say anything about it.’”

      “Well,” I said as I gripped my pants and hoisted them up, “I have to say that you have, in fact, not provided payment for my delivery.”

      “And it is a very big package.” She nodded sagely as her eyes trailed down my body. “A very big package.”

      “Right.” I took a step toward her. “And as I said, I haven’t been paid. So, if you don’t mind?”

      “The thing is,” she said as she twisted her hands while still not looking at my eyes, if you know what I mean, “I don’t have any money.”

      “How are you supposed to pay me if you don’t have any money?” I asked, suddenly concerned.

      “I have other ways of paying you,” she said as she took a step closer to me.

      “You mean like a check?” I shook my head. “I’m not sure if we’re allowed to take checks.”

      “No, not with a check.” She danced her fingers along my forearm. “With something a lot better than that.”

      “Do you have a chest full of coins or something?” I looked around. “Priceless art? Hot stock tips? Pirate booty?”

      “Something like that,” she giggled as her hand moved to my chest and began to trail lower.

      “I think you’re going to have to be a bit more specific,” I said with a shrug. “If it’s something weird, I’ll have to call my manager and get permission--”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that,” she said as she pressed herself against me an instant before her lips met mine.

      “Oh,” I managed to gasp as I instinctively fumbled for her waist, hips, something, anything to hold on to. Was this really happening? Could I be absolutely positive that I wasn’t asleep on the job somewhere? I wasn’t necessarily the type to do so, being a god and all, but this was all so out of nowhere.

      Veronica purred as she slid her hands down my torso and hooked one of her manicured nails into one of my belt loops, tugging on the garment suggestively. As blindsided as I was, I was no idiot. I knew where this was going, and far be it from me to stop it. After all, I wasn’t going to pass up an opportunity to have my way with a sexy, willing catgirl that had practically thrown herself at me.

      “Hmm,” I hummed, decidedly playing the part of the unsuspecting delivery man that would actually put up a fight. “I don’t know if my boss will approve of this method of payment.”

      “I thought I said not to worry about that?” Veronica murmured in response. “I’ll take care of the head honcho. All you need to do is let me reward you for all of your hard work.”

      I swallowed thickly as our lips collided again. Only this time, Veronica’s tongue snaked into my mouth and glided across my teeth as though she were sampling the way I tasted. She then delved deeper, and our tongues danced in a way that dared me to discover her own unique flavor. And oh, was she delicious. I didn’t think there was a particular name to her taste, but the first words that came to mind were coffee and caramel, bittersweet.

      Too soon, though, her lips and tongue were gone again, but they were soon reattached to me, marking my neck with experimental kisses and playful nips of her teeth. I hissed with pleasure as I craned tip my head to allow her easier access, which she seemed grateful for. The more skin she could cover, the more satisfied her contented purrs became.

      A sharp shiver raced up my spine as her expert fingers worked deftly to undress me. Inch by inch, she exposed my body to the chill air of her lab, only to cover me with scorching hot affection immediately. By the time she had sunk to her knees, there was no denying how hard I was. My cock pressed against her palm like a rock, and as soon as she popped the button on my pants and pulled them down just below my crotch, it sprung forward, eager and already oozing with anticipation.

      “Something tells me you were expecting this,” Veronica teased as she looked up at me and batted her long lashes.

      “I wasn’t,” I argued lamely, “but I can’t say that I’m opposed to such methods of payment in the future.”

      “And we’ve only just gotten started,” Veronica replied coyly, and I watched as her beautiful eyes shimmered before clouding with a deep lust. She licked her lips like a kitten would before drinking her milk, then parted her lips.

      “Fuck,” I drawled out as her lips molded to the head of my dick and sucked. No one’s mouth should be that warm and feel that good, and it only got better as her tongue pressed the vein along the underside of my erection. She descended lower and lower until her nose was pressed to the hilt, then drew herself up again.

      I blindly reached beside me and grasped the edge of her work table to hold myself steady. As Veronica bobbed her head again, she hummed, and I bit my lip to keep my voice down. She was amazing and almost too much. Whatever divine being blessed her with such a sensational mouth would be hearing my praises. Over and over again, Veronica sucked me, her pace quickening with each sequential ascent. Spittle coated my cock, and her lips swelled full from use as she devoured every inch of me.

      My knees shook, and without thinking, I fisted a handful of her silky hair at the base of her neck and held her in place. I fucked her mouth hard and ruthlessly, and I reveled in the glorious shade of pink that spread across her cheeks as she moaned around my cock. Her saliva pooled at the corners of her mouth and dribbled down her chin. At that moment, the catgirl looked more vulnerable and needy than I’d ever seen her. Who would have thought that even one of the most brilliant minds in the universe could be so dirty?

      In two, three more snaps of my hips, I came deep down her throat, and I held her there so that she swallowed everything I had to offer her. After all, it was the least she could do after I went through all of that trouble to deliver her goods. My semen exploded from her lips and dripped vulgarly down her chin, making a mess of her chest as she coughed up what she couldn’t swallow.

      When I pulled myself back, I helped her to her feet and held her close. Veronica was a hot mess, and I’d never seen anything as beautiful. My semen clashed against her dark skin, and between her dark flush and full, abused lips, she was a genuine work of passionate art. She leaned heavily against me, though she was far enough away that I was able to watch the display of her cleaning herself. She swiped the back of her hand through the splatter across her chin and brought it to her lips. Hungrily, she lapped at what had leaked out, purring all the while and never once breaking eye contact with me.

      “That was incredible,” I complimented, and I brushed a few stray strands of her hair from her pretty face.

      “Mm, I’m glad to have been of service,” Veronica winked as she finished off her hand. “After all, it is I who needed to thank you.”

      “Indeed,” I agreed, and I kissed her softly, “but I don’t think you’ve paid in full yet.”

      Veronica batted her lashes at me. At first, she appeared to be puzzled, and then the implication of my words dawned on her. A sly smirk curled on her lips, and suddenly she was pressed to me again. This time, however, she hastily did away with her top, and her full breasts bounced as they were set free. Her nipples were pert, and I took them between my thumb a forefinger, tweaking them gently.

      A sharp gasp fell from Veronica’s lips, and she leaned into the touch, immediately wanting more. I flicked them softly and rolled them under my fingertips. Each ministration earned me a breathy moan and a pleasant swish from her tail, which until now hadn’t had any reaction other than a contented flutter to and fro.

      “Oh, you like that, do you?” I teased. “Do you have sensitive nipples?”

      Of course, the answer was blatantly obvious, but I wanted to hear her say it. There was nothing hotter than having a girl vocalize her kinks in the midst of discovering them. They were always a bit embarrassed, sometimes a little ashamed, but the reaction was always worth exploiting.

      “I-I… yes,” she stuttered between harsh breaths. Her fingers curled and uncurled against my shoulders as she kneaded my skin, and her hips wriggled as she rubbed her thick thighs together to create the friction she so desperately needed. Who was I to deny her when she had done such an amazing job for me?

      I pinched her nipples hard and gently guided her so that we swapped places, then let go. Whether the sharp cry was from how hard I had pinched or the loss of friction, I couldn’t tell, but she wouldn’t be without for long. I wrapped my arms around her thighs and lifted her onto the table. Without prompting, she spread her legs, revealing to me under her skirt that there was barely anything covering her up. A thin, lavender triangle of lace did next to nothing to hide her soaked pussy, and as I pressed the pad of my thumb to the front of them, I found they were completely saturated.

      I grinned. “I’m beginning to think that you were the one that was expecting this.”

      “What?” Veronica giggled and spread her legs even wider, “I always dress like this.”

      I unconsciously licked my lips. The thought of her working day in and day out with so little underneath her already revealing skirt made my cock twitch back to life. I didn’t need any more of an invitation, and I slipped her barely there panties to the side and pressed a finger along the inside of her primed lips. The sound of her made the knot in my stomach tighten again as I slid my thumb over her clit.

      “Garrett!” Veronica gasped suddenly.

      I chuckled darkly. “I take it that you like that as well?”

      The catgirl purred and laid back on the table with a wink. Oh, she wanted it alright, and I was going to give it to her. If she was this sensitive over just a brush of her sweet spot and the flick of her nipples, I knew she wouldn’t last long with much playtime. It was time to get right down to it, and far be it from me to complain about that.

      “Say please,” I taunted as I teased the tip of my cock over her. Her tail twitched and curled around my leg tightly, as though this was her silent plea. I could accept that. This time.

      Inch by inch, I slowly eased myself into her tight, warm pussy. A desperate noise fell from Veronica’s lips as I pushed all the way in and then dragged myself back out gradually. I repeated the motion a few times, setting a leisurely pace initially, but I knew that wasn’t going to last long, not with how brutally tight Veronica was. After a few moments of tenderness, I had to pick up speed. My body needed that friction as much as I knew Veronica did. I slammed into her with a furious jerk of my hips.

      Veronica’s moans instantly filled the lab wall to wall, and her tits bounced as I pounded into her over and over again. She scrambled to grasp something, anything, and she finally settled for gripping her own nipples. Her fingers toyed with them without mercy, flicking and massaging them eagerly.

      The stimulation was too much, and she came hard and without any warning, spilling her juices onto the floor and soaking my groan. Her tail loosened from around my leg and twitched lazily as she tried to catch her breath, but I wasn’t done with her, not yet. I waited just long enough for her to unwind, when I knew she would be at her most sensitive, and thrust into her again. Veronica gasped sharply, then purred as her fingers glided into her hair and grasped for purchase. I continued that quick motion, slowly pulling out of her and then forcing myself back into the depths of her overly tender muscles. Each time drew out another delicious, high-pitched song of pure pleasure.

      I wasn’t far behind her. Within several more shoves into the hot confines of her pussy, I came hard, her name spilling from my lips as I dug my fingers into her curvy hips. My chest heaved as I poured myself inside of her, and I paused to catch my breath. At that moment, I saw the sparkle in her eyes again, and she smiled at me with a bit of sweet satiation. She reached out for me, and I reached back, locking our fingers together as a show of tenderness.

      I pulled out of her after a few moments of blissful silence, and the overflow of our secretions dripped down her thighs. I reached for a cleansing cloth that she normally uses for the lenses of her different scopes to clean her up, and I knew she would have scolded me for it if she hadn’t still been shaking on the table from her orgasm.

      Once she was dried and relatively straightened up, I tucked my half limp cock back into my pants and helped her sit up, carefully holding her close. Her tail hugged me around my middle as she wrapped her arms around my shoulders.

      “Was that enough payment?” she asked with a satiated giggle.

      “For now,” I answered as I stroked her ears softly, “though I think this form of payment should come with a shower.”

      Veronica snorted and kissed me softly. “Perhaps, though for now, maybe we should indulge in a cat nap?”

      The pun didn’t go over my head, but as I yawned, I realized how good a nap did sound. “Yeah, that sounds like a good plan.”

      I helped her off the table and held her hand as she led me to a door just off her lab to her personal quarters. Her room was… well, it was exactly how I expected it to be, full of books and cozy lighting, and a bed just big enough for her and I to cuddle comfortably.

      Veronica drew back the purple sheets, and by now, I was convinced that it was her favorite color, something that I would have to keep in mind in the future. We crawled under the cool covers and I settled down almost immediately. This was nice. Like yeah, being a god had its perks, but there was something about being in someone else’s bed that was better than being in your own. At least, that’s how I felt about it.

      “Tired already?” Veronica teased as she stripped down to nothing and crawled in beside me. Her ears tickled my nose as she snuggled closer, and I wrapped my arms around her, finding comfort in her warmth.

      “Your payment has some kickbacks,” I laughed, “but I could go again, if you wanted to, that is.”

      Veronica smirked and rolled atop me, inching her fingers towards my cock once again. “A cat never says no to good pet.”
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      When I woke up, Veronica was still passed out beside me, spent, sweaty, and utterly beautiful. Not wanting to wake her, I slowly extricated myself from the bed and then padded across the tile toward the door. Looking back at her, I couldn’t help but think that had been amazing in more ways than one.

      I mean, I’d always found Veronica attractive, but damn. Catgirls, man. Catgirls.

      I watched her sleep for a moment my head as I tried to capture not just the memory of our time together permanently, but the sight of her naked, sleeping body as well. Hey, what can I say? It was awesome.

      Shaking my head, I finally turned away and pulled the door open, and as I did, I saw Melanie standing there.

      “Oh, hey there, Mel. How’s it going?” I asked as her cheeks turned bright pink.

      “Oh, um, hi,” she said as her blue eyes roamed hungrily over my body. “I, um, didn’t expect to find you here.” She glanced past me. “I was just hoping to ask you about something, but you guys seem busy.”

      “No, we’re not busy. Actually, I was just going…” I trailed off as I realized I was standing in front of her totally naked. “Erm… sorry.” I moved to cover myself, but before I could, she caught my hand.

      “Please don’t,” she whispered as she pulled me from the room by my arm. “I want to look a little longer.” Her nose twitched. “I can smell the two of you.” Her voice went an octave deeper. “And it smells wonderful.” Her eyes flicked to mine. “Did you really satisfy her that well?” She looked back at little me. “I suppose with a tool like that, it’s not hard to believe.”

      “Thanks?” I offered, still unsure of what to do. I mean, I’d literally just had sex with Veronica and was now standing in front of Melanie completely naked. So, yeah, I was in completely unknown territory now.

      “You’re very welcome,” she purred as she reached past me with her free hand to shut Veronica’s door, and as she did so, her breasts pressed against my arm. Man, her nipples could cut glass. “You know,” she looked up at me as the door closed, “had I known what you two were up to, I might have gone in there and joined the fun.” She watched me carefully. “Would you have liked that?” She grabbed my cock then. “I could have ridden you while you ate out Veronica.” She moved closer to me.

      “I would have definitely enjoyed that,” I said as she started to stroke me. “Perhaps we can try again some other time?”

      “Perhaps,” she said as she continued to stroke me, “but I don’t think Veronica is up for it right now.” She met my eyes. “And besides, I did come to find you for a reason.” Then she turned on her heel and walked me down the hallway, and of course, because she had that GI Joe Kung Fu grip on my dick, I had no choice but to follow her back to her lab.

      And, maybe it was just me, but I swear she swished her hips way more than normal.

      “So, what did you want to show me?” I asked as we entered her laboratory.

      “Mostly that I’d finished the creatures for Ares and that they are ready to be added to the planet.” She shrugged. “No biggie.”

      “Oh, is that all?” I asked with a laugh. “Just the entire thing I’ve been waiting for this entire time.”

      “Yeah.” She moved over to the desk and hopped up on it. “So, don’t you think I deserve a prize for all my hard work?” She pouted. “Because I, for one, am feeling mighty unappreciated.” She pouted a bit more. “Like, maybe I haven’t gotten enough personal attention, and because of that, I’m not sure I want to give you the creatures I made for the planet.” She met my eyes. “So, what are you going to do about that?”

      Melanie has offered you a quest. True Appreciation. Would you like to accept? Yes or no?

      Of course, my answer was yes. How could I say no when she put it like that? I stepped up to her and pressed the line of my body against hers, cupping her chin gently.

      “Whatever you wish,” I replied, my tone dropping to something a little more alluring. “After all, you deserve it.”

      “Y-yes, yes, I do,” she stammered, and she moved quickly to close the distance between us.

      I, however, was just a hair faster, and I tilted my head away.

      “Patience, though,” I reprimanded. “I’ll give you what you want and show you just how much I appreciate you and everything you’ve done, not only for me but for the whole project.”

      “Garrett,” Melanie whined but obeyed all the same. She pouted cutely, and I almost felt bad for making her wait, but what was the fun in being a god when I couldn’t flex my authority every so often? And what better way to use it than to coax a smoking hot catgirl into bed? Not that I was doing the coaxing. In fact, it was more the other way around, but that would change soon.

      As it stood, I was really the one who was most vulnerable here. After all, I was the one that was stark naked without so much as a sheet of paper to cover myself.

      “You are vastly overdressed,” I commented as I casually lifted her top over her breasts, exposing them to the cool air of her lab. If her soft pink nipples hadn’t been able to cut glass before, they were certainly able to now. Her blush traveled up her neck and into her cheeks, and her tail swished with anticipation.

      It was because of her tail swaying behind her that I was able to catch a glimpse of something behind her. A glitter of silver and metallic against the stark white display table hidden amongst various reports and research.

      Handcuffs.

      You have been offered an optional sidequest. Protect and Serve. Do you choose to accept? Yes or no?

      Naturally, my answer was again, yes. With a smirk, I dipped my head down and dragged my tongue over one of her nipples, swirling about it with fervor.

      Melanie, it seemed, was not as sensitive there was Veronica, but her soft sighs and complimentary purrs were enough of a distraction for me to grab what I was really after. I quietly and blindly snatched them without giving myself away, and by the time Melanie had noticed that my hands weren’t on her body, it was too late. I brought the handcuffs around as quietly as I could, but the faint clicks of them closing around her wrists echoed in the lab as though I had dropped an anvil on the tiled floor. She was now bound with her hands in front of her, only allowing her to move them up and down and side to side, not apart.

      “Garrett?” Melanie squeaked in surprise as she tried to wriggle her hands apart, but to no avail. “What are you doing?”

      “Relax,” I eased with a devious smile. “I won’t do anything to you that you’re not okay with.”

      “This really isn’t necessary,” she finally managed, but there was a coy, accepting smile on her cute little face that said she was willing to play along with my whim. I laughed as I watched her gaze slide down my body.  She licked her lips as her mouth went dry. It was clear that she wanted it in her mouth, but not this time. For now, I was going to show her the appreciation she so desperately wanted.

      Melanie struggled against her restraints, and it was obvious how badly she needed to touch, had to feel my skin underneath her hands, and regain control. She shifted her legs from side to side and fumbled to take off her own short skirt, sighing in frustration when she didn’t have the freedom she needed.

      “Something you need, Melanie?” I purred against her neck, and she shuddered. With a shaky breath, she nodded, pulling at the handcuffs that kept her from, well, doing much of anything. It was sweet torture, one that would have her as close to the edge of her proverbial seat for as long as I could make it last, which was a while, but I could take pity on her. Only time could tell.

      My fingers played deftly over the button of Melanie’s tight skirt, and I took the time to study every move she made carefully. She writhed with anticipation as I sank to my knees and watched me through consistently more and more hooded eyes. Slowly and steadily, my hands popped the button on her skirt, and I would have sworn I could actually hear each notch of the zipper being undone one at a time as I tugged on it. It must have been absolutely maddening for her because she was losing her patience.

      “Let me touch you,” she begged, and I gave her a disapproving scowl that silenced her quickly. She leaned back against the table as I inched closer to her womanhood, the scent of her riling me up more than I could have expected. She had mentioned that she could smell Veronica on me, could smell the scent of our lovemaking. Perhaps I was picking up on cat senses as well.

      “You aren’t exactly in a position to be making demands,” I warned teasingly and slid my hands up her skirt, pulling it down in a single tug to reveal a pair of cute silk panties with kitties, yes, kitties on them. More specifically, they were kitties eating tacos, and I could not think of anything that was more accidentally erotic. Amused, I pushed them aside. As adorable as they were, they were concealing my real prize.

      What greeted me was a perfectly pink, plump pussy that was moist with excitement and ready to be toyed with, which was good, as I was ready to taste what Melanie had to offer.

      Up close, it was as perfect as I could have imagined. Her scent was a mixture of something sweet but musky, like a night-blooming flower of some kind, and I found myself nearly salivating at the opportunity to put her in my mouth. No sooner had I pushed my tongue through her slick folds did her fingers claw into my hair for purchase. Her gasp filled the lab, and the purr that followed was simply divine.

      “Tasty,” I complimented as I drew back and licked my lips. I dove in again, darting my tongue out and licking a long, hot stripe along the space between her hole and her clit.

      “Fuck, I want to ride your face.” Melanie shivered and gripped my hair even tighter. Her cheeks were bright and flushed, and little pools of saliva gathered in the corners of her lips. Short, uneven breaths fluttered from her lips. If the soft moans and tightening fingers in my hair had been any indication, I was quite sure that Melanie was enjoying this more than she was letting on.

      I hummed with amusement as I suckled on her clit, drawing out more of her delightful noises. We could save the face sitting for another time. Right now, I was rather having an excellent time with my current activities.

      Tremors coursed through her body, and her knees shook on either side of my head. She struggled against her bindings, nails clawing at my scalp in desperation to keep herself upright. In a sudden motion, my head was tugged back, and my eyes snapped up to meet the catgirl’s gaze. They swirled with desire she mewled. Her pussy pulsed, and I could practically feel the ache and need for release.

      “Not like this,” she begged. “Please, Garrett.”

      I wouldn’t deny her what she wanted, not when she’d been such a good girl thus far and had asked so politely. With a short nod, I got to my feet and pressed myself to her again. Before I could blink, however, Melanie was on me, teeth gnashing at my lips, tongue grazing mine in search of that extra spark, and my lashes fluttered as my eyes slid shut. My body reacted on instinct, and my hips lurched forward, urgently seeking the friction we both so lusted for.

      A giggle bubbled beside my ear, and soft fingers grazed along my face and over my chest. The flat palm of Melanie’s hands on me brought out something of a growl from the deep reaches of my throat, and I could feel the heat between our bodies now. It was a delectable wave that made my cheeks tinge pink.

      “Cat caught your tongue, Garrett?” Melanie teased, her lips sliding over every inch of skin that she could reach, careful to treat me with the most tender of affection, which was a stark contrast to the feverish kisses that we had only just exchanged moments ago. The sentiment and emotion behind each ghost of her lips on my flesh made me speechless, and I watched her curiously as her hands continued to sink lower down my naked body.

      Silence lingered between us, and we hung in a moment that almost seemed to transcend time itself. Melanie’s fingers curled around my cock, though instead of being coy this time, her ministrations were gentle, almost as though she were petting it. Her eyes flitted up to mine with a smile, and she pressed our lips together with equal tenderness.

      “Please… just let me hold you,” she whispered against my lips.

      The intense gaze between us softened, and I felt my resolve waver. What was this spell that Melanie had cast on me that made me, a god, bend to her every desire? It was frightening in a sense but also marvelous in a way that excited me more than it should.

      There was no key for the cuffs, none that I knew of anyway, but that was easy enough to resolve with a bit of luck and skill. Yes, I could break handcuffs. That was my secret. There was a faint click, and I knew Melanie could feel the pressure from the release. I could tell that she wanted to question me, to ask why I had caved to her so easily, but her body reacted before her brain could catch up. She pulled me close, and her nails scored up my back as she dragged me in for another, more heated kiss.

      This was better. Much better.

      Melanie purred something royal, like the feline she was against my tongue, and I would have sworn right then and there that it was the most exquisite sound I had ever tasted. It sent chills rolling down my body, and my hips lurched, meeting the fine curve of Melanie’s torso. I needed more, more friction, more kisses, more everything that was Melanie.

      My hands fell to the back of her thighs and crept up, being sure to smack her round ass before I eased a finger inside of her vagina. A strangled, lewd curse filled the lab, and Melanie’s soft panting hit my cheek as I felt her riding back against the digit.

      “Please,” she breathed, and at first I didn’t think I had heard her right. Then I heard her again. It was a quiet plea for more that caressed my ear.

      I obliged quickly and slid my finger from inside of her before grasping my cock. I turned her around and bent her over the table she had used to steady herself upon earlier. The view had my cock aching to be inside of her, and there was no reason to delay it any longer. Slowly, I eased myself into Melanie, and she shook in my hands as she sank back onto me, not stopping until we were flush. The heat that raced through my very blood made me dizzy, and I clenched my eyes shut to ride out the rush. There could be no greater feeling than this.

      That was until Melanie moved.

      A loud moan tore from my lips, and I stifled it hurriedly into the back of her neck by biting down, teeth marring the creamy flesh. Melanie hissed, but not in the way a cat would to warn off a predator. Instead, this was a pleasant noise, and she melted into the table beneath her with every languid motion. Supple huffs of breath graced my ears as Melanie rocked with me slowly, and I found myself getting lost in my senses. My own scent mixing with hers and the unmistakable essence of sex was nothing short of intoxicating. I craved more, and the more I craved, the faster my hips rocked, feverishly digging my nails into the small of Melanie’s back and forcing her down.

      The table creaked under the strain of our bodies clamoring together, but I didn’t slow my thrusts. I fucked Melanie harder until our bodies were slick with sweat, and the sound of her skin sticking to the surface of the table reached my ears as well. Her moans carried throughout her lab, a sweet melody that I didn’t think I would ever get tired of hearing.

      Melanie’s nails desperately sought for purchase, and she adjusted herself so that she stood with her back arched. Now able to burrow her fingers into my dampened locks, she tugged none too gently, and a hungry moan escaped her. This new angle sent her reeling, and her pussy seized around my cock as she came, the mess trickling down our thighs.

      With her muscles still clenched tightly around my cock, I continued to use her. Two, three more furious snaps of my hips, and I spilled myself inside her. My heavy panting ghosted over the sheen of sweat on Melanie’s neck and she shuddered, a soft noise emitting from the back of her throat as her hold on the table loosened as her body relaxed.

      I held her there for a moment, allowing the two of us to breathe and bask in the early morning rays that filtered in through the high windows in her lab. I kissed her neck and brushed the hair from her sticky face, relishing in the heady scent of our conjoined release.

      Eventually, she turned in my arms, and a gentle nuzzle on my cheek made me hum in response. I was content to hold her just like this for the rest of time.

      “That was incredible,” she purred lightly.

      “It was the least I could do for you after everything you’ve done for me,” I replied with a bit of a grin and a soft, chaste kiss to her lips.

      “Oh, is that all you’ve got?” She teased, and I couldn’t help the deep chuckle that rose from my chest.

      “What are you talking about? I’m just getting started.”
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      Several hours later, Melanie was finally appreciated enough for me to complete both the quest and sidequest. I got six stat points and two skill points, in case you wondered. I added the stat points to Fortitude, for obvious reasons, and then, for the first time in a while, decided to bank my skill points for later. After all, maybe I’d get a new skill and wish I had them or would need them later.

      So, taking the samples in hand, I put them in my inventory. While I was itching to get back to Ares and do the next quest in the chain, Seed Life on Ares II, I, honestly, really wanted that shower now. So, I grabbed her discarded lab coat, so I wouldn’t be walking around naked and made my way out of the laboratory.

      And, yes, I made a detour to the kitchen to grab a protein bar and some Gatorade because, damn, I was craving me some electrolytes. Okay, yeah, it wasn’t actually Gatorade, but just some concoction Melanie had whipped up for me, but damn if I could tell the difference.

      Taking my booty in my hands like a hungry squirrel, I scampered my way toward the showers. Only, when I got there, I realized they were already running, and not just because steam was billowing out of the room.

      “Damn,” I muttered around the final mouthful of protein bar. “Say,” I raised my voice a touch, “can you let me know when you’re done? I really need a shower.”

      “Garrett, is that you?” Veronica called from inside the showers as I took a swig of lime green Gatorade. A moment later, the top half of her poked out of the shower, and as I saw water dripping down her body, I sucked in a breath.

      “Uh, yeah,” I mumbled, and yeah, if she’d been all, ‘my eyes are up here, asshole,’ well, she’d have been one hundred percent in the right.

      “You know, you’re welcome to join me in the shower,” she said with a hint of a smirk in her words, and before I could say anything, she padded out of the shower, and yes, that view was quite nice. “I mean, it’s not like you haven’t seen me naked before.”

      “That’s a fair point,” I mumbled as she shivered, and her dark nipples cut through the air.

      “Brr… it’s cold out here.” She spun on her heel, so she shook her ass just a touch as she returned to the shower. “Come, join me, the water is divine.”

      “You know,” I said as I took a step into the shower, and damn, did the warm spray feel good, “I always thought cats hated the water.”

      “Well, this cat doesn’t mind being all wet,” Veronica purred as she squirted some soap into her hand. “Now then, let me help you wash away those aches and pains.”

      I had all but forgotten my Gatorade, having absently tossed it aside before Veronica pulled me the shower with her, but I was grateful for it right now. I felt somewhat revived already, and this sexy shower was going to push me right to the brink of comfort and spent. Familiar hands glided over my naked body, the soap and water allowing my dark-skinned lover to roam without the ever-present catch of skin on skin contact. She smelled amazing, must have been the violet shampoo that was now lathered in her hands. I had to say, I’d never smelt like flowers before, but in this instance, I didn’t think I would mind much.

      It took more willpower than anticipated to keep from simply lulling my head back as Veronica’s fingers worked magic into my scalp. I audibly sighed as I sank into her, feeling just the slightest bit of tension already begin to ebb from my body. Though, admittedly, I was already getting hard again with just the natural movement of her massaging the lather through my hair. I’d be embarrassed, except I wasn’t, not at all. I felt no shame in what these girls did to me. If anything, they should be proud that they can get off a god. Not everyone can.

      I swallowed hard, trying to keep back a moan that had built up in my throat. The gentle friction that Veronica was creating as she hummed and washed me sent shivers down my spine. Admittedly, part of me, although it was a very small part, wanted to wriggle away and just let this shower be a shower. But hell, what did that part of me know? Nothing, that’s what.

      “Something on your mind?” Veronica purred as her fingers trailed down the back of my neck and settled on my shoulders. She placed a gentle kiss there, and I couldn’t deny the goosebumps that pricked my skin from the tender touch.

      “Want you,” I sighed, and the words slipped from my mouth before I could catch them. Of course, I didn’t not want her, and I was always up for more sex, but I was also really enjoying this shower as it was. Man, sometimes, choices were hard...

      “I can tell.” She giggled, and I caught her peering over my shoulder at the proud erection that I had between my legs. “I’ll tell you what. You just relax, and I’ll do all of the work.”

      “What about you?” I asked immediately. I didn’t want Veronica to feel as though she had to get me off without getting the same treatment, but she silenced me with a boop to my nose and a coy little grin.

      “Don’t you worry about me this time,” she purred. “Let me take care of you.”

      “If you insist.” I chuckled and managed a nod. I certainly wasn’t going to oppose a treat such as this.

      Veronica tipped my head back just enough that I could rest my head back on the cool tiles. My back was arched just slightly, but for the most part, I was pressed to her front with her breast smooshed against me. It was an odd feeling to have what were essentially natural female pillows cushioning me, but boy was it welcomed.

      I tilted my head, craning for a kiss which Veronica met graciously. Like a magnet, her hands gravitated to my stiff cock, and I tangled my fingers into her hair. Using her tail like a third limb, she grabbed the bottle of shampoo and poured a generous amount of the soap over little me. The warm water loosened the gel up just enough that when her hands began to work me, it was an easy glide up and down.

      Already, tension was building up in the pit of my stomach. Veronica made it so easy to drift away like this, to forget the woes of being a god and just exist for myself for a change and not for everyone else to worship, though it was nice at times, especially in instances like this.

      I couldn’t tell physically, but I was fairly certain that I was already leaking with desire, and I felt a smirk curl on Veronica’s lips as she kissed along my jaw and let the water run over our bodies, rinsing away my worries and soapy hair. Just the contact of her hands had my knees starting to shake, and I pressed my palm to the wall beside me to keep myself steady on the slick shower floor.  A lot of words could have been said at that moment. The world around us seemingly halted, hanging onto this moment for as long as it could, as though giving me one final chance to say anything but what fell from my lips.

      “Please…” I drawled with a deep, needy moan. My breath was already ragged, and I just need that extra nudge to tip me over the edge. Thankfully, Veronica knew that, and her pace quickened considerably. Her wrists snapped up and down my shaft, rolling over the head and then jerking back down.

      And then her tail… it slithered and wound up my leg and between my thighs before she curled it around my balls and ever so gently squeezed them rhythmically.

      “Holy fuck,” I moaned again, this time even louder, and I was certain that any passerby would have heard me, not that I cared. I was far too lost in the building heat and sensual rubbing that Zaxcs himself could have poked his head in, and I would have ignored him.

      “Come for me, Garrett,” Veronica encouraged. “Let go.”

      That was it. That was the final thread that had been holding me together, and now it was coming undone. I cried out as I fucked Veronica’s hand furiously, desperate to come again. Heat rushed to my cheeks, to my groin, hell I was hot everywhere, and the noise that forced itself from my throat was anything but human, nor godly. It was strangled, harsh, and filled with unbridled passion. It was absolutely beautiful if I do say so myself. I poured myself over her fingers and watched as my come filtered down the shower drain.

      My pulse raced as I came down from my high, and Veronica’s lips graced mine once again. Her kisses were slow, which I was thankful for. I could keep up with the best of them, but I would be lying if I didn’t say I was pretty spent after that. It might not have been full-blown intercourse, but the orgasm from her soapy handjob was just as intense, if not better.

      A sheen of sweat began to bead on my brow, and Veronica was quick to wipe it away with the pad of her thumb. She smiled sweetly and ran the tip of her tail along my leg comfortingly. It wasn’t often that I found myself at the mercy of anyone, but at this moment, I was glad that I was able to share it with Veronica and know that whatever happened, she would be by my side to care for me. She was a brilliant scientist who had her quirks. Who didn’t these days? But she was also a caregiver, a nurturer, and those types of people were hard to come by. I would know.

      The scent of arousal and sweat hung in the air, and likely would for a while with how fierce that orgasm was. I felt a little bad for anyone that came in after us, but I also didn’t. They got to bathe in the scent of godly orgasm, and they should consider that a privilege.

      “Are you feeling any better?” Veronica asked after a moment, and she smoothed my hair from my face gently.

      “I think I am,” I smirked and turned around fully to kiss her. “Thanks for cleaning me up.”

      “Anytime,” she winked and cupped my cheeks. “Maybe next time we can switch.”

      “I’m sure that can be arranged,” I said with a chuckle.
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      Needless to say, it took me a bit longer than I’d expected to get back to Ares and finish the quest to seed life on it so I could set off its own version of the Cambrian Explosion, but I succeeded nonetheless and got eighteen stat points and six skill points to boot. I again chose to save my skill points, but I did distribute my stat points evenly, so I wound up adding three points to Charisma, Fortitude, Strength, Agility, and Intelligence.

      It was a bit strange because I’d sort of expected that finishing this quest would open a new portal, but it didn’t. As I sat there, trying to contemplate why that was, Jodie’s voice piped up over our communications link.

      “Hey, Garrett… I, uh, found an interesting development.” There was a long pause. “Can you come help me?”

      “Sure,” I said a bit hesitantly because, honestly, if this was another booty call, I wasn’t sure if I had the energy for that. Then again, I was a god here, so…

      Whatever. I’d make it work.

      Either way, I teleported to her, still in the Dyson sphere, a moment later, and I realized much to my dismay that it was not, at all, a sex thing. Instead, she was standing in a room filled with what had to be a couple hundred beds, and each one of them appeared to house what looked like a sleeping velociraptor person.

      “So, yeah, I found this.” Jodie gestured at the beds. “Basically, there is power, but almost all of it is being devoted to life support to keep them alive for the maximum amount of time.”

      “That’s… a bit weird, though, right?” I looked at the catgirl. “Like, when would they wake up? Or would they just drive forever until the star was sucked dry of power?”

      “That, I’m not sure, but what I think is happening is that there is some kind of automated repair system, but it appears to have been severely damaged.” She frowned. “Of course, I’m basing all this on the sentences I found written in blood.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at her.

      “No.” She shook her head. “Come on, I’ll show you.”

      She spun on her heel and made her out of the room. I soon found it exited into what seemed like a small command center, only it was full of what looked like the remnants of machine parts and broken down robots. There was another stasis pod here, but this one was empty and covered in strange symbols, that did appear, at least at first glance, to have been written in blood.

      “It says something about running out of time.” Jodie ran her scanner over it. “But that’s a super rough translation I’ve gotten based on the few scraps of actual language I’ve found. If we could find something more substantial, I could work up a better translation.”

      “Do you know who made these markings?” I asked as I stared at the bloody handprints leading out of the room.

      “No.” She shook her head. “That’s why I called you.” She gestured at me. “You’re a god, and I’m just a tiny catgirl who doesn’t want to get eaten by a space lizard.” She shook her head. “And I don’t care who needs to hear me say that. Pussycat is not on the menu. No siree.” She put her hands on her hips. “I mean, what would you say if I did get eaten because I refused to ask the actual god I know for help?” She then mimicked my voice rather well. “That Jodie, I wish she’d have just asked for my help. I could have snapped my fingers and turned the bad guy into a bouquet of posies, but no, she had to go try to be Miss Wonder.”

      “Miss Wonder?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “She’s a superheroine from my world. She was like part-goddess, and was raised by these superwomen on this tiny island to be an amazing warrior, and then this dark god came, and during the fight, she was irradiated by his blue magic stone, and that gave her a bunch more powers.” Jodie shrugged. “I used to dress up as her for Halloween when I was a kitten.”

      “Right.” I nodded. “Anyway, I’ll take a look around.” I smiled. “And I appreciate you calling me for help.”

      “Don’t mention it,” she said with a smirk. “Also, I know you’re a god and all, but maybe shower next time? You smell like two catgirls in heat.”

      “I did shower, actually.” I ran a hand through my hair. “And then I willed myself clean when I became a god again.”

      “Catgirl noses work very well.” She twitched her nose. “Smells like you had a great time, but enough about that.” She looked around the tiny room. “Let’s find our bloody-handed crazy person.”

      Jodie has offered you a quest. Blood? Markings? TERROR? WTF?. Would you like to accept? Yes or no?

      “Right.” I accepted the quest and made my way toward the far door. “Say, where’s Hudson?”

      “I left him to gather up some of the parts we found in one of the other rooms so we could transfer them back to the Halls of Research for further study. I plan to disassemble them and learn how they were made, so maybe I could cobble together something useful, but it will be way easier if I can actually just turn on an engineering console and download all the blueprints.” She smirked. “I do have that new skill, after all.”

      “Makes sense,” I said as I mentally checked in on Hudson, and a quick glance through his eyes showed him doing exactly what she’d said. And man, were there a lot of broken robot parts. “So, what’s the plan?”

      “I stay out there where it’s safe.” She gestured at the room full of beds. “You find the creepy fuck who is writing things in blood.”

      “Okay.” I nodded. “And safe, in this case, means staying in a room full of sleeping velociraptors? Like, that is exactly how horror movies start.”

      “That… is an excellent point.” Jodie swallowed audibly. “Actually, I’d feel way better if you just protected me from space monsters while I continued working in the giant zombie dinosaur room?”

      “Right.” I laughed. I couldn’t help it. “How about I take you back to the Halls of Research for now?”

      “No.” She shook her head and then adjusted the girls. “I’m not done researching and who knows when you’ll be able to be able to take me back here again.” She hung her head slightly. “I’ll just, hmm...” She looked at me. “Maybe summon Queenie? And Crabface? They could protect me while you go look around?”

      “That can be done,” I said with a smirk, and after confirming with Queenie that she wasn’t terribly busy, I summoned the Ant Queen as well as Crabface. “Can you two watch over Jodie while I find out what the fuck is going on here?”

      “It would be my pleasure, master.” Queenie then made eye contact with Jodie before putting a giant spoonful of honey into her mouth. “Won’t this be fun?” she mmph-mmph-mmphed.

      “I asked for that, didn’t I?” Jodie said as she looked over at Crabface for support.

      “Honestly, I’m just happy to be here,” the giant half-crab, half-Amorphie said as he looked from her to me and back again. “I was pretty sure I wasn’t getting summoned again.”

      “It was a near thing,” I admitted. “Prove to me why I should give you one of my coveted ‘freedom’ slots.” Yes, I did make air quotes when I said that.

      “That’s fair.” Crabface nodded. “So, what am I to do, exactly?” He looked around. “Are those dinosaurs?”

      “I’m not sure.” I shrugged. “Maybe we should bring Melanie here? I bet she could tell us.”

      “How can they be dinosaurs if they don’t have feathers?” Jodie stamped her foot in a way that made me think she may have actually had this conversation before.

      “Jodie, the fossil record is pretty clear that there were two kinds of dinosaurs. Ones that had hips like reptiles and others like birds,” Melanie piped up from our communications link. “The reptile ones don’t have feathers. Also, they don’t wear overcoats.”

      “Just because you’ve never seen a dinosaur wearing an overcoat does not mean they didn’t.” Jodie stamped her foot again.

      “Right,” I said as I glanced over at Queenie and Crabface. “I’m going to leave you two with Jodie so she can continue arguing with Melanie.” I touched my chest. “I, on the other hand, am going to see if I can find our bloody-handed culprit.”

      “I will make sure nothing happens to Jodie, master.” She shot a side-eye at the catgirl. “Assuming she works and isn’t lazy. Then there will be beatings…”

      “Queenie,” I admonished.

      “Mild beatings?” she offered.

      “No beatings.”

      “Tiny beatings?” She looked at me imploringly.

      “No beating the workers.” I glanced at Crabface. “That goes for you too.”

      “I only beat people until their morale improves.” The giant crab shrugged. “Jodie’s morale seems sufficiently high.”

      “Right, okay, whatever.” I scrubbed my face with my hand. “Try not to kill each other.” Then before I could get sucked into Crazyland even more, I ushered them out of the tiny room so I could look it over in peace.

      Unfortunately, even with my godly powers, focusing on the blood and such didn’t yield anything. Then again, I hadn’t expected it much. After all, I’d scanned this thing a dozen times and never seen the zombie raptors.

      So, with my cheat mode currently deactivated, I did the next best thing. I summoned Scout because he was a badass Scout Ant.

      “Hey there, boy,” I said as I scratched him under the chin which elicited a delighted antennae twitch. “Wanna help me find something?”

      He didn’t respond exactly, but I knew from his stone-cold silence that he was more than happy to help.

      “Okay, so I need you to find whoever made that blood.” I pointed at the splotches.

      Scout twitched his antennae, which I knew meant, well, something. Then the Scout Ant padded over to the blood and leaned in close to it. He seemed to sniff a few times like a giant, ant-shaped dog, then straightened and looked at me with his multifaceted eyes.

      “Go ahead,” I said with a nod. “I’ll follow.”

      He must have understood because he began to amble away, but then stopped when he reached the far wall. It didn’t seem strange or anything, just a blank metal wall without much to it, so I wasn’t sure how our target could have moved through it. After all, there was only one door, so I’d expected Scout to, you know, leave the room?

      “You sure, boy?” I asked as I walked toward the wall and put my hand on it. The metal felt solid enough.

      His antennae twitched the affirmative.

      “Right, okay.” I turned my attention back to the door and reached out once again with my godly senses. It was a bit strange because I didn’t feel anyone behind the wall, but what I did feel was a space. Actually, that wasn’t accurate. What I felt was the lack of anything. Like a tiny void where there should have been something. You know, air, dust motes, atoms of any kind. Instead, there was simply nothing, and that was strange.

      “It’s like with the Yuuzhan Vong being outside the force, and the Jedi had to sense them by looking for voids in the force,” I told Scout, who was thoroughly pleased by my analogy. Then I grabbed ahold of the wall and tore it free of the structure.

      At which point, I was shot in the face.
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      “Die! Die! Die! Die!” The crazed glasses-wearing velociraptor in a pencil skirt and a lab coat cried as she continued shooting me with what I could only classify as a plasma rifle. “Die! Die! Die! Die!”

      Not that it hurt. After all, I was in God Mode, and that plasma weapon was very much not a God-level weapon. The first volley of shots washed off me like a refreshing cascade of water.

      “Red light,” I said as I brought time to a near standstill, casually strolled over to her, and pulled the gun out of her hands. Part of me thought about breaking it to make a point, but it seemed sweet, and I wondered if Jodie could duplicate it. Then I took a few steps back. “Green light.”

      “Oh, you think your little time trick is going to stop me,” she snarled as she flexed her claws. “I have a fix for that!” Then she began to fiddle with some kind of high-tech doohickey on her wrist.

      “Or, and hear me out, you can tell me why you shot at me when I’m just trying to help?” I offered as she pressed a button that caused a sphere of glowing purple energy to surround her.

      “Ha! They said it couldn’t be done!” She cackled. “But I, Cera-Vahn-Startritor, have, in fact, done it!” She gave me a smug look. “Just try to freeze time in my anti-time-freezing-bubble.” She crossed her arms over her rather ample dinosaur chest. Honestly, it wasn’t as weird as it sounds, which probably says a lot about me.

      “Does it stop plasma rifles?” I asked as I pointed the gun I’d taken at her. “Because while I’m not an expert at velociraptor technology, I am pretty sure pulling trigger A.” I tapped the trigger with a finger. “While pointing bad end B.” I gestured at her with it. “Will make it do bad things to you.”

      “Oh, well, erm…” She bit her lip as her eyes flicked from me to the gun then back to me. “Give me a second.” She spun on her heels and raced toward a large, bloody cabinet in the corner. As she approached, the device on her wrist glowed softly, and then the cabinet opened to reveal a whole bunch of cyberpunk gizmos. She grabbed hold of one which sort of looked like a sapphire tennis ball, pressed a few buttons on its side, and then threw it into the air where it began to whirl around her.

      “Just try to shoot me now.” She nodded. “My anti-plasma detonator will not only absorb the attack but throw it back to you seven times as hard.”

      “Right, so it’s like a Cain thing.” I waved off the train of thought. “And you’re still not understanding.” I touched my chest. “I am a god.” I pointed at her. “I want to help you.”

      “The only good god is a dead god,” she sneered before throwing a handful of confetti at me and then making a break for the door, whereupon Crabface clotheslined her with one giant crab arm. Then, as she crashed to the floor dazed and confused, he flexed.

      “How’s it going, Garrett?” He glanced at the fallen velociraptor. “Sounded like someone was a bit… crabby.” He waggled the ridges where his eyebrows would be if he’d had them. “Eh, eh?”

      “Please tell me your thing isn’t going to be making crab puns,” I said as I scooped up the stunned raptor-girl and threw her over my shoulder. “Because, if it is, plan on being desummoned.”

      “Sorry. I was just feeling the pinch, you know? Had to come up with something to keep it real.” He shrugged. “Give me another chance, you won’t regret it.”

      “Fine.” I eyed him as I gave him one of the slots so he wouldn’t vanish if I changed dimensions. “But don’t think I didn’t hear you say ‘feeling the pinch.’” I gestured at my eyes then at him. “I’m watching you, buddy.”

      “I’ll be good, sir.” He nodded.

      “Great.” I turned my attention to the lizard girl who was starting to come out of her daze. “Look, if you try any more shenanigans, I’m going to throw you into the sun.” Then, for emphasis, I teleported us toward said star. And yes, I did wrap her in some godly Aura to keep her from dying in the myriad of ways she would die in the vacuum of space. “So, maybe we can chat a bit?”

      “Fine.” She took a long, huge breath as she stared at the massive star that was very, very close to us. Then she glared at me. “We can talk.”

      “Great. So, do I need to keep you here in front of said star, or can we go back to the Dyson sphere--”

      “She’s called Pandora.” She bared her teeth a bit. “Say it with me, ‘Pan-dor-a.’”

      “The ship is called Pandora?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “Oh good, you can speak sensibly.” Then she shot me again, and I’ll be honest, I did drop her. But, since we were in space, she just sort of floated there. “Now, I will use the power of the star to do you in!” Only she didn’t do that. Instead, she hit a button on her wrist that caused it to glow an instant before she took off through space back toward the Dyson sphere now known as Pandora.

      “Well, this is going to be fun,” I mumbled as I teleported in front of her. “I swear, if you shoot me again…” I nodded past her. “Sun.”

      “Your threats mean nothing to me, god,” she spat and crossed her arms again. “Nothing.”

      “Right, okay.” I summoned Queenie. “Can you deal with whatever this is?” I gestured at Cera-Vahn-Startritor. “Her name is Cera.”

      “It would be my pleasure to deal with her, master--”

      “Master?!” Cera exclaimed as she looked from Queenie to me and back again. “Has he enslaved you?” She nodded furiously. “Fear not, ant woman. I will save you from this god’s tyranny!”

      “Master hasn’t enslaved me.” Queenie gave the lizard lady a strange look. “He saved me from ultimate destruction.” She smiled brightly. “See, after he killed me, he resurrected me, which really saved me from dying. Now, I get to follow him for eternity.” She clapped her hands together excitedly. “Isn’t that just the greatest thing ever? Like even more so than sweets and candy.” The Ant Queen beamed at me.

      “Wait.” Cera looked at Queenie for a good long while before turning her attention back to me. “You mean to say you can kill people and then bring them back as devoted slaves?”

      “Oh, we don’t mind being slaves to master.” Queenie grinned. “He’s the best.” Then she held her hands about a foot apart. “And his thing is really big and pleasurable.”

      “As sex slaves?” Cera’s eyes widened. Then she swallowed audibly.

      “Well, the sex is purely voluntary, but I don’t see why you’d pass it up. Even the other girls quite like it too.” She grinned. “Even the ones who just came to master of their own free will and haven’t yet had the pleasure of joining him in eternity.”

      “You heard Melanie and Veronica?” I asked with a quirked eyebrow.

      “They are very loud, master. Much like Elephelie and Zemia.” Queenie flushed. “Though I can hardly blame them.”

      “Okay, okay. It’s time for some real talk.” Cera looked at me uncertainly. “Is there a way I can avoid becoming your sex slave for all eternity because, up until now, I was trying to provoke you into killing me, but now, I think that might not be the best plan.” She shot me a weak smile. “Maybe we could come to terms that don’t involve me ravaged by an evil space god?”

      “Well, for one, you can stop shooting me and help us figure out what’s going on with Pandora. That would go a long way toward making me not throw you into the sun.” I smiled brightly. “My engineer is there right now trying to do just that.”

      “Pfft.” Cera snorted. “What’s that cat going to do? Hit it with a stone until it works?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, suddenly confused.

      “Do you know why everyone is asleep, and I’m the only one awake?” She shook her head. “No, of course, you don’t.” She sighed loudly. “Pandora is nearly impossible to fix because it’s like… well, it’s like trying to build a toaster.” She peered at me. “Do you know what a toaster is? It’s a small device used to cook bread so that it’s warm and crunchy.”

      “I know what a toaster is, yes?” I responded, a bit curious to see where this was going.

      “Good, so think about all the parts that are in a toaster. Then imagine your toaster broke into a zillion pieces. Only you can’t go to the toaster shop and buy new parts because Zaxcs destroyed the entire fucking planet.” She paused for a beat, and though I had many, many questions about that statement, I decided to let her continue so we wouldn’t get off track. “So, now you have to say, make a new handle for the toaster so you can press it down. Only you don’t have plastic. So you have to create plastic. And a mold to make the handle. Then after you recreated plastic and a mold, you actually have to make the handle.” She let out an exasperated breath. “And I have to do that with nearly every piece of Pandora.” She met my eyes. “And you expect me to think that a catgirl in a bikini can somehow help me when the best piece of tech she has, I made for a grade school science fair and got third place.”

      “Third place seems pretty good, all things considered,” I replied with a shrug. “I mean it’s not first or second--”

      “It was out of three people, god.” She scowled at me. “It was basically a participation medal.”

      “Right…” I nodded. “So, you have two options.” I smirked. “Let us try to help you because I also very much want to kill Zaxcs, or I can drop you off at the Bazaar, no harm, no foul, and we’ll fix Pandora without you.”

      “Wait, you’re not one of Zaxcs minions?” she asked as she looked me up and down. “I thought all gods were beholden to him?”

      “Nah, I’m gonna stop him.” I smiled. “Or at least try really hard to do that.”

      “Hmm… I am a fan of vengeance, and your deal seems like it might give me a chance to have vengeance.” Cera rubbed her chin. “And you won’t kill me and bring me back as a sex slave?”

      “No.” I shrugged. “Well, not unless you want me to do that, but I don’t see why you would.”

      “Hey, you don’t know me.” She glared at me, and I just laughed.

      “Fair enough.” I smiled at her. “So do we have a deal, Cera-Vahn-Startritor?” I held out my hand, and she gave it a dubious look.

      “What about my people? They can’t stay in cryosleep forever.” She swallowed. “That’s part of the problem. The cryosleep chamber is taking so much power that I can’t run many of the automated mechanisms that would help fix Pandora.”

      “Pick a planet.” I gestured at the system. “Well, almost any planet. Then my friends and I will terraform it accordingly for your species, and you all can just live there.” I grinned. “Admit it. That’s a good deal.”

      “It is a good deal.” She looked at me warily. “Almost too good.” She sighed. “I accept.” She shook my hand. “For now.”

      You have completed the quest: Blood? Markings? TERROR? WTF? You gain six stat points and two skill points to distribute. Your relationship with The Reptilians of Kepler 47 has increased from Hostile to Unfriendly.
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      “I love what you’ve done with the place,” I said, and Titania looked back at me with contempt in her eyes.

      “You don’t need to patronize me.” She glared at me. “Out with it.” She made a hurry-up gesture. “Mab’s plaything. What is it?”

      “That would be Garrett Andrews, a human from Earth.” I let her stew on that, allowing the silence that stretched between us to pique her interest.

      “A human?” Titania rolled her eyes at the mention of a human. She didn’t much care for them. Their motorcycles, sure. But the rest? Not so much.

      “This one is quite different.” I looked seriously at my sister, who seemed to pay a little more attention to me.

      “Different in what way?” she asked. Was that curiosity in her voice? Perfect.

      “Different in that he is not hell-bent on destruction. He is not consumed by greed, nor is he motivated by selfish or hedonistic desires. Instead, he has displayed a remarkable ability to forge strong alliances without exploiting them, and so far, he has yet to be beaten. He is most unique.” I brushed some non-existent lint off my shoulder. “I’ve heard that even Zaxcs is worried about him.” I smiled. “Who knows how much more dangerous Mab would become if her new toy turned saved the universe?” I shook my head. “I scarcely want to think about such a scenario.”

      Titania didn’t answer me right away. Instead, she stood and looked out the window at the landscape of the sand world she had chosen to make her home. I uncomfortably looked at the countless pictures on the wall of scenes of children playing at the beach, the adults with their eyes burned out behind them in the photographs. It didn’t strike me as a particularly prudent time to ask about them, though I found myself both horrified and curious.

      Moreso, I just wanted to be away from my demented sister. With luck, I would be back to my world quickly and off this ball of sand and flame.

      Titania rubbed her eyes before speaking, “Why would Mab want to violate the accords of Summer and Winter? I don’t really understand why she would choose to make things more difficult for herself.” She let out a long, slow sigh. “It was inevitable that I would find out about her new toy.” She tapped her chin with one finger. “Especially since this Garrett Andrews sounds like a nice thing indeed.” She walked back towards the table and sat down. “And Mab doesn’t get to have nice things.”

      “I’m not sure why, but it seemed to me like she expected you to find out.” I stood up to leave, though I was pretty sure there was no way she was just going to let me walk out that door. After all, while I needed her to help me, I needed her to want to help me. That was the only effective way to get help, and by pretending to leave now, I would spring my trap.

      “I think that you are lying about that.” Titania was no longer looking at me now. “I think Mad thought she could be tricksey and hide this from me.” She nodded. “Yes, that’s exactly what I think.”

      “You know, you may be right, dear sister.” I smiled back at her. This was absolutely perfect. While Zaxcs couldn’t get at Garrett directly and stop the threat he posed, my sister could, especially now that Mab had involved herself. “Mab is quite tricksey.”

      “She is,” Titania confirmed. “This latest plan to usurp the power of Summer is proof of that.” She smacked the fist of her left hand against her right palm. “Well, I won’t fall for it. I’ll get her to show herself, and then…” she grinned evilly. “Then, I’ll rip her and her stupid Winter kingdom to shreds.” She threw back her head and laughed. “We’ll find out exactly what happens to a snowman in summer.”

      “Getting Mab to show herself won’t be too hard, I think.” I rubbed my chin thoughtfully. “I imagine that if you were able to subdue Garrett in some way, Mab would be forced to show herself. After all, he is her toy.” I nodded as I continued. “Then you two can have a nice little chat.”

      “Oh, we will have a chat, alright.” Titania stood up anxiously again and began pacing. She was lost, glancing out the window in thought. I could tell she was weighing things and considering all of her options. I wasn’t going to interrupt her. I already knew she was going to go after Garrett. Now, I was curious to see where she was headed. The great thing about being an administrator was that I could let everybody else do the hard work. I was the master puppeteer, pulling the strings.

      “Well,” she seemed to come back from where her thoughts had taken her, “first, I have to get him somewhere where he isn’t a god. Somewhere that he would want to go, nay needs to go.” She smiled at me. “I do know a place, I think. We just have to get him there. Humans, I’m not so fond of.” Her mouth stretched into a wonderful, terrible grin that showed way too many teeth to be truly sane. “But I do love me some dinosaurs.”

      Then, before I could even blink, Titania picked up her wand and whispered something softly to it. I couldn’t quite make out the words, but what I did hear made me realize she was invoking the old tongue. Then she blew across the tip of the wand, causing it to blaze like a supernova, and even I, the great Erlking, had to shield my eyes from its terrible glare.

      “What did you do, sister?” I asked when the cursed, overbearing light had faded enough for me to exist in the same room and not feel like I was being blinded.

      “Oh, nothing.” She grinned. “And by nothing, I mean something.” Then she began to laugh uncontrollably.
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      “Do you even know what a flux capacitor is?” Cera-Vahn-Startritor growled, which sounded kind of ominous given that she was a raptor-girl, albeit a cute raptor girl. “It’s not like we can just go to an auto parts store and pick one up.” She blew out an exasperated breath. “And that’s aside from the fact we need to produce exactly 1.21 gigawatts for it to work effectively. And the modulator is broken too.” Cera shook her head. “No, we’ll have to make one from scratch and--”

      “Okay, first, are you trolling me?” Jodie asked as she glanced from the very serious-looking lizard person to me. “Like, you’re getting this, right?”

      “Maybe?” I rubbed the back of my neck. “I’ve never actually seen Back to the Future.”

      “I don’t know what that is.” Jodie frowned. “But that isn’t my point.” She shrugged. “Like, okay.” She scampered over to the table where she’d set up a high-tech-looking laptop. Then she proceeded to scroll through a few pages.

      “What are you looking at?” I asked as I peered over her shoulder.

      “I am looking at the Bazaar’s online marketplace for…” she chewed on her lip. “Found it.” She brought up a page for M’Riley’s Parts Emporium. Then she totally typed in Flux Capacitor. “See, it’s right there.” She pointed at the screen.

      “How can this be?” Cera stood there, mouth agape. “That… is exactly what we need. If we acquire this one, we can replace that broken one, and that will stop the power leak for the life support so we can start running repair bots.”

      “So…” Jodie smirked. “What were you saying about me being about as useful as a monkey smacking things with sticks while flinging poo?”

      “I may have underestimated your value, this is true,” Cera conceded. “But in my defense, your friend--”

      “Melanie,” Jodie said flatly.

      “Melanie,” Cera said. “Her estimates to terraform Aphrodite into a suitable planet were just ridiculous, considering that my people could have done it in a ridiculously shorter amount of time.” She glanced at me. “And we don’t have access to a god.”

      “Counterpoint. Be nice or said god will throw you into the sun.” Jodie gave me the “you’d better back me up” look.

      “I concur,” I said. It amazed me at times just how smooth and suave and charming of a guy I was. Who would think to say “I concur” in that situation? Only a genius capable of sweet-talking ladies like myself.

      “See? He concurs.” Jodie nodded at me.

      “I’m surprised he knows a word like concur, much less that he can use it in speech,” Cera snorted. “Besides, we already made a deal where I don’t get thrown into the sun because I don’t really want to be resurrected into a sex slave for all eternity.”

      Jodie replied, but I didn’t hear it because, at that very moment, I got a weird message. One I’d seen before, but only a few times.

      A mirror to a new world has been forced open. Would you like to investigate?

      I swallowed as I contemplated the words because, normally, in Terra Forma, new worlds opened as you completed objectives. However, on rare occasions, mirrors got forced open, and it almost always meant that someone was fucking with you. Someone with godlike power.

      That meant a couple of things. First, it was incredibly likely that this new world was a trap. On the flipside, however, every single time I’d ever gone into a forced world, the loot, experience, and everything else had always been better. Sure, it was more difficult, but if I wanted to powerlevel both myself and my companions, I had to go. Besides, who knew what epic loot would be inside?

      “Time out,” I said as I raised my hands and looked at Jodie and Cera. Then I opened the godly link to Gobta, Crabface, Queenie, and Hudson, none of who were actually in the room with me, and I patched in the two catgirls who were busy back in the Halls of Research as well. Crabface had gone to help Gobta with his dungeon, while Hudson and Queenie were busily working doing… I actually didn’t know. They’d just ran off together to work on a “surprise.”

      “What is it, my liege?” Hudson asked over the link, and his question was immediately mirrored by the others.

      “So, here’s the thing.” I rubbed my neck a bit nervously. “A new world has opened…”

      “I’m sensing a but,” Jodie said curiously. “Usually, you’re all about them, but you seem hesitant this time.” She fingered her gun. “What gives? You decide you don’t like phat lewt and gobs of EXP?”

      “It’s a trap,” I said, and yes, I did have to try really hard not to say it like Admiral Ackbar. “Someone opened that portal hoping we’d go there, presumably to kill us.”

      “Oh, then you definitely should not go there.” Cera nodded. “I’m glad this was an easy one.”

      “Well, while I’m glad you care so much about my wellbeing, Cera,” I shot her a conciliatory look when she flushed a bit which was interesting given her green skin, “the thing is, trap worlds actually give more experience and loot than normal worlds. So, while there will be some kind of horrible thing to deal with--”

      “You mean more horrible than being on a fish world made of monsters?” Gobta asked, which was a fair point.

      “Somehow, yes.” I sighed. “It’s probably a god trying to kill us.”

      “I thought that wasn’t allowed,” Veronica piped up over the link. “Like, the accords say they can’t interfere.”

      “Yeah, well there’s interfering and ‘interfering.’” I made air quotes around the word though I knew most of them weren’t there. Hopefully, they got it from my tone of voice. “And someone is ‘interfering’ with this portal.” I took a deep breath. “And I want to try it, anyway.”

      “YES!” Gobta thundered over the link. “That is why you’re my liege. Fuck death. Fuck danger! I will be glad to join you in this endeavor.” He laughed haughtily. “May we drink soup from the skulls of our vanquished enemies, assuming, of course, we do not crush their skulls into paste.”

      “Yeah, that’s the other thing.” I let out a long, slow breath. “While I am going to go… I need you all to keep doing what you’re doing.” I looked up at the ceiling of the Dyson Sphere’s lab. “Like, Jodie and Cera need to keep working on this Dyson Sphere, and they’ll need Hudson to help with that. After all, who else can do the outside repairs?” I let that sink in for a moment. “Melody is out because she needs to get to adapting bacteria, and Veronica is busy trying to figure out where the hell we can get all the associated minerals and whatnot, both of which are vital if we’re going to attempt to terraform Aphrodite for Cera’s people as I’m pretty sure that’s what is holding up the next actual portal.” I paused a beat. “And Gobta and Crabface are busy creating the dungeon world.”

      “What about me, master?” Queenie’s voice was an almost too tiny squeak of concern. “What would I be doing?”

      “Well, you’d come with me, of course,” I said matter-of-factly. “It’ll be me and you versus a whole world.”

      “Oh, then it’s fine,” Jodie was the first to speak. “Queenie will keep Garrett safe.” She glanced at Cera. “So, back to work while they do their thing in the new mirror world?”

      “My liege,” Gobta said with a sigh in his voice. “As much as I would love to be there with you, if Queenie is there, I will not worry. She is more than capable of protecting you, should you even need it.”

      “While I am saddened by this development,” Hudson added, “I look forward to serving my liege in the way he sees best.”

      “I’m kind of glad I don’t have to go, actually,” Melanie admitted. “Though I am really excited to get information on a whole new world. The more data we have, the easier the genetic engineering becomes.”

      “Yeah, same,” Veronica quickly added. “I mean about the excitement.” There was a pause. “And not having to put myself in harm’s way.”

      “I will do my best, master,” Queenie said after everyone had finished speaking their pieces. “No harm will come to you while I still draw breath. Also, I am honored that you would think to bring me on such an important mission.”

      “I couldn’t imagine having a better partner,” I said with a laugh as I fixed my attention on the Hall of Mirrors. “Meet me at the mirror?”

      “I’ll be there in a jiffy, master,” Queenie said as I teleported to the Hall and stared into the new portal. Usually, I could get some details about the world on the other side of a mirror, but right now, the normally shining surface was murky and opaque.

      “Well, this doesn’t feel ominous or anything,” I said as Queenie appeared next to me. “What say you?”

      “I think I should go through the looking glass first, master.” She looked at me. “Then, if something happens, you won’t be killed.”

      “You know what,” I said as I stared at the portal, “I agree.”

      “You do?” she said, a bit thrown off. It almost seemed like she had expected me to argue. “Very well then,” she recovered before nodding. “See you on the other side, master.” Then she stepped through the mirror.

      “I wonder how long it will take--”

      “Master,” Queenie said over the link, interrupting my thoughts. “You need to come see this world. It’s beautiful!”

      “Well, you don’t need to tell me twice,” I said as I approached the mirror and stepped through.
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      The first thing I noticed, as my atoms reconnected into molecules and those molecules reformed into cells and tissues and organs, was the sound. It was like summer nights when I was a kid, when everyone had gone to sleep, and all you could hear were the cicadas and crickets. Only this was turned up to eleven, and instead of hearing it through my one bedroom window, I was in the middle of an empty theater with surround-sound so amazing, it was somehow more real than real life. It was like the sound had physical weight, and while you’d think that would have been oppressive, it was like a blanket wrapped around my shoulders instead.

      I was in a jungle, only with half the trees the size of redwoods, and without the oppressive heat. The humidity, however, was off the charts. It reminded me of the time I spent in the Olympic Rainforest in Washington state, and like that forest, I could almost taste the moss in the air, tangy and just faintly sweet. I breathed it in slowly, letting it roll over my tongue, savoring it like a good beer.

      But this was a rainforest on an acid trip. Including three-foot-tall mushrooms with, I shit you not, cherry-red polka dots.

      “Master, would you like me to take Scout and look around the area?” Queenie asked as she scanned the area. “You know, look for whatever is here that is trying to kill us?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded as I summoned Scout. “Please do that.”

      As she grabbed Scout and then flew off to do a quick scouting run, I pulled out the communication crystal and opened the link to the Halls of Research.

      “Hey, Melanie, you got a sec?” Silence. “Mel?” Nothing, which was weird, because the geek-girl Pussycat had been on pins and needles when I left, eager to get new information on a brand new world. “Jodie? Veronica? Anybody?”

      I was starting to wonder if the communication link didn’t work on this world for some reason when I heard a far-off, languid yawn. I’d never thought a yawn could sound sexy, but then again, I’d never known any catgirls in my “normal” life on Earth.

      “Garrrrrrrett?” I tried to ignore the reaction I felt Down Below hearing the way Melanie purred my name. “Sorrrry, I’m just worn out, and I must have dozed off a bit.” She activated the hologram feature on her crystal, then took a few seconds to run her fingers through her long blonde waves. It didn’t really tame the adorable bedhead, but I certainly didn’t mind. She yawned again, ran her tongue over her full upper lip, and suddenly was fully awake and all business. “Okay, show me the menu.”

      I first turned my crystal so she could see the psycho mushroom, and she cackled with glee. “Oh, yeah, get a sample of that. I’m betting it’s either got medicinal properties or will give a reeeeally good buzz. Maybe both. Well, or it’s incredibly poisonous. Either way, it’d be worth some gold. Wait, gimme two samples, one from the white, and one from the red bits.”

      “As you wish.” I opened one of the little sampling jars she’d equipped me with and reached toward a dot first before she made a warning noise. “Right. You’d think I’d remember to use the little toolkit instead of just using my fingers, especially since you just said it was potentially poisonous, but, well.” I selected a pair of tongs and took a bit of the red spot, dropped it into the jar, screwed the lid back on, and pressed the appropriate crystals on the outside of the jar to start the sampling process. Then I repeated the process with a white patch of the same mushroom.

      “Okay, Mel, what else looks good?” I asked.

      “Definitely the moss.”

      “Which one?” I looked waved my arm in an expansive arc. There was blue-violet moss dangling in strings from many of the lower tree branches, a neon-orange variety that looked like half-inch-tall pine trees where the palm-looking tree trunks met the roots, a similar moss on the bottoms of the hemlock-like trees, except snot-green instead of orange, grayish-pink stuff on some of the boulders, although I didn’t know if that counted as moss or lichen, and those only the major varieties I could see.

      “Oh, you know me, Garrett, I always want one of each from the buffet line.” She grinned.

      I groaned in mock frustration. “You slave-driver.”

      “Mwa-ha-ha!” She cracked an invisible whip. “Snap to it, my manly minion!”

      “If I’m the one paying you, how is it that I’m the minion?” I raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Because I’m the one with the knowledge you need. And knowledge is POWER!” Melanie did her mad-scientist cackle again, and I couldn’t help but smile as I shook my head.

      “Okay, okay, Dr. Mikeenstein, just as long as you stick to plants. No creating monsters.” I smirked.

      “Like I couldn’t create a plant monster if I wanted to.” She gave a shiver and turned serious. “Actually, that’s not outside the realm of possibility there. If you see any of the flora starts, like, walking…”

      “Aw, how sweet of you to worry.” But now I had a creepy feeling, too, even though I had reflexively checked for enemy Aura pretty much as soon as I got there, and Auric Sense was pretty much always on in the background. Still, I pulled the Destroyer King’s sword out of Inventory, purely to allay Melanie’s fears, I told myself, and not at all because I suddenly felt like the trees were watching me. “There, Mel. Feel better now?”

      “I do, actually!” She started to say something else, but we were interrupted by a blood-chilling scream, somewhere to my right, and not far away. “Oh shit, what the fuck was that?”

      “Not a clue.” I tossed Melanie’s sampling jars quickly back in my Inventory. “Plant picking will have to wait, I think I gotta go kill a… something. Garrett out.”

      I tucked away the comm crystal and gripped my sword with two hands while I put Auric Sense into Overdrive. Something small with a green bar, so my level or lower, not a threat, was about two hundred yards to my right, headed diagonally but not quite on a direct course toward me.

      And something big, but also with a green bar, was close behind the first one. That explained why my Sense hadn’t pinged me. The bigger green-bar whatever was in pursuit of the smaller whatever, and since the screaming sounded human-ish, I guessed that Someone was being chased by Something and could use some backup.

      I started running on a course to intercept, aiming to cross paths between the small Someone and big Something. The forest provided quite the obstacle course, but frankly, Donny, one of my Terra Forma trainers, had thrown worse at me. Literally, he set up courses with tripwires that hurled eighty-pound bags of seed-corn at me. Then again, that had been Earth, back when it was just a game I was training for, and where there wasn’t even the slightest possibility that the trees might be able to do a Birnham fucking Wood thing or some shit. For all I knew, the big Something was a tree. Whatever. My sword might be rusty as fuck, but it would still hack a green-level tree into kindling if I needed it to.

      I dodged boulders and vaulted over downed trees, ducking and rolling under the occasional low-hanging branch, readjusting my own course as the Someone changed his. The Something was gaining, not as much as I’d expected, but it was still pretty close behind when I crossed their path, yelling, “Hail, friend!” to a very surprised-looking guy.

      I got a quick impression of someone definitely human-like but covered in what seemed like sparse, lime-green fur or something, then I spun around to face the Big Bad Something.

      I didn’t need Auric Sense to tell exactly how close it was, between the crashing footsteps and a sound like a mad, big-ass blue jay. When it came into view, it turned out “blue jay” wasn’t entirely off the mark. At least, it was blue, a similar color to the tangled of moss hanging from so many tree branches. And its schnoz was sort of like a beak. It was also running on two feet that seemed kinda bird-like. Plus, the blue stuff might have been feathers.

      The body, though, was kinda like a doughy T-Rex, and the forelimbs were similarly tiny compared to the rest of its body. One small upgrade from a T-Rex though: those puny little arms ended in three-foot-long fucking rapiers. Six rapiers, to be precise, three on each hand. It would have been terrifying, probably, except when it paused for a second to assess me, its hands hung limp, and the triple-action swords dangled down like it was a gum-popping store clerk with fake nails, waiting for her manicure to dry.

      “Great,” I muttered to myself. “I’m in an episode of Fraggle Rock,” before I raised my sword and prepared to charge.

      “No!” Fraggle-dude shouted. “You can’t kill her!”

      “Oh, I most definitely can. Its only defenses are the claws, so a little dodge and parry to get past those, and--”

      And then Fraggle-dude was standing in front of my sword, arms spread like a kid playing keep-away.

      “You mustn’t kill her!” he cried. “She is the guardian of my clan!”

      “Ohhh-kay, and why is your guardian trying to kill you?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow at him. “Riddle me that.”

      “It’s not her fault,” he quickly explained. “I came too close to her nest, and her saurlings are newly hatched.”

      “Right, got it, mad mama.” I lowered the sword, but I was nowhere near ready to sheath it. “So, what exactly is the protocol for ditching an angry…” I read the creature’s nameplate. “Therizinosaurus?”

      Mama-saur added emphasis to my question by raking one triple-bladed paw across the dead tree to my left, carving off an ominously large chunk because, big surprise, dead trees are not that strong. Her second strike was three inches from my face, but even more fun, the force of the blow shifted the trunk, and I realized from the creaking above us that the whole shebang was coming down. I glanced up, and I couldn’t even see the top of the tree, it was so fucking tall. I had barely enough time to shove Fraggle-dude out of the way. Then, halfway into my duck-and-roll and maybe ten percent into calling up Aura Infusion, I learned that it doesn’t matter how high your Fortitude was, when half a redwood-sized tree lands on your back, you’re gonna fucking feel it.

      I clenched my jaw and concentrated on completing the Infusion so I could obliterate the trunk, but I might as well have not bothered. Mama-saur brought her head around like a whip on the end of that long neck of hers and basically head-butted the trunk to the side like it was a pencil. And then the Infusion I’d used to enhance my Auric Armor came in handy after all, forming a tooth-proof cushion as she closed her jaws around my leg and raised back up again, with me dangling upside-down like a fucking earthworm in a robin’s beak.

      I think this was the first time in my entire life that I held back on an Infused blow, muttering aloud, “Don’t kill the mama, don’t kill the mama.”

      Problem was, I’d already called enough Aura to turn a five-foot-thick tree trunk to sawdust, and while some of the Aura I’d gathered was feeding into my Auric Armor so that her teeth didn’t actually pierce my calf, that left a lot leftover. That energy had to go somewhere. Like immediately. I focused Auric Sense for a split-second to try to locate Fraggle while trying to maintain control over the Infusion that was about to go thermonuclear on me… or worse, inside me.

      Finally, with Fraggle-dude located safely to one side, I redirected the vast majority of the Infusion in sorta kinda the opposite direction and released it in what felt like the most satisfying sneeze in the gods-damned universe.

      Mama dropped me in surprise at the explosion of my Auric Smash, or maybe it was just that what little Aura I had directed at her had felt like biting a poblano pepper. I stayed flat on the ground where I’d landed, watching a trench just appear out of nowhere from the force of my attack, five feet wide and three feet deep and growing longer, and longer, trees tilting, clods of dirt and rocks raining upwards, then sailing back down. It was like watching an airplane crash-land nose-first into the ground, only the plane was invisible.

      Mama squawked as debris smacked her in the snout. Probably didn’t hurt her any more than a couple of bee stings on a bear’s nose, but it was apparently enough to send her scurrying a few yards away, diagonally to my right. I looked over my shoulder and motioned to Fraggle-dude, and he followed me as I sprinted to the left, putting the trench between Mama-saur and us. She wasn’t distracted by the stone shower for long, but it was long enough to Fraggle and me to put some distance, and the trench, between us.

      Of course, once stuff stopped pelting her, she was after us again, and I was pretty sure the trench wouldn’t do much more than make her hesitate. So, I dropped to one knee and pressed both palms against the earth and fixed my gaze on the trench. I pictured it deepening, imagined the earth at the bottom shifting, piling up on my side of it, the trench going deeper, the wall growing higher. In my mind, I felt the weight of it, the grit and stones and strands of moss. I took a breath, held it for a few seconds, and then just let my Aura shift the ground to fill in the image I was picturing. A hundred yards of ten-foot-tall earthen wall on this side of a ten-feet-deep dry moat. Okay, maybe only eight feet in places, but I was working under a deadline here.

      Mama-saur was tall enough that I could still see her head and neck as she paced back of forth on the other side of the moat. After a few of those blue-jay shrieks of hers, she seemed to realize that the “threat” to her and her babies was neutralized. She reached up a sword-laden foot and used it to pull down a branch with three-foot-long reddish leaves. After munching smugly for a few minutes, she then turned and sauntered off into the forest, leaves still dangling out of each side of her mouth.

      “Well,” I shrugged and turned around, “I guess that’s… Uh, what are you doing?” Fraggle-dude was on his knees facing me, head bowed. I could see now that the fur-looking stuff was some type of wispy feathers, and he wasn’t wearing them. They were growing like hair, longer on his scalp and in patches on his cheeks, and more like sparse down on the rest of his body. He had normal, human-ish hands, no dagger-like claws, and right now, his hands were clasped together and raised above him, like either he was praying or hoping I didn’t stab him. Maybe both.

      “You’re… you’re an Earth Shifter! I am not worthy to be in your presence. Forgive me,” he squawked.

      “Dude, come on. I’m not a god or anything.” Well, not on this world, anyway. “It’s just a, well, it’s a thing I can do.” He didn’t move. “Really, you can get up.”

      He remained motionless, and I sighed.

      “Look, I command you to get up.” He slowly rose, head still bowed, arms still raised. Which, at least, that meant he didn’t see me roll my eyes. “I, uh, command you to treat me like a normal person.”

      I thought for a minute that I’d broken his brain, but he finally lowered his arms, then looked up just enough to meet my gaze. He flinched a little, and I smiled as encouragingly as I could.

      “So, anyway, I’m Garrett. You got a name?”

      “I am Kanil, of the Blue Palm clan,” he whispered.

      “Cool. You got any water in that bag of yours?” I didn’t actually need a drink, but it seemed like a good way to seem like a normal guy and to let him feel like he had something to contribute.

      “Y-yes.” He pulled out a canister that looked like a Thermos, only made out of something like bamboo. The cap came off with a slight “pop,” and he handed me the canister. There was a thin sheet of cork-like material wrapped around the top of the canister which apparently made a tight seal with the cap that fit over it.

      I took a long draw of water, making sure to leave him plenty, which took some willpower because once I got a taste, I realized that yeah, I might not have needed it, but it sure as hell felt good.

      “Thanks, Kanil. You know, this is really nice workmanship.” I nodded to the canister. “Truly top notch.”

      “Th-thanks. I made it. I make them for all the clanspeople.” He paused. “I, uh, came up with the design myself.”

      “Wow.” I wasn’t just being polite. It was actually really cool, and far beyond anything that I’d have found on Amorphie. “You must be a pretty popular guy in your clan.”

      He smiled sheepishly. “I am, but my sister is also the leader, so people have to be nice to me.”

      “Well, any chance I could meet your sister? And the rest of your people. I’d like to get to know the folks here if that’s okay?” I shot him a smile.

      “It would be a great honor.” He bowed his head again.

      I grinned and nodded. “I’ll make sure to tell them how helpful you were to me.”

      “Helpful?” He gave me a curious look. “I did nothing.”

      “Sure, you did.” I waved in the direction the Mama-saur had gone. “You stopped me from ignorantly killing your guardian. Even in the middle of a life-threatening crisis, you put aside your fear to protect her. There aren’t a lot of men who’d have the presence of mind to do that.” Yeah, I was stroking his ego, but it was the truth, too.

      “Y-you honor me too much.” He swallowed nervously.

      “I just call ‘em like I see ‘em.” I took one last swig of water and handed him back the canister. “Okay. Take me to your people.”
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      “Queenie, have you about wrapped up your survey?” I asked the Ant Queen over the link as I followed Kanil.

      “Yes, master,” she replied quickly. “I have taken samples of each item Scout expressed interest in, on the forest floor and in the canopy, and have run out of containers.”

      “Uh, didn’t Melanie give you two hundred sampling jars?” I took a deep breath. That was quite the divergence of life.

      “Yes, master.” There was a pause. “For our next excursion, might I suggest a supply of five hundred?”

      I smiled to myself. “You might suggest it, but I’m not sure Mel will be so keen on that many samples to analyze.”

      “If she did not sleep so much, she would have more time to serve you.” It was a fair point, to be honest.

      “I… will discuss it with her when I talk to her next. For now, I’m sure that two hundred will be more than enough to start with. Thank you.” I paused a beat. “Anyway, I would like you back with me, you and Scout both.”

      “There is worry in your tone, master. Are you in trouble?” she asked, and I had the feeling she was about to bolt across all of, wherever this was, to get to me.

      “No, no, everything’s good here.” I glanced up at Kanil a few meters ahead and lowered my voice a little. “I just have this… creepy feeling.”

      “I do not understand, master,” she said hesitantly.

      “Have you ever felt like someone is watching you, but you don’t see anyone, and you don’t Sense anyone’s Aura?” I asked as I tried to put my feelings into words. It was weird. I hadn’t felt it when I’d fought the Therizinosaurus, but with every step I took toward Kanil’s village, the gnawing, unsettled feeling in the pit of my stomach seemed to grow. This wasn’t entirely unexpected, with this being a trap world, but still…

      “I have faced many enemies with many varieties of invisibility shields,” she said curiously. “It is something like that? If it is, perhaps I will figure it out when I arrive? None have escaped my notice for long.”

      I shook my head. “This is different.”

      “Different in what way?” she asked.

      I rubbed my temples and tried to concentrate. What exactly was it that I felt? “This doesn’t feel like an enemy, somehow. The problem is that it doesn’t not feel like an enemy, either. It feels like…” For just a second, it felt like my hair stood on end, and then it was gone. “It doesn’t feel like a living presence.”

      “Perhaps there is a necromancer, and you sense one of his risen beings,” she pondered. “You could ask Gobta about it?”

      “I don’t think so. When Gobta raises a zombie thing, it still has an aura.” I shook my head again. “I don’t know, and that’s the problem. That’s why I’d like you to join me, with Scout, and see if you sense something I’m missing.”

      “I am sure that master’s senses are much keener than my own, but I will gladly do as you request. In fact, I am almost there now.” A moment later, Queenie was beside me, and not because I’d summoned her.

      “Uh, that was quick,” I said as she touched down beside me.

      “I was flying to you from the moment you requested my presence, master.” She looked around, already concentrating on the surrounding forest to assess potential threats. Her antennae quivered toward Scout, and his own antennae vibrated in return. For a minute, she was in her own world, then she shook her head to clear it and looked at me apologetically. “I am sorry, master, but I am unable to locate any source of your ‘creepy’ sensation.”

      “That’s okay. Actually, it makes me feel a whole lot better that you don’t sense anything.” I shot one last glance at the forest. “If you or Scout don’t detect danger, I’m confident there is none there.”

      Queenie flushed and looked down. “You honor me with your confidence. Still,” she looked worried, “I can tell I have not dispelled this ‘creepy’ feeling you have.”

      “Don’t worry, Queenie, you haven’t failed me. Sometimes humans are just… weird. I’m sure that’s all it is.” I smiled at her, hoping I’d done a better job of convincing her that I had of convincing myself. Because as we walked, the intensity of the feeling kept growing.

      Kanil paused while Queenie and I caught up to him. I was prepared for him to have a full-on freak-out when he saw my part-ant companion, either from her sudden appearance or from her, well, actual appearance, but he just acknowledged her with a gesture that was like a salute, only about collarbone-high.

      “I am Kanil.” He dropped his hand.

      “I am Queenie.” She returned the gesture. “I serve master.”

      He nodded slightly, apparently satisfied, and it occurred to me that he probably didn’t find a compound-eyed woman with a shiny exoskeleton any stranger than a featherless dude with relatively colorless skin and hair, wearing, well, little more than a loincloth.

      “Do you fly, Queenie?” He nodded toward her wings.

      “Yes, I do.” She extended her wings a little as if showing them off. “When it is of use to my master.”

      “Have you flown here, above this forest?” He gestured toward the sky.

      “I did.” She nodded.

      Kanil chewed his lip wistfully. “What does the world look like when seen from above?”

      Queenie paused, then recited back a list she had probably mentally written down as she had surveyed, seeing as I hadn’t watched through her eyes at the time, what with my having been preoccupied with not being eviscerated by a giant, territorial blue jay dinosaur.

      “From here, the forest itself stretches approximately one hundred miles to the west and to the south and approximately fourteen miles to the north and east. The assortment of trees is relatively uniform, with tall conifers dominating, and an understory of palms. There are few clearings, but in them, I could see a variety of scaled and feathered creatures, ranging in size from two to twenty feet tall. I could not ascertain if there were smaller creatures, as the grasses and other vegetation in the clearings were two to four feet tall. The number of flowering plants in the clearings was… unlike anything I have encountered, in every color imaginable.” She tilted her head thoughtfully. “It was quite pleasing to view.” Then she was all business again. “To the north and east, there is a large body of water that I presume is an ocean, but I did not travel that far, so I did not obtain samples. To the south and west, I saw what might have been a strip of grassland, and past that, what I believe to be a desert.”

      Kanil shuddered at the last part. “The Saurians live there. They were once like us, but they angered the gods, and they were stripped of their feathers and cast into the Barren. They envy us greatly and raid our settlements, burning all that they cannot steal.”

      “So, evil lizard-men, angry Therizinosauruses… Therizinosauri?” I shrugged. “Whatever, this place is turning out to be a jungle paradise.”

      Kanil held up a hand in protest. “Oh no, the Therizinos are our guardians! They hate the Saurians, and they can smell them coming, so when we hear the Therizinos calling out a warning, we know to be ready.”

      “Ah, so they aren’t just, like, your mascots, they’re your actual protectors.” I considered that for a moment. “Glad I didn’t kill mama, then.”

      “Yes.” He looked embarrassed all of a sudden. “I confess, when I saw you appear, holding your metal claw ready to hurt her, I thought you were one of the Saurians.”

      “Totally understandable.” I started to make some lame joke about not having scales or something, but fortunately, we were interrupted by a sound like if a foghorn and a tuba had a baby.

      Kanil took a small, whitish object out of his pouch and held it to his lips. He sounded three notes, and after a pause, the foghorn-tuba seemed to reply. Within two minutes, we arrived at a ten-foot-high stockade fence, only every sixth or seventh post was a relatively young, but still very much alive, redwood. The trees must have grown naturally because the fence wasn’t a straight line. Instead, it kind of zig-zagged from one trunk to the next.

      I couldn’t actually tell where the gate was until there was a creaking, groaning noise, and a set of six posts slowly rose into the air. The bottoms of the countersunk logs were only a foot above the ground when they stopped rising, and instead, they started swinging outward while the top of the gate swung in, like some huge vertical see-saw. We had to duck a bit to enter, and once we were under the gate, I saw that several horizontal posts bolstered the vertical logs. Also, there was a thick post on each side, directly behind the edges of the pivoting gate, that created a narrower entrance. Those posts were about six feet tall, and the gate’s fulcrum rested across them. Of course, the entrance had its own thick door, which was now swinging outward to allow us to enter the village.

      I wondered just how quickly the villagers could make the gate swing, picturing a party of raiders trying to batter the gate and being periodically swept aside like dust with a whisk broom. If a lucky raider managed to duck under and whump! The gate would swing back down and pancake him against the inner door. It was complete overkill.

      I loved it.

      A half-dozen guards with wooden spears were waiting in a semicircle inside the door, but they lowered their weapons as soon as they saw Kanil. One guard gave him a friendly chest-bump, and an older-looking guard ruffled his head-feathers. Now I understood why they were called the Blue Clan. Unlike Kanil’s neon-green feathers, everyone else sported a similar shade of deep blue with only a hint of green. When they noticed Queenie and me standing behind him, they all tensed for a moment, but Kanil waved us forward with a grin, and everyone relaxed.

      “These are new friends!” he called out. “Garrett came to my aid in the forest, and Queenie is his servant.”

      As we all headed into the village, the older guard said, “We heard the Therino’s alarm and worried that Saurians had ambushed you.”

      “No, no.” Kanil looked a bit sheepish. “I was the cause of her alarm. I stumbled upon her nest.” He brightened. “But it turned out to be a fortunate mistake, for otherwise, I might not have met Garrett.”

      The others looked at me, clearly taking in Kanil’s this odd-looking “new friend.”

      The female guard spoke up. “You do not appear to be from this forest.”

      I laughed. “Uh, no. We are… explorers. From, well, it’s kinda hard to explain.”

      Kanil shrugged and said matter-of-factly, “They’re from another planet.”

      I did a double-take. “How did you-- I don’t remember saying--”

      “He is a Reader,” the female guard said with some reverence.

      “He’s a mind-reader?” I asked as I turned toward Kanil in shock.

      Kanil laughed. “No, of course not. That’s a charlatan’s trick. I read the scrolls.”

      “Oh. Whew. I was worried for a second, but that’s a load off my mind.” My lame pun was met with silence, but then Kanil chuckled. I liked this guy.

      A tall woman approached us, and I knew instantly that she must be the leader. For one thing, the guards suddenly stood at attention. But mainly, she just exuded confidence. Shoulders back and chin up a little, but not haughtily, more of an “I’ve got my eye on you.” Her feathers were a deeper shade of blue than the others’, or maybe it was just that they were thicker. And she was built.

      Almost as tall as I was, long legs with calves as firm as if she was wearing high heels even though she was barefoot, she had arms that would make Ronda Rousey’s look flabby and abs that would bounce a quarter into fucking orbit. Plus, all she wore was a loincloth, so while there was a whorl of feathers that partly covered her nipples, I could take in the perfect curves of her breasts, which while not the biggest I’d encountered, were as firm and smooth as the rest of her body.

      I realized that her gaze was resting on me, one eyebrow cocked.

      “I was not expecting guests,” she said when I finally looked her in the eyes.

      “Yeah, I, uh, hope it’s not, uh, an imposition.” Why the hell was I stammering like a middle-schooler who was hot for teacher? That question led to thoughts of spanking, which had never been my thing, but now, I wasn’t so sure. What the fuck, Garrett? Get it together.

      “Of course not!” She smiled at me, the same unreserved grin as Kanil. “It is always good to see new faces or at least new faces of potential friends.” She put a hand on Kanil’s shoulder and sideways-hugged him like any big sister would. “And Kanil is an excellent judge a character. Kanil’s friends are the Clan’s friends.” She paused thoughtfully. “We must welcome you with a proper feast tonight, but our supplies are low.” She looked at Kanil. “Did you locate any meat-to-be before your encounter with our guardian?”

      “Yes, Thera, just three sprints north of here.” Kanil pointed off toward the north. “There are at least two Hadrosaurs.”

      “Perfect.” She gave him a pleased smile. “Please find Jorna and bring him with you to the weapons hut. You can describe the route to us then.”

      “Um,” I raised my hand, “if it would be okay, I would love to accompany you, to see the lay of the land, and it’s been a while since I killed a Hadrosaur.” Okay, I’d never killed a Hadrosaur, but “never” is technically “a while.”

      Thera tilted her head, sizing me up for a moment before she nodded. “Very well.” She turned back to Kanil. “Come, Kanil, tell me the route as I prepare.”
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      I had a feeling Thera wanted some time alone with Kanil to debrief him about his new friends, not just about the location of the Hadrosaur. It was totally understandable, and even though I hadn’t shaken that creepy something-watching-me feeling… if anything, it was stronger inside the village… the vibe wasn’t coming from Thera, so I was pretty sure there was no elaborate plan to take me back into the forest and kill me.

      So when Queenie asked, “Do you wish me to accompany you?” I said no.

      “What I would like you to do is snoop a bit. Or rather, let Scout do it. That way, it’ll just look like a doggie-ant wandering around innocently.”

      “The sensation you describe still troubles you?” She looked around cautiously.

      “Yes. Mainly because I don’t understand it. If it just felt like a straight-up threat, I don’t think it would bother me as much.” I shrugged.

      “What could it be, if not a threat?” she mused.

      I frowned. “That’s the thousand-dollar question.”

      From a few yards away, the older guard called out, “Hey! Strangers!” I looked over, and he motioned us over. “While Thera’s gettin’ together the gear for the hunt, I figure you guys could use a snack. Garrett, you said?” I nodded. “And Queenie? Kinda a funny one, havin’ your servant named Queenie. I’m Denno.”

      The guard led us to a long hut. Once inside, it was obvious that it was a storehouse. There were a couple of slabs of smoked meat, but mainly it was plant stuff: mosses, stalks that looked like rhubarb only two feet long, leaves from ferns, palm leaves wrapped around a bunch of parcels of different sizes. Denno grabbed a handful of hairy-looking beige lumpy spheres the size of baseballs.

      I felt the two he handed me. They were hard like a coconut, but the hairy stuff felt more like a kiwi, so I had no idea what I would find inside the husk.

      We went back outside, and he walked over to a foot-tall table and sat down on the ground in front of it. Queenie and I followed suit. Denno pulled a tool out from under the table, a flat-ended stone tied to a wooden handle, like a hatchet without the sharp blade. He set one fruit-nut thing on the table, turned it so that the slightly greenish side of it was up, gave it a quick thwack, and handed the now-cracked globe to me. Before I had finished removing the rind, he’d cracked another for Queenie, and one for him.

      I expected liquid to leak out, like coconut milk, but that didn’t happen, even though there was nut-meat under the rind that looked for all the world like coconut dyed fuchsia. When I broke off a piece, it revealed an inner core of pale blue goo, which flowed slowly out of the hole. I nibbled the piece of nut-meat I’d broken off, and it tasted sort of like a bland Granny Smith apple. As I registered the sweetness from the little bit of goo residue on the piece, Queenie gave a blissed-out squeal and did that little shiver-shimmy thing she does when she’s happy or excited. When I looked over, she was licking her blue-goo-covered lips with her already-blue tongue.

      “Oh, master. It is like a chocolate creme candy without the chocolate.”

      I touched my finger to the blue stuff in my own fruit-nut and tasted it by itself. Pretty much pure sugar. If Cadbury Creme Eggs were filled with marshmallow, that’s what this was like. But, even though I don’t have much fondness for sweets, something about this made me take another taste. And another. And then I found myself biting off a hemisphere of the nut-meat and slurping out the sweet innards.

      As I was polishing off the rest of the nut-meat, a smiling Denno handed me a second cracked fruit, then gave Queenie a second one, as well. She and I both polished them off with noises that Miss Manners would definitely not have approved of. I was wondering what Miss Manners would think if I asked Denno for the third fruit when the buzzing started.

      It felt like I was shaking, but when I looked at my hands, they are steady as always. Queenie was staring at her own hands, so I knew it wasn’t just me. I almost glared at Denno.

      “What. Did. You. Give us?”

      He laughed conspiratorially like he’d just slipped me an ecstasy at a midnight rave. “Just a couple of tahns. Gives you a little extra boost, for when you’re on the hunt.”

      He didn’t come across as someone trying to kill us, but what with the creepy feeling I’d had all day for no damn reason, for all I knew, this planet fucked with my Auric Sense skills. But I couldn’t actually check that theory out because how would I check for something that fucks with Auric Sense except by using Auric Sense? You see my problem here. Anyway, the whole planet might have been full of people who worked for Zacxs or something, and I’d just let myself get poisoned, and now, the universe was gonna be toast.

      “Mel!” I hadn’t meant to yell so loudly into the commlink, but at least, it meant that she responded quickly, but not quickly enough because I’d already activated the holo-link so I could look for her.

      “Garrett! What’s wrong?” she cried in alarm.

      “I don’t know, maybe nothing, but I might have just eaten something I shouldn’t have and Queenie too. I mean, I didn’t eat Queenie, of course, but she ate the same thing, and it was one of these,” I held up the empty husk of one of the fruits, “and I know there’s like a four-hour lag, so if I send you a sample now, you won’t be able to analyze it ‘till I’m already dead, but maybe Queenie already sent you a sample so if you could--”

      “Take a breath, Garrett! I’m on it.” Her face moved out of the frame, and I stared intently at the blinking lights on the apparatus on the wall I could see on screen, listening to her muttering to herself and to the various clicks and whirs of whatever equipment she was using. Then her face came back into view, and she was stifling a laugh which was actually wonderful because I was pretty sure that meant we weren’t dying. “Do you want the good news first or the bad news?”

      “Bad news, definitely need to know the bad first.” I nodded furiously.

      “Psyche! There is no bad news.” She laughed.

      “Then why do I feel each individual one of my cells vibrating?” I said much too loudly. “And why do I hear electronic music?”

      “Because the sweet center of the fruit has, like, 13 different xanthine compounds.” She grinned.

      “Once more for the guy who only took high school chemistry!” I really wished I could quit yelling, but well...

      “Okay, you know caffeine, of course, and maybe you’ve heard of theobromine, that’s another one that’s in chocolate,” Melanie explained. “It gives you a nice buzz even without the caffeine, but it’s toxic to cats, which sucks for me. But don’t worry, it’s not toxic to you guys. Oh, theophylline is a really kick-ass one. And then there’s-- Sorry. Tee-El-Dee-Arr is, you’ve got a mix of a bunch of related central nervous system stimulants at pretty high doses, but nowhere near high enough to stop your heart unless you eat about twenty of those fruits.” She paused for a moment. “Did Queenie hear that part?”

      I turned the comm crystal so that Mel could see Queenie, who was pouting a bit but nodded.

      “Good,” she continued. “Anyway, all well-known stuff, at least to yours truly here. The one you’re probably feeling the most right now is kinda rare, septoxifylline, but, even more good news, it breaks down really quickly in the body. In about ten minutes or so, you should just feel like you can leap tall turrets in a single bound and not like your skin is trying to turn inside-out.”

      “Thank you sooooo much, Mel, you are absolutely the best pussycat biologist I’ve ever met, and I’d say that even if I’d met any other pussycat biologists.” I nodded a lot. Probably too much.

      “I’ll remind you of that when it’s time to discuss my next raise.” She frowned distractedly. “Hang on a sec.” She stepped out of view for a few seconds, and I heard a quiet, “Hmm…” Then she was back, seeming a little too perky.

      “Bad news, after all?” I asked around a huge gulp of air.

      “Welllll, depends, I guess. See, when septoxifylline breaks down in your body, one of the metabolites, the molecules it breaks down into, is… well, the apothecary sells it to, uh, older gentlemen, who have problems ‘getting it up’.” She smirked.

      “You’re telling me that after this effect wears off, I’m basically gonna be able to go all night?” I looked down at little me. “Given the current situation, I’m not sure that’s something I’d classify in the helpful category.”

      “Not all night. That metabolite breaks down in,” she glanced away to look at a display, “twelve hours. Or so. So you’ll be back to normal by midnight. Well, normal for you.” She grinned. A bit too much if you asked me.

      “Great. Thanks. Garrett out.” I clicked off the comm crystal and put it back in Inventory.

      Denno was leaned back on his elbows, his expression about five percent apologetic and ninety-five percent amused, which honestly didn’t seem like the right ratio, truth be told. “Sorry ‘bout that, man.”

      “It’s all good, Denno.” I tried to smile without looking like a Cheshire cat. It was hard.

      Thera approached and gave Denno a Look. “I see my elder guard has been showing you some hospitality.”

      “That he has.” My gaze brushed her breasts before I took in the club that was resting against her collarbone.

      When she’d first mentioned a club, I have to admit I was picturing the stereotypical caveman thing, like one of the smoked ham legs in the larder of one of the farms where I’d trained when I was still on Earth, back when Terra Forma was just a game. What Thera wielded, however, was more practical, closer to a baseball bat. At least, if a baseball bat came studded with thick, six-inch pentagonal plates that had been sharpened to a fine edge. Crazier still was the pair of sharpened spines attached to the tip of the club so that it could be used as a stabbing weapon.

      “Hey, are those stegosaurus scales?”

      “They are.” She offered me the club for inspection. It was surprisingly light, and now, I could see that the sharpened scales also sported curved serrations.

      “Day-um. That is some nice workmanship.” I touched one. “And sharp.”

      “Thank you on behalf of my mother’s mother’s mother, who created it.” She took the club back. “She was a Reader, like my brother, and similarly creative.”

      “So, um, do I get a club, too?” I gestured at hers. “‘Cause if that’s an option…”

      She arched an eyebrow and might have almost smiled. “Kanil tells me you already have a weapon. A Therezino claw but made of metal.”

      “That’s true.” I pulled the Sword of the Destroyer King from Inventory. Thera did a double-take and craned her head to try to look behind me, trying to see where the sword had come from. I suppressed a smile. Finally, a chink in her unflappable composure.

      “You hide your claw in… It is not here when you do not need it, and here when you do?” She looked at me, perplexed.

      “Something like that.” I smirked. “A magician never reveals his secrets.”

      “Kanil tells me stories of men with such abilities, stories he reads in the scrolls. He tells me that you can also move the earth as you see fit. His tale seemed far-fetched, but I should know by now that my little brother always sees things as they truly are.” Now that she’d apparently accepted the bits of my magic she knew about, she turned her attention to the sword.

      As she had done with the club, I offered her the sword for closer inspection. She gripped the hilt, not a death-grip, but softly, and ran a single finger down the flat side of the blade. She touched the point, let her finger linger there for a moment, then made her way slowly up again, her third finger just to one side of the edge and her thumb to the other. She raised it slightly so that she could slip her hand beneath it and then let the middle of the blade rest gently against her palm as she seemed to assess its balance. She nodded thoughtfully and returned it to my hand, the hilt now warm from her grip.

      I’ve always pretty much eye-rolled the whole sword-as-phallic-symbol thing, but I’ll admit, I felt some warmth that wasn’t coming from the sword.

      “An exquisite instrument,” Thera said. “It has seen more wear than care.”

      And there went the nice warm feeling.

      “Well, I haven’t had it long. And it’s, uh, good at what it does. I mean, really good. Really.” I smirked. “But you’ll get to see that first hand.”

      “True.” She nodded. “Hopefully, I will get to see it in action when we face our prey.”

      I tried to think of something clever to say with a double meaning, but fortunately for me, she turned serenely on the ball of her foot and walked away toward the gate that was already swinging outward. I placed the Sword of the Destroyer King back out of sight and followed her.
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      I followed Thera along a path that narrowed to nothing before we were even out of sight of the village fence. I tried to pay attention to my surroundings and note anything, well, notable, but I spent most of my time dodging low-hanging branches and pushing vines and moss out of my way. Plus, the leaves and shit on the ground were slippery as hell, and falling on my ass was not high on my list of priorities. I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why a simple walk through the fucking woods was this hard. I mean, I was Garrett fucking Andrews, the champion of Terra Forma, and yeah, this wasn’t the game, but I’d trained in jungles in like two dozen countries, so what the actual fuck?

      And then, it was like a switch flipped in my brain, and suddenly, all my senses returned to normal, when I hadn’t even realized they’d been fucked up before. Now, each step I took, my feet corrected for the sliding leaves before I even put my weight down fully. I saw each branch and vine in my path before I was even within arm’s reach, so I was ready to shove them out of my way.

      I was, well, me again.

      I also started to notice details I couldn’t afford to focus on earlier. The blue-violet strands of moss hanging down from the tree branches felt stronger than they looked, and I remembered that the ropes on the gate pulleys were the same hue. The sturdy-looking vines, on the other hand, were tender and fragile as bean sprouts. There were camouflaged slug-like things moving, sliming their way slowly around the pinkish-gray lichen patches on the rocks.

      Thera stopped and turned to me. “I take it the effects of the tahn fruit are evening out.”

      “Oh,” I said, “is that why I felt like I had three left feet?”

      She smiled, like, a genuine smile. “Denno should not have given you two fruits on your first day. It’s quite surprising that you have recovered so quickly.”

      “Well, I do have a lot of stamina.” I smirked. “So, it’ll take more than a few fruits to do me in.”

      “I am glad to hear that, and I’m relieved that you have recovered because I need an effective partner.” I was sure I imagined a slight flush in her cheeks as she added, “Hunting partner.” She motioned ahead of us with an extended arm. “We are at the place Kanil said he saw the Hadrosaurs.”

      I realized that we were standing at the edge of a big clearing, or at least the trees were sparse enough that I could see the sun above us, a bit redder than Earth’s and about twice as large, at least looking at it from here on the planet. There was easily enough room for a good-sized dino to maneuver, and they’d obviously been chowing down because the underbrush and mosses were less out-of-control than they’d been everywhere else I’d been. Still, I didn’t see any animal larger than the rock slugs.

      Thera moved to the right of the clearing, staring intently at the ground. I went to the left and searched for tracks. The problem was, there were a gazillion depressions in the ground and areas of flattened leaves, all overlapping. There wasn’t a square inch that hadn’t been stepped on by something big and heavy a few dozen times.

      I knelt and focused on one square foot of bare earth, tuning out everything else around it. Now, I could see that there were indentations, like the cuneiform marks on ancient clay tablets. Those had to be claw marks, not big-ass claws like the Therizinosaurus but just a couple of inches long, enough to grip the ground. They were grouped in sets of three, arranged like the points of a chevron over a foot wide. So, three toes, with the chevron almost certainly pointing forward in the direction the beast was moving. If that was the case, there should be toe impressions right behind the claw marks, and there they were, making a shallower, fatter chevron.

      Great, I had a single track. It must have been relatively recent for the impressions to be as clear as they were, but whether that meant three hours or three days, I had no clue. Still, now that I knew the pattern, I could see the same marks everywhere, headed in all different directions. But I could see another track about a yard from my first one to the right, so now I had the right foot and left foot.

      I stood between them, facing the direction they pointed, and looked up. There was another pair of tracks, four feet ahead of mine, with the toes pointing the same way. So, I followed, slowly stalking my prey, one huge step at a time, knowing I was getting closer. I was covering a lot of ground since each step was so huge, and I was feeling pretty pumped, already getting ready to stab some Hadrosaur hide.

      I came within about four inches of jogging into a knee-high pile of poop.

      Poop is part of the game when you’re tracking, and everyone who plays Terra Forma at the professional level tracks elephants regularly during their training since that was the closest Earth came to a land-dwelling animal the size of the game’s biggest animals. This was actually pretty similar in texture, and in smell. I could tell from the fact that my eyes weren’t watering that this sample was not particularly fresh. That was disappointing since fresh equals recent, and still-warm dung would have meant I was close on the heels of an animal. I turned back around and saw that Thera wasn’t that far from me, so I headed over to her.

      “Is there a secret to telling the most recent tracks from the older ones?” I asked.

      She shook her head, not looking up from the set she was following. “It’s easier after a rain, of course, but the last real rain was two days ago. Unfortunately, the last several days, the Therizino was too close to camp to send a hunting part out, and now, our stores are running low.” She halted and put her hands on her hips with a sigh. “I should have sent Jorna with Kanil this morning, so they could have taken down a Hadrosaur if they found one. Now, it’s past mid-day, and there is much ground to cover.”

      “I have an idea,” I mused, “but it’s not something I’ve ever tried, so don’t get your hopes up.”

      “What is your plan?” She looked at me curiously.

      “I'm going to ask the earth to lead me to a Hadrosaur.” I smirked.

      I knelt where I was and put both palms flat on the ground. I tried to clear my mind of all thought. Bit by bit, I tuned out everything around me, the buzz of the cicadas, the sun on my head, the breeze through the clearing. I let my Auric Sense flow into my hands, then into the earth directly below me. I let my Aura radiate out away from me, into the top few inches of the ground, spreading out across the clearing like ripples in a lake. I tried not to think about the fact that I didn’t know exactly what I was trying to sense, but it’s hard to not think about not thinking. I curled my fingers into the ground and tried to feel something beyond the grit and bits of leaves and warmth from the sun and cool damp just beneath.

      That’s when I felt the earth feeling me back.

      I could almost hear it. I’m not talking about a voice. It was more like when there’s a car coming up your street with a kick-ass stereo system, and you can feel the bass before you actually hear the music. Only this bass was alive. No, it wasn’t alive, but it was aware. It knew what I needed to know without my even knowing how to ask, and it showed me the answer.

      I opened my eyes, and in front of me, one single set of tracks stood out. It was like when I pictured the framework of something I wanted to build with Earth Magic, except I wasn’t the one picturing it. I stood slowly, careful to not break the connection, and began to follow the tracks. I trusted that Thera would follow me, but I didn’t look up to check.

      At first, it was slow going, like the tracking I’d done earlier in the day, and I could only see three or four footprints in front of me. But each footprint was easier to see than the one before, and the number of tracks I could see at a time grew, and soon, I was almost running. I darted easily around a dung pile and could feel the steamy warmth of it as I passed. I was close. I was really close.

      The bass hum seemed to rise a tone, like a warning, so I slowed to a jog, then to a walk, before I stopped altogether. As the bass faded, I looked up, and thirty yards away, a real-life Hadrosaur was chewing a vine without a care in the world. Thankfully, its name was green, indicating that while it was big and all, it wasn’t too high level for me to deal with.

      I’d encountered Hadrosaurs once or twice in Terra Forma, but the VR simulations didn’t do them justice, maybe because they didn’t play an important role in the game. I hadn’t really paid much attention to them other than thinking, “Oh good, big-ass food source,” and killing them.

      Also, while this guy had the same brindled green-and-tan coloration as the game version and a similar duck-bill mouth, the crest on the top of his head was about three times as big, with turquoise striations. If it sounds like I’m describing a platypus with a bony mohawk, that’s because he looked like a platypus with a fucking mohawk. Unaware that I was silently laughing at him, the Hadrosaur reached out a front foot, grabbed another vine between his hoof and thumb, and pulled it toward his bill. As I stared at the creature, I saw a couple of messages pop up.

      You have learned the skill Tracking. Increasing your skill will increase your ability to track creatures as they move throughout the world.

      You have learned the skill Auric Tracking. Increasing your skill will increase your ability to track creatures as they move throughout the world.

      Well, that was cool. It didn’t take long to see the difference between the two skills. The first was, of course, a general tracking skill, which evidently I hadn’t had cause to learn just yet. The second was exactly what it sounded like. A way to infuse my Aura into tracking to make it more effective.

      I was so engrossed in looking at my skills that I didn’t hear Thera, but I felt her presence as she came up beside me. When I glanced at her, she was staring at me with a mixture of awe and bewilderment.

      Very softly, she whispered, “What. Was. That?”

      “I just asked for a little help from the earth,” I whispered back nonchalantly.

      “There are stories of Earth Movers in Kanil’s scrolls, but he has not shared any stories of feats like this.” I thought I detected a hint of fear in her whisper, and while fawning admiration is cool and all, I didn’t really want everybody freaked out and afraid of me, so I just shrugged.

      “Well, the earth didn’t give me any pointers on how to take this big boy down and turn him into dinner, so let me know what to do to help,” I whispered back.

      “The easiest kill spot to reach is his side behind a shoulder, low.” She crouched slightly and mimed a stabbing gesture upward and forward. “One of us needs to distract him from the front. When things go smoothly, a Hadrosaur will back away from the hunter in front of him, virtually impaling himself on the weapon of the other hunter.”

      “I’m great at distracting.” I smirked. “What happens when things don’t go according to plan?”

      “Well,” she continued, “when things do not go smoothly, the Hadrosaur charges the hunter in front of him.”

      “I’m great at dodging.” I might have imagined that she smiled a tiny bit. “Either way, I should be the frontman because you know exactly where to hit to kill him, and I don’t.”

      “Sensible,” she whispered and then immediately started making her way to approach the Hadrosaur from behind.

      I spread my Auric Sense in a wide path between where I was standing and a cluster of bushes well in front of the Hadrosaur. That let me easily avoid stepping on any twigs or other stuff that would make a loud enough noise to tip off my duck-faced prey. Once I was in position, I drew my sword out of my inventory and waited until Thera gave me a signal. Then I lunged out of the brush toward the Hadrosaur waving my sword and bellowing, “FREEEEEEEDOMMMM!” like Mel Gibson in Braveheart.

      The Hadrosaur reared back on its hind legs, and I remembered that, oh yeah, they can be bipedal when they feel like it. I hoped Thera had a backup plan on where to hit him because that sweet spot under his shoulder was now about ten feet off the ground. A low-pitched noise emanated from his mohawk like a foghorn married an elephant and had a kid. Kanil had said he’d seen at least two Hadrosaurs, and I had a suspicion this guy was calling for backup. I had zero desire to take on two Hadrosaurs at once, so this guy needed to go down pronto.

      Thera swung her club into his back leg, and as it struck home, she pulled her weapon back toward her so that the Stegosaurus scales inflicted maximum slicing damage. Then she spun around three hundred sixty degrees and bashed the club sideways into the back of the same leg.

      The Hadrosaur stumbled and went back down on all fours, or all threes because his injured back leg hung limp. I guessed that Thera had cut through the reptile equivalent of an Achilles tendon. He turned his head to try to reach her, so I lunged forward and lacerated his neck with my sword. He swung back toward me, and in a flash, Thera was at his shoulder, and the spike on the end of her club completely disappeared into his side.

      As she withdrew the blades, a gush of Hadro blood poured from the wound like a fucking fire hose, coating Thera’s left arm from shoulder to fingers. The beast was still as a statue for a moment but then slumped to the ground like a punctured Thanksgiving Day parade float.

      Thera calmly shook her dripping arm and began primly licking the blood off her fingers and palm.

      I was pondering how fucked up it was that what she was doing was sexy as hell to me when I heard a foghorn-elephant bleat coming from not too far away. Thera ran her tongue one last time along her middle finger and hoisted her club again, testing it to make sure her hand was dry enough to have a good grip. I followed her lead and squatted down next to the dead Hadrosaur, with the body between us and the sounds of the incoming animal.

      Except it wasn’t just one animal. A frantic Hadrosaur crashed into view with a rust-colored miniature feathery dragon dangling from its flank. It raked the Hadrosaur’s hide with a four-inch curved talon on each hindfoot. The miniature scythes stuck up away from their feet like the pinky finger of a fancy lady holding a teacup. It would have been funny, except for the streams of blood running down from the Hadrosaur’s shredded side. The name Troodon appeared in my vision, followed by the word Troodon, and Troodon, and then Troodon.

      The same fucking word repeated so many times that I started to feel like I was in The Shining. I almost hoped it was a glitch in my vision, but no, two more little bastards hung onto the Hadrosaur’s tail, several more on the ground beside it tearing at its feet, and another half-dozen in close pursuit. Their names were all displayed in yellow-green, but there were still nearly twenty of them, so while they weren’t much higher level than me, I didn’t think they were going to wait their turns to be picked off one by one. To make things even more fun, they were all shrieking like tomcats arguing over a calico in heat.

      “Shit,” Thera muttered as she gripped the club in both hands. “We do not have time for this.”

      “Oh, come on, there’s two of us and only eight of them.”  I readied my own sword. “That’s not even that bad of odds.”

      She rolled her eyes and leapt over our Hadrosaur corpse, screaming in a disturbingly good imitation of the Troodons. The little lizard bastards actually shut up for about four seconds before the ones that had been trailing behind their prey changed course and darted toward her.

      By the time I vaulted over our dead Hadrosaur to help, she had already nailed the first Troodon so hard that a couple of the club’s stegosaurus plates embedded in its cheek. The body stuck to the club through her backswing, only falling off when she connected with the ribs of a second Troodon.

      I leapt into the fray and hacked clean through a Troodon’s neck before I had even finished calling on Aura Infusion. Another one launched itself at my face, but all I had to do was raise my blade a little and the critter impaled its own fucking self like the universe’s worst sword swallower. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Thera bash her club down on one’s back while sidestepping another one’s talon. By then, both my sword and my body had received their Infusion, but it seemed like overkill now, with only three of the pathetic little bastards left.

      I sprinted toward the cluster and bisected the first one almost perfectly. My high school biology teacher would have been impressed. The second one actually managed to nail me in the calf before I took his leg off at the thigh, and even as buffed as I was, it stung like a dire-hornet. I only cut the tail off the third before he skittered out of my reach. I would have followed him to finish him myself, but his skull was crushed by Thera, so I headed to the beleaguered Hadrosaur.

      I hope it didn’t think I was coming to save it because I punched my sword into its side in the same place where I’d seen Thera take down the first Hadrosaur. A gush of blood coated my pants from the knees down, but the Auric Armor I’d imbued my clothes with was waterproof, so I wouldn’t need to do laundry tonight. The body fell on its side, crushing one of the Troodons. The two on its tail turned their attention to me for a moment and then fled into the forest.

      I took a breath and surveyed the scene with satisfaction as a bunch of messages flashed before my eyes. After reading them, I used Auric Extraction on the downed dinos but found that they barely had any Aura. Still, I got a few messages I’d been looking forward to since the moment we’d arrived on this world

      Pattern: Hadrosaur has been learned. Would you like to create a Hadrosaur?

      Pattern: Troodon has been learned. Would you like to create a Troodon?

      You have leveled up. You gain three stat points and one skill point to distribute.

      Congratulations! You have reached level 55! You have learned the skill Auric Polymorph. You may now use Aura to disguise yourself as one of your patterned creatures. This skill will last for one hour for every skill point invested.

      Well, that was a new skill, but I couldn’t say I wasn’t pleased by it. There would definitely be situations where being able to appear like one of my enemies would be helpful, and you know, being able to swim around the oceans of Ares looking like a Sharktopus had a certain appeal. I quickly distributed my stat points, opting to put all of them into Charisma because I was dealing with a new tribe, and well, it never hurt to be liked by people. Then I was torn. Part of me wanted to add my skill points into Auric Polymorph, but at the same time, I could do that anytime, and who knew what other situations would come up? So, I just banked my skill point with the others for later.

      When I finished, Thera was still checking for any other combatants, so I called out, “All clear,” and strolled back over to her.

      She picked a couple of chunks of Troodon flesh from her thigh feathers and popped the bigger piece in her mouth. Still chewing, she said, “Those were just the youngsters.”

      “Whaddaya mean?” I scanned with my Auric Sense, and sure enough, Troodon and Troodon, one in orange, one in orange-red were visible in the bushes. “Oh, fuck me.”

      Thera moved so that we were back to back, close enough that sometimes her hips brushed against mine. It was a little pleasantly distracting for the minute before the first adult Troodon sprinted into view.

      Okay, it was twice as tall as the kids. And twice as long. The feathers on its crest and the underside of its were scarlet, so it clearly didn’t care about sneaking up on its prey. Who needs to ambush when you can run as fast as a giant ostrich, and your mouth was big enough to bite off a human head at the neck?

      When the slightly smaller one started to circle around us, I understood why Thera had moved into her position. I spread my Auric Sense a full three hundred sixty degrees around me, concentrating on what was now behind me out of view of my eyes.

      In the split second before the raptors charged, I strengthened and extended the Aura Infusion in my armored clothes to include Thera’s body. As long as we stayed this close, it would give her extra protection from their teeth and claws and jaws.

      Then they were upon us.

      The big guy’s breath was hot and absolutely rancid, and as he snapped his jaws closed where my arm had been a second ago, I processed that his teeth were fucking serrated. I drove my sword up under his chin, but something bony or scaley deflected it, which was so unexpected I almost dropped my fucking sword. I recovered and slashed his nose, which drew a bit of blood but didn’t even distract him.

      With my Auric Sense, I saw Thera raise her club with both hands and plunge the spiked tip into her Troodon’s eye. It honestly didn’t phase the creature that much. Thera seemed to expect that as she immediately pulled the spike free and stabbed again, this time into a spot behind its jaws. I expect the spike to glance off, but it sunk into the side of the head like it was sponge cake. I realized that was where a reptile’s ear is, and she had just punched through its eardrum. Only a trickle of blood came out of the wound, but the Troodon yanked its head away and shook it, so that was an improvement.

      I tried the same move on my guy, but his head was straight on, and I couldn’t reach the spot. I pulled my sword back toward me and added Aura Infusion as I thrust it into the fucker’s mouth. I managed to slice off a good chunk of its tongue, which was good. Except now, like the other guy, he was mad as hell.

      I drew in a breath, preparing to push more Aura into my sword when I saw that Thera’s Troodon had gotten her on the arm. The teeth weren’t able to bite through the Armor I’d shared, but I could actually feel the crushing force as if it was my own arm in its jaws. I added to the Armor’s strength, imagining a long balloon around her arm that I was inflating, only instead of rubber, the balloon was steel.

      Thera pulled her arm free, and I let the balloon deflate for the moment because my creature was trying to slash my chest with the claws in his forelimbs. My instinct was to just slash at the part of his wing/hand with my sword, but I recalled what I knew about bird wings and how they connected to the body. Actually, I mainly just thought about Thanksgiving and where you put the knife to disarticulate the wing. Then I multiplied the size by thirty or so, aimed my sword, and directed an Auric Smash through the length of the blade that exploded from the sword’s tip as I drove it into the Troodon’s side.

      Blood, charred gore, and feathers sprayed from the impact site, and the limb hung uselessly at the creature’s side. Its focus faltered, and I saw that I could reach that place behind the jaw. But before I could act, I both Sensed and physically felt Thera’s body get slammed to the ground.

      I spun around, trusting that my own enemy was too distracted to try anything for a moment. Thera’s raptor had her pinned under one back foot, basically trying to gut her with the claws on its other leg. Thera was wielding her club as best she could, bashing at the foot holding her down, and the sharpened stegosaurus plates were leaving bloody trenches in the toes, but I could feel my Armor weakening around her with each rake of the claws on its other foot.

      I yelled, “Pause!” and Thera apparently understood what I meant to do, because she lowered her arm and club. I swung my emerald-glowing sword blade in a sideways arc just above Thera’s body, and while I didn’t cut completely through the Troodon foot holding her down, it was close e-fucking-nough. The shrieking bastard stumbled off her, short wing-hands flapping as it tried to stay upright--

      And then I was face-down in the dirt with my own raptor on top of me.

      I instinctively wanted to hang onto my sword, but I knew I needed both hands free. I drew a deep breath and imagined pulling Aura into my chest all the way down to my belly. I maneuvered my hands as far under me as I could and exhaled slowly, pushing the Aura out of my chest, up through my shoulders, down the full length of my arms. I groaned with the exertion of doing the hardest fucking push-up I’d ever done in my life.

      I could feel the Troodon slashing at me as I lifted my chest and shoulders from the ground. I could feel him faltering as Thera hammered with her club at his feet, his head, whatever she could hit. Her efforts distracted him enough to get him off-balance. As he shifted, I took the opportunity. I let my right arm collapse under me as I pushed the rest of the way up with my left and then rolled over as the Troodon staggered and slipped from my back. Before I was even on my stomach, my hand had grabbed the hilt of my sword, and when the beast lowered his head to get his balance, Thera and I each thrust our weapons into his eardrums. She twisted her spiked club forward, and blood spilled from his mouth as she broke through the inside of his throat.

      Then it was pretty much over except for some very satisfying stabbing and bashing, Thera working on one gravely wounded Troodon and me on the other, until the life finally drained from the pair, and at long last, the messages I’d waited for flashed in the corner of my vision.

      You have killed creature: Elder Troodon.

      Pattern: Elder Troodon has been learned. Would you like to create an Elder Troodon?

      I admit, the idea of riding back to the village on a fucking Troodon was appealing. But I needed to let my Aura replenish before I thought about summoning anything I didn’t actively need.

      Thera was looking around the edges of the clearing. Apparently satisfied that these had been the only two big guys, she set her club down and inspected the scratched on her upper arm where the Troodon had gotten through. She plucked a half-dozen bent feathers from the area and seemed satisfied.

      “You fight well, Garrett Andrews.” She smiled at me. “And your magic has let us escape the battle relatively unscathed.”

      “Yeah, I guess I’m okay in a brawl.” I looked at the assorted dinosaur corpses around us. “So, I guess the feast is still on for tonight, after all.”

      “I need to return to the village and bring a party to help butcher and carry the meat.” She looked toward the sun and frowned. “Light will be fading sooner than I would like. I don’t think we will have time for all the spoils, which is disappointing.

      I rubbed the back of my neck and said, “I, uh, might have another trick up my sleeve.”

      “What do you mean?” She arched an eyebrow.

      “It’s better if I show you.” I summoned several ants and waited as they appeared in the clearing. Then I put my sword back in inventory and pulled out a machete-cleaver and filet dagger I’d gotten at the Bazaar.

      “If you show me what to do real quick,” I gestured at one of the corpses before pointing at my summoned ants, “I’ll tell my little helpers here to copy us, and they go to town on the carcasses.”

      “That will certainly help with the butchering…” She nodded appreciatively “Are they strong enough to carry all the meat?”

      I waved my hand toward the invisible opening to my Inventory pocket. “Let’s just say I can carry more than my sword.”

      Her eyes widened. “How much more?”

      “How’s ‘a couple of Hadrosaurs’ sound? I mean, not while they’re whole, but…” I held my hands about a foot apart. “Once we break them down to slabs that wide, it’ll work.”

      She stared at me in wonder before a smile crossed her lips. She rubbed her hands together. “Let’s get to work!”

      The task went even more quickly than I’d expected. The club turned out to be good for more than just killing, at least in Thera’s hands. The stegosaurus scales made excellent cleavers, and she knew just where to cut to separate the joints. I worked on the hindquarters of one Hadrosaur with my own tools while she took on the shoulders and ribs. My ant minions followed suit quickly because it wasn’t actually that different from any other animal I’d had them butcher. Thera watched out of the corner of her eye as I shoved pieces of Hadrosaur and Troodon into Inventory, occasionally shaking her head in bewildered amazement before going back to her work.

      After a while, the light started to take on an eerie, greenish cast. It reminded me of the lighting after an afternoon thunderstorm back on Earth, so even though I knew that here it was just the sun filtered through the trees, the association added a sense of urgency for me. I also didn’t know how low the sun needed to go here before it got dark enough for nocturnal creatures to start prowling.

      As I was about to ask Thera how much time we had, she straightened up, cracked her back, and nodded her head.

      “That’s everything of value. We should go now, so we are behind the gates before nightfall.” She looked me over for a moment, head to toe, and smiled appreciatively. “You are a good hunting companion, Garrett Andrews.”

      Then she started back toward camp before I could say, “Thanks.”
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      As we walked back to camp with the spoils of our hunt safely packed away in my inventory, the sun got lower, causing the greenish cast to the light to intensify. At the same time, with every step closer that we got to camp, the unsettling feeling I’d had before started to build again. The weird thing was, I realized that the sense of being observed by an unknown presence didn’t bother me. It just didn’t feel malevolent, and something about it was familiar, though I couldn’t figure out why.

      No, what bothered me was, well, that it didn’t bother me. The logical part of my brain was telling me that whatever it was could be casting a spell to lull me into a false sense of safety, and I should be on my guard against Thera, or the villagers, or some forest monster. Maybe those lizard people Kanil had told me about had shamans, and one of them was messing with me.

      So, yeah, I was freaking out because I wasn’t freaking out, and when the foghorn-tuba blatted as we got close to the village, I just about jumped out of my skin. Fortunately, Thera was ahead of me and didn’t see. When we walked through the gate, and it swung closed behind me, part of me was sure it was a trap, but that suspicious part was drowned out by the feeling that I’d come home.

      A teenage boy approached Thera. She handed him her gore-crusted club without a word, and then she started walking toward a hut set off by itself at the edge of the main village.

      Once she’d gone, all eyes were on me, and there was a long, awkward silence as everyone tried to hide their disappointment. One of the guards cleared her throat and said sympathetically, “So, the hunt was not successful.”

      That’s when I pulled the first, smallest Troodon out of my Inventory, in a neat stack of haunches and ribs with the head balanced on top. Before they had stopped boggling at a dinosaur appearing out of thin air, I pulled out a couple of leg-o-Hadrosaur, then a second Troodon, followed by various cuts of Hadrosaur meat, and more Troodon, and more Hadrosaur, piece after piece after piece. It took a good five minutes to bring everything out, while my audience went from whispers of amazement at my little magic trick, to raucous cheers. Everyone grabbed what they could carry and headed toward the village square.

      As we passed the storehouse I’d been in with Denno earlier in the day, he came out the door with two other guys, each carrying an armload of stuff. Two paces behind them were Queenie and Scout, also loaded down with an assortment of fruits and leaf-wrapped parcels.

      “Queenie,” I eyed her suspiciously, “you stayed away from the tahn, right?”

      “Of course, master,” she replied with a bewildered look. “You commanded me to not have another tahn, and I would never disobey my master.”

      Relieved, I said, “I should know I can always count on you.”

      She flushed and smiled at me in her adoring way. “Your trust in me gives me more pleasure than eight tahn fruits.” She swallowed. “Perhaps even nine.”

      I might have teased her a bit about that, but we’d fallen behind the rest of the troop, and Denno bellowed out, “C’mon, ya lolly-gaggers!”

      Even though I wasn’t carrying jack, I fell in line next to Queenie. After everyone had left their cargo in the village square, she and I slipped away to an area that my Auric Sense told me was deserted.

      “So,” I asked quietly, “did you find anything I should know about?”

      Queenie shook her head regretfully. “I failed to find an explanation for your troubling feeling, and the villagers did not give me the impression that they were hiding anything.” She frowned as if she was confused. “They do not seem afraid of me, and they were nice to me.”

      “Is that so?” I laughed gently. “Maybe they just think you’re cool.”

      “The children were playing a game, involving kicking a ball, and… they asked me to play with them.” She mimicked the motion with her foot.

      “Well, did you?” I asked curiously

      “I did.” She nodded.

      “Did you have fun?” I asked.

      “I,” she frowned again, “I’m not sure. I did not know what I was doing. They explained the rules, but I think I kicked the ball in the wrong direction. They didn’t seem to mind, though. It was all very strange.” She shook her head to clear it. “I did not play for long, master, and Scout was exploring while I was with the children.”

      I hid my smile. “I approve of your course of action, Queenie.”

      She flushed and ducked her head. “I only wish I’d been successful in finding the source of my master’s distress.”

      I tried to sound unconcerned as I replied, “Oh, it’s probably all in my head. Anyway,” I waved my arm toward the gate where people were still ferrying dinosaur chunks to the feast area, “Let’s go help clean up the mess I made.”

      “It is an impressive mess, indeed,” Queenie commented as we made our way toward the pile. We each grabbed an armload and started walking toward the feast area. “It must have been quite… fun to have spent the day hunting with Thera.”

      “Well, the hunting part was cool. And I guess she doesn’t actively hate my guts now that I’ve proven useful.” Queenie laughed, which was rare for her. “What’s so funny?”

      “I’m sorry, master, I thought you were making a joke.” She smiled bashfully.

      “I guess it is funny in a pathetic kind of way.” I shrugged and sighed. “I’ve gotten too used to hot chicks throwing themselves adoringly at me, and now I’m getting some comeuppance.”

      “I am confused, master.” She looked at me for a long moment. “Are you truly under the impression that Thera does not care for you?”

      “Uhm, yeah.” We’d reached the feast area, and I looked for an empty spot and set my cargo down. “It’s pretty obvious.”

      Queenie gave me a worried look. “The unknown presence you feel is clearly preventing you from smelling Thera’s pheromones.”

      “Uh, humans don’t really, um, smell, pheromones.” I shrugged

      “Then how do you tell when someone wants to mate with you?” She looked horrified at the prospect.

      “It’s more about how they act toward you.” I waved a hand dismissively. “You know…”

      “That seems terrible.” Queenie swallowed hard. “But people’s actions can be deceiving.”

      “True, but you learn to look for subtle…” I paused as her words finally registered. “Wait, what are Thera’s pheromones telling you?”

      “That she wants to mate with you, of course,” Queenie replied matter-of-factly.

      “Are we talking, ‘I must have him tonight,’ or just, ‘He’ll do in a pinch’?” I inquired.

      “I had anticipated that you would have mated before returning from the hunt.” She shrugged.

      “Oh.” I didn’t know what else to say to that. I was contemplating whether or not there might be a sub-skill of Aura Examine that would let me, say, pick willing partners out of a crowded bar, and if so, what level I needed to reach to unlock that fucking goldmine when I saw Thera herself walking toward us.

      Her feathers were now clean and slightly damp, hiding even less of her toned curves than they had before. Unfortunately, there were a half-dozen other people with her, so I figured this wasn’t the time to test Queenie’s theory.

      “Garrett, my friend!” Denno exclaimed as he broke from the group and strode up to me. “Us bigwigs thought we’d show you the sights before we chow down.”

      The gate was their pride and joy, designed by Thera’s great-grandmother, the same one who had created her club.

      “We shared the original plans with our allied clans, and now, there are gates like this protecting every village in the forest,” Suli, the other woman in the group besides Thera, noted.

      “How many other villages are there?” I inquired.

      “Let’s see.” Suli started counting on her fingers. “For Blues, there are Makil’s village, Duron’s, Buzar’s. Then the two Turquoise, they just have councils instead of leaders, makes it confusing to keep them straight.”

      “There are three Turquoise villages now,” Jorna, the tall, muscular guy who was supposed to have gone hunting with Thera today, interrupted. “The southern village has grown too large to fit comfortably in one settlement.”

      “Oh, dear,” Suli murmured. “Now, I’ll never be able to keep track. Well, no worries, Kanil has it all written down in his scrolls.” She lowered her voice to add, “Even the Orange clan.”

      An uneasy hush fell heavily over the group. I broke the silence by asking the obvious, “So, the Orange guys aren’t allies, huh?”

      Denno spat on the ground. “They’re worse than the Saurians. Mark my words, one day, the gods will strip them of their feathers and cast them into the desert with the other vermin.”

      “They have the entire ocean to themselves,” Jorna growled, “and yet they covet our land, too.”

      “They don’t care about the land, they covet our trees,” Thera added, and then she saw my confusion. “They have cut down the ones near the ocean to build their boats, so now they have turned their greedy eyes inland.”

      “How the hell big is this clan that they need the whole fucking forest?” I asked as I mentally made a note to have Queenie do a flyover later.

      “Exactly!” Denno snapped as he smacked his open palm with his fist. “They are never satisfied, and they always have a justification. Many years ago, when they first began seafaring, they said they only needed the tallest and straightest of the Knarl Pine. They were our brothers back then, so, of course, we allowed it. Then they needed ‘a few’ sun-palms because those were best for the hulls. We agreed. Now, their villages were growing, and they needed more food, more wood for more huts, more space to put the huts. Huge expanses! Ten times the size of this village, a new one every year. So we put our foot down, and they declared war!” He spat again. “From brothers to enemies, overnight.”

      I pictured the land as Queenie had described it after her aerial survey. “So the Orange assholes are to the northeast, and the Saurians are southwest, and here you are, stuck in the middle.”

      Jorna grunted assent. “That sums it up.”

      “Well, that sucks.” I’m Mister Eloquent sometimes, what can I say? “Okay, what about the Saurians? I take it they were never your brothers in, uh, not-arms.”

      “The scrolls tell of a time long ago,” Thera recounted, “when the Saurians were a clan like any other. But they angered the gods, who took their feathers and their humanity before casting them out of the forest to the Barren. They envy us greatly and raid our settlements, burning all that they cannot steal.”

      It was weird how that was almost word for word what Kanil had said this morning. “What did they do to piss off the gods?”

      “They disrespected them,” Jorna said.

      “Okayyy, but how exactly?” I looked around the group. “Like, did they desecrate an altar, or refuse to give an offering, or what?”

      There was a long silence before Suli replied, “The scrolls do not say.”

      “Hrm. You’d think the people who wrote stuff down about the punishment would’ve mentioned the crime.” I sighed. “I mean, otherwise, how do you guys know what to not do, to keep from joining them in the Barren?”

      The silence returned, and this time, nobody had an answer. I got the distinct feeling that none of them had even really thought about it, and now that I’d put the question in their heads, they were worried that, yeah, how do we know we aren’t fucking something up?

      I really wanted to know the whole story behind the Saurians’ fall from grace or whatever it was, but this wasn’t the time, or the place, or the people to find out about it. Instead, I decided I’d ask Kanil about it when I saw him. He seemed like the kind of guy who, even if he hadn’t read anything in his scrolls, would have at least pondered the question.

      I tried to lighten the mood I’d caused by saying, “Well, hey, if you haven’t hit the gods’ sore spot in the last umpteen generations, so you must be doing okay.”

      Denno, clearly relieved at a chance to lighten to mood, nodded emphatically, “There ya go! Tahn’s cool with the gods. Bashing Saurians is cool with the gods. We’re cool with the gods.” He paused and sniffed the air. “But somebody’s burning the Hadrosaur tongue, and that is not cool with the gods.” He jogged toward the feast area faster than I’d seen him move since I met him out in the forest. “Meltono! What are you doin’?”

      “He’s not wrong.” Thera shook her head and smiled fondly after him, and I thought I saw a little dimple under the soft down of her cheek. “And if Meltono’s burning the tongue, that means the feast is nearly ready. We can continue our weighty discussions tomorrow. Now it is time to fill our bellies and sing.”

      I gladly followed them toward the village square which was now a mouth-watering swirl of smells, like a Fourth of July barbecue times thirty. Grilled meat, plus a scent like authentic minestrone soup but earthier, something else that reminded me of falafel with plenty of cumin, pineapple upside-down cake, and the unmistakable aroma of alcohol, of course.

      On the edge of the square, a group of little kids sat crossed-legged in a half-circle around Scout, feeding him bits of who-knows-what, giggling as the ant’s mandibles brushed their palms. Apparently, it wasn’t just Queenie they’d taken a fancy to.

      Speaking of which, I looked around for her and finally spotted her on the far side of the square, bent over a circle of hot coals with pieces of meat on top of a bed of leaves on top of the coals. Her head was tilted as she listened intently to a middle-aged woman next to her, who was simultaneously giving Queenie instructions while also stirring the contents of a huge stone bowl over a different set of coals.

      Suli led me to a high table with stacks of what I first thought were just palm leaves. When I picked one up, though, it was actually three or four leaves, glued together with the veins running in different directions, with a thin, hard, brownish coating like varnish. These plate-bowls were about fifteen inches in diameter. The rims had been carefully scalloped, with tiny holes punched along the very edges. Clearly, they’d brought out the good china for their guests.

      There were also mugs similar to Kanil’s canister but without the lids. I had noticed that the long, low tables where we would eat already had mugs set out, so I figured those were for drinks, and the ones in front of me were for something soup-like. The only utensils were basically sticks with a bit of a paddle at the end, but a lack of “silverware” wasn’t unusual in the game-worlds I’d visited when I was playing Terra Forma, so it wasn’t surprising here.

      I took a plate, a mug, and a stirrer, and followed Suli as she snaked her way through the various cooking stations. In addition to the meat, which was obviously, well, meat, there are a dozen plant-based foods, and since I didn’t have any idea what any of them were, I took one of everything. I couldn’t just snub any of the cooks, could I? That wouldn’t be polite. Fortunately, most of the non-meat stuff was fairly small, so I had room on my plate for a Troodon wing and three different small cuts of Hadrosaur, including a sliver of the tongue, because burned or not, I have a thing for organ meats.

      Of course, one of the other Hadrosaur pieces had to be from Queenie’s station. Frankly, I was nervous, mainly because if it was awful, she would be so disappointed in herself, and I didn’t want to do that to her.

      After I’d gotten my food, Denno waved me over to sit next to him, but for once, he wasn’t very talkative since his mouth was busy with his plate of vittles. So I dug into my own heaping plate. Even though I could see Queenie at her cooking station, and she was about ready to burst with impatience, I started with the Troodon. I wasn’t surprised that it tasted like alligator, since they are both carnivorous, cantankerous reptiles.

      Next, I sampled a square of greenish-brown paste that had been served on a small vine leaf. I expected something like avocado just because it looked like that. I should have been thinking of fucking wasabi, though, and even though I’d barely nibbled it, my eyes started watering.

      Denno chuckled around a mouthful of food and motioned with his mug of magenta-colored stew and stirring stick, and I realized I was supposed to add it to other stuff. Since I had a decent amount of it already burning my entire tongue, I took a mouthful of stew and swished it around. I didn’t taste much of anything at first except jungle-wasabi, but slowly I could detect the flavors in the stew. It was more like a strawberry-banana smoothie than anything else I could think of. I made a note that, if I ever completed my save-the-universe mission and got back to Earth, to order my smoothies with wasabi, because somehow it worked for me.

      The non-Queenie Hadrosaur was… well, I almost said, “Tastes like chicken!” out loud, except then I would’ve had to explain what a chicken was to my new feather-covered friends. Denno would’ve thought it was hilarious, but I wasn’t ready to go there with the rest of the village. Then again, the Troodons had feathers. Maybe tomorrow I’d try my comedy stylings.

      The tongue was a little more bitter than other organ meats I’d had, but not in a bad way.

      Now, I knew that it was time to try Queenie’s Hadrosaur. Against my better judgment, I bit off a big, hearty chunk, because I didn’t want her to see me hesitate, and I figured I could fake a smile better around a whole mouthful of food.

      Wow.

      It was seared perfectly, not burned. It must have been marinated in a vinegary sauce. A little hot kick, not the green paste but something mellower. This was where the cumin-like aroma had been coming from. And maybe a hint of Pixie Stix. Just enough of the various flavors. Yeah, I didn’t have to force a smile. I polished off the other two bites and got up for seconds before everyone else beat me to it.

      Queenie was already blushing with joy before I said, “My compliments to the chef.”

      “I just did what Lini told me to do.” She gestured toward the woman behind her.

      “Well, Lini’s an excellent teacher,” I declared. The woman didn’t fully turn around from her shallow cauldron, but she flashed me a smile. “Have you tried it yourself, Queenie?”

      “I have. I might have added extra steen-sugar to mine.” She blushed. “But I knew you are not as fond of sweet things as I am, so I didn’t add it to the rest of the pieces.”

      I laughed. “No one is as fond of sweet things as you, Queenie.” I didn’t object when she gave me a double helping, and I went back to my seat to stuff my face some more.

      After everyone had eaten their fill, the entire tribe pitched in to wrap the leftovers in leaves and bring them to the one hut in the village made of stone instead of wood and thatch. This was their smokehouse. Several young men gathered the hot coals from the cooking stations that had been used for the feast, and added them to the pit in the center, along with some new wood.

      Then it was time for the singing Thera had promised. War songs about fighting the Saurians, with emphasis on their foul odor. War songs about fighting the Orange clan, with emphasis on the small size of the men’s penises and the women’s boobs. A love song, sung beautifully and wistfully by Denno of all people, about a goddess who I think was also a tree and maybe the moon, too. Or maybe she was a tree and died and became the moon. I might have been able to follow it better, but I’d had a few mugs of ale that I was pretty sure was made from the Pixie Stix sugar I’d tasted in Queenie’s Hadrosaur.

      As contented, sleepy villagers made their way back to their huts after the last song, and I was wondering where exactly I was supposed to sleep, Thera approached. I thought about what Queenie had said about pheromones and shit, but I didn’t want to get my hopes up.

      Thera stood wordlessly in front of me, gazing at my face without quite looking me in the eye. She reached a downy hand out toward mine and just said, “Yes?”

      I took her hand. Her fingers felt surprisingly delicate intertwined with my own.

      “Yes,” I replied, “very much, yes.”
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      Sex would have to wait. That’s not something I said very often, but the minute she pulled the door to her hut closed, that feeling I’d had all fucking day pretty much exploded in my head.

      It wasn’t as bad as it sounds, not painful or even painful or even threatening, just incredibly intense. It was like surround-sound silence if that makes sense, and like being wrapped in a warm blanket when you are cold and at the same time like submerging yourself in the cool ocean on a hot day. I could see strands of Aura in the air like lines of blue and green lightning, even though I didn’t remember calling on my Auric Sense. For the first time all day, that logical part of my brain nagging me that the mysterious presence could be dangerous and a trap, that part of my brain shut the fuck up.

      “Garrett?” Thera paused with her hands on my bare chest. When had I taken off my shirt? Or had she taken it off? I couldn’t bring myself to worry about it. Translucent waves of pale violet Aura undulated from her fingers like a second set of feathers was being stirred by a gentle breeze. “Do you not want me?”

      I gazed into her golden eyes. “Oh, I do want you. But there is something — you can’t feel it?”

      She shook her head in confusion. She parted her lips to reply but then paused for a moment, her eyes widening.

      “It knows you,” she whispered.

      Thera stepped back, and past her, I could see that the lightning strands were coming from the other side of her bed, which consisted more of a pile of furs than anything else. There, on a thick wooden pillar, sat a short column of blue-green stone.

      I stepped around the bed to get closer. The stone was polished, but not smooth and shiny. Thin bands of different colors ran across it, like different layers of sediment that had hardened. A few were silvery, but most were green or blue with a few streaks of yellow and purple. It didn’t look much different from ordinary rocks I might have picked up at the beach or the walls of a cliff face.

      I realized I was holding my breath. When I exhaled, the moisture in my breath and in the air in front of me turned to frosty fog and fell like snow. That’s when I realized why the presence felt so familiar. I drew the Sword of the Destroyer King. Blue-green lightning immediately arced off it toward the stone and back again, creating a feedback loop that turned the stone as bright as a young sun with the sword as its glowing moon. Acting on instinct, I pressed the tip of my blade against the side of Thera’s stone.

      It went in as easily as if I was returning it to a sheath of oiled leather. Instead of everything exploding, the stone's light faded to a calm, contented glow.

      “Fuck,” I muttered to myself. “I really hope I can get my sword back out again.” I pulled gently, and while I felt it give, I got the weird impression that it didn't want to come out. At least not right now. I let go of the hilt and sat on the edge of the bed.

      "Garrett Andrews," Thera came to stand beside me, and then she knelt by my knee, looking up searchingly into my eyes. "Who are you?"

      "I'm just a guy. A guy who was good at a game.” I stroked her cheek gently, trying to allay the fear I saw. “And now, somehow, I'm a guy trying to save the universe. But I need help, as much help as I can get. I hope I can win your trust. I hope your people will join me. I hope you will join me."

      She took my hand in her own and rose to sit beside me. "You had my trust the moment you came through our gate."

      Her lips parted as she leaned toward me, and as they touched my own, I felt a very different kind of lightning course through my body. Admittedly, my fingers trembled slightly as I brushed Thera’s cheeks. Her skin was deceivingly soft under my touch, and it warmed with a light, rosy blush as I traced my thumbs along her cheekbones.

      When we parted, though it was only briefly, Thera whispered, “You are an incredibly strong man, Garrett. How is it that your touch is so tender?”

      I bit back a chuckle. Instead of verbally answering Thera’s inquiry, I simply kissed her again, this time with a little more fervor, but still gentle enough not to ruin her sweet compliments. As I lay back onto the mattress, she stayed astride me, her solid body holding me down, determined to keep me beneath her.

      “I’ve not had my fill of you,” Thera sang quietly before she pressed her tongue against my own. They danced together feverishly, our lips crashing together in one bruising kiss after another. Her fingers curled into the bare skin of my chest as her eagerness became more and more apparent.

      "I love the taste of you. I wonder," she mused with a coy lilt in her tone, "does the rest of you taste the same?"

      With a long, shuddering breath, I managed a chuckle. “You are more than welcome to find out for yourself.”

      “I intend to,” Thera confirmed with a slight nip of her teeth against the pout of my bottom lip. Then, at an agonizingly slow pace, she slithered down my body, kissing me and darting her tongue along each curve and crevasse of defined muscle that was there. She sampled every inch of my skin, humming in pure delight as the salty-sweet flavor hit her taste buds. As if my skin weren’t already flush from the close contact, I was definitely overheating now despite the goosebumps that raised on my arms and raced down my spine.

      She arched her back just a little and moved her hips, so her clit glided smoothly along the rigid line of my cock, leaving her delicious juices behind with an equally scrumptious moan that trilled from her throat like a forbidden, beautiful melody. I could have come right then and there if not for the anticipation of what was to follow. As Thera’s lips hovered over my cock, she smirked, then like the minx she was, she parted them over the tip of my cock, tasting herself on my heated flesh.

      I bit my lip to keep from swearing too loudly, but fuck, she was a fucking horrible tease. So much so that my body ached in the most pleasurable of ways, though that was perhaps from our earlier activities. Regardless, Thera’s mouth teased its way down my shaft until her lips were pressed to my groin. At first, her tongue pressed gently to the underside of my cock, and then more firmly, adding a pulse of pressure to what was the starting rhythm of her lips moving up and down. She was slow to start, savoring the taste on her tongue with approving little hums. I swore that I felt the vibrations of the sound run from stem to stern.

      Before long, however, she was bobbing her head faster and faster. Each pass of her lips over the head of my cock caused my balls to tighten, and my fingers tangled in the mess of her hair, holding it firmly in my grasp so that I could watch myself disappear and then appear again from the restricting hot confines of her glorious mouth.

      With only a little more coaxing, I fell over the brink of ecstasy and spilled myself down her throat with little warning. My semen coated her tongue and pooled at the corners of her lips, and I observed with hazy eyes as Thera swiped her thumb across the mess and licked it thoroughly clean.

      “That was delightful,” she purred with a slight hoarseness in her voice now. “I can’t wait to have more.”

      I laughed breathlessly as Thera slinked her way back up my body and pressed her weight atop me. “I’m afraid I don’t have anything left to give.”

      “For now,” Thera winked, and the implication caused me to shiver beneath her. “I want to take all of you into me. I want to taste your strength… and your sweetness.”

      I laughed in surprise. "Uhm, are we talking literal taste, or are you getting all poetical?"

      "Can it not be both?" She smiled enigmatically and stretched her body out next to mine, one arm on my chest, caressing my skin.

      "I can't remember the last time someone described me as sweet." I smirked.

      "Strength without kindness is bitter, in my heart, and on my tongue, but you?" She took my hand and kissed each fingertip, sucking just slightly before moving on to the next. "I could drink you all night. Literal and poetical."

      “Then,” I started as I trailed soft kisses along her neck, “allow me the indulgence of tasting what you have to offer me as well.”

      “Yes, please,” Thera crooned, and it was all the encouragement I needed. My fingers glided along her sides and came to a stop only when I was able to cup the cheeks of her ass firmly in my grasp. I brought my hand back just a few inches, then smacked it down on the taut flesh, relishing in the sound that reverberated against the walls.

      Thera moaned, but it was nothing compared to the exquisite sound that came from her when I slipped two of my fingers easily inside of her. There was no need to prep her. She was more than wet enough, but I needed to tempt her, to draw out those shivers and gasps that kept me forever riled up.

      I moved the digits carefully at first, but within seconds had increased my tempo dramatically. Her pussy was so slick, so ready for me that I could feel her juices already slipping down the palm of my hand. If she wasn’t blushing already, she definitely was once I brushed that sweet spot inside of her. Thera started to go rigid as I drove my fingers in and out of her with reckless abandon, and she pushed back against them, fucking herself and meeting each hard, deliberate thrust. The song she sang as she began to tighten was divine, and nothing less than lewd.

      I smirked then, and before she could come, though, I quickly took my fingers out, causing her to cry out with the sudden loss of being filled and friction. Without hesitation or a second thought, I brought my hand to my lips and sucked her small offering from my fingers. My tongue pressed flat to my palm as I made a show of drinking her.

      “Garrett,” Thera trilled, and she licked her lips as she watched my lewd display, “I have more for you.”

      “Let me have it,” I replied with a dark, husky undertone.

      Thera shifted ever so slightly. When she did, the tip of my hard again cock brushed over her clit before effortlessly slipping inside of her. A content sigh fell from her lips as I filled her with my cock, the slick warmth engulfing me in its impossibly taut embrace. Her head fell to my shoulder, and I hugged her body close to mine as I started moving. I pushed myself in until I was flush with her spread legs, then pulled back just enough to tease her with my tip before slamming myself back inside with a quick, hard thrust.

      “Garrett!” Thera nearly screamed into my shoulder, and her nails scrambled for some sort of purchase. She started on my shoulders, marring my flesh, then settled for grasping the furs under us with all of her might, balling her fists as tightly as she could as I plowed into her. I could feel her lashes flutter as she tried desperately to control herself, but all I could do was smirk. I took pride that I was able to drive the chieftainess so insane with lust and desire. She looked a right mess, but fuck, if it wasn’t absolutely breathtaking to see.

      Each time our bodies connected and reconnected sent her reeling. Sweat beaded on her brow and stuck to our already sex-stained bodies. Her breath was hot on my neck, and I could feel how close she was getting to tipping over the edge entirely.

      And there it was, a silent wail that was strangled and caught in Thera’s throat. Like a hot gift, her come poured out of her, completely saturating me, the furs beneath us. When her voice did return, it was pitched and raspy, gasping for air, and she trembled as she spilled everything that was left of her to offer.

      Greedily, I dragged my hands over her and the mess she made and brought one to my lips, one to hers. Together we drank a drink so lovely that the village whore would blush if she knew how erotic our lovemaking was.

      The taste, the scent, and her impossibly hot confines squeezing my cock in tandem sent my senses on overload. My breath lodged in my throat as a harsh, stuttered moan ripped through the room as I slammed into Thera one final time. I emptied myself into her deeply, my own legs shaking beneath her weight from the sheer ferocity of my orgasm.

      Covered in ourselves with no real motivation to move, Thera and I laid quietly for a long while, basking in the glow that followed after such an intense moment. I combed my fingers through her feathery hair, and if she had a complaint about the scent of her love sticking to her, she made no mention of it. Instead, she seemed to welcome it.

      A few beats later, I found myself chuckling quietly.

      “What is it that you find so humorous?” Thera cooed as she traced the line of my jaw with her lips.

      “I actually thought you hated me when you met me. Pretty much up until you asked me back here,” I admitted a little self-consciously.

      She looked away, suddenly seeming shy. "I was trying to… keep my balance. You sent me spinning, and I don't know how to--" She bit her lower lip. "My people look up to me. They respect me, perhaps like me, but they treat me always as a leader, not as a friend, and certainly not often as a lover. If I take a man to my bed, how do I know he wants to be there, instead of doing what I want because I am his leader? And then the others, will they get jealous of the man I bring to my bed?" She let out a slightly defeated sigh.

      "Well," I said mischievously, "you could always just sleep with all of the men."

      She laughed with a mixture of surprise and glee. “Yes. You are a wise man, Garrett. This would certainly solve the problem. Except,” she paused and tried to look serious, “what about the man I do not want to sleep with?”

      "Man?” I questioned, “Is there only one in the whole village?"

      Thera tried to hide a smile. "There are..." She held up her fingers as she silently counted. "Three, no, four. Those would be unacceptable. The rest I would be willing, for the sake of keeping the peace, you understand."

      "Of course. For the good of the village,” I agreed with a hum. “Earlier, you guys were saying there are other Blue clan villages. Maybe you could send the four to another village."

      "Brilliant! I have never known such wise counsel until you arrived." She kissed my cheek, though I wasn’t sure if she was joking about my counsel or being completely serious.

      So, I changed the subject. “Do I taste as wise, as I do strong and sweet?”

      With another peck on the cheek, she then held my lower lip gently between her teeth while she ran her tongue across it. "Hmm. Wisdom is a subtle flavor on you, but I do taste it, nonetheless. I should like to explore that side of you more.” She gave me a wicked grin. “Unless, of course, you’d rather sleep?”
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      Thera was up before dawn, which seemed criminal given that there was no way we’d gotten more than a few hours of sleep. This was worsened by the fact she turned out to be a covers hog, so I spent the vast majority of the night shivering because she’d made some kind of weird nest with all the furs. Given her nature as some kind of bird-person, made sense.

      Still, when she leapt to her feet and started going about her business before the strange sunlight had even entered the hut, I couldn’t help but groan.

      “Oh, I’m sorry to have awakened you,” Thera said, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “I was trying to be quiet.” She turned to face me with two small clay cups in her hands.

      “It’s okay,” I said as I stifled a yawn. To be honest, it wasn’t hard because she wasn’t wearing a stitch of clothing, and while I’d thoroughly explored every inch of her last night, I couldn’t wait to do it all over again. And again.

      “Are you sure?” she asked, clearly concerned as she sauntered back toward me.

      “Positive,” I said as I propped myself up on one arm. Thera slipped under the furs and nestled her naked body against mine.

      “Good.” She nodded. “Because I’d hate for you to think I’m a bad host.” She offered me one of the cups. “Warm beverage?”

      “That would be nice,” I said, taking the cup as she shimmied her ass against my groin before laying her head on my arm.

      “I always awaken when the Chickacrow hollers.” Thera smirked. “It is an unfortunate problem because it happens about a half-hour before dawn, but I’ve learned to embrace it.” She took a sip from her own cup. “After all, it is these quiet hours when no one is around, and I get to just… be.” She looked off into the distance as she spoke, and it was obvious she was seeing different surroundings than those around us. “Sorry. I…” She let out a breath. “It is hard to explain.”

      “Honestly,” I said as I took a sip of my own beverage, and was surprised to find it tasted like cherries and tea, “I totally get that.” I turned my gaze heavenward. “I used to go for a run early in the morning, so I could just think.”

      “Runs?” She spat out the sip of tea she had just taken. “You like to run?” She gave me an aghast look. “Running is what we use for punishment for other things.” She shook her head, and this time, a small smile played across her lips. “And you do it for fun?”

      “Yeah, well.” I shrugged. “I’ve done a lot of sports, and I’ve found one thing to be true for all of them.” I gave her a peck on the forehead. “Running makes you better at everything for exactly that reason.”

      “You make an excellent point,” Thera said as she finished her drink. “Would you like to run with me?” She looked into my eyes. “I am not very fast and cannot go very far, but I think I might enjoy it more if you were to come with me.”

      “I wouldn’t mind,” I said as she slipped out from the furs and began to get dressed. Like always, watching a beautiful woman get dressed, even with as little as Thera wore, was both the best and worst thing in the world.

      “I am glad.” She turned toward me once she was done. “But you cannot run while you’re in bed.” She cocked her head to the side and looked at me. “Or did I break you last night, and you are unable to get up?”

      “I’m not broken,” I said as I climbed out of bed and stretched. Then I got myself dressed. “Say, is there somewhere where we can bathe?”

      “There is a river about a quarter of a mile from the village. We use it to gather water.” Thera smiled at me. “Why, do you wish to wash off my scent?” She gave me one of those deadpan looks I’d seen a hundred times before but was unsure of how to navigate on a woman’s face, whether or not I’d slept with them.

      “Imagine I gave you whatever answer is most pleasing to you,” I said with a grin. “You think we can head that way? Either way, I’d love to see the river.”

      “That destination will be as good as any.” She looked a bit dubious. “But we will have to rest when we get there. A quarter-mile run… is far.”

      “Right,” I said as we headed out of the hut and into the night itself. The air was humid, but not overly so, and as I sucked in a deep breath, I tried to put myself in the right headspace for the run. Only, I didn’t get the chance.

      “Last one there is a rotten egg!” Thera cried and took off at a sprint.

      “But I don’t know where we’re going,” I yelled back as I took off after her.

      “That’s why I’ll win!” she called back to me. “Now, try to keep up!”

      I did just that. It was a bit strange because while I was a fairly experienced runner, after all, but I had a hard time keeping up with Thera. Even when she slowed from her sprint to a steady jog, it was difficult, and from the way that my heart pounded in my chest, and not at all because I could actually call up the data in my mind’s eye, I knew we were going about two minutes faster than my normal pace… and Thera was supposed to be bad at running.

      “I’m starting to feel like you trolled me with the whole bad at running thing,” I said in between breaths. Admittedly, it was hard to talk because I was focused on my breathing. In through the nose and out through my mouth. I tried to time it for when my feet struck the earth, but even that was difficult at this pace. Still, the moment I succumbed to breathing quicker and harder, I knew my energy would start to decrease at an exponential rate.

      “If you can talk,” Thera gasped as her chest heaved from the effort, “you aren’t going fast enough!” She sucked in a huge lungful of air before bursting forward, her feet practically flying over the ground.

      “Actually,” I said as I added my own burst of speed, so I could keep up with her, “unless you’re, like, in a competition or whatever, you’re not supposed to run so fast that your heart rate shoots up and you can’t actually carry on a conversation.”

      “Lies!” Thera replied, but even as the word burst from her lips in an explosion of breath, I realized she was slowing down, and not wanting her to feel bad about it, I slowed down my pace to match.

      “It’s true.” I nodded. “I run all the time, and I’ve had a bunch of training.” I smirked. “Though it may be different for you to be honest. For all I know, we have different body chemistry.”

      “Not that different,” she said as she turned to look at me with a sexy twinkle in her eye. “In fact, I quite like your body.”

      “Aww, thanks,” I said. To be honest, I’d have said more, but at that moment, we burst through the treeline, and I found myself staring at a river unlike any I’d ever seen. For one, it was giant and full of rapids, reminding me of the few times I’d gone white water rafting with my friends. For two, since the sun was just starting to rise, the way that its rays hit the water made it look like a river of blood, rather than one made of water.

      For three, fishlike creatures were leaping from the churning water, and from the look of things, they were headed upstream.

      “Samlon,” Thera said as she pulled to a stop beside me. “They…” She bit her lip. “They change.”

      “Change?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow at her. “What do you mean they change?”

      “This is their change season.” She pointed. “That is why they swim upriver. When they reach the top, there is a basin. Once they reach the basin, they will bury themselves in the mud and rest there for several days. Then the new creature will burst out from the fleshy husk that is this state.” Her gaze soured. “I do not look forward to that. The creatures that emerge are vicious and dangerous.” She held her hands apart. “With great big claws and gnashing teeth.”

      “That sounds terrible,” I said as I watched the Samlon swimming upriver. “How do you deal with them?”

      “We don’t, typically.” She shrugged. “The adults are very territorial, so often as not, most of the younglings get killed before they can claim territories of their own. And since they are smaller and follow a similar spawning pattern during the season, other bigger predators come to feast on them.”

      “Ah.” I nodded. That made sense. “It’s like back home. We have a fish that swims upstream to spawn, and great carnivorous creatures called bears stand in the river and scoop up the passing fish.”

      “Yes. It is just like that.” Thera nodded. “But on both ends of the cycle.” She gestured at the river. “I can show you where the others hunt at another time if you like.”

      “I wouldn’t mind that, but I have a question.” I gestured at the Samlon. “Why do you not also capture the fish?”

      “We do sometimes.” Thera shrugged. “It is more as a last resort, though.” I must have looked at her strangely because she turned on her heel and made her way back toward the forest. “I will show you why.”

      She quickly pulled a small hollow branch from a plant that looked surprisingly similar to bamboo and then pulled what looked like a knapped obsidian blade from her belt. With a few deft strikes, she stripped off the leaves and branches before turning the end of it into a point.

      “Are you going to catch one?” I asked as she pulled some twine from her pocket and fixed it to the back end of the spear. Then she made her way back toward the river, spear in hand.

      “Yes.” With that, she flung the spear at a Samlon that had strayed a bit too close to the bank.

      She must have done it a bazillion times because the spear caught a leaping Samlon right through a hole in the side of its head that would have been where the gills were on a normal fish. The tip of the spear punctured the other end of the creature in a spray of blood, and as it started to fall, Thera jerked back hard on the twine. The Samlon’s entire trajectory changed, and it crashed onto the bank of the river.

      Careful to keep hold of the twine, she sprinted forward and grabbed hold of her spear. Then she drove the end of it into the ground for leverage as the Samlon continued to thrash its massive body. Even still, I could see that the spear she’d made was being sheared away by the scales on the creature, and, well, she was really careful not to touch the fish.

      “Are they sharp? The scales I mean.” I pointed at the fish. “Because you seem to be avoiding them.”

      “Yes.” Thera smiled at me. “The scales are very sharp, and it is easy to get sliced to pieces, even when they’re not struggling.” Once she had the spear firmly driven into the ground, she released it and grabbed a rather large rock from the shore. Then she flung the boulder down at the creature’s skull… and the rock just bounced off the flailing fish.

      “And they are very difficult to kill.” She looked at me. “You can’t smash through their scales very easily, and their heads are basically empty. Even if you stabbed them in the eyes or through the breathing holes as I have done, it will not kill them.”

      “So, how do you kill them?” I asked as she removed the twine from the spear and put it back into her pouch.

      “We let them sit here in the air.” She sighed. “It takes about half a day for one to die that way. It happens from a combination of suffocation and drying out.”

      “And, let me guess, you pretty much have to defend the downed Samlon the entire time from other predators?” I asked with a nod. “Is there a downside to say, boiling them alive?” I stared at the writhing fish. “Like why not throw it right on the fire?”

      “Its scales will protect it from that too.” Thera shrugged. “Unless you could make the fire very, very hot.” She looked up at the sky. “There were legends of fire wielders who could do it, but even then, those were just that. Legends.”

      “Ah.” I stared at the fish. “Mind if I try?”

      “No,” she laughed, “though I will not be surprised if you figure out a way to kill the Samlon easily. If you could, it would be very nice because their flesh is very tasty.”

      “Well, I’ll give it the old college try,” I said as I recalled everything Ishmael had taught me about fishing. And as I recalled his wise words of “stab it with all the fury of hell” or whatever, I wished I’d taken my sword from the weird rock in Thera’s room.

      Since I hadn’t, I did the next best thing. I took a deep breath, held out my hand, and then used my “of the Cold and Dark” title to freeze it into a solid block of ice. And that ice lasted around three seconds before shattering into a spray of scintillating shards as the creature continued to writhe.

      “Okay, so they’re ice-proof,” I said as I stared at the creature. Part of me wondered what would happen if I summoned a creature to try to claw it to death, but before I did that, I had another idea. Well, to be fair, I had two separate ideas.

      “It is not that surprising to me that your cold attack did not hurt the Samlon.” Thera gave me a conciliatory smile. “After all, they come from the great northern mountains where the water is more ice than anything else. It is said they can travel straight through the snow flurries and be unharmed.”

      “Well, what does kill them?” I gestured at the fish. “You said wild predators hunt them.”

      “I said wild predators hunt them after they change. Then their scales are much less hard.” Thera shrugged. “I’m sure other animals deal with them like this, but I do not know which ones, nor how they kill them.”

      “Right.” That struck idea one. That left idea two, and that was the least favorite of my ideas. Still, it had to be done. Tentatively, I made my way closer to the creature.

      “Be careful, Garrett,” Thera warned. “If you get too close, you can get very hurt. Those scales are sharp.”

      “I’ll do my best to keep myself whole,” I said as I called upon my Auric Armor to shield myself. Then, after dumping a metric fuck ton of Aura into it, I reached forward and bashed the thing in the side with my Hand of the Destroyer King.

      The Hand of the Destroyer King has encountered a hostile enemy. Special ability: Feel the Truth has been activated. You can now see the enemy for what he truly is. For the duration of this battle, strikes delivered to the opponent’s weak point will deal more damage than normal.

      And as I stepped back, I saw a small spot, roughly the size of a nickel on the underside of the creature begin to glow. Perfect.

      I watched it for a few moments, and as I did, I realized that as the fish writhed, it actually stretched the scales in that spot in such a way as to create an opening. What for, I was pretty sure, but I’d know in a moment.

      With a flick of my wrist, I pulled a long, thin dagger from my inventory. It wasn’t a super nice one or anything. Just one I’d picked up in the Bazaar when I felt like going rogue, as it were. It was also kinda red for some reason.

      I hefted my dagger in my hand as I followed the movements of the fish. Then I darted forward and stabbed the fish at the moment where the red spot was biggest. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, actually. But what I didn’t expect was for the blade to slide effortlessly into the fish up to the hilt.

      You have killed creature: Samlon.

      “H-how… How did you do that?” Thera said as I raised my hand over the corpse and used Auric Extraction.

      Pattern: Samlon has been learned. Would you like to create a Samlon?

      “I hit it in this spot here.” I withdrew my blade, and as I did, a whole host of gore spilled out. “Seems like it’s a weak point.”

      “I wish to try,” Thera said as she jerked the spear she’d used earlier free of the now-dead fish, refastened her twine, and stalked toward the river.

      A few moments later, she had another writhing Samlon on the bank, and several more moments after that, she stood before the fish flustered and angry.

      “This is not working!” she hollered as she brandished her blade at the fish. “Why will you not die?”

      “What do you want me to do?” I asked as she came over to me, clearly still angry.

      “I wish you to show me how you did it, though much slower so I can see.” She nodded. “Then I will be able to figure it out.” She gestured toward the dead one. “The problem is that one is already dead and sliced open, so it looks different.”

      “Oh, I may have a way to deal with that,” I said as I summoned my own Samlon, and as the green fish lay on the bank, I realized that the fish wasn’t draining nearly as much Aura from being out of the water as I thought it would. Considering what Thera had said about this fish’s hardiness, that made a lot of sense.

      “You have many useful skills, Garrett.” She nodded to me as she approached the green-tinted Samlon I’d summoned. “I can see why you are so good at things.” She knelt down by the unmoving Samlon and studied it carefully. She prodded the underside of the fish with her knife until she found the spot. Then she repeated the motion a few times before turning toward me and nodding. “I believe I have figured it out.” She bit her lip. “But do not put yours away. I may need more practice.”

      Thera stalked toward the Samlon she’d speared. Then, with a single lightning-quick strike, she drove her obsidian blade deep into the Samlon, killing it.

      “Yeah, something tells me you do not need more practice,” I noted wryly as she turned toward me with a determined look on her face.

      “Perhaps,” she said as she licked her lips. “But you also have not eaten Samlon.” She winked at me. “I aim to fix that.”
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      I’d just put the last of the several Samlon we’d killed into my inventory and was getting ready to head back with Thera when I saw several Blue Palm Clan tribe members approaching with a pair of clay pots tied to a large stick that they carried across their shoulders.

      “What are they doing?” I asked as the first of us reached us. They gave Thera a quick gesture of greeting and began to fill their pots with water.

      “They are gathering water from the river both for use in the village and to water the few crops we have.” She shrugged. “How else do you think we got water?”

      “Two questions,” I said as I watched the tribe members fill their buckets and head back. They’d done the whole thing in just a few moments.

      “Ask your questions, Garrett,” Thera said as we began to make our own way back to the village. “I will do my best to answer.”

      “Question one. Is the reason your village isn’t closer to the river because that would attract predators?” I asked as I puzzled over the distance. It was close enough that water could be gathered relatively easy, but not so close that things like irrigation and whatnot would be easy to accomplish.

      “Yes.” Thera nodded. “While predators will come to the river to drink, most of them will not stray this far into the forest, especially with the Therizinosaurus nearby as it is her territory.” She looked at me. “What is your next question?”

      “Can I see your crops?” I asked, and when she gave me a puzzled look, I continued. “I’m just curious about how you water them.”

      “It is a labor-intensive process,” Thera admitted. “And we do not raise many. Each of our plots must be watered by hand, and we still need to provide water for the village. Furthermore, while it is relatively safe to go out now to gather water, it is still dangerous.” She gestured at the forest by way of example. “If we could get more water, we would definitely grow more crops, but as it is, the ones we do have strain our ability to the point where I wonder if it is worth it.” She shot me a mischievous grin. “Though, if you have some way of transporting water in your inventory, I wouldn’t mind the help.”

      “I could do that,” I hedged, “but that seems like a lot of work.”

      As we entered the village, I helped Thera drop off all the Samlon we’d gotten, and from the look of things, I got the impression that the villagers greatly preferred Samlon to dinosaur.

      Once that was done, Thera took me to a clearing where I saw a few of the tribe members moving around. It wasn’t a super large space, maybe the size of a basketball court, and it was separated into several stone-lined beds, each with various plants I didn't recognize growing in them. I made a quick note to grab a few samples for Melanie before turning my attention to Thera.

      “I know it is not as large a space as you would think, given a tribe of our size, but…” Thera pointed at the three tribe members busily watering the plants with their buckets. “Each of those plots will take about six buckets to water, and there are twelve of them. Combined with the walk, it is quite time consuming.” She shrugged. “And that ignores all the other tasks that need to be done around the village.”

      “Ah,” I mused as I watched them bustle to and fro. “Mind if we go back to the river? I want to try something.”

      “Unfortunately, I cannot go with you.” Thera’s cheeks reddened. “I have my own duties to attend to.” She glanced around. “I can summon Nikotan to help you if you would like. He is in charge of the crops, the water, and all of this.” She gestured at the workers. “It is a thankless and tough job, but he does it well. Keep that in mind when you speak with him.”

      “Well, I look forward to meeting him then.” I gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Where might I find him?”

      “Honestly,” she shot me a wry smile, “go touch a plant, and he’ll show up out of nowhere.” She smirked evilly. “It’s like magic.”

      “So, you want my first impression with him to be him yelling at me for touching his crops?” I raised an eyebrow at her.

      “I suppose that is an excellent point,” she said and then began to whistle as she walked back toward the village.

      I watched her go for a few moments before sighing mightily.

      “Great,” I mumbled as I approached the closest plot. The plant inside reminded me of a greenish-blue sunflower with lilac-colored petals. Only at its base, it had what looked like potatoes. As I stared at it for a moment, I wondered what part of it was edible. Was it the potato-like tubers? The seeds in the flower? The flower itself? The stem and leaves? All of the above?

      “Don’t touch it,” a gruff voice said from behind me, and as I turned around, I found myself looking at a heavyset man with a deep white beard made of feathers and two beady eyes practically glaring a hole in me.

      “Hi, I’m Garrett,” I said as the man pulled off a do-rag made of what looked like animal hide, rubbed his bald head with one hand, and then mopped his brow with the rag.

      “The pleasure is all mine,” he replied without giving his name. “What exactly are you doing here?” He peered at me. “And yes, I know you’re the human from the stars or whatever.”

      “Right, okay.” I took a deep breath. “Thera said that there was a great cropmaster here, and I was hoping to meet him.”

      “Ah.” He gave me a quick once over. “Did she say what the name of this great cropmaster was?”

      “Nikotan.” The moment the name left my lips, the man frowned mightily.

      “Figures,” he muttered with a sigh. “Always want to see Nikotan. No one ever wants to see Charlie.” Then he stomped off. He made it about six steps before glancing at me over his shoulders. “Come on then. I’ll take you to Nikotan.”

      “Uh… right,” I said as I followed after him, albeit at a safe distance. From the way he was acting, I wasn’t sure I wouldn’t catch a punch to the jaw if I crowded his space. “So, uh, what do you do here, Charlie?”

      “Everything.” He flung his hands up. “I do everything.” He gestured out at the plots. “All the work done here is done by my hands.” He glanced at me and snorted. “Nikotan doesn’t do anything.”

      “He doesn’t?” I asked as he turned sharply to the left, and I realized that a man was lying near the trees, snoring like crazy. He was rather small and thin, and unlike the others who mostly wore skins, he was covered from head to toe in leaves so he looked like a human lettuce wrap. Well, all except his head, because that was crowned with what looked like a bird's nest covered in a smattering of flowers of various colors.

      “No.” Charlie kicked the sleeping man. “Get up.”

      “I am up, dude! Why are you being so harsh?” came the high-pitched squeal from the now scrambling, leaf-wearing figure. “I was just resting my eyes, dude.” He yawned widely before turning toward me. Then he smacked his lips a few times. “How’s it going, dude?”

      “Well,” I hedged, “are you Nikotan?”

      “He is,” Charlie answered before stomping off. “I’ll just be over there.” He shot a thumb at the plots. “You know, working.”

      “Don’t mind him, dude.” Nikotan got slowly to his feet. “He’s one of those worrier types. You know, once when I was little, we were off on a hike to find a rare Zamofiul plant, and wouldn’t you know it, he started complaining about the raptors chasing us, and how the sun was setting, and how we were going to die without food, water, or shelter, assuming, of course, the raptors didn’t eat us first.” He leaned in. “Thing is, dude, we didn’t get eaten.”

      “I can see that.” I laughed. “What did happen?”

      “The forest protected us, my dude.” He threw an arm around my shoulder. “She always does and always will, unless she doesn’t.” He nodded solemnly. “Sometimes, the forest is a harsh mistress, dude.”

      “Duuude,” I replied.

      “Dude.” Nikotan nodded. “So, what can I do you for?” He yawned.

      “I wanted you to show me what you had by way of agriculture.” I gestured toward the plants. “Thera said you were the best person to ask about any and all things plant.”

      “That is true,” he mused. “I do have a fondness for herbs.” He smiled at me. “Say, do you wanna see some of my favorite plants?”

      “Sure.” I nodded. “Why don’t we start with those?”

      “Sounds good, dude.” He began walking toward a plot on the far left with what looked like bright pink corn stalks growing in it.

      “Melody? You there?” I asked over our commlink while I followed Nikotan.

      There was a loud crash followed by an “I’m here! I’m here!” Then a deep breath. “What’s up, Garrett?”

      “I’m with the resident crop master for the Blue Palm Clan, and he’s going to go through the crops they raise with us,” I told her. “Can you keep an eye out while we do that? Also, I’ll be sending some samples along your way.”

      “Oh! That sounds great!” She yawned. “I’m very excited. Don’t let the yawn fool you.”

      “I won’t,” I replied with a laugh. “You definitely sound excited to me.”

      I turned my attention to Nikotan, who was giving me a curious, head-cocked to the side look that reminded me of my old puppy, and I realized that, for all practical purposes, he’d thought I’d been talking to myself. So, I did what any practical person would do. I tapped the side of my temple.

      “I have a scientist listening in from across space and time, and I want her to hear what you have to tell us.” I smiled like that was a reasonable explanation. “She’s a catgirl.”

      “Sounds good, dude,” he said before turning toward bright pink corn stalks. “This is my favorite.” Then he pointed across the field toward what looked like petunias only covered in red and pink polka dots. “Also, that one.” He bit his lip as he looked around. “Actually, I like all of them a lot, dude.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Wow, that was easier than I thought.” He smiled. “Anything else I can help you with?”

      “Um…” I said as I suppressed memories of Disney’s Jungle Cruise from back home. “How about you give me more detail? Like, what is the name of this pink one? What’s it do? How do you make it grow? All that stuff.”

      “You know, you can just send me samples, and I can figure all that out,” Melody said in my ear, which was a fair point. But who knew how long it would take for her to figure that out when this guy could theoretically tell us? Besides, learning was fundamental and all that.

      “Oh, I can do that, dude.” Nikotan took a huge breath before reaching out and plucking one of the thinnest stalks. Only the way he did it was deft and managed, and somehow, it really didn’t seem to damage the plant. “So, this is Manika.” He moved the stalk toward his nose in a wafting motion. “If you do this, you can smell it.” He made the same motion toward me, and a scent like lilacs and chili hit my nose. “We put this in our cooking as a medicinal.” He paused as if thinking. “It’s primarily useful when people have bleeding gums. If you eat some of this every day, then that doesn’t happen.”

      “I wonder if it fixes some kind of deficiency,” Melanie said in my ear. “Like with scurvy and vitamin C.”

      “Does it take a lot of work to grow?” I asked as I nodded toward the soil around the stalks. Instead of being relatively dry, it was almost swampy in a way that reminded me of rice paddies. “I mean, that’s a lot of water.”

      “I wouldn’t say it’s a lot of work, dude,” Nikotan thought aloud. “It does take a lot of water, though, so we can’t grow a lot of them.” He gestured at the plots nearest to us. “All the plants are arranged in order of water usage, so the ones on the other side require the least amount of water.” He pointed at the Manika. “While these require the most.”

      He frowned. “That’s also one of the problems. I have several other plants I’d love to grow, as well as increasing production of several of the more useful medicinals, but we can’t transport the water.”

      “Ah, that makes sense,” I said as I looked around. “That brings me to another question, actually.” I nodded to the Manika. “This one and several others don’t seem like they are from around here.”

      “Good eye, dude.” Nikotan nodded. “Some of these come from very far away.” He gestured at the Manika. “This, for instance, comes from the swamps many miles to the south. It took a lot of work to get a system that would let them grow out here. The soil was all wrong, and water was a problem.” He gave me a smile. “But that’s the fun of it. Getting a new plant and figuring out how to make it grow.”

      “Tell me,” I said as I took in his excitement. “What else would you grow if water wasn’t an option?”

      “I can’t even imagine that, dude.” He laughed. “But I suppose, if I had unlimited water, I’d grow lots of things from both the Southern Swamps and the Eastern Rainforest.” He rubbed his chin. “And if I had better soil, we might be able to go Dandipoppies.” He got a far off look in his eyes. “Those things are amazing. Just one bite will cure the worst hangovers.”

      “Hmm…” I said as I thought it over.

      “Garrett, what are you thinking?” Melanie asked over the link.

      “A few things,” I said as I glanced back toward the river. I had something I wanted to try. “First, can you actually come here with a soil testing kit and whatnot and work with Nikotan for a bit? I know that it will pale in comparison to the Halls of Research, but it will probably save a lot of time if you just come here for a few hours.”

      “Fieldwork?” Melanie gave an excited purred. “I love fieldwork. I just never get to do it. I’ll get my things and be there in a jiffy.”

      “Great,” I replied before turning my attention back to Nikotan. “My scientist is going to come join us for this part so she can run some tests.”

      “Okay, dude.” Nikotan shrugged. “I guess I’ll hold off on explaining things until she gets here then. Don’t wanna have to say everything twice.”

      “Makes sense,” I said as I looked around. “Say, do you have anything that works like glue? Preferably that’s waterproof.” I gestured toward the canteen that he had on a loop. “Like, how does Kanil make those?”

      “Oh, Bunga Tree sap is an adhesive.” He looked around for a moment before walking abruptly left until he came up to a trio of spindly looking trees with bright pink leaves on top. “These are more common to the north, so I replanted them here.” He scratched at the bark, which caused it to ooze purple sap. “That stuff is sticky to the touch, but only for a few minutes. Once it hardens, it becomes pretty sturdy.”

      “Perfect,” I said as I got a ping from Melanie, letting me know she was here. “And it’s also time to pick up Melanie.” To be honest, I wasn’t sure if that would work. This was a forced world after all, but whoever set this trap apparently hadn’t closed the doors yet. I’d take advantage of that for as long as I could. “I’ll be back in a jiffy.”

      “And I’ll be right here.” Nikotan shrugged. “Later, dude.”
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      Needless to say, I spent the next couple hours listening to Melanie grill Nikotan about the various plants in a way I’d have never been able to do, so it made me glad I’d asked her to come, and not just because I gained about ten ranks in Herbalism during the whole thing.

      Now, though, they were working on various ways to better fertilize the soil and such, which was perfect because it gave me time to try out my own plan.

      I quickly made my way back down to the river and headed toward the bamboo-like plant Thera had used to make Samlon spears earlier. It was tall like bamboo with dark rings every foot or two along the base. Nikotan had called it Natzo.

      I pulled out the hatchet I’d purchased from the Bazaar, picked a medium-sized Natzo that was about ten or so feet tall, and aimed for one of the dark rings just above the ground because Nikotan had told me that hitting the dark rings on a Natzo left an even cut that wouldn’t splinter.

      My swing slashed through the Natzo with surprising ease, and as the plant toppled over, I moved to examine the edge. Like Nikotan had told me there would be, the entire length of the plant was hollow, and what’s more, unlike the smaller ones Thera and I had used earlier, this opening was definitely bigger. While Nikotan had also mentioned that the larger the plant, the greater the inside hollow would be, I supposed seeing was believing.

      What’s more, this was perfect for my needs.

      I took a few moments to clear off all the leaves and branches so that I had a long tube before I dragged it over to the river. It was still pretty rough, and while I had trained in rough rivers and whatnot, I also had minions who wouldn’t mind getting blasted by freezing river water. Also, they couldn’t drown.

      I summoned a few Hobgoblins and directed them to place the edge of my Natzo into the river, then wedged down one side so that the water flowed into it. Thankfully, it was pretty easy to get them to do what I wanted because I just sort of sent them a mental picture of what I envisioned over our Aura link.

      While they worked on that, I cut down a few more Natzo. By the time I was finishing my fourth Natzo, I had received a ping over the link from one of the Hobgoblins. I turned around to see the Natzo positioned where the water rushed into it and secured with several large rocks so that it wouldn’t move. Water then seemed to flow through the Natzo tube and onto the bank of the river which was exactly what I wanted.

      “Does it leak?” I asked as I headed over to them.

      “It does not appear to, my liege,” the Hobgoblin told me. “But you are welcome to check for yourself.”

      I checked the tube and found that, sure enough, I couldn’t spot any water seeping through the Natzo itself.

      “I think you’re right. Perfect.” I clapped my hands together. “Now, take the rest of the Natzo I’ve cut and fit it together.” I showed them what I wanted. “We want to pipe this all the way back to the gardens.” I paused a moment. “Just connect the one going to the water last. It’ll be easier to work with that way.”

      “Your will shall be done, my liege,” the Hobgoblin said as he and his friends began to fit the pipes together.

      I took a few moments to summon One and Two, my first-ever summons, because I hadn’t seen them for a while. I gave each of the ants a quick scratch under the chin before directing them to cut down more Natzo for the Hobgoblins.

      Once I’d gotten everything working in a way I wanted, I jogged back over to the gardens where I found Melanie and Nikotan engaged in a conversation about guano that I didn’t feel like interrupting for obvious reasons. Instead, I went to find Thera in the village. I didn’t see her in the square, but thankfully, when I headed toward her hut, I saw Kanil.

      “Hey,” I called as I waved to him. “You got a second?”

      “Of course, Garrett,” he said with a grin as he came over. “How can I help you?” He looked past me. “My sister said you were working in the gardens.”

      “Yeah, about that. I want to try building something.” I looked around. “Can you help me out with that?”

      “You wish to build something?” He raised an eyebrow at me. “I suppose I can help you with that, but I’m not much of a builder.” He looked over his shoulder like he was trying to find something or someone. “Honestly, Denno would be better suited for that.”

      “I don’t need help with the actual building,” I said before grinning at him. “I just need a big space to build my something that is preferably located reasonably close to the village but is also a space that isn’t used for other things.”

      “There are many areas around the village,” Kanil said as he puzzled over my request. “But none that have been cleared.”

      “If you show them to me, I can clear them myself.” I resisted the urge to flex. “By which I mean, the ants will clear the land.”

      “Ah, well, in that case, I know the perfect spot.” Kanil nodded. “I will show you, and then I’ll tell my sister. She shouldn’t have any problem with your request, especially since we can use the wood for huts.” He paused for a second. “Would you mind bringing it to the carver? His hut is very near the one where you’ve been dropping off meat.”

      “Of course. That’s not a problem at all.” I looked around the village. “Show me where that is first.”

      “I’d be happy too.” He turned and began walking back toward the smokers. “It is this way.”

      “Thank you, Kanil.” I smiled at him. “You won’t be sorry.”

      Kanil was right, of course. After showing me where the carver lived, which was actually more like a very small lumber yard than a house, he brought me outside the village. The spot he showed me was only a few minutes walk from the village and was on a slightly raised hill that was covered in trees but was otherwise large. So, basically, barring the vegetation, it was perfect.

      “Will this work, Garrett?” Kanil asked as I surveyed the site for my newest creation.

      “It will be perfect.” I smiled as I looked around. “I know you can’t see what’s in my head, but trust me, you’re going to love it.”

      “Well, now, I am very excited.” He grinned back at me. “Do you need anything else, or shall I leave you to your work?”

      “I’m good for now,” I said and bid him goodbye before opening my mental link. “Queenie, could you come here? I need you to work on something while I do an entirely unrelated but necessary task.”

      “It would be my greatest pleasure, master,” Queenie said, and the words had barely echoed in my brain when she appeared on the horizon and flew toward me, dragonfly wings beating furiously. A moment later, she landed next to me. “What is it you require, master?”

      “I need you to have the ants clear this area, then bring the felled trees over by the smokers.” I shot her a mental picture of the carver’s hut. “Can you do that?”

      “Absolutely, master.” Queenie nodded furiously. “You can count on me!” Then with that, she began to summon ants to do as I asked. “Is there anything else you need done, master?”

      “Yes, actually,” I said as I gestured at the area. “I also want an area dug out.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “That’s why we need the place cleared, actually.” I shot her a mental picture of what I wanted, which was basically a dug out area that was approximately thirty feet by thirty feet to a depth of around fifteen feet, with a set of stairs that led from the surface down into what I planned to be a cistern.

      “I’ll take care of it, master.” Queenie tapped her chin a couple of times as she thought. “Is there anything, in particular, you would like done with the dirt?”

      “Yeah, I want you to pile it around the edges of the hole you dig out so I can make walls out of it.” I smirked. “Just like we did when we made Jane’s walls.”

      “I remember that, master. It was easier for you to work your earth magic on the dirt piles rather than forcing it up from the ground.” She nodded. “I think the work will only take a couple of hours if I summon many ants. Is that okay?”

      “That will give me time to work on the last piece of the puzzle.” I smiled. “Just let me know when this is all excavated.”

      “I will, master,” Queenie said before turning her attention back to the task at hand. Leaving her to it, I headed back toward where I’d left the Hobgoblins laying pipe.

      “This is perfect, guys,” I told them as I approached. They had just about reached the gardens, which was exactly where I’d wanted them to be. “I want you to pipe it here.” I moved to a spot just outside the front of the gardens. I’d picked this spot because it was on the side where the plants that required the most water were. “Also, I need someone to bring me a bunch of rocks.”

      “We’re on it, my liege,” the lead Hobgoblin said as he went to work directing some of his crew to lay pipe while others broke off to collect the stones.

      “Actually… I have an idea.” I summoned Hercules, and as the massive Erymanthian Boar appeared before me, I directed him to help the rock gatherers carry the stones back.

      While they did that, I summoned a few ants of my own and directed them to dig out an area around three feet deep, two feet wide, and three feet long, and then line it with the various stones the hobgoblins brought. Thankfully, it sort of worked out because we had all the stones we could ever want by the time the ants finished digging, which was nice.

      Once it was lined with stones, I called upon my magic. I touched the ground and reached out with the earth power granted to me by my title. It took a bit of doing, but I managed to fuse the stone together so that it turned into a relatively waterproof liner of stone in my hole while leaving three openings in the structure itself for pipes, one in the front and one on either side. Then I had the Hobgoblins fit the pipes into the holes and used a bit more magic to fuse it together.

      I know it sounds like this all happened quickly, but truth be told, I expended my Aura six times just doing the rock because I wasn’t that good at using earth magic yet, and this shit was hard work. Still, when it was done, and I looked at it, I couldn’t help but smile.

      “What have you got there, dude?” Nikotan asked as the Hobgoblins moved to pipe the other side all the way to where Queenie was.

      “This is what I call a flood irrigation system.” I nodded at it. “See, I’m going to have the ants dig from here,” I pointed at my rudimentary three-way valve, “to each of the plots.” I picked up the sluice gate I’d made from stone. “We’ll place one of these in front of each of the branches, so you can adjust the water going to them as needed.”

      “Okay, dude…” Nikotan peered at me. “It sounds great and all, but how do you get water in it?”

      “Just wait.” I grinned. “It’s gonna work great when it’s done, and it will make perfect sense.”

      “Righteous.” He nodded several times. “I look forward to seeing it, dude.” He looked like he was going to say more, but before he could, Melanie waved him over to her. “Gotta go, dude. Your friend has a lot of questions.” He dropped into a whisper. “But between you and me, it’s kind of nice that someone is interested in my work for once.”

      “I hear that,” I said as he turned to go. “Have fun.”

      “Will do, dude.” As he trotted over to Melanie, I got a ping from Queenie, letting me know the hole was dug, and I made my way over there as quickly as I could because it was time to build a cistern.

      To be honest, it was basically a larger version of the three-way valve I’d made earlier. I directed the ants to line it with rocks and used my magic to “seal” it together so that it didn’t leak. The thing was just a lot larger.

      And yeah.

      It took fucking forever. But at least I wasn’t laying a billion miles of pipe like the Hobgoblins.
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      “Behold!” I said as I spread my arms wide. We were standing in front of the three-way valve I’d built outside of the gardens. Well, everyone but Melanie, since she had already returned to the Halls of Research for the day. “Prepare to be amazed.”

      “I’m ready to be amazed,” Thera said with a laugh as she glanced toward the sky. “Though you better hurry. Night will be upon us soon.”

      “Well, then, I better get to it.” I shot a mental command to the Hobgoblins by the river and told them to connect it up. Then I smiled at the crowd. “Wait for it.”

      “What are we supposed to see?” Kanil inquired as he peered at my strange contraption. Currently, I had both the sluice gate for the cistern and the one for the gardens closed. I also had all of the mini gates I’d installed at each plot closed, so while water would flow to them once I opened the garden gate, it wouldn’t go into the plots unnecessarily.

      When I’d informed Nikotan of what would happen earlier, he’d recommended this course of action so he could adjust them accordingly.

      “Water,” I said as the sound of rushing water filled the air. “You’ll see water.”

      “Water? How? Did you send out your minions for water?” Thera inquired an instant before water burst from the Natzo pipe coming from the river and began to fill my valve. “Oh, wow! How did you do that?” Thera gaped at me. “This is truly amazing.”

      “Aww, thanks, but it was just a little bit of skill and ingenuity,” I said with a shrug. “Still, you haven’t seen anything yet.”

      “I haven’t?” Thera boggled at me. “Because this is pretty great already. We won’t have to trek all the way to the river now. We can just go here to fill our buckets.” She pointed at the valve which was nearly to the top.

      “You don’t have to do that either.” Then I pulled the sluice gate for the gardens and watched triumphantly as water began to flow out of the valve and into the irrigation trenches my ants had dug. Unlike the valve which I had made of fused stone, these trenches were just that: trenches filled with Natzo pipe. Originally, I’d been inclined to leave them open, but I worried about mud and whatnot, so I’d decided to pipe them.

      “You’re on, Nikotan,” I called, and as I waved to him, he pulled the first of the mini gates on the far side of the gardens. Water burst forth from the pipe in a torrent, quickly filling the plot. Then he shut the gate, and the water ceased.

      “I thought it couldn’t get any better.” Thera shook her head in amazement as Nikotan repeated the procedure on a different mini gate, and more water flowed out. “But now we can drastically increase our farming and agriculture.”

      “I thought it might please you,” I said with a smirk as I moved back to the valve and shut off the flow to the garden. Then I opened the one leading to my cistern. “I have another thing to show you.” I offered Thera my hand.

      “I would love to see it,” she said as she took my head, and we, along with Kanil, Denno, and a few other tribe members made our way to the cistern.

      To be fair, it didn’t look like much. Just a big swimming pool, really, with a dome of rock over the top, but at the same time, it was also currently being filled with river water. Originally, I hadn’t been going to put a roof over it, but then I’d worried about contamination, evaporation, and all sorts of other things and decided it needed to be covered, which meant I’d spent a lot more time on it than I’d thought I would, which was why it was nearly dusk now.

      “How did you make this?” Kanil asked as he moved closer to my cistern and peered down the stairs that led down into its depths.

      “Honestly, it’s just a hole in the ground that I’m filling with water,” I smirked, “but it’s a lot closer to your village, and therefore a lot less dangerous.” I clapped my hands. “And the best part is shorter trips.”

      “While that is truly helpful,” Kanil hedged, “this will be even better during the dry season when the water doesn’t run and the river is gone. We will be able to collect water here for use during that time.” He grinned broadly. “You have no idea what this means to us to be able to store water.”

      “I didn’t know your river dried up,” I said as I stared at the cistern. “Is this enough? Do we need to make it bigger? Or make another one?”

      “That I am unsure of. The dry season is only a few cycles, so it does not need to last long,” Kanil mused. “However, this is a simple matter to figure out.” He turned his gaze from the cistern to me. “If Thera instructs the tribe to stop collecting river water for a few days, we can see how much the water level drops. Then we can extrapolate from that data how much water we will need.” He smiled. “We can build more if we need them.”

      “That is an excellent idea, Kanil,” Thera said as she hugged her brother. “I will do as you say.” She nodded. “I am not sure how to repay you, Garrett.” She looked at the cistern and the piping. “You have done truly great things. Our tribe is in debt to you.”

      It seemed like she was about to say more when my stomach groaned audibly, and everyone turned to look at me.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled as I rubbed the back of my neck nervously. “It’s been a long day, and I’ve used kind of a lot of energy.”

      “Oh, no!” Queenie cried as she rushed over to me. “Master is starving!” She spun to face Thera. “You must appease his hunger. Now!” Then she fixed the bird lady with a bug-eyed glare that would have sent me scurrying to comply.

      “This does indeed sound serious,” Thera acknowledged as she shot me a wry grin which made me smile back. “We must get our great builder fed.” She glanced at Denno. “Can you tell them to begin the feast and prepare a plate for our savior?” She was laying it on thick, but to be honest, I kind of liked it.

      “It would be my pleasure,” Denno said with a laugh before he clapped Kanil on the back. “Let’s go.”

      “Actually,” Kanil said as he slipped out of the bigger man’s grasp, “I’d like to stay here and document these designs for a bit.” He gestured at the cistern and piping. “I know you build some of it with your powerful earth magic, but the rest seems like something we might be able to manage on our own.” He glanced at Nikotan, who seemed to be listening to the conversation with extra interest. “Besides, I need to document the planting with Nikotan. He can’t be expected to do it all on his own while we feast…”

      “No, you should both come along,” I said as I glanced at the two of them. “There’s no hurry, I’ll be happy to share the details of how to do it with you--”

      My stomach grumbled unhappily, and everyone laughed. Well, everyone except Queenie because she pulled out a whip I’d never seen before and cracked it through the air while looking at Denno.

      “Move it! Master is hungry!” She cracked the whip again, and this time, Denno took off at a very serious sprint back toward camp. Then Queenie ran after him, cracking the whip every so often.

      “Do not worry, Garrett! Soon, you will have more Samlon than you can shake a stick at,” Denno cried over his shoulder right before Queenie snapped the whip at him.

      “Kanil,” Thera said after Denno disappeared from view, “I know you mean well, but surely, your work can wait until tomorrow. It will be dark soon, and I do not relish the idea of you out here alone with Nikotan.” Kanil got a weird look at that, and Thera flushed. “You know that is not what I mean at all.” She looked at the ground, nodded once, and then turned her gaze on her brother. “He cannot protect you if something happens.” She raised her hands like she was making a peace offering. “You both should come and leave work until morning.”

      “Perhaps…” Kanil hedged as he glanced at Nikotan, who just shrugged.

      “Sounds good to me, brah,” Nikotan said, and before anyone could say anything, he threw his arm around Kanil’s shoulder and began walking him toward the village. As I watched them, I realized that the two of them seemed quite… close.

      “So, I didn’t know about that,” I said when I realized that Thera and I were all alone outside the gardens.

      “Is it a problem for you?” Thera asked, and I could tell she was equal parts concerned and annoyed.

      “Not at all.” I shrugged. “But had I known, I’d have had Kanil show me the gardens. Maybe I’d have gotten more work out of Nikotan. That was like pulling teeth.”

      “I think you would have gotten significantly less work done had you brought him,” Thera replied as she took my hand in hers and began to escort me back to camp. As we went, she leaned her head against my shoulder. It was actually pretty nice. “You have done a lot of work that we can never repay, all without asking.” She looked at me then. “But I would like to try.” She swallowed. “The great rock that you stabbed with your sword seems like it should belong to you.”

      “You want to give it to me?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow at her. “But it’s special.”

      “As are you, Garrett.” She kissed me then. Something long, slow, and sensual, and that also had promises of things to come. “As are you.”

      “I think you’re pretty special too, Thera,” I replied as our lips met, and her hands began to roam across my chest.

      “I am glad you think me special,” she said when our kiss broke, and as we stood there, my stomach rumbled mightily. “But I think it is high time we get you fed. Besides, you’ve never had Samlon, and it is a treat.”

      Honestly, part of me wanted to argue because the promise of eating something other than Samlon right about now was pretty appealing, but even so, I let her pull me into the camp, and not just because the smell was amazing. It was salty, fatty, and herby all the same time, and reminded me of when my mother would put roasts in the crockpot. The house smelled just like it did when I came home from school, and it was all I could do to keep my mouth from watering. Hopefully, it tasted as good as it smelled.

      Thankfully, I didn’t need to wait long to find out because Queenie and Denno were in front of me an instant, the latter holding an array of plates all covered in various bits of red and white striped meat. There was even a bowl of what looked like soup, and an interesting roll that seemed to be part Troodon and part Samlon, assuming, of course, the pink and white meat was Samlon.

      “I didn’t know what you’d want, so I just brought some of everything.” Denno held out the plates before gesturing to Queenie. “And then she got more of everything to ensure you had your fill.” He laughed as I took the plate from him.

      “Thank you both very much,” I replied and gave each of them a nod. “I appreciate it.” I smiled at them. “Now, go and be merry.”

      “That, I can do,” Denno said before elbowing Queenie in the side. “Come on. I have something special I want to show you. I like to call it sweet and sour Samlon, and it’s one of my specialties.”

      Queenie looked to me for permission, and when I nodded, she bounced happily and followed Denno off toward a stand in the far corner of the village.

      “I shall get my own plate and then meet you over there?” Thera pointed to a spot beside where Kanil and Nikotan were seated hunched together and eating off the same platter.

      “Sounds good,” I said and made my way over to them. They barely acknowledged me as I sat down, but that was fine because it was all I could do to keep from tearing into my food.

      In addition to the roll, the stew, and various cuts of Samlon, there was a huge square of the jungle wasabi, and because I always loved sashimi as a kid, I took a dollop and put it on a piece of what looked like seared Samlon. Then I took a bite, and oh my god, was that good.

      It tasted a lot more like yellowtail tuna than salmon for one, which was what I’d expected, but it was also fattier in a way that actually reminded me of beef. With the extra kick from the jungle-wasabi, well, I’d have been happy just there.

      Only I didn’t have to be happy just there because I picked up my bowl of soup and took a sip. It was salty and fatty, with chunks of Samlon in it that reminded me of the tofu in miso soup, and before I realized what I was doing, I’d downed the bowl.

      “I see you like Samlon stew,” Thera said as she sat down next to me. “It is one of my favorites.” She winked at me. “They say it is quite the aphrodisiac.”

      “Oh?” I asked, and instead of responding, she merely handed me another bowl.

      “Drink up, Garrett.” She licked her lips. “You’re going to need your strength for what I have planned for you tonight.”
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      It was a little before dawn when the alarm horn sounded. It barely roused me, but Thera jerked awake instantly and was on her feet with her loincloth on so fast that I knew this wasn't normal.

      "What's going on?" I asked as my mouth caught up to my brain.

      "I don't know yet," she replied. "Stay here while I get the report."

      "Like hell," I retorted, pulling my pants on and looking around for my shirt. "We're in this together."

      "Then join me at the gate once you've dressed. Preferably with your blade." She indicated my sword that was still embedded in the glowing hunk of stone.

      "I'll do my best," I said, retrieving my second shoe from the corner. Thera was long gone by the time I'd found my shirt, which was a little bit of a relief. See, I wasn't entirely sure that I could extract the blade at all, let alone without breaking the stone, and I didn't really want an audience if I ended up having to do that.

      I straightened my collar, cracked my neck, and wrapped my hand around the hilt. I gave a tentative tug and got a crackle of sparks in return. It didn't seem threatening, exactly, just, well, kind of cranky, like when you're a kid and your mom wakes you up to get ready for school, and you say, "Five more minutes," and pull the blankets over your head.

      "Sorry, big guy, I don't have time to negotiate." I took a deep breath and pulled firmly on the exhale. I was surprised and relieved when it came out as easily as it had gone in last night. There wasn't much of a light show once I withdrew it, just a few languid arcs of blue and a glow around both objects, which slowly faded to nothing. "Okay, then. We're good?"

      For some reason, I was compelled to pat the stone like it was a dog.

      It wasn't until I was outside where the light was a little better that I saw that the blade was different. It was like it had been polished, and then some. The deepest pitted places had "healed" to small, shallow rust spots. The rest of it gleamed. Also, now that I took a second to test the weight, it felt a little heavier than I remembered and just more robust overall.

      I shook my head to clear it. I'd ponder the question of what the fuck had happened once the current excitement was over. For now, I just needed it to be up to handling whatever threat the village was facing.

      There was a huddle of about ten people near the gate, including all the bigwigs I'd been introduced to last night. Milling about nearby was pretty much everyone else in the village, murmuring quietly among themselves and stealing glances at the group of leaders. I knew it was bad when I saw that Denno's face had no trace of a smile.

      Once I'd joined them, he simply said, "Diplodocus."

      "Isn't that like, the big gentle plant-eater?” I asked, somewhat confused.

      "Usually, yeah, but this is a herd.” Denno sighed. “And something's freaking them out. Or someone, more like it. The scouts also saw fires nearby, and there's been no lightning for days, so the fires had to have been set."

      "Who the fuck would set a fire near a herd of Diplodocus?" I asked as I contemplated that.

      "Someone who wants them to stampede.” Denno gestured at the air as if drawing something. “The fires are on the other side of them, in a semicircle."

      “To push them your way.” I nodded. “Could it be the Saurians?”

      "Perhaps. Saurians pull this shit sometimes, but this is to the north.” He rubbed his chin. “My ale's on the Orange fuckers."

      "But the Orange have never done anything like this," Jorna argued.

      "No," Thera began, "but they could easily have learned from the Saurians. And for now, it doesn't matter who's behind it. The Diplodocus are nervous, and if they come toward us, this village will not exist anymore."

      "So, your walls won't stop them?” I asked. “I mean, you've got a lot of good healthy trees right there in the walls."

      "Trees do not stop a panicking Diplodocus," Jorna said with a sigh.

      I thought back to the ranch back on Earth, where I'd trained one summer. Cows were pretty docile, even the beef cattle we'd handled. But when something spooked them, they would run right through barbed-wire fences like a track star through the tape at a finish line, only the cows didn't stop for a victory photo, they just kept going through the next fence, and the next.

      "Okay," I said, "so what do you do when a herd stampedes toward the village?"

      Suli sighed. "We leave. Take what we can carry and head toward the nearest allied village that's not also in the path of the stampede. There's a Green clan settlement not far past the river, so we will start toward them. And we may be lucky. The Diplodocus do not always follow the path the Saurians want them to. They could miss our village, and we could be back in our huts by dusk."

      "And if Saurians are waiting for us once we leave?” Jorna shook his head sharply. “No, we must build our own fires, ring the village."

      "Once the beasts are in panic mode, a piddling little fire line isn't going to do shit," Denno scoffed.

      "Not if we make it large enough," Jorna shot back.

      "Fires large enough to stop a stampede are large enough to burn the village if the wind shifts, and if that happens, there won't be time to run," Thera said flatly. Jorna looked ready to argue, but Thera continued before he could get a word in, "Remember your grandfather's end." The group went quiet. Thera let the silence continue for a bit before turning to me. "But we have a visitor who may… offer options we haven't had before he came."

      Thera has offered you a quest. Save the Village! Would you like to accept? Yes or no?

      All eyes were on me as I flipped mentally through the information I had. Then I accepted the quest.

      "Okay, how far away are the Diplodocus? Like, if they stampeded right now, or I guess let's say they started stampeding right after your scouts last saw them, how much time before they get here?"

      Thera looked toward a young man who had been silent until now. He nodded respectfully at me. "In the worst-case scenario you describe, they could be upon us before mid-day, but not much before."

      "Oh! Well, that's no problem, then." I grinned at everyone. I'm not sure if it reassured them or if it just made them think I was crazy. "I'm going to go with, uh, this guy here."

      "Nuuto," he said.

      "I'm going to go with Nuuto and take a look at the area between us and where these king-sized scaredy-cows are going to be coming from. And when we get back, I'm hoping breakfast is ready. With tahn-fruit." Yeah, they thought I was crazy. "Because after breakfast, everyone's got to help me build a big-ass stone wall."

      "How are we going to help you build a stone wall that will keep out a herd of Diplodocus in less than half a day?" Jorna asked a little dubiously.

      "Easy.” I grinned like a mad man. “You're all going to sing."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun was just rising as the gate closed behind Nuuto and me, not that I could see the orb itself through the miles of trees. It definitely made it easier to assess the lay of the land. Auric Sense would give me a lot of useful information, but I found that it didn't give me the gut-level understanding that examining things with my regular, everyday vision provided.

      “This way.” Nuuto pointed out the direction the far-off Diplodocus herd would come from, and we started walking. After about a quarter of a mile, I stopped and summoned four Scout Ants.

      "Okay, guys." I turned back around and pointed toward the village. "Imagine there's a line between me and the village. You two, head in a line about fifteen degrees to the left. You two, go along about fifteen degrees to the right. Not exact, don't try to tunnel through trees or anything crazy." After a few antenna twitches with each other, they started off into the forest as I'd instructed.

      Now, I used my Auric Sense to see the world from their points of view, in addition to watching them with my normal vision. It was like watching one of those TV news shows with the display split into squares with a dude in each square pontificating on whatever topic they're talking about, only without the arguing.

      Also, I wasn't just watching separate "screens," I was directing my little pundits, telling one to move to the left of a tree and the other to the right, having one pause to give me more data on the make-up of the soil, another to analyze the contours of the slope in front of it. I'd done this kind of mental juggling often enough now that it was second nature, but that didn't mean it didn't take a fuck of a lot of focus. Lucky for me, Nuuto wasn't much of a talker, so I could concentrate on what my scouts were showing me.

      Once the ants had passed the walls of the village, I had them turn around and come back to me along the same paths, picking up any information I might need that I'd missed the first time.

      "Okay, good job, guys," I said. "Have a nice nap!" Then I snapped my fingers and sent them back to their Auric Limbo. No, I didn't need to snap my fingers, but Nuuto was watching, and it's gotta be freaky when dog-sized ants just poof out of existence with no warning, so it felt like I should do something so that their disappearance didn't come out of the blue.

      I cracked my neck to the one side and then the other. "Okay, I think I've got what I need. Do you think they've got breakfast ready for us?"

      "I'm sure they do." We started back toward the village, with Nuuto still silent. I thought maybe it was reverence because of the magic stuff, but after a couple of minutes, he asked, "Sir, do you really think you can make a wall that will protect my village from the stampede?"

      "I do." I nodded.

      "And it would protect us from other stampedes, later?" he asked.

      I nodded. "I mean, what I'm doing right now will just deal with this one herd from this one direction. But after that, yeah, I'd like to stick around and build a system that would protect you from whatever dinosaurs come from whatever direction."

      "It would be nice to not have to run again.” He gazed skyward. “Not to have to run, and then come back to everything destroyed, and have to rebuild the walls, the gates, the huts, the tables, the cooking pits, the smokehouse. Then hunting and foraging to replenish our supplies. And until we rebuild the walls, there is the fear, where in the forest are the Saurians? Will they attack us while we have no defenses?"

      "You all have to do that a lot, I take it,” I said as I considered how much work that would be. Having to rebuild the entire village… that would be a ridiculous setback.

      Nuuto nodded. "Seven times, we have had to run since I was old enough to remember. Two of those, we did not have to rebuild."

      He probably wasn't more than fifteen years old. That was an attack every two years or more, on average. Sure, there are some advanced nomadic societies, but most of them had pack animals or vehicles once the technology develops. Here, the people had to carry everything themselves, so there was only so much they could take besides necessities.

      Plus, there was just the time and energy spent rebuilding. How much easier would their lives be if they could put that energy toward, well, any number of things? They could be learning crafts like metalworking or masonry and advancing their skills in woodworking and herbalism. They could develop agriculture, grow crops, and also domesticate animals if there were any candidates smaller than a Hadrosaur.

      None of that was going to happen until they could defend themselves against lizard-men and Orange fucknuts.

      Those thoughts bounced around in my head as we returned to town, and I saw Queenie was with the guards who met us inside the gate. She looked put-out.

      "Master,” she inquired. “You did not take me with you to assist you."

      "I didn't need anything the Scouts couldn't handle, so I figured I'd let you sleep in." I smirked.

      "I am not one of the pussycats who feel the need to nap all day.” She met my eyes then. “As your summon, I don't require sleep."

      "But do you enjoy it?" I asked.

      She furrowed her brow in confusion as if I'd asked whether we were in a desert or whether it was midnight. "My pleasure comes from serving you, master. Anything else is irrelevant."

      "It isn't irrelevant to me, Queenie.” I patted her hand. “I like it when you get to have a little fun."

      "I don't understand." She frowned.

      "That's okay. Just trust me." I smiled and pulled her in for a hug.

      "I always trust you,” she murmured. “You are the master of all things."

      "Well, 'fun' is a thing. Therefore I am the master of it." I grinned.

      “This is true.” She nodded somberly. "If you wish me to have fun, I will do so, because you wish it."

      "That's my girl. Now," I gestured toward the assortment of foods being prepared in the village square, "I command you to find the most disgustingly sweet thing these guys are serving up, and have a double helping."

      “As you wish, master.” She smiled at me with the glee of a kid at Christmas and practically skipped toward a fire pit that was surrounded by platters of what looked like fluorescent yellow pancakes. Clearly, she had been considering her options for a while.

      I chose a good-sized slab of Hadrosaur and a square of the green wasabi-like stuff and took a seat by Thera and Kanil, who were alone. She smiled tensely and gave me a quick kiss, but the two of us sat in silence, each occupied by our own thoughts, while Kanil's quill pen scratched on the middle of a roll of brown-flecked paper.

      Actually, the whole place was so quiet that I could hear the sounds of insects out in the forest. There were rarely even whispers, and most of those came from younger kids. A lot of furtive glances came my way. Then I realized that people were looking at Kanil as much as me, and I guessed that he'd shared his account of the wall I'd created when we met. They might not trust the newcomer, but they trusted Kanil. Otherwise, they'd probably have already packed up and headed toward the village across the river. As if he knew what I was thinking, Kanil looked up and smiled reassuringly at me.

      Everyone finished their meal quickly, and the leftovers were wrapped and put away within minutes. I stood and walked to the center of the group.

      "I know everyone's scared, and maybe you're having second thoughts about putting your fate in the hands of the funny-looking yellow-headed stranger. Trust me, you're going to have third thoughts about it when I tell you that I wasn't kidding earlier. All I need you guys to do is sing. It might not sound like much, but I can tell you from experience that music magnifies my abilities, and I need your help for this to work."

      I looked at the faces of the surrounding people, and along with the fear, I saw resolve. They looked like soldiers getting ready to take an impossible hill. Right on cue, a booming bass voice started singing one of the battle songs I'd heard the night before. I turned to see the voice was coming from my reserved young guide, Nuuto. Other voices joined in, from sturdy baritones to soaring sopranos to piping children. With no one directing them, the whole village formed into a column two abreast, and together, we marched through the gate.

      I had decided I'd begin my work on the left-hand wall of my planned wedge, work my way to the point, and then come back toward the village to make the other wall. I took a few seconds to reorient myself as the villagers moved to a new battle song, this one including percussive hand claps and foot stomps. I knelt with my hand on the ground like I usually did when using earth magic, but I felt like I needed more of a connection, so I sat on the ground, cross-legged like some crunchy tree-hugger yogi, which I guess was more on-the-mark than I would have liked to admit.

      I spread my Auric Sense out across the forest floor, for fifty feet or so in front of me. I probed deep under the surface, taking note of the major roots of the trees. Every time I found a pocket of earth that wasn't of vital importance to any tree, I basically took an Aura highlighter to it. Not surprisingly, there wasn't a whole lot of vacant real estate. Fortunately, trees don't have much use for rocks, and as I'd guessed from the plentiful boulders that dotted the forest, there was a lot of rock mixed with the soil. As I searched deeper, there were fewer roots and more stones, until my Sense was hitting broken bedrock.

      "Yeah," I grunted to myself, "that's the stuff."

      Now came the tricky part. I needed to get slabs of bedrock out from under the trees and out through those vacant patches that I'd highlighted so I wouldn't do any more damage than necessary to the trees. Oh, and I needed to remove the slabs in such a way that I didn't cause the towering trees above them to topple over. No big deal, I was just playing Jenga with a fucking skyscraper on top of my tower and then moving on to the next tower, and the next, and so on.

      Fortunately, I kicked ass at Jenga when I was a kid.

      I started small with just a puny little slab about three feet square and seven feet long. It was underneath some interlocked chunks, so I could afford to leave the cavity for now. As the ground started to vibrate, Nuuto switched to a ballad with a slower tempo. I think the harmony resonated with the earth, or maybe the opposite of resonating, because the tremor diminished, and it felt like the rock I was moving was sliding on a pool of butter. I swear I wasn't even pushing, just steering it a little to guide it to the gap between tree roots. A slow, steady fountain of soil poured out of the earth, and then from the center of that fountain arose the first piece of my Diplodocus-diverting wedge-wall.

      It looked like a big stone hard-on, but that was probably just me. I said the same thing when I saw Stonehenge for the first time. Mine wasn't as long as those, but I was just getting started.

      There was a pause in the singing for a few cheers, but Nuuto got everyone focused again, and that got me focused again. I kept working at the bedrock under the same tree my first one had been under, shifting one piece of rock to brace a corner of the slab above it so I could slide the third one out, then choosing a slightly smaller boulder and lowering the slab above a few inches. The tree wobbled precariously a couple of times, but when I was done, the entire root system was intact. It was just four inches or so lower than it had been.

      On to the next Jenga tree, excavating the bedrock beneath it. I summoned a half-dozen ants and set them to work doing the finicky work of bracing the beginning of my wall while I moved on down the line. Just as I began to feel the fatigue from the effort I was expending, I got a message that I'd never expected to see.

      You have learned the skill Auric Construction. Increasing your skill will increase your ability to create structures by manipulating the world itself.

      I stared at it for a good several minutes. So far, what I had been doing was sort of mimicking a Geomancer skill I’d used before in Terra Forma. First, I’d created a framework using Aura, like I’d started to do when I was terraforming Ares, then using my title ‘of the Cold and Dark’ which gave me control over earth magic to fill it in with the earth. Only now, I had gotten a skill designed for just that, and what’s more, it didn’t seem to require the title anymore, though it did make things easier, a fact I learned by looking at the Aura requirements with it both equipped and unequipped. Now, I could just roll my skill and whatnot against the medium at hand. Sweet.

      Which was made even sweeter because I’d stored up a shitload of skill points, and I immediately dumped them all into Auric Construction. After that, things got a lot easier

      I don't know if the villagers were leveling up on singing or if they'd been sneaking tahn-fruit, but they never faltered. Denno and three other guys belted out something with a refrain that reminded me of an a cappella version of Queen's "We Will Rock You," and I just about knocked over a megalith of chert because how fucking appropriate is that?

      I reached the tip of my planned wedge about halfway through the morning, judging from the angle of the sun. I tried not to worry about time running out, reminding myself that I was moving faster as I went along, so, in theory, the second wall would take less time.

      But I was nervous. A group of scouts reported in, saying that the Diplodocus were definitely running and running this way.

      Also, the fires were moving closer along with the dinosaurs. Apparently, the Saurians or Orange clan or whoever it was, they were following the Diplodocus and setting new fires as they went, which meant the dinosaurs were going to stay spooked. The added bonus was that the new fires would probably steer the herd, making the chances of them veering away from us pretty fucking slim.

      I could tell the villagers were nervous, too. The battle songs and bar-room anthems were now interspersed with songs about their gods, who were apparently sometimes benevolent and sometimes irrational assholes. I didn't know whether this planet actually had a patron god or gods or not, but if it did, I vowed to come back with my god powers, as soon as they extended past my own solar system, and knee a deity or two in the nads, if they had any. For now, I channeled that anger into my work.

      I caught a break halfway through the second wall when I passed through an area with a dead tree. Dead trees don't give a shit if you disturb their rotting roots, so I just shoved a big-ass oval of dirt to the side, tree and all. The hardest part was controlling the tree's descent so that it didn't fuck up my wall, or the villagers, or crash into a neighboring tree and cause a domino effect. That didn't involve earth magic, so I couldn't manage it from a distance.

      The only idea that came to me at the moment was to stand under it with the Sword of the Destroyer King raised above my head, point facing upward, and propel Aura Infusion pulses one after the other up through the sword. I wanted to just Smash the bastard, but I was pretty sure the woody shrapnel would end up injuring people, so instead, I let each Infusion pulse break the trunk's fall a little. Picture Charlie Chaplin falling off a skyscraper and hitting awning after awning after awning.

      Finally, it was safely on the forest floor, and the only thing that kept my body from collapsing like an abandoned puppet was my ego. Didn't want the villagers to see that. So, I slumped against a boulder and waited for the window to appear in my vision, telling me I'd leveled up again. It didn't come.

      Fuck. Apparently, I hadn't done anything different enough from anything I'd done before, and lowering a log two hundred fucking feet long and wide enough to drive a tank through wasn't impressive enough to warrant a new level. Whoever wrote the rules of this world that wasn't a game could fuck themselves.

      Then I realized I'd gotten two hundred feet of wall right. It wasn't stone, but as one long piece, even a whole herd of Diplodocus couldn't just knock it down and crash through. It just needed to be moved into place, and I had minions that could do that. My Aura was seriously depleted from my maximum, but that still left me enough to summon a shitload of ants and golems, and Pooh, my dire bear, partly just because I hadn't seen him for a while. The villagers ooh'd and ahh'd when Pooh appeared, but it turned out they were just impressed with his fur. After all, he was kind of puny compared to the creatures on this planet, but being covered with something other than scales or feathers was new and exotic.

      I took a few minutes to regenerate my Aura while my summons moved the tree trunk into position. Then I went back to pulling menhirs out of the crater left by the tree's roots. Holy shit, was it easier than what I'd been doing. No maneuvering stone around stone or slab from under slab, no worrying about balancing shit, just focus my Aura on whatever big rock was easiest to get to, lift it through loose gravel and dirt, drag it into place, move on to the next.

      Once I'd depleted my crater, my wall extended a few yards past the village. I was planning to end it another fifty feet farther on, enough that if a Diplodocus took a right turn at the end of my barrier, they would still be far enough beyond the village that we'd be okay. Unless they reversed direction completely, but that didn't seem likely.

      I looked around to see if there was another dead tree I could salvage because even though bringing the first one down safely had sucked, it seemed like the effort had paid off in the end. The singers ended a song and took a quick break while I pondered. That's when we all felt it. The ground beneath us was trembling with the pounding of Diplodocus feet.
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      I leaned against the tree with my head low. I wasn’t going to take any chances of getting caught out here. The hood I was wearing drooped slightly over my eyes, which was upsetting because the forest was lovely.

      I used to love coming here, believe it or not, with Mab. It’s sort of cruel that we started out close, but that’s a forgotten age. I was here for one thing and one thing only, Garrett Andrews. I knew that if I could either subdue or destroy him, Mab would be forced to come out and face me. She had left me for dead once, that’s really who she was. But, because of her violation of the Accords, I would be justified in ending her once and for all. I knew my brother Erlking was just using me for his own gain, but I didn’t care because I wanted to face Mab more than anything.

      One of the many advantages of this world was that I could use the terrain, tribal politics, and dinosaurs to fell my prey. If I was lucky, I would be able to just be an administrator, like my brother had thought himself in our little exchange, and would not actually have to step in. If I did, that would be most bothersome. I sighed angrily. The stupid Accords made it so that if I were to face Mab’s chosen one-on-one, I would have to reduce my powers to a level on par with his, and that was something I did not want to do if I could help it.

      I couldn’t shake this weird feeling, though. It was odd, and I couldn’t articulate it perfectly, but I almost felt as though this human Garrett had sensed something was amiss. As though he felt danger or my presence in the air. On one level, I didn’t understand this because I was sure I was much more powerful than him.

      Although I only stood four feet tall, I packed some juice. I was a fairy queen, after all, the scion of a race that was far superior to humans.

      Still, something felt a little amiss, and I didn’t like the idea that my presence could already be known. This was why I would first try to strike from a distance, I would go the administrator route. I waited and waited, leaning patiently against the tree. Nobody or nothing within sight, just the peaceful sounds of a planet with life. I pegged my odds at about sixty percent that this was going to work. In fact, I almost hoped he would succeed because if he didn’t, this would have turned out to have been far too easy given the effort involved.

      That said, I didn’t know how Garret would be able to stop the rampaging Diplodocus once I set them upon him.

      It was so peaceful that I began to doze off briefly. This wasn’t the sand, but I felt a certain comfort here that was unusual from most places.

      “Ma’am?”

      I startled awake and turned my attention toward the cowering villager who stood in front of me.

      “Yes?” I asked as I wiped my eyes with the back of one hand.

      “He is in the village,” the villager, an orange-colored bird creature, said. “The human you told us about.”

      “Good.” I nodded. “I knew he wouldn’t be able to resist lending a helping hand. And the others?”

      “Uhhh. Tensions are very high.” He looked at the ground. “They will be more than happy to pick off the remains of the village once the stampede is through.” He bowed his head lower. “Your gift of fire magic was more than enough to secure their assistance.”

      “Excellent.” I smiled. “Thank you.”

      He must have known he was being dismissed because he quickly disappeared off into the woods.

      The orange bird people were another plan I had. After all, if he was killed by dinosaurs and locals, I couldn’t possibly be blamed. Best of all, I wouldn’t be on the front lines. I felt fine subduing him if needed, but I felt the better outcome for me would be if Garret perished. And if I didn’t have to do it either, that would be all the better.

      I knelt down and gathered several logs, making a few stacks of wood around me. I then reached down and created a spark that lit the first wood pile up. I then used a stick as a torch and used the fire that was burning that I had just started to light the other ones, and I could smell the crackling of the wood burning in the air.

      I walked into the clearing of the forest around me and whistled several times sharply. I waited. And waited and waited. I looked high up at the smoke rising into the sky. And then, I heard it. A loud, loud, really loud rumbling underneath my feet. It was shaking the ground violently as it came towards me. I focused for a second on all the loud noises around me. I thought, I thought, and then I saw it.

      A herd of Diplodocus came rumbling out of the forest toward the village. I flew straight up into the air as the massive herd passed underneath me. I watched their long necks and huge bodies thunder along the ground. I watched them charge straight towards the village and Garrett.

      “Best of luck to you,” I whispered. “I’m dying to see what happens to you.”
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      "Queenie," I called over our Aura link, "I need some aerial reconnaissance now. Head north of the village and show me what you see."

      "I'm on it, master." I watched through her eyes as she flew up above the village. Below her, the wooden village walls lay in an approximate circle, with my stone barriers on either side connecting in the distance. If the village walls were a face, I guess the walls I'd built fit around them like a loose dunce cap pulled down past the imaginary ears. I was hoping that wasn't an omen.

      Queenie zoomed north to hover over the tip of my wedge. Yup, there were the Diplodocus, stampeding straight toward the barrier. They looked like I'd always pictured the Loch Ness Monster, enormous bodies that tapered off into a long neck and tiny head on one end and a long thin tail on the other. Their legs were ridiculously short in comparison to their bodies, so they weren't making great time. Then again, tsunamis aren't very fast, either, but they can flatten a village just the same.

      Queenie flew higher to get a longer view. One thing that amazed me was the way the dinosaurs threaded their way through a copse of trees that weren't much farther apart than the biggest beasts were wide. Their heads were stretched out in front of them, and from above, they undulated like mega-pythons that had each swallowed a mega-pig.

      As they got closer and closer to the barrier, I realized that I was holding my breath. The walls were eight to ten feet thick, but the Diplodocus were even wider. I hoped my theory about their psychology was right, and they'd just go around because I was starting to doubt that the stone structure could take a direct hit. The lead dinosaur closed in, twenty yards, ten yards. Then his head swerved a little to the right of the tip of the wedge, and his body followed, and now, he was lumbering alongside the wall.

      The second Diplodocus followed the first, but the next three went to the left. They didn't seem to follow the ones in front of them. Instead, they just picked random directions. Most ran alongside the wall. A few veered off farther away.

      I let out a victory whoop before the villagers could see with their own eyes, but within thirty seconds, the herd was galloping by on either side of the barrier, their heads bobbing high enough to be seen, b they weren't paying us the slightest bit of attention. I could see the people around me screaming and shouting in joy and relief, but I couldn't hear a damn thing except for galloping Diplodocus.

      I hadn't directed Queenie to turn and follow them, but she was clever enough to have figured out I'd want her to. From her vantage point, I could see that once they passed the ends of the wall, they instinctively moved back toward one another, coalescing back into a single here, but they continued south away from us. All except the last guy.

      He was a comparative runt, so maybe he was younger than the others. He'd gone to the right, and I don't know if his mother was on the other side of the wedge or what, but he darted his head from side to side like he was looking for someone else. In his confusion, he slowed down even more, being left farther behind. He trumpeted shrilly. From the other side of the wall, I heard another dinosaur answer.

      The runt passed the wall, and then he did what I'd been hoping none of them would do. He made a right turn, slowed down, went in a half-circle, and completely by accident, he was headed toward the southern section of the village's wooden wall.

      I had instinctively started running around the village wall toward the runt as soon as he'd turned. Thera was already right behind me. A half-dozen men and a couple of women were right on her heels, all wielding spears that I hadn't even noticed they'd brought outside the village. I commanded Pooh to join us.

      The runt looked a lot bigger from my level than he had from above. He didn't show any sign he even noticed the cluster of humans yelling and waving spears and swords.

      Pooh, freakishly fast for his size, shot past everyone, including me, and launched himself at Runty. The dire bear's massive jaws ripped off a chunk of the Diplodocus's neck that included the carotid or the jugular or maybe both. Being closest, I got hit with the lion's share of the fire hose of blood.

      By the time I'd wiped my eyes clear enough to see, Runty was lying limp on the forest floor, one front foot moving back and forth slowly like he was still trying to run. Then he was still, and the expected message flashed in my vision.

      Your summoned creature has killed creature: Diplodocus.

      "Sorry, big guy," I murmured as I knelt to extract his Aura.

      Pattern: Diplodocus has been learned. Would you like to create a Diplodocus?

      It wasn't until I heard the god-awful shrieking of another Diplodocus that I realized I hadn't gotten the message about leveling up and getting stat points, which I only got at the end of a fight.

      "Shit!" I shouted. I never learned in grade school science class how fucking protective dinosaur mothers are of their kids. I was pretty sure it had been Runty's mom who'd returned his trumpeting earlier, and now, she'd watched him die.

      Pooh lunged toward her neck as he'd done with Runty, but she moved her head up and to the side, and my dire bear's extensive forward momentum caused him to face-plant right in front of her feet. She stomped him right the fuck out of existence, back into Auric Limbo.

      I’d initially intended to summon him again, but I changed tack. I called up Rocky and Balboa, my highest-level Stone Golems, putting them a few yards in front of the Diplodocus. I put Rocky in Defensive Stance to just act as a big, human-shaped stack of rocks between the Diplodocus and the villagers and me.

      Balboa was in Offensive Stance, and he lurched thunderously toward the dinosaur, swinging his thick arms in wide arcs as he went. Mom raised a front leg to crush him, and to her credit, she sheared one of his arms off at the elbow. But now her foot was right there next to him within punching distance of his intact arm. Between his own stats and the Aura I infused into his attack, he put his fist halfway through her leg. There was a tremendous crack as stone met bone. She was too massive to hold herself up with three legs, and she collapsed onto her stomach. I had Rocky switch stances to Offensive and join his teammate in bashing her neck until she was too weak to hold her head up. Balboa delivered the death blow to her skull.

      I saw a repeat of the previous message, Your summoned creature has killed creature: Diplodocus. This time, though, it was followed by the lovely words. You have leveled up.

      I checked the view was where Queenie hovered, and in fact, the rest of the Diplodocus herd had reassembled and was slowing down but still traveling south and away from us. I gave a big sigh of relief and distributed my new stat points, favoring Strength because I was probably going to be spending the next few days building real stone walls, not just slabs of rock propped up with rubble, but fortifications that would withstand the cunning of a direct attack by the Saurians and the Orange clan both.

      I called out to Queenie over our Aura link. "Can you head back north, past the wedge? I want a definite answer to who's behind this stampede."

      "Certainly, master." She buzzed swiftly overhead, only slowing once she was a half-mile or so past my barrier. I could see the charred patches that dotted the forest. The closest burn zones were still smoking, with remnants of fire burning in a couple.

      "There," I said, pointing out movement at the edge of one burned area. Queenie dipped down closer. It was, in fact, a group of about twenty people. They did not look reptilian at all. If their feathers had been blue instead of orange, they could have passed for members of Thera's village.

      I caught Denno's eye and nodded. "Well, you called it, Denno."

      "I'd hoped to be wrong.” He sighed heavily. “Somehow, it's worse to have to fight men whose fathers' fathers were like brothers to your own."

      "Well," I replied, "maybe I can do a little something to delay their eagerness for war." I went back to the dead Diplodocus. I summoned Runty. The resulting Diplodocus turned out to be the size of the grown-ups, but what the hell, I'd already gotten attached to the name. He put his head down and shoved his nose into my shoulder, like the world's biggest dog. His breath was more like a cow, though, which was a relief.

      "Okay, Runty boy," I said, patting the nose because it seemed like the right thing to do. "Your first mission: Go north. Find the Orange-feathered fuckers." I considered my options for a moment. "Then you know what, just stand there. Just stare at 'em. That's all for now. See what they make of a Diplodocus that doesn't run from them or their fires."

      Denno laughed approvingly, and even Thera chuckled.

      You have completed the quest: Save the Village! You gain sixteen stat points and four skill points to distribute. Your relationship with the Blue Palm Clan has increased from Friendly to Honored.

      With that, there was nothing left to do but set my ants to work harvesting the Diplodocus corpses while everyone headed back to the village for the second feast in as many days. On the way, I taught them, "We Are the Champions," because I was still in a Queen mood. I can't say I was in tune, but Nuuto and Denno figured out the notes I meant to hit, and the whole village joined them for the chorus.
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      “What are you doing, Whiskers?” Cera-Vahn-Startritor asked as she came over to where I had been, just one glorious moment ago, working in relative peace.

      “Did you really just call me Whiskers?” I asked as I looked up from the scavenged drone I’d been dicking with for the last forty minutes. The good news was that I’d managed to find a way to open the access panel and look inside. The bad news was that it had taken me thirty-eight minutes. The worse news was that I had no idea what anything inside the weird plasteel shell of the robot was.

      “Yes.” Cera-Vahn-Startritor nodded once. Well, it wasn’t a nod so much as a weird head bob that translated to the same thing. “Because you have whiskers,” she touched her face with one claw, “like one of my pets back home.” She reached out like she’d have touched me, but stopped. “She had similar coloring to you.”

      “Great, so you’re a crazy cat lady.” I blew a lock of hair out of my face and dropped my sonic spano-driver into my lap. It was obvious that to understand anything about this damned robot I’d taken apart, I’d need peace and quiet, and that wasn't happening now.

      “You are dodging my question.” Cera-Vahn-Startritor put her claws on her hips and loomed over me like she was trying to see what I was doing. “Why have you pried the access port to that nano-drone open?” She peered at me. “And why are you poking around in there?” Then her stupid dinosaur eyes got huge. “Are you trying to figure out how it works?” She didn’t wait for a response. Instead, she threw back her head and laughed like a squawking chicken.

      “That’s hilarious.” She wiped the tears from her eyes. “To think that you could figure out how a quantum drive works by poking at it with a stick of metal.” She snorted as she doubled over laughing. “That’s rich.”

      “You know, I’m starting to think that I should stab you with my stick of metal and look at your insides,” I growled. Then because I felt myself getting feisty, I took a swig from my flask before offering it to Cera. “Want some?”

      “Sure,” she said as she took the flask from me, eyed it carefully, and then took a swig. At that point, her face got a weird tint. “Is this soup?”

      “Yes.” I nodded. “Did you think I’d share my alcohol with you?” I raised an eyebrow at her. “We’re not that good of friends. Besides, that goes in my gold flask.” I took my soup flask back and took another sip. Man, did I love chicken noodle.

      “In the future, I don’t want to share soup with you.” The lizard lady crossed her arms. “Also, you won’t be able to figure that out like that.” She huffed a bit before grabbing me by the arm and physically pulled me to my feet. “Come on.”

      “Come on?” I asked as she dragged me out of the room and away from my partially disassembled quantum-driven robot-drone thing. And, despite what she’d told me, I was really close to figuring it out. Probably.

      “Yes.” She sighed. “Every time I ask you to help me do things, you’re too dumb--” she stopped herself. “Actually, that is untrue. Like Hudson, you’re not dumb, just… badly taught.” She nodded. “So, now you get to do what he is doing.”

      “And what is Hudson doing?” I inquired as she brought me into a large room that was empty save for the Amorphie priest. Only he was sitting there with a vague expression on his face, which may have had something to do with the giant robotic squid thing on his head. Its metal tines dug into his skull, and little lights and whatnot pulsed on them. “What is Hudson doing?!”

      Yes, my voice was higher when I asked the second time. But come the fuck on, right?

      I took a swig of soup.

      Yeah, that wasn’t going to be strong enough.

      “I hooked him to the knowledge matrix,” Cera von Stupidinator said as she looked at me. “It’s a learning computer that will take you from your limited level of knowledge to one that is more useful by running you through scenarios at a speed beyond which you’d normally be able to do in this stupid flesh world.” She did her stupid head bob nod thing. “It is how we train young on my former planet.”

      “Okay…?” I looked at her. “Do you want to hook me to that… thing?”

      “Obviously.” Cera shook her head. “Honestly, you’re really supposed to be the smart one?” She eyed me carefully. “You can tell me if it isn’t true.”

      “And what if I refuse?” I asked as I eyed Hudson dubiously.

      “Then not only do you keep wandering around like a monkey smacking things with sticks and flinging your poo, but Hudson will soon be a better engineer than you.” Her smugness annoyed me, so I took a swig from the gold flask and felt better. Not a lot better, mind you. But better. So I took another swig. Only that one didn’t help a lot.

      “Fine.” I waved a hand at the metal squid. “Do your mind meldy thing.” I glared at her. “But if I die, Garrett will throw you into the sun.”

      “Right and then resurrect me as an eternal sex slave.” Dragon Lady shivered. “I am aware.” She let out a long breath. “Trust me, we’ll all be better off if this works.” Then she hit a button on a control panel on the wall which caused a claw to descend from the ceiling like it was in one of those prize machines at the mall. Only in those machines, the claws never caught anything.

      This one, though, clamped onto my skull with surprising tenderness. And then endorphins started to flood my system.

      “I love you, cold, unfeeling robot arm,” I murmured before I drifted off into a daze.

      “Isa neither cold nor unfeeling,” a voice from behind me cooed, and I spun to find myself staring right at the violet-skinned Jam Jam Banks. Only that was impossible because Jam Jam Banks was a fictional character from War of the Stars. And he was an idiot. “Meesa Jam Jam Banks, and Isa will be yousa guide through thisa learning experience.” He grinned at me, revealing his stupid giant teeth. Then he knocked on his head with a fist. “Keep yousa hands firmly inside thisa cart.”

      A bright green shopping cart appeared, and he hopped inside before gesturing at me. “Come on.”

      “I’m going to get on the cart,” I said, climbing into said cart, which was as weird as it felt. “But if you betray the Empire by casting the deciding vote to remove total control from the chancellor of light and give it to the pesky republic jackasses, I’m going to be very cross.”

      “Mesa would never do that,” he said before sticking his stupidly long tongue out and blowing a raspberry. “Now, toosa the knowledge mines.” He pulled his arm down a couple of times like a train conductor, and we sped off. Which was pretty much when I understood the cart because it looked like we were headed into an actual mine with whistling, working gnomes.

      “If Snow Snow isn’t in there, I’m going to be very disappointed,” I said as we moved further and further, but Jam Jam didn’t reply because he’d somehow been replaced by someone else altogether.

      “Wait…” I said as I stared at the man in the white hat. “Are you Dan Dimmadam? Owner of the Dimmadan Dimmadam?”

      “Why, I am Dan Dimmadam, owner of the Dimmadan Dimmadam.” He nodded approvingly. “And I’ll be your guide through this shopping mall of knowledge.” He tweaked his mustache and then grabbed hold of the shopping cart as we raced into a parking lot. Only instead of slowing, we headed right for the entrance at breakneck speed.

      This was a problem because the curb was right there, and by my calculations, we were gaining speed.

      “What are we going to do, Dan Dimmadam?” I squealed as I turned toward him, but before he could answer, we hit the curb. and I went flying from the shopping cart straight toward the glass walls of the shopping mall of knowledge

      I had half a second to be horrified before the scenery changed completely, which was good because not only did I not slam face-first into a plate-glass window, I landed on a rather comfy orange couch.

      Oddly enough, this new place reminded me of this beautiful little artist studio back home. One of my friends from back on my homeworld of Catlan was a painter. She would paint these jaw-dropping images. These colorful, kaleidoscope of colors splashed against a dark backdrop. I would go over there often and just look at those images forever whenever something was stumping me.

      It was just me in her home, this little nook with just a few photographs up. When the light would come in in the early evening and catch it just right, that room would become like a golden hub splashed with bright colors and darkness. It was so many different sorts of emotions mixing together into one messy, beautiful memory.

      The door began creaking open, an instant before a nine-foot-tall, feline creature with ears that looked exactly like mine entered. He moved sleekly and effortlessly across the room towards me. His presence was actually not comforting, but I didn’t feel afraid. I felt as though I’d known this person my entire life. Probably because I’d been his biggest fan.

      “Nice to meet you, Jodie. I’m Felinus.” He held out his hand and had a warm smile on his face. “I understand this might be a bit of a surprise.” He shot me a conciliatory smile. “All of it. I’m sorry about that.”

      I managed to sort of throw my entire body forward so I could stick out my right hand to shake his. His grip was powerful and confident. This was somebody that knew exactly what he was and what he wanted.

      “Hi,” was the response I managed to utter. “Do you really make every female pregnant when you touch down somewhere?”

      The moment the words left my lips, I was horrified. I had tried to play it cool and ended up not playing it cool at all. Thankfully, he actually laughed for a few moments, and when he was done, he looked at me with such a comforting expression that I instantly felt at ease again.

      “Is that what they say about me?” he asked with a laugh. “I suppose maybe we should start by having me ask you what it is that you know about me.” He smirked before adding, “Or what you think you know about me.”

      “Uhhh, well, I guess I had heard that part. The pregnancy thing.” I looked at the floor. “I also heard that you went out across the universe and conquered the stars.”

      He smiled at me again before replying, “I conquered some stars, but I definitely did not do it by myself. Conquering feels a little vain. Out there in the universe, you aren’t the conqueror of anything. We gained some stars would be a more apt description.” He smiled at me again before asking, “And ask yourself this, are you pregnant, or do you feel pregnant right now?”

      “I guess not,” I replied. “Although I probably wouldn’t know that just yet if I actually was or not until I did a test...” I looked at him in horror. “Wait, you didn’t impregnate me, did you?”

      “I can assure you, that part about me is just a myth. Logistically, that’s not even a feasible thing or something anybody would want. Of course, a natural part of a species is to want to see it survive, to help it grow and thrive. To expand. But just throwing little ones out there just to do it, that seems like vanity to me.” He walked over and sat down on the bench next to me. “I apologize for the intrusion again, by the way. You see, I am the manifestation of the Learning Matrix, and it is my job to ensure you get all the knowledge required to do your job. I warn you, though. It will not be easy.”

      My jaw must have dropped open because he put his hand gently on my shoulder.

      “How is that possible?” I asked, suddenly confused. “And how is this supposed to work? Pretty much everything I’ve seen requires math that hasn’t even been invented yet. And even if I wanted to understand that math, I wouldn’t be able to because the math needed to understand that uninvented math requires even more math that has yet to be invented.”

      “Fortunately, I don’t think math of that level will be required, and what is required is that I teach you.” Felinus smiled at me.  “That’s my job after all.” He clapped his hands together. “So, are you ready to learn?”
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      Thera was speaking to me. I knew that because I could see her mouth moving. Only… only I couldn’t make sense of her words because I was too busy focusing on the words in front of my face and that fact that my Aura had gone from full to nonexistent in an instant.

      Your summoned monster: Diplodocus has been destroyed.

      Your summoned monster: Queenie has been destroyed.

      Worse, as I craned my head toward where I’d sent them and used the first few ticks of my newly regenerated Aura to focus my Auric Sense in that direction, I found that I couldn’t find any trace of anything other than a bit of residual heat, though that wouldn’t have been enough to make me think they’d been killed by it.

      Sure, anything could have, I suppose, taken out Runty since he was still low level, but Queenie? That sounded absurd.

      “Sorry, Thera,” I said as I looked at the chieftain of the Blue Palm Clan. “Something is wrong.” I glanced around the area where the villagers were busily preparing for a second feast. “I think you should get everyone ready for a fight just in case.”

      “Very well,” Thera said, catching the look in my eye. I was pleased she hadn’t asked “in case of what” because I wouldn’t have known. What I did know was that strange feeling of being watched had returned. And like last time, I was pretty sure it wasn’t from the weird rock in Thera’s hut. “I’ll get the warriors assembled.”

      “Thank you,” I replied as I re-summoned Queenie to my side.

      “I am sorry, master.” She looked at the ground between our feet. “I know what you want to know, but I am unsure of what killed me.”

      It was true, and a quick glance through her memories confirmed that. She had been flying toward the orange-feathered bastards when she just… ceased to exist. Even a quick look at her damage logs was unhelpful.

      Queenie had been critically hit by an “unknown attack” for over three times her health.

      Runty’s log proved similar, which was equal parts annoying and frustrating since it meant something ridiculously strong was out there.

      “Okay,” I said as I took a deep breath and let it out through my nose. “Let’s just come at this a different way.” I nodded to Queenie as I summoned a few dozen Spiguars. “Take them out there, and figure out what the fuck happened.”

      “As you wish, master,” the Ant Queen replied before taking off into the air with a host of Spiguars that she sent out in various directions. I took a moment to watch the strange flying jaguar spiders vanish into the sky before turning my attention back to the village.

      Part of me wanted to finish the walls, but since I’d need to have the villagers sing again to call up the power required for such a massive undertaking, I wasn’t sure I wanted to do that right now. Not when Thera was busy readying them for war. Instead, I settled on summoning several Troodons, Golems, Ice Spiders, and assorted other creatures and moving them around the village to act as scouts/early defenders.

      That’s when the gauntlet on my wrist pulsed, and as I looked down at it, I realized what I did have time for. I spun on my heel and headed back toward Thera’s hut.

      Inside, that strange rock was still sitting there, and before I even realized what I was doing, I reached out and touched it. This time, sparks leapt from its surface and cascaded across the gauntlet on my arm, and as it did, I felt it try to draw my hand inside. I allowed it to do so, and as my arm sank up to the elbow into the stone, a strange sense of understanding filled me.

      When I’d been back on Amorphie, I’d seen a vision of the sword repaired, and it had been much, much stronger. I wasn’t sure what was out there, but I knew one thing. Having more power was always a good thing.

      I withdrew my hand from the rock, and like with my sword, it was harder to do because the stone seemed to suck at my gauntlet. It hadn’t been long, but already, I could see it had been repaired, albeit barely.

      I quickly drew the Sword of the Destroyer King and plunged it into the rock. I had half a mind to leave my gauntlet as well, but I wasn’t sure if that would reduce the time it took to fix my sword, and something told me I’d need my gauntlet. After all, if there was something that could ROFLSTOMP Queenie without her even knowing it was there, well, I wanted to know where its weakness lay.

      That’s when I felt the tug on my Aura from outside the village. It was in an area beyond where I’d crafted the stone walls, and as I shifted my vision to Rocky who stood guard there, I saw a bunch of orange-feathered assholes coming straight toward the walls.

      Normally, that would have just pissed me off. After all, it wasn’t like they were riding Tyrannosaurs or anything.

      No… what made my heart sink into my toes was that they all had glowing hands, and as Rocky began to lumber towards the first attackers, they straight up destroyed him with a flurry of fireballs.

      Which was probably why they were attacking the wooden walled section of the village. Still, that wouldn’t be too much of a problem. There might have been a couple of dozen Oranges, but I was well over level fifty, and I had an army at my fingertips.

      “Garrett! It’s the Oranges!” Thera said as she poked her head into the tent. Only she looked way more worried than I expected. “I do not know how, but they have the power of fire in their hands.”

      “I saw,” I said as I related to Queenie what was going on over the link. Then I did the most awesomest thing I could think of as I ran toward the gate.

      As I got there, I summoned six Forest Giants onto the field, and as the twenty-foot tall behemoths appeared from thin air and rose to their full height, the Oranges hesitated.

      Which was when I summoned the Sharktopus from the pattern I’d gotten before we’d left Amorphie. The massive squid-shark appeared in the center of the field, all snapping jaws and writhing tentacles… and immediately began to draw on my Aura because, unlike the Samlon of this world, it wasn’t like the damn thing could survive outside of the water for long.

      Fortunately, I’d planned for that.

      I directed my Giants to pick up the massive Sharktopus and charge forward with it on their shoulders before hurling it directly into the midst of the Oranges.

      Needless to say, their line broke like a diet at Thanksgiving as the Sharktopus lashed out with its tentacles, alternately ripping apart Oranges and shoving them into its gnashing jaws.

      That was when my Troodons and Spiders appeared from the bushes all around the oranges. The Spiders threw icy nets that bound the fleeing Oranges to the ground an instant before the Troodons leapt atop them and tore them to shreds.

      I’d like to say the whole thing took a long time, but it didn’t. As I let the Sharktopus summon go a few moments later because summoning it on dry land had drained my Aura by three fourths, I surveyed the field, ready to leap into battle, and found that it was already over.

      Sure, there were a few Oranges scattered about in various states of not dead, but honestly, there weren’t many.

      I called for my Giants and Troodons to surround whatever survivors remained and then turned to smile at Thera, who was staring at the battlefield with her jaw hanging open in a cute sort of awed look.

      “That was the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen,” she said as she looked me up and down. “You are truly powerful, Garrett Andrews.”

      Normally, I’d have replied to that, but that’s when messages flashed across my vision in rapid succession.

      Your summoned monster: Queenie has been destroyed.

      Your summoned monster: Spiguar has been destroyed.

      Your summoned monster: Spiguar has been destroyed.

      Your summoned monster: Spiguar has been destroyed.

      Your summoned monster: Spiguar has been destroyed.

      They kept going, and it didn’t take a genius to know that whatever heavy hitter was out there had routed my troops as well. I switched as quickly as I could to one of my last remaining Spiguars and had just enough time to fuse with it before I was destroyed in a flurry of heat and flame.

      And… I’d gotten no more information from it than I’d had before. It pissed me off, but fortunately, I had a way to deal with that… or so I hoped.

      “Thera, you haven’t seen anything yet,” I said as I moved onto the battlefield and approached a fallen Orange with Thera beside me. This one was pretty buff looking and had a strangely familiar mark on his chest. Well, what was left of his chest because the bastard had been bitten in half, so blood, gore, and torn flesh obscured it. Not that it mattered to me.

      I raised my hand over the corpse and used Auric Extraction.

      Pattern: Orange Hand Tribe Member has been learned. Would you like to create an Orange Hand Tribe Member?

      “Do you recognize that mark?” I asked as I dismissed the message and turned to Thera. “The weird glowing sun on his chest?”

      “It is not one I’m familiar with,” she said with a shake of her head before turning toward the survivors. Honestly, I wasn’t sure what the level of healing magic was on this world, but there were a few I didn’t expect to make it.

      Thera must have agreed because, as we strode through the battlefield toward the survivors, she hefted her club and then shattered the skulls of those with what looked like critical injuries.

      “A mercy,” she said without turning to look at me, though from the look of things, she seemed to be gearing up for an argument.

      “They’re your prisoners as far as I’m concerned.” I shrugged when she seemed to sigh in relief. “So long as you leave the ones able to talk alone for long enough for me to have a chat with them, I don’t give a flying Troodon what you do with them.”

      “That is a fair request.” She turned and looked at me. “You are strange in many ways I greatly appreciate, Garrett.” She smiled at me. “Not many would approve of what I did. My brother, Kanil, would try to save them though they meant to kill us and would expend valuable resources to do so.”

      “Well, you know what I always say.” I chuckled. “The best thing in life is to crush your enemies, see them driven before you, and to hear the lamentations of their women.”

      “Interesting.” Thera’s eyes twinkled mischievously. “I would have thought it better to hear the moans of their women instead.” She shrugged. “But to each their own.” Then as more of her clan came rushing out onto the field, she turned back to those she’d deemed healthy enough to live.

      “The battle is over already?” Denno said with a scowl as he surveyed the carnage. “And I didn’t even get a piece of the orange-feathered bastards.” He sighed.

      “You’ll have your chance,” Thera glanced at me, “because I have a feeling our new friend won’t let an attack like this stand.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “Not even a little.”

      “Good.” Thera glared at the survivors before turning to the gathered members of her tribe. “You all know what to do. Strip the dead of valuables, then move their bodies to the traps. Bring the survivors to the holding hut. Garrett and I will speak with them there.”

      As the clan members broke to their tasks, and she moved to join in, I summoned Queenie from the Auric Pocket once more.

      “Not having good luck, are we?” I said as I gave her a hug.

      “No, master. It shames me that I was still unable to figure out what was down there.” She hung her head.

      “And you will not,” one of the Oranges said with a laugh. As I turned to look at the big man as he was led toward the hut, I recognized the symbol on his chest. It blazed with golden fire, but it still made my blood run cold as ice.

      Because that symbol? The one blazing on his chest like the sun itself?

      It was the Gift of Fire and Flame.

      And there was only one person that I knew of who could bestow such a powerful gift.

      Titania.

      The Fairy Queen of Summer.

      And if my experience with the woman in Terra Forma was anything like the reality of dealing with her, I knew one thing to be true. We were absolutely fucked.

      Or were we?

      I took a deep breath and then headed over to Thera.

      She looked over at me and must have caught the look in my eyes because she grew instantly serious.

      “What is it, Garrett?” she asked as she moved towards me.

      “If I’m not mistaken, they will have been put up to this by a woman.” I dropped my hand. “She will be about this tall.” I met Thera’s eyes. “I need to know where she is.”

      “Is this woman the one who gave them the power of the sun?” Thera asked as she searched my face.

      “I believe so.” I paused. “And I may have a way to stop her before she sends more people against us.”

      “Then I will find the information you speak.” Thera steeled herself then moved past me, clearly heading for the holding tent. “Because we must win the coming battle.” She looked at me then. “No matter the cost.”

      “No matter the cost,” I repeated. Then I touched the cold spot on my forehead. “No matter the cost.”
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      “You dare to call upon me, mortal?” I asked with as much venom as I could muster as I focused my gaze upon the glowing purple orb in front of me. Within it, I saw Garrett Andrews prostrating himself in some far-off hellhole that felt much too much like warmth and sunlight for me to enjoy. “You are truly unwise.”

      “Trust me, great Fairy, I would not have called upon you if I could have helped it.” He sat up and rubbed the back of his neck nervously, and that pleased me. He should be nervous. After all, though I couldn’t help but notice how much stronger he had become, he was still a flea compared to me and mine. He would have to do better if he ever hoped to beat Zaxcs.

      “That I believe.” I leaned back in my throne of ice and turned my attention toward my inner sanctum, deep at the center of the darkened world tree at the end of the universe. “So, what is it you desire, Garrett Andrews? Blood? Sex? Magic?” I licked my lips and leaned in close. “Or is it death you desire?”

      “I need a Spike of True Ice.” He extended his hands about a foot apart. “Long and narrow, with as much darkness as you can manage.”

      Admittedly, his request puzzled me. A Spike of True Ice was a simple thing for me to create since I was the Mistress of the Cold and Dark. In fact, it was such a ridiculous trifle that I couldn’t quite understand why he would want such a thing. It was like walking up to a rich man and, instead of asking for coin and other trifles, merely wanting a hearty handshake.

      And because of that, I could hardly refuse.

      After all, I had bestowed my title upon him and placed my mark on his head. Asking for boons from time to time was well within his rights, though few ever did. And this?

      “Why?” I peered into the orb. “That is a non-thing.”

      I waved my hand in a dismissive wave as I conjured the item he so desired. Blue ice stretched out in the air in front of my fingers until it resembled a thin icicle. Only this was no ordinary icicle because cold radiated off it, even here, even in the darkness that plagued the universe. Even here, where heat did not dwell, its cold was a tangible, living thing.

      “There is a person here.” He met my eyes then, and I wondered if the next words were going to be a lie. That would be certainly interesting. “And I wish to hurt her badly.” He started to turn like he would show me something but stopped. Then he met my eyes. “Trust me, Queen Mab, when I say this. I will tell you anything you want me to know, but it would be to your benefit not to know.” He shot me a cruel smile that made me hot in a way I hadn’t felt in quite some time. “But, you will also approve.” His lips stretched wide until he looked almost crazed. “And you will be able to recount the tales of what happened for eons to come and all who know you will know you to be powerful beyond all measure.” He smirked. “And the best part?”

      He waggled his eyebrows. “The best part is if I tell you nothing more, if I fail, well, it isn’t your problem, now is it? After all…” He met my eyes. “You. Did. Not. Know.”

      “I dislike that you are trying to manipulate me.” I scowled as I looked over at the spike. “But I appreciate the effort, Garrett. It shows you are wise, and for that, you will be rewarded.”

      And then, because it took barely any effort at all, I merged the Essence of Overwhelming Darkness into the Spike of True Ice. After all, I could not give my plaything a pathetic excuse for an item like a Spike of True Ice. Sure, mine would be better crafted than nearly any, but it was still not a fitting gift to come from my hand. Now though? Now, it would be something incredible.

      “Thank you,” he said, and I could detect a barely discernible smile on his lips. Had he thought it might go this way? If so, I would flay him alive. Or reward him for his cunning.

      Alas, time would tell either way.

      What was important was that he was my plaything and mine alone. Only, as those thoughts wormed into my brain, my conversation with Rhapsody came back to me. It had been so fleeting a moment in the vastness of time and darkness that I’d nearly forgotten.

      Only as I went to voice words to my thoughts, to inquire of others, I stopped myself. It was strange. I was Queen Mab. The Keeper of the Cold and Dark. The ruler of that which will always be. And yet? Yet I feared that if I voiced words, it might spur things into action that I did not wish spurred.

      After all, if my sister found out about Andrews, she would come, and he was not ready to face her yet.

      “Enjoy your Spike,” I said instead. Then I waved my hand, sending it to him in an instant. After all, while the space between us was large, all things were connected by darkness and shadows, and that was simple enough to bend to my will. Then, because it happened to occur to me, I thought to add one last tidbit. What can I say? I was feeling generous.

      “Oh, Garrett, I am not sure what you’re planning, but a word to the wise, you may want to check the Accords.” A smile quirked at my list. “Page three-thousand two-hundred and forty-eight. Paragraph eight. Sentence three.”

      “You are most generous, Queen Mab. I will check it after this.” He gave me a delightful bow. “And I will make you proud.”

      “Of that, I have no doubt,” I said as I cut the call because Queen Mab always had the last word.

      Always.
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      As I held the Frozen Spike of Overwhelming Darkness, I couldn’t help but smile. Part of me had wondered if Mab would even help me, and now that she had, I wondered what the price of this item would eventually be. After all, every deal I’d ever made with the fae tended to end badly. Then again, if things went as I thought they would, Mab wasn’t who I was worried about.

      No, it was her sister, Titania. See, while Mab had been relatively scarce in Terra Forma, her sister hadn’t. She constantly showed up to fuck with you, especially if you inhabited a hot or dry world. Often, it was just asking for some kind of appeasement. Items, sacrifices, general fuckery.

      But sometimes, well, sometimes, none of that would work, and she’d lay waste to the whole fucking planet, or turn the sun into a nova and incinerate everything, or… well, the list just sort of went on like that.

      Which was why I’d had some experience dealing with the fairy queen. See, I don’t exactly take kindly to be extorted by assholes who like to bully others. While I wasn’t sure exactly what was motivating the fairy queen to come here and grant the Oranges magic to come to fuck up Thera’s people, I was willing to bet I had something to do with it.

      Whether that was because I’d been gifted powers by Mab remained to be seen, but either way, I was putting a stop to it now. If I didn’t, she’d just keep hurting people until she got what she wanted, and if I knew anything about the Queen of the Summer Court from Terra Forma, what she wanted was my death.

      That’s where the Spike came in. Titania, after all, was a being of summer, of heat, fire, light, and all that entailed because she had been forged in the heart of Fae’s Forge and all that nonsense that didn’t much matter in the real world or the game world. What did matter, however, was that in Terra Forma, she had been weak to ice magic and dark magic. Now, I had a weapon of pure ice and darkness.

      It should do the trick.

      Assuming, of course, I could actually get to the fairy queen.

      To do that, I needed to find her.

      “Any luck?” I asked Queenie over the link.

      “Yes, master,” Queenie acknowledged. “Thera was able to secure the knowledge quickly. We are now at the weapons hut preparing for war.”

      “Oh, that was fast,” I said as I headed in that direction, and as I approached, I saw Thera standing there covered from head to toe in blood.

      “It did not take long at all, master,” the Ant Queen continued in my head. “When they refused to tell us how they had gotten here, Thera sliced open the leader’s belly and spilled his entrails to the floor, then waited in silence as he died in a mess of his own blood and guts. It was glorious.” Queenie bristled excitedly as I approached, then switched into words since I was now close enough to hear her speak. “Then, she asked the others if they would like to live or die.”

      “They chose to live.” Thera shrugged. “It was a completely unforeseeable turn of events, to be sure.” She nodded back toward the holding tent. “Who would have thought they’d given up the location of the mysterious Fire Giver so easily when faced with certain and painful doom?”

      “Let me guess, the Fire Giver was kind of a bitch?” I laughed.

      “Yes.” Thera nodded. “The Oranges are as much a slave to her as they are helping her. It seems she ravaged a great many buildings and boats and burned a good deal of their stored food. Then she demanded their assistance in destroying us.” She sighed. “I would probably have taken her deal as well before I saw my people scorched and burned.”

      “Yeah, I can see how that would be a pressing argument.” I looked at the sky, somewhat frustrated. “But that means that we shouldn’t just recklessly slaughter the Oranges.” I turned back to Thera. “After all, they’re not doing this of their own free will.”

      “Pfft!” Denno spat. “Everyone has a choice. They chose to fight us rather than the Fire Bringer, so they deserve their deaths.”

      “It is not always so easy to make certain choices,” Thera said as she put a hand on Denno’s shoulder. “As I said, in their situation, I may have done the same.”

      “Right, well, I’m sure it will be fine,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “Once we beat the Fire Bringer, everything will be okay.”

      “Do you really think it can be done?” Thera said as she turned to look at me.

      Thera has offered you a quest. Defeat the Fire Bringer. Would you like to accept? Yes or no?

      It wasn’t even a choice. I accepted the quest and then nodded to Thera. “I don’t know if it can be done, but I’m sure as hell going to find out.” I felt my face grow grim and determined. “So, where is she?”

      “Far.” Thera frowned. “She has made her home in the great volcano far, far to the east. That is where we are likely to find her…” she paused. “It is also likely why the Oranges were the ones to make contact with her. They revere the volcano as a god.”

      “A god that tells them to loot and plunder the forests because otherwise everything would be turned to ash.” Denno’s words made me frown deeply.

      Titania had to have known that when she showed up that the Oranges saw the volcano as a god, and it would be easy enough, especially given her power, to convince them she was, in fact, their god. I sighed. This was going to be annoying at best.

      Then again, I myself was a god, and I sure as hell could kill a fairy masquerading as one. Besides, if I’d learned anything from humanity, killing gods was our specialty.

      “How far is it?” I asked as I turned to the east and found I couldn’t even see a volcano. That did not bode well.

      “Several days walk from here,” Thera replied. “But do not worry, for we will come with you.” She looked me in the eye. “After all, the Oranges are still feathered, and they require aid.”

      I should have replied to her, but all I could do was think about what she had said because it meant Titania had set things in motion before I had come here, and as I thought about that, I realized that she must have been the one to force open this portal.

      That was bad. Double bad even because it meant that there might be many more traps waiting for us before we got to her.

      Still, I had to fight her, had to take her on. If I didn’t, well, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself, especially after what she had done to not just Thera’s people, but the Oranges as well.

      There was just one other problem. I wasn’t actually sure how to… well, hit Titania. Theoretically, my Spike would take her down, but I was worried that in a direct confrontation, she would just use her superior speed and strength to stop me. When I’d killed Queenie in the dungeon long ago, we’d been about the same speed and strength, so a bit of quick movement had allowed me to take her down. Titania wouldn’t be that way. It would be more like those fights in The Flash, where everything looked like it was in slow motion to him.

      That’s when I remembered what Mab had said. She had told me to check the Accords. And that… had been a curious piece of advice. I quickly opened my link back with the Halls of Research and reached out to whoever was available. Thankfully, Veronica picked up a moment later.

      “What’s up, Garrett? Do you need some rocks examined?” Veronica said with a giggle. “‘Cause if so, I’m your gal.”

      “Actually, I just need someone to access the database and pull up something for me. Can you do that?” I asked as I tried to remember what Mab had told me.

      “Oh, yeah, that’s no problem at all. Let me just pull it up.” There was a pause. “Okay, I’m ready, what do you need?”

      “I need you to open the Fairy Accords. There should be a copy, hopefully...” If there wasn’t, I wasn’t even sure of how to acquire one. Jane, maybe?

      “Hmm…” Veronica said after a moment. “There technically is one, but we cannot access it.” There was another pause. “Oh, well, I guess we can, but it costs money.” She told me a number that hurt my soul.

      “That’s highway robbery,” I squeaked as I saw all my earnings from the Amorphie dungeon go up in smoke. “Why is it so much?”

      “Well, apparently, it’s licensed via the Court of the Cold and Dark. For some reason, we do have access to the Dark Fairy Queen’s library, but every book we check out comes with a price. Though once we get it, we can check it out again for free.” Veronica sighed. “What do you want to do?”

      “Just get a copy,” I grumbled. “Then look up page three-thousand two-hundred and forty-eight, then find paragraph eight and read me sentence three.”

      “That’s very specific. Give me a second.” Veronica did some typing I could hear over the comm. “Okay, I’ve got it here. This is a section about champions… um… it says, ‘And the Accords, written into magic itself and stained with the blood of the royal queens decrees as such: ‘Should a queen move against a champion directly, should the champion so wish, the queen will be required to lower her strength to a level commensurate to the champion’s strength.’ Then it goes on to describe stuff,” There was a pause, and I got the impression Veronica was reading silently. “I guess all you have to do is to let the fairy queen in question know you want her to do it.” She sighed again. “That seems a bit ridiculous.”

      “I agree, but that’s the fae. They are very… capricious and chaotic,” I mused as I thought about it. If I could let Titania know somehow that I wanted to face her as Mab’s champion, then she’d have to drop her level down to my own. That was interesting. “Is there like a command phrase or something?”

      “Not as such, but there’s a reference to another page. Give me a second.” There was another pause as Veronica presumably looked it up. “Okay, I got it. Yeah, there are a couple of challenge phrases in the index. Apparently, they aren’t required, but it says something about how the meaning of these phrases has no ambiguity as they have been agreed upon by the royal houses of both Light and Dark. Does that mean anything to you because it just sounds like nonsense to me?”

      “I’m actually following it.” I laughed. “What’s the challenge phrase referenced?”

      “The Knight of respective court wishes to take the Queen of respective court,” Veronica replied. “There are two examples given, so I’ll just read them to you.”

      “Sounds good,” I said.

      “The Knight of the Court of the Cold and Dark wishes to take the Queen of the Hot and Bright.” She paused to take a breath. “The Knight of the Court of the Hot and Bright wishes to take the Queen of the Cold and Dark.”

      “Thank you,” I said when she’d finished. “That’s perfect, actually.”

      “Hopefully, it was worth all that gold.” Veronica sighed. “That was a lot of money.”

      “It was, but it was worth every last penny. Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some very interesting rocks to look at.” With that, Veronica signed off.

      “Well,” I said as I turned back to everyone else, “I think I know how to stop the Fire Bringer now. We just need to get to her.”

      “Then we should leave soon, for it will be a long journey wrought with danger and peril, even for someone as strong as you, Garrett,” Thera said. “I will have a caravan of supplies prepared.”

      “Thanks,” I replied, “but there is no quicker way? I’d hate to put out the village so much.”

      “There is not unless you could somehow avoid the jungles, rocky mountains, and the dangerous predators along the way.” Thera shrugged. “Do you have a way to do that?”

      I didn’t, but I still thought about it, and as I did, I looked up at the sky and saw something that might just make things a little easier.

      “So, out of curiosity, how far away is it as the crow flies,” I said as an idea I really, really, wanted to try popped into my head. “A crow is a type of, well, flying bird. Because that would avoid all the danger, yes?”

      “It would definitely be much faster,” Thera said as she puzzled over the question. “Mostly because we would not have to traverse the dangerous terrain or have to deal with wild beasts.” She stared at me for a long moment before turning her attention to Queenie, “But I am unsure how we would manage such a trip unless Queenie can carry us all?”

      “I could not carry everyone,” Queenie confirmed. “But I will try if that is what master wishes.”

      “Nah,” I waved my hand dismissively as I pointed toward the flying creatures in the distance, “but I bet those could carry us.”
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      “I didn’t realize Quetzalcoatlus came so close to the camp,” I said as I watched the massive birds snapping Samlon out of the river. We were several miles upriver from the camp, but even still, I’d have expected to have to travel much farther to find them, but unlike most pterosaurs and whatnot, they didn’t actually live near oceans, preferring to eat freshwater fish from rivers and lakes, as well as rodents and dying animals.

      “This is a good feeding area for them,” Thera said as she crept forward through the foliage, her massive club in one hand. It was crazy watching how easily she could move through the brush and make no sound. I mean, I was no slacker when it came to stealth, but she was crazily impressive.

      “And you don’t worry about, I dunno, them attacking your tribe members or carrying away children?” I stared at the massive birds as they divebombed the Samlon. The smallest one had to be around a hundred seventy kilograms, and the bigger ones seemed easily double or triple that with thirty-foot wingspans.

      “They are not quite that brave,” Thera said as she looked at me. “A bigger one might be able to take a very small child in its claws and fly away, but that would also involve them attacking a village full of creatures much larger than their prey.” She gestured at the birds. “They are mostly opportunistic hunters and scavengers.”

      “Ah,” I mused as I watched them. “That makes sense.”

      “Once we get closer, we will have to be careful. Quetzalcoatlus is easily spooked, and if that happens, they will fly across the whole of the world before they touch down again, and unfortunately, we don’t have the means to chase them through the air.” Thera nodded toward the clearing. “We will go up to the foliage at the edge and wait for our chance.”

      “Okay,” I said as I edged up along her. It seemed to take forever, mostly because I wanted to watch the magnificent ancient birds do their thing. It was scary in a way I’d not often experienced back on earth because the sight of these massive predators was something else entirely. What happened if they swarmed and attacked with those freakishly huge claws and beaks? I shook my head. I wanted no part of that. Hell, I didn’t even like dealing with angry cuccos in Legend of Zelda.

      “So, what we will need to do is throw a bola,” Thera said as she produced the object from her pouch. It was exactly what she claimed it to be. Two heavy stones attached by a piece of rope. “Hopefully, we will bind them up long enough to run in and crack its skull open.”

      “How often does that work?” I asked as I looked at the bola. It really didn’t seem heavy enough to keep a Quetzal down, assuming you didn’t wrap one of its wings.

      “Not often with Quetzalcoatlus, but it works well with Pteranodons because they are smaller. We will need to pray for luck and hope we get a wing.” She gave me a determined look. “I’ve done it before.”

      “I believe you,” I said as I watched her ready the bola. “Or, and hear me out, we don’t do that.” When she gave me a confused look, I smiled at her. “How about we just kill one from here?” I gestured at the dinosaurs. “They’re not that high level, really, mostly green and light yellow.” She looked more confused. “Right, nevermind. Just, like, what happens if you hit them in the head?”

      “It is very hard to hit them in the head with a rock or a spear.” Thera shrugged. “I have not seen it done. The bola is the best way.”

      “What about with arrows, like a bow and arrow?” I asked and again received a puzzled look.

      “I’m not sure I know what that is, Garrett,” she said after a moment. “Bow and arrows?”

      “It’s, um, a weapon that flings tiny spears at great speeds,” I replied as I stretched out my hands and did a pisspoor job of miming shooting an arrow.

      “We do not have anything like that.” She thought for a moment. “We do have slings we use for hurling spears, is that what you mean?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “Just, um… let’s go back that way.” When she nodded, I headed back a few hundred feet so we wouldn’t disturb the Quetzals. That was also why it was just the two of us since they were easily spooked. Now, though, I had a better idea.

      “So, what is your plan, Garrett?” She looked at me hopefully. “If you have a better way of hunting Quetzalcoatlus, I would love to know it. That knowledge would be a great boon to my people.”

      “Right, okay,” I said as I summoned my highest level Hobgoblin Archer from my Auric Pocket. “That’s a bow.” I pointed at his weapon.

      “Oh.” Thera stared at the bow. “I have not seen anything like that, though its construction seems simple enough.” She moved closer and inspected the hobgoblin’s weapon further. “But where is the pointy part?” She looked back at me. “You said it throws tiny spears.”

      “Show her an arrow,” I said, and the Hobgoblin hurried to comply, quickly pulling an arrow from his quiver and offering it to Thera, who took it carefully. She spent a few moments looking at it before handing it back to the hobgoblin.

      “I am surprised we have not come up with something like that. It seems little more than wood and twine.” She seemed annoyed. “How does it work?”

      “Actually, don’t feel bad. It took a long time for the people on my planet to invent bows and arrows. It came way, way after spears.” I smiled at her. “When we get back, I’ll have one of my archers sit down with the weapon maker so he can learn how to make them.”

      “I would appreciate that,” she said before she gestured at a tree a little way off. “Now, I would like to see a demonstration.”

      “Okay.” I nodded to the Hobgoblin. “Hit that tree with a Stealth Shot.” I pointed to a tree that was about the same distance as we would be to the Quetzals.

      The summon complied, loosing an arrow that shot through the air, silent and deadly. It struck the tree with enough force to bury itself to the halfway point in the tree’s trunk.

      “So, yeah, will something like that work?” I asked as Thera stared wide-eyed at the tree. Then she made her way forward and examined the tree with the arrow stuck inside it.

      When she turned to me, she had a huge smile on her face. “I think this will definitely hit, assuming your summon can hit the Quetzal.” She frowned. “Can he hit something like that?”

      “Can you?” I asked the Hobgoblin honestly.

      “It is likely that I can hit it.” He nodded. “Shooting game is why I became an archer.” He smirked. “Well, that, and getting to kill my enemies from a distance before they knew what happened.” He grinned.

      “Right.” I nodded and then summoned sixteen more Archers. “Coordinate on the same one and be sure to bring it down. Let me know when you’re in position.” As they moved away, I pinged Queenie over the link. “You busy?”

      “I am just helping the villagers process Samlon, master. Do you require my assistance?” Queenie asked.

      “Yeah, actually. I’m going to summon you to me. Let me know when you’re ready to come.”

      “Just give me a few moments, master,” she replied, and I nodded though she couldn’t see it before turning to Thera.

      “I’m going to have Queenie come too. If for some reason we don’t down the bird, maybe she can fly after it and take one down.” Only, as I finished speaking, Thera was giving me a strange look. “What?”

      “Nothing,” Thera said as she smiled at me. “I just forget that you’re not really like me, like us. You have so many tools at your disposal and so much knowledge.” She gestured at the forest where the hobgoblins had ventured. “You just summon creatures to help you, and they all have such useful skills.”

      “Well, it’s not really that. I mean, it is nice to have them, but knowing how to use them is a thing.” I started to get embarrassed. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” She gave me a kiss on the cheek. “I’m glad you’re on our side.”

      “Me too,” I said as Queenie pinged me.

      “I am ready to go now, master. Sorry I was not quicker.”

      “It’s no problem,” I said, summoning her to my side. Man, being able to move my summons to me was a great skill. “How are you?”

      “I am well, master.” She nodded. “What is it you require of me?”

      “I’m going to have the archers launch an attack on one of the Quetzals.” I shot the picture of my plan to her over the link. “If they fail, I need you to take it down… You’re authorized to use your Final Sting.”

      “Understood, master,” Queenie said. “I’ll go now.” Then she hustled forward and disappeared into the brush.

      “I suppose we should join them,” Thera said as she watched the ant queen go. “You make it seem so easy, but this is a big deal. Taking down a Quetzalcoatlus, I mean.”

      “Yeah, I sort of figured that.” I smirked. “We’re just really good at taking down crazy strong monsters after the last world. It was filled with monsters.” I paused a beat. “Actually, you saw some of them. The Sharktopus I summoned during the battle with the Oranges.”

      “That creature will live in my nightmares for many nights to come.” Thera shivered. “I’m not sure how you overcame such a creature, but the fact that you did speaks volumes. Perhaps when compared to that, a Quetzalcoatlus isn’t a big deal.” She gave me a peck on the cheek before hustling off. “Now come, I wish to see your plan in action.”

      “Right,” I said as I followed after her, and once I got to the edge of the clearing, I shot a quick round-robin ping to all my hobgoblins to confirm they were in position and targeting the same bird. After that, I made sure Queenie was ready, and once she acknowledged me with a “Yes, master,” I ordered their attack.

      An instant later, arrows burst from all directions and slammed into the closest Quetzal, a medium-sized bird with bright red feathers. The creature shrieked in pain and tried to rise, its great wings flapping, but it seemed to struggle on the fact that it had over a dozen arrows lodged into various parts of its bodies.

      The other birds took off in a flurry of wings as my archers launched a second volley at the Quetzal, and as it flailed around, blood streaming from its massive body, Queenie burst from the foliage, dagger in hand.

      She smashed into the Quetzal’s face dagger first like a fucking wrecking ball that basically reduced its skull to pink mist.

      Your summoned creatures have killed creature: Quetzalcoatlus.

      The attack reminded me of when she’d taken out the Forest Giants what felt like forever ago in the Bazaar when we’d fought against Gobta. Only this time, well, we weren’t quite fighting for our lives. That would come later when we dealt with Titania.

      Now, though, it was time to claim my prize.

      “Wow,” Thera mumbled to herself as I strode from the bushes and moved toward the downed flying dinosaur creature.

      “I have killed it as you asked, master,” Queenie said as she smiled brightly at me, which was made all the crazier because she was covered in gore. “Would you like me to summon some ants to process the body?”

      “In a minute,” I said as I used Auric Extraction on the corpse. “Thank you, by the way. You were awesome.

      Pattern: Quetzalcoatlus has been learned. Would you like to create a Quetzalcoatlus?

      I did, but that could wait a moment. “Okay, Queenie. You can clean up the corpse now.” I nodded to Thera. “Anything, in particular, we should know about them before we cut it up?”

      “Yes, actually, but I can work with Queenie on it.” Thera hefted her club. “That way, you can do whatever it is you do with the bodies to make your summons.”

      “Okay, sounds good.” I nodded to the two of them then ordered a pair of Hobgoblins to collect the arrows they’d shot. Once that was done, I dismissed the rest of the Archers and looked at the character sheet for the Quetzal.

      Which was when I realized it was a lot weaker than I’d given it credit for because the one I could summon would only be able to carry about two hundred pounds or so, and that was a lot less than we required. It sort of made sense but was disappointing since I’d hoped they’d have been as strong as they had been in Ark, but that was just a video game, and this was…

      I opted not to finish that thought and instead summoned my Quetzal.

      “Hey, Red,” I said as I walked up to the ancient beast and put my hand on its snout. “How are you?”

      It didn’t really respond so much as it delicately lowered its head for a bob.

      “I’m sorry to have killed you, but see, my friends and I need a ride across the world, and we were hoping you could help.” I patted its shoulder. “Would it be okay if I tried to ride you?”

      In response, the massive bird lowered itself down so I could climb on its back. I’ll be honest, I was a bit scared as I climbed on. Not because I was worried it would buck me off or anything, but more because I could fall and die once we were in the air.

      Still, I mitigated that as best I could and used a couple of loops of rope to make a makeshift harness to keep myself on the birds back. Then I pumped a bit of extra Aura into the creature to make it stronger. Once I’d temporarily moved its weight limit up another fifty or so pounds by expending half my Aura, I waved to my friends.

      “Here goes nothing,” I called, and as they all looked at me, I commanded Red to fly. The Quetzal leapt into the air, and I held onto my harness for all I was worth as it took to the sky and did a sort of lazy circle around the clearing.

      I’ll be honest, it was the best thing I’d ever done and also the most terrifying. However, I learned what I most wanted to learn. Because of the problem with the weight, being in the air constantly sapped my Aura, which meant that while we’d be able to fly for a while, we’d definitely have to stop periodically to regen, which was still a hell of a lot better than walking through said jungle.

      I took another couple loops and then landed in the clearing to find Thera standing there wide-eyed.

      “I cannot believe you can fly like that,” Thera said in awe.

      “Well, how would you like a ride back?” I asked her as I summoned another Quetzal.

      “You mean, I can ride it as well?” She stared at the new creature.

      “That’s the plan, right? Anyone who comes to help us save the Orange Village will have to fly…” I watched her, worried that this might be too much.

      “Yes!” Thera cried, and before I could blink, she had launched herself onto the Quetzal’s back.

      “What do I do?” she asked as she looked at me.

      “First, rope it like I did,” I said and then dismounted Red so I could show her. Once she was securely roped in, I turned to Queenie. “Care to join us?”

      “I will if you command it, master,” she hedged, “but I would prefer to stay here until we’re done processing the Quetzal in the way Thera would like. I will join you after if that’s okay?”

      “It’s fine.” I nodded to her. “Let me know when you’re ready to return, and I’ll summon you, or you can fly back. Whatever you want.”

      “Thank you, master,” she said with a bow. “Now, if you’ll excuse me…”

      “Right,” I said as I smiled at her. Then I looked up at Thera, who was watching us intensely. “What?”

      “It is strange how you ask her opinions when you can just order her to do whatever you like. Most would not do that.” Thera shrugged. “It is how I know you are a worthy man to follow.”

      “Aww, thanks,” I said, suddenly embarrassed. “So, you ready to fly?”

      “Yes!” Thera replied as I mounted Red and tied myself in.

      “Well, then let’s go.” I mentally commanded the Quetzals to take off and fly us back to camp, and honestly, I was glad they knew what to do with that information because the way Thera hooted and hollered with joy as we flew was so endearing that I’d scarcely noticed the journey.

      Hell, I probably wouldn’t have noticed we’d landed if not for the members of the Blue Palm Clan hooting and hollering at our arrival.

      “Garrett requires us to face the threat attacking the Orange clan!” Thera cried as she leapt from the back of her Quetzal. “Prepare the supplies for war!” She gestured at me. “For he has tamed the skies, and we will take the fight to our enemies and let the rivers run with their blood!” Then as everyone cheered and ran to comply with her orders, she practically pulled me off Red, and the moment my feet hit the ground, she kissed me.

      The next few moments were a blur of movement as we stumbled back toward her hut. To be honest, I’m not sure how or when I’d lost my clothes, but all I knew was that Thera was beautiful and her body was pressed to mine.
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      “So, what do you think?” I announced proudly as I swept my golden brush to one side. “Magnificently terrible, is it not?”

      What I presented was my first completed chamber of what would become the most terrifying, blood-washed dungeon across the multiverse. It took a while to bring it up to my specifications, I am very exacting in my standards of death, maiming, and torture, after all, but I felt that I finally had what I affectionately named ‘The Welcome Mat’ up to snuff.

      “I don’t get it,” was the immediate reply from my audience. “I don’t see anything that would scare a minnow here.”

      That audience in the bowels of Poseidon was small, consisting only of Organus and my soon-to-be-test-subject, good old Crabface, and it was he who had spoken. Not that there was much good about Crabface, to be fair. I had to admit, I shared Barnabas’s, the great Ice King of Amorphie, opinion on him, in that I too would have immediately forgotten about Crabface after killing him.

      Still, even though Crabface was a bit of a failure, no matter how powerful he might have seemed, I couldn’t help but wonder if he wouldn’t make a fine addition to G-Unit. What can I say? I love an underdog story. Perhaps that was why I asked my liege to allow me to use him for this particular purpose. Garrett was more than game, especially once I explained that no true harm would happen to the giant Amorphie-crab-man.

      Now, to be fair to Crabface, the stone chamber I had excavated with the power of the golden brush looked surprisingly innocent for something that came from my mind. I had made sure to have the proper décor of a Dungeon-Necromancer-Lord-King-Master’s entryway. The skulls of a thousand species were lovingly carved into the walls to create a breathtaking mosaic of death, and the floors had an irregular pattern of marble tiles, just off-kilter enough to make any sane person question which were pressure plates and which were safe to stand on.

      But, despite all the general decoration, there were no flaming pits, no walls of spikes, no slavering hordes of Hobgoblins, and certainly no undead beasts hungering for the flesh of the living. Hence, to the eyes of a former Amorphie high priest turned cursed giant crab-man, it was not the least bit fearful at all.

      Organus wasn’t fooled, but why would he be? The elder Tartaran was tied into the very stones of this place, and it was through the power he infused into the brush I held that I could easily work the wonders I had here, though, I could have done this on my own in time. I was Gobta the Hobgoblin King, after all.

      “If that is what you think, my friend,” I said with a disarmingly wide grin that showed all my sharp teeth, “you could always give it a closer look without Test Mode on.” When Crabface actually made to move past me and scuttle through the entry arch, I thrust my arm out to bar his way. “Stop! No, no, I wasn’t serious!”

      “What?” he grumbled, his deep, rough voice rumbling in his shell. “Do you think I can’t take it? I can’t find a way through your little deathtrap or whatever it is?” Then he laughed at the very concept.

      I almost let Crabface march off to his doom… but doing that could mess with Garrett’s plans. The last thing he needed was to have his Aura drained suddenly and unexpectedly as it tried to keep the cocky fish-crab-man alive. That was even assuming Garrett could keep him alive, what with my liege off doing work in a whole other dimension. And, well, Garrett and I were tight, so I wasn’t going to do anything that could get him in a bind or get his minions splattered.

      We were bros. No homo.

      “It doesn’t matter what I think,” I said simply. “It matters what I know, which is that you will die a screaming, horrible, burning, dissolving, bloody death if I let you step in there.” I lowered my arm to clear his path. “Which means Test Mode.”

      With that, I looked over at Organus and gave a nod to the tentacular Tartaran. His tentacles flicked around a few times, a gesture I had learned in our days of dungeon experimentation as a nod. As he made the motion, a message chimed across my eyes and in my head:

      Your dungeon room (The Welcome Mat) is now set to Test Mode. All traps, weapons, enchantments, and minions will neither inflict nor take lethal damage. However, all sensations will be completely realistic unless you manually change the level of sensation. Would you like to do so now?

      Wonder if this is what it was like for Garrett when he was the god of this system. In the process of building this one room of ultimate doom, I had seen more of these messages than I ever had in my time with my liege. I could only imagine how many more of these constant pings and annoyances he had to deal with. It made me respect him just a little more.

      Maybe it also meant I was getting to be more of a god myself, I considered as I mentally told the dungeon no. After all, it’s not much of a test if I altered the results, right?

      I lifted my arm and stepped aside with an evil grin. “There, Crabface. I look forward to your imminent success.”

      “Of course, I’ll succeed!” Crabface flexed the impressive muscles of his Amorphie upper half, then stepped across the threshold. “Because I am an Amorphie high priest, and my name is—”

      Before he could say his name, his entire crab-man body set foot in the room, and then all hell broke loose… in a simulated fashion, anyway. As his right front leg clacked down on just the right place, Crabface let out a sudden squeak of pain, the kind of cry that you’d expect from a paper cut and no real wound. He pulled back that leg in alarm, just as a simulated wall slammed down to seal the chamber off from the hallway in which Organus and I stood. The cool thing was, as it was a simulation of shadow magic, we could still observe the festivities.

      Though, to be fair, I wouldn’t have been able to tell the difference between simulation and reality. That was the immense power of the dungeon core in play.

      “The mithril needles were an insightful touch,” Organus noted, his tone cool and clinical. “Thin enough to be near invisible, yet hard enough to punch through almost any armor.” He let out a gurgling cough as Crabface spun in shock to see himself trapped. Already, his face was contorting, the special surprise dosed on the spikes flowing through his bloodstream. “That and you went ahead and made them invisible, anyway.”

      The agony in Crabface’s eyes as he staggered back let me know that he knew that the poison, while invisible, had been made by an incredibly handsome man, and that man was Gobta, the Hobgoblin King.

      “Well, I think that’s fair,” I mused. “Any true dungeon delver would be sweeping the floor to search for triggers or pressure plates, and they’d feel the needles.” I gestured towards the phantom wall and the stomping, bumbling monster who was now staggering back towards the trigger for the next delight. “But Crabface here is so full of himself that he’s just stomping--”

      It wasn’t the crab-man’s scream that cut me off as his flesh was currently dissolving from the inside out. No, it was the terrible grinding sound of the left wall opening wide. Even louder was the tremendous thunder of, well, I lost count of how many gallons of near-freezing water in the reservoir beyond. It funneled through the wide-gapped grating and slammed into the entrance room with skull-crushing force.

      Now, Crabface was made of stern stuff, too stern to get crushed by all the water, and he almost looked amused as he was thrown against the far wall. After all, he was an amphibious creature… but I expected that ninety percent of our potential invaders wouldn’t be. Besides, it wasn’t like water was the only thing that was waiting in that trap.

      Two dozen glowing jewels rushed forward through the phantom waves, the precursor to what was coming through the dark waves. See, one big plus to working with Organus’s core was that it brought with all the knowledge of the mega-predators of Amorphie. Now, I had intimate experience fighting, killing, and being killed by these things, so when I wanted an introductory experience for my dungeon, I knew just what to pick.

      When the jewels sparked, they revealed the sleek forms of the spiny purple scales of Prince Fishers. The smaller cousins of the feared King Fishers that dwelled in the Amorphie oceans, I found that they were even meaner than their dragon-sized kin. Also, they were a lot easier to fit into death traps, so there was that.

      Crabface recognized them too, and that’s when his eyes went wide and pleading. He took a look toward where he knew that Organus and I were watching, two of his legs already sloughing off, in a simulated fashion, from the extremely handsome poison running through his body. The baby had already had enough, and he wanted this test to be over now.

      “So, Gobta, King of the Hobgoblins, mighty vassal of Garrett Andrews,” Organus began as the electric fish unhinged their piranha-like jaws and rushed for Crabface, “are you a merciful dungeon lord? Or are you a dark and terrible master?”

      I scoffed. “As if that were a question?” I caught Crabface’s watering eyes… how the Black Hells did that work when he was underwater, even phantom water?... and raised my fist towards him, oriented to give him the thumbs-up of mercy…

      Then I turned my thumb down.

      What? I had to test the dungeon, didn’t I?

      Crabface’s eyes went wide for only a moment before his tensed body just relaxed. At that moment, I knew why Barnabas had beaten him, why Garrett had done the same when he had been given his super-crab-body. Crabface just didn’t have the grit to keep going, he gave in to his fate instead of railing against it. To fight your imminent demise with every muscle and power and nerve and breath, that was the mark of greatness, the difference between a hero and the forgotten.

      Then the Prince Fishers started biting, and tearing, and shocking. The phantom waters turned into a mess of simulated chum and blood. It was so realistic, so amazingly lifelike, that I wondered if I could learn the shadow magic that powered it myself. It was something to explore in the future, but for now…

      “I think we’ve got our answer,” I said with a grin. With a wave of the golden brush, I canted the spell to end the simulation, to dispel all the shadow and bring us back to reality. The water was gone, the Prince Fishers back in their pen, the mithril needles retracted. Crabface collapsed in a heap, his limbs whole once more and every bit of flesh where it should be. “What do you think, Organus?”

      “I approve, Gobta,” the Tartaran gurgled enthusiastically. “I believe you have a bright future as my dungeon’s keeper.” His tentacles flailed in what I guessed was excitement, while Crabface simply blubbered on the floor, giving thanks to his gods for being alive. “And to think, he still had two more traps to set off.”

      I let out a deep chuckle. “Indeed, my friend.” My meaty frame shook as I felt a good, old-fashioned maniacal laugh come on. “This is just the beginning!”
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      I awoke to find the goddess Rhapsody leaning over me, and like always, time appeared to be stopped. I knew because Thera was cuddled up to me, mouth open wide in mid-exhale.

      “She’s pretty,” Rhapsody said as she took us in, a pink flush to her cheeks. “I can see why you like her. Curvy but muscular.” She nodded.

      “Well, hello to you too,” I said as I took her in. She was still as pretty as ever. Her red hair framed her face in a way that was, quite simply, breathtaking and served to highlight the smattering of freckles across her nose.

      “So, you have done something I’ve not expected,” she said as she turned toward the stone. My eyes flicked toward it, and I saw that the stone was glowing. Sparks of energy were shooting into the air from its hilt even though time was stopped. In fact, it looked like the sword was moving in real time, something nothing else had managed thus far.

      “What’s that?” I asked as I tried to tear my eyes from the sword.

      “You have started to repair the sword.” She looked at me and frowned. “That is a problem.”

      “Why is it a problem?” I raised an eyebrow at her. “Shouldn’t that be a good thing?”

      “It would be if the repairs are complete.” She nodded toward where my Destroyer King’s Gauntlet lay on the ground. “But they are not, and that is a problem.”

      “Um… can you give me a bit more detail, because I’m a bit confused? Should I not have put the sword in the stone?” I asked, suddenly concerned. “Because it seemed, well, natural to do so, and when I drew it last time, it seemed a lot stronger.”

      “I suspect that was part of Titania’s plan.” She gave me a knowing smile. “Of course you should use the rock to repair the sword, after all. That material is very, very rare. The problem is that, now that you have begun the process, you must allow it to finish because every time you draw the sword from the rock, the repairs will be less effective than they would be otherwise. So, you’ll have to face Titania without your sword if you want to maximize its power.” This information didn’t seem to displease Rhapsody. In fact, she seemed amused by it. “And that will be very interesting to watch.”

      “Um… okay,” I said as I let puzzled over it. “Why do you seem pleased by this turn of events? I mean, it seems bad that I started the repair now, no?”

      “Do not worry.” Rhapsody grinned. “This will be a good thing. In fact, Titania may have very well sealed her fate.” She nodded toward the sword. “She is expecting you to draw the sword and use it in its imperfect state.” Rhapsody laughed then. “Because she was banking on you not knowing you should wait to draw it. And, even if you did know that, how would you know how long you needed to wait? It isn’t like you had anyone examine the rock and the sword together, now have you?”

      “I have not,” I said slowly, not that it mattered because she was just gone. Like, one minute she was there, and the next, she just wasn’t.

      “Garrett, is everything okay?” Thera asked as she looked up at me from the bed, and it was then that I realized I’d walked over to the sword and was staring at it. “Wait, what is happening with the sword?”

      “It’s being repaired, and I can’t remove it until it’s done,” I said as I glanced back at her and smiled. “So, we’ll either have to leave it here when we go or wait until it’s finished.”

      “We should definitely wait.” Thera stared at the sparks coming off the sword. “It is too powerful a weapon to leave behind if we are to face the Oranges under the control of the Fire Bringer. How long will that take?”

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted, “but I’m going to find out.”

      “I will leave you to it,” Thera said as she stretched, revealing her perfect breasts to me. “I have many preparations to take care of if we are to head out.” She began to dress. “Would you mind if I had Queenie help me summon the Quetzals to load with supplied?”

      “Not at all. Thank you for taking care of it.” I gave her a kiss as she approached me.

      “It is my pleasure,” she said before giving me one last kiss and heading out. A moment later, I was alone in the hut.

      “Well, I feel dumb for not having done this earlier,” I said as I got dressed and pinged Veronica. There was an immediate response, and I hit the button to summon her holographically.

      “Veronica’s House of Minerals. If you got rocks, we’ll break ‘em, mash ‘em, and bake them in a pie,” she answered cheerily as her holographic form appeared in front of me.

      “Someone’s in a good mood,” I said as I shook my head in amusement.

      “Of course. You’ve called me twice in such a short time, and you know what that means.” There was a short pause. “Double appreciation when you get back.” She giggled. “And I aim to collect in full.”

      Admittedly, her words made my blood run south, and I let a few thoughts play through my head, though not enough to distract me, well, too much.

      “Oh, I’ll be happy to oblige,” I said, “but it’s going to have to wait a bit.”

      “I figured that, unfortunately,” Veronica mewled unhappily. “Maybe I could come down and join you there? I could bring Mel, and it could be a party.”

      “As much as I really, really love that idea, I think you may need to stay at the Halls.” Now that I knew who was behind this forced world, I wasn’t going to risk either of them by bringing them here in the flesh. I finally drew her attention to the sword in the stone. “What do you make of that?” Silence. “Veronica?” More silence. “Um… is everything okay?”

      “Where did you find Sunstone?” Veronica asked as she turned toward me, tail swishing furiously. “It’s one of the rarest substances in known the multiverse. I thought all of it had been made into weapons like your sword and gauntlet.” She took a step forward. “I didn’t think any raw stone still existed.”

      “Well, color me surprised.” I was too. I’d known it was rare, but even still, that it was that rare was surprising. Moreso because apparently, the Destroyer King of Legend had an entire suit of armor made of the stuff.

      “So, I’m sure you just didn’t want to show me your sword being repaired.” She smirked. “How did you know that forged Sunstone weapons will repair themselves if given raw Sunstone by the way? I didn’t learn that until I took an advanced mineralogy class on Sunstone specifically.”

      “A lucky guess, actually.” I pointed at the sword. “It seemed to know.”

      “Ah. I remember reading about that.” She blew a lock of dark hair out of her face. “It isn’t like we had it in the lab to experiment with…”

      “So, anyway, that repair thing is what I wanted to talk to you about, actually.” I gestured at the sparks. “I need to know how long this is going to take because apparently, I can’t draw the sword out until the repair is completed.”

      “Can’t or shouldn’t?” Veronica asked as she moved forward to circle the rock. “That’s an important question, actually.”

      “Shouldn’t,” I replied.

      “Perfect.” Veronica clapped her hands. “So, what you need to do is trust me.” She gestured at it. “Okay?”

      “Um… why?” I asked, suddenly concerned. “You know I trust you.”

      “Okay, good then.” She moved out of the view of the hologram. “I’m going to send you something.” A moment later, I got a ping from the system, letting me know she had, in fact, sent me something over the link.

      I reached into my inventory and found the package. When I opened it, I found a very disgruntled looking Union pixie glaring at me.

      “I am not a package and should not be shipped as such,” he said angrily as he twirled his tiny mustache and glared at me through his monocle. “The Union will hear about this.”

      “Sorry,” I mumbled as I looked from the pixie to Veronica, who had reappeared. “So, uh, why did you send me the pixie?”

      “Jorge,” the pixie said. “My name is Jorge Vondersplat of the Archfire and Brimstone Forests of Namir.”

      I probably should have apologized, but before I could, Veronica started talking, and I just shrugged at the guy.

      “I sent you Jorge because I want you to put pixie dust on the sword now. The stuff makes magical items better and all that, so it should not only speed up the process but make it even better.” She grinned like a Cheshire cat.

      “Will that actually work?” I asked the pair of them, which seemed to anger Jorge.

      “Of course it will work.” Jorge snorted. “In fact, it won’t even take long. If I apply my dust directly to the process, for the next, oh twenty or so minutes, it should be completed.”

      “That fast?” I said dubiously.

      “Of course.” Jorge crossed his arms over his tiny chest. “I’m not one of those pixies who looks at a job that will take forty hours on its own and then bid thirty-nine hours so I can goof off and collect money.” He smacked his chest. “After all, I’m a Vondersplat.”

      “Right, okay,” I said as I tried to parse that. “So, it would take forty hours otherwise?”

      “Thereabouts.” Jorge nodded. “So, you can see why my services cost what they do.”

      “Do I even want to know?” I inquired of Veronica.

      “No.” She shook her head. “Not even a little bit.”

      “Right.” I sighed as my delusions of grandeur became more deluded and less grand. “Go forth, Jorge.” I gestured at the sword in the stone. “Conquer.”

      “You are going to be charged prevailing rates for the time and material for this,” Jorge told me, and when I nodded fervently, he got to work making dust and putting it on the sword.

      “Thanks,” I told him honestly. “I think you’re doing the best work I’ve ever seen a pixie do.”

      “I should hope so.” Jorge snorted. “After all, the other pixies cannot hope to match the mastery of a Vondersplat.”

      “That’s actually true,” Veronica added. “Oh, and leave him your gauntlet. He can do that after because, if my calculations are correct, there will be enough left over to fix that as well.”

      “Is that true, Jorge?” I asked the pixie. “You can fix this old thing, too?”

      “Yes. Most assuredly.” Jorge didn’t even look up at me. “Just leave it here and give me some time.” He pursed his lips. “Come back in about an hour.”

      “Will do,” I said as I took off the Hand of the Destroyer King and set it there. “Thank you, Jorge, and you too, Veronica. You’re a lifesaver.”

      “You’re welcome, Garrett,” Veronica said as she licked her lips. “Trust me when I say this: I expect it to be very worth my time.”

      “I’ll do my best.” I laughed. “Promise.”

      “Great.” Veronica turned to Jorge. “When you come back, bring me whatever is left over, okay?”

      “The Union rules say--”

      “No.” Veronica shook her head. “You know full well that paragraph C subsection three prohibits the finished work clause in the event of magical items, and you know full well that Sunstone counts. Or do I need to refer you to the case of Manica v. the World of Kol?”

      “You do not,” Jorge grumbled. “I am very familiar with it.” He sighed. “Now go. I’ll bring you the scraps.”

      “I’m taking it that you’ve had this argument before,” I asked Veronica as I left Jorge to do his thing.

      “Oh, yes.” Veronica laughed. “In fact, Negotiating with fairies and pixies is one of the first classes we take at the crafter’s guild back home. We tend to do a lot of work with them, so…”

      “Makes sense,” I said as another thought occurred to me. “Say, I have an unrelated related question since we now have access to the Accords.”

      “You know me and reading,” Veronica smirked. “It’s one of my favorite things, and from what I’m hearing, you’re going to pay me to read about fairies.”

      “Perfect.” I clapped my hands. “See, I’m pretty sure it was Titania who destroyed Queenie and the other scouts during the Diplodocus attack.” I waved off that train of thought. “My worry is that she will escape or vanish or whatever the next time we find her. Is there a way to… make her stay and fight?”

      “Like a fairy trap?” Veronica tapped her chin. “I can see. It wouldn’t surprise me. Mind if I snag Mel for this?”

      “Use whatever resources you need to use. Stopping Titania is of the utmost importance.” I’d have said more, but Queenie came up to me then with a steaming bowl of porridge.

      “Master, I have fixed you a hearty breakfast so that you will not be hungry during our upcoming trip. I have infused it with honey from my Golden Bear’s Honey Pot, so it should be especially good at giving you strength.” She glanced at Veronica. “Not napping?”

      “Actually, that sounds like a great idea,” Veronica stretched and yawned. “Check you cats later.” With that, she signed off, much to Queenie’s chagrin, because I could tell the Ant Queen had been about to launch into a tirade.

      “Thank you, Queenie,” I said as I took the bowl from her. “I appreciate it.”

      “You’re most welcome, master.” She smiled. “Please let me know if it tastes good. I had Jorna show me how to make it.”

      I nodded to her and then took a bit, and as the flavor of honey and nuts hit my tongue, my knees went weak. Damn, was that good.

      “Oh, my god, Queenie. This is amazing,” I said as I shoved another bite into my mouth and tried to chew slowly so I could savor it, while also eating as quickly as possible so I could have it already be in my belly.

      “I am glad you like it, master.” Queenie beamed at me. “It makes me very happy.” Then she reached out very tentatively and squeezed my hand, which was something she’d never really done before. “Please be careful when you face the fairy queen. I know I should not worry because you are the most powerful and best and smartest master ever, but please…” she swallowed hard. “Do not die.”

      “Don’t worry,” I said as I finished the porridge. “I have no plans on dying.” I hugged her close and kissed her forehead. “Now, how about we both go get some more porridge?”

      “I would like that very much, master,” Queenie said, and this time, she kissed me on the lips. “Wow, master, you taste better than normal.” She grinned widely. “Maybe next time we can use honey when we mate. I think that might be fun to lick off you.”

      And with that thought in my head, I let her lead me to the porridge line at Jorna’s stand.
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      I’ll be honest, the next hour passed so quickly that when I got Veronica’s ping, I was sort of surprised by it. After eating, I’d set to helping pack the Quetzals for the journey since it seemed like almost all the warriors in the Blue Palm Clan wanted to come along. I’d tried to explain why that wasn’t necessary, but who was I to tell them they couldn’t kick ass and take names, though I suspected a large part of it was that they enjoyed riding around on the Quetzals.

      Still, I couldn’t quell the giddy feeling that bounced in my chest as I approached Thera’s hut. I couldn’t believe the pixie had finished so quickly. I mean, I knew that their dust sped up the creation of things and whatnot, but still, he’d shrunk the timeframe considerably, and I could only wonder what my sword and gauntlet would look like now.

      “Hello,” I said as I knocked and entered the hut to find Jorge the pixie standing there with his arms crossed.

      “Finally,” he replied and adjusted his monocle. “I have been waiting here for over seven minutes.” He showed me a solid gold pocket watch that was encrusted with jewels. “Seven. Minutes.”

      “Sorry,” I said with a shrug. “I came as soon as I got the ping.”

      “I’m going to charge you double time for making me stand around,” Jorge replied and then fixed me with a stern glare.

      “Well, since I’m the boss of you, I’m going to pass on that since I’m pretty sure the contract says I can make you stand around all day if I want.” I dared him to contradict me, and when he just grumbled and snorted, I smirked. “So, where're the goods?”

      “In the corner.” He gestured lazily toward the far side of the hut. “I’ve already sent the rest of the Sunstone to Veronica. There wasn’t a lot left, though.” He paused a beat. “So… if you don’t need anything, I do have a round of golf to make.” He tapped his watch. “I have a twelve-thirty tee time.”

      “You can go,” I said, already headed toward the corner, and as I saw my sword, I completely forgot about the pixie entirely. Had he left? Had he stayed? Had he sung opera and danced a jig? Who the fuck knew?

      All I knew was that the Sword of the Destroyer King gleamed. The rust and pitting were gone, and the metal was as sleek as ever. It held a sort of off-red hue to it and seemed to radiate with power. The blade looked so sharp that I was sure it could cut through just about anything, and the polished metal pommel gleamed like a tiny star. My hands ached to touch it, and as I reached out to touch it, a surge of surety and confidence surged through me.

      And following that?

      Power.

      Sheer, indescribable, unending power.

      That’s when I saw the message flashing across my vision so fervently, I wasn’t sure how I had missed it before.

      You have completed a Hidden Quest: The Destroyer King’s Mantle Part Four, but are you worthy to carry the power of the Destroyer King? Only time will tell.

      I acknowledged the prompt and gave the sword a test swing. It was better balanced than ever before, and I heard it whistle through the air, even though it hadn’t been a hard swing. It felt light yet strong. Heavy yet agile.

      I wanted to play with it more, to take it out on a test run, but that’s when I saw the Hand of the Destroyer King. The gauntlet had changed even more radically than the sword. Like the Sword of the Destroyer King, the pitting and rust were gone, and it gleamed in the light of the hut, but it had physically changed in structure.

      Before, it had been a basic wrist guard with a couple of straps to hold it onto my forearm. Now, though? Now, it was a sleeve of metal wraps that cascaded upward to culminate in a pauldron. Or, well, the spot where a pauldron would go, since what I’d initially thought was a spike actually looked more like a peg to help secure a pauldron.

      The whole thing looked like one of those ancient gladiator sleeves, and as I picked it up, and put it on, I got another quest message.

      You have completed a Hidden Quest: The Destroyer King’s Mantle Part Five, but are you worthy to carry the power of the Destroyer King? Only time will tell.

      Congratulations. Your worthiness in the eyes of the Destroyer King has increased. Your proficiency with Destroyer King items has increased.

      As I read the text, I couldn’t help the smile that crossed my lips, especially when I realized I now had a new buff.

      Mantle of the Destroyer King: Initiate - When wielding Destroyer King Items, the Attack and Defense of all Destroyer King items will increase by ten percent, Critical Strike will increase by one percent, Durability will increase by ten percent, weight will decrease by ten percent.

      It didn’t take much to confirm what the buff did. All the relevant stats on both the Hand of the Destroyer King and the Sword of the Destroyer King were now blue instead of white, and when I examined them closer, I found that the blue number represented my base stat plus the buff.

      “Sweet,” I said as I looked over the stats and realized that the base stats of both had doubled now that they had been repaired.

      “Are you pleased, Garrett?” Thera said, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. I hadn’t even known she was there, and as I turned to look at her, she had a bemused smile on her face.

      “I am very pleased, Thera.” I gestured at her with my sword. “You have no idea what you’ve done.”

      “I have some idea.” She smirked. “I made them shinier, and hopefully, deadlier.” Her face got serious then. “I hope it will be enough for what we must do.”

      “I think it will be.” I smiled at her. “And even if it’s not, I have you and the rest of the Blue Palm Tribe to back me up. How can I lose?”

      “When you put it that way, I almost feel like I’m not marching my people toward certain doom.” She blew out a long breath. “That said, I still feel like it is the right thing to do.” She looked at the sky. “It is what I would want others to do were I in the Orange’s position.”

      “And that’s why you’re a great leader,” I said as I moved toward her and hugged her. Her arms wrapped around me, and for one nice moment, we just held each other. It was strange. I knew we needed to get going, that her being here meant that the preparations were completed, and it was time to take the battle to Titania and the Oranges.

      And yet, I didn’t want to let her go. I didn’t want this to end.

      Mostly though, I didn’t want this to be the last time we shared a moment like this between us.

      “Don’t die,” I whispered as I leaned down to kiss her.

      “I shall do my best,” her lips brushed against mine. “You do not die, either.”

      “It’s a deal.” Our lips met then. This kiss was different, desperate somehow like it might be the last time we ever got to do it, and something about that made me sad.

      But more than that?

      More than that, it made me furious.

      Furious that Titania was making us go fight her, that we had to take on an entire tribe to get to her.

      And most of all?

      Most of all, I was furious that the Queen of the Summer Court was putting Thera specifically into danger.

      For that, she would have to pay.

      And pay.

      And pay.
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      I was very glad that I did not have to fly on the giant birds with master and the strange bird people of this planet. I would have if they’d asked me, of course, but I much preferred my own wings.

      This way, I could zip about, flit to and fro, and that was something I enjoyed almost as much as sweets. There was something freeing about the experience of flight that made me smile, and I made sure to take advantage of it as much as possible.

      Not to say that I felt the need for freedom or anything. I enjoyed master and serving him more than I enjoyed even flying. It was more that my body often felt strange in a way I couldn’t describe, like being bound to the earth somehow diminished my innate “me-ness.”

      Being in the air was like being a giant bird creature searching for tasty things to scoop up from the ground and gobble whole.

      I wondered what that must be like, to be a bird, and for a split second, I almost wanted to ride one of the birds. Only they smelled of sweat and mildew, were covered with itchy feathers, and had strange eyes that I didn’t enjoy. Eyes that were totally consumed with stabbing you in the chest with their beaks and ripping out your juicy bits.

      Also, I didn’t like birds. Messy, dirty things.

      Not that these bird people were like that, though I did often find them preening their feathers. Then again, that wasn’t much different from how the catwomen often licked the back of their hands to “clean” themselves. Honestly, I’m not sure why they thought that covering themselves with their own saliva made them cleaner, but then again, they weren’t royalty.

      I was, and that meant I couldn’t just lick myself clean. No, it would just not be fitting.

      We had been flying for quite a while, and I could see that master was getting tired and not just because he’d actually eaten a couple of tahn fruits during this journey to keep him strong and help replenish his Aura.

      Master didn’t know it, but secretly, I’d been feeding the many giant birds from my own Aura for a while now. I would spend about half of my limit to top them up from time to time and then let it regenerate. Still, I could tell he needed to rest. His brow was beaded with sweat, and he was growing a bit pale.

      His hands clenched and unclenched on the big bird he called Red. If this kept up, I worried he might just fall from the bird and die. Of course, that wouldn’t happen. I would catch him if he fell. It was why I was flying beside him, and yet another reason why I’d refused my own mount.

      I tried to busy myself by looking at the scenery. We had long since left the forests behind and were now soaring above what seemed like plains. It seemed to me that there might once have been more trees here too, but a great many of them had been cut down, though I wasn’t sure why exactly.

      Master coughed then, and when I glanced his way, I saw his Aura had fallen so low that the little bar above his head was flashing red. That was bad. I’d seen it often enough during battles. It meant he was below ten percent, and I could tell his regeneration was not keeping up with his usage.

      He should rest. He needed to rest. But how could I tell him that? After all, it wasn’t my place to tell master to do anything. But… but it was my place to take care of him. And he needed someone to take care of him now.

      “Master,” I said as I moved toward him, and that’s when I realized he was shaking, whether from effort or weariness, I was unsure. He was sweating more, too, and he looked paler.

      “Yes, Queenie?” he gasped as he turned toward me, and I saw the dark bags under his eyes. “Have you seen something?”

      “Yes.” I nodded, and for a moment, I wondered if he would enter my mind. Only he did not do so. He merely looked at me and waited patiently. “I think we should rest.”

      “If you’re tired, I can send you to the Pocket for a bit?” he asked, clearly missing my meaning. In fact, his words somewhat upset me. There was no circumstance in which I’d rather be in the Pocket than with him. Though, to be fair, I would rather have been covered in honey and flung to hungry ants than gone into the Pocket willingly. Being there was… not existing.

      I didn’t exactly hate it, but it was not fun. Not fun at all.

      “No, master, I do not wish to return to the Pocket.” I paused. “I wish for you to rest.” I moved a bit closer to him and switched to mental communication. Though I wasn’t sure if Thera could have heard us otherwise, I didn’t wish to have this conversation in front of her. After all, I did not want her to think that master was weak when he was the strongest being I had ever known.

      “You want me to rest?” He laughed. “I’m fine, Queenie.” His grip tightened on Red’s reigns. “Just a few more hours, most likely.”

      “I do not wish to argue with you, master… it’s just...” I swallowed. I did not like this. I did not like it at all. “Your Aura is very low, and you are using it very quickly. I’ve tried to use my Aura to allow you to regenerate, but the situation is becoming untenable.” I frowned. “I have no more Aura to give.” I looked up at him with pleading eyes. “What will a few minutes rest mean at the end of things, anyway?”

      “You make a fair point, Queenie,” master replied. “I guess I’ve been pushing pretty hard.” He took a deep breath through his nose and let it out slowly. “I thought maybe if I could just control my breathing a bit…” He sighed. “Can you let Thera know I’m going to be setting us down in that clearing over there?” He pointed to a burned patch of earth a bit to the north.

      “It would give me no greater pleasure, master,” I said as a wave of relief hit me like a sack full of truffles. Then, before he could change his mind, I flew off to inform the others.

      That was when I realized something. All of the Blue Palm Clan seemed like they wanted to rest too. They had just been too stubborn to suggest it. Even Thera had seemed a bit too pleased by the idea.

      It was curious. After all, if they all needed to rest, they should have said something, but then again, the bird people were strange, and I was willing to bet it was because they wanted to appear strong before master.

      They needn’t have bothered, though. Master was as kind as he was brave. He would not judge them poorly for needing to rest, especially given how long and tough the journey had been. After all, they had to clasp the giant birds with their legs the whole time, and the very brief time I’d sat on one had made my hamstrings ache.

      They had been at it for hours.

      Which just proved my point. The bird people were silly. Not a bad silly exactly, but silly all the same. Though I was fond of them, especially Jorna.

      So, when we landed, and she asked me to help prepare the meal, I was more than happy to lend her my services, and not just because I got to taste things along the way. That was just a benefit.

      And because I was a queen, I didn’t even let it go to my head.
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      “Queenie, stop beating people with your spoon!” I said as the Ant Queen whacked yet another of the Blue Palm Clan on the back of the head with her large wooden spoon.

      “But, Master…” she pleaded as she looked up at me mid-whack. “They keep slurping the soup.” She whacked her own palm with the butt of the spoon. “And the soup is not to be slurped.” She looked at Jorna for support.

      “Her punishment is far better than the one I would employ,” the old woman cackled ominously.

      “That is true, Garrett,” Thera added next to me. “The spoon is far, far better.”

      “But you shouldn’t hit people,” I said with a huff.

      “I, for one, think we should be able to enjoy our soup however we like,” Denno said with his mouth full of soup, causing it to dribble down his face.

      “Unacceptable!” Queenie cried before whacking him with her fork, which to her credit, wasn’t her spoon.

      “I give up,” I said as Thera hugged me.

      “It’s for the best,” she said as I returned my attention to my own meal.

      It was definitely something I hadn’t expected. It had started as a mixture of various dried ingredients that Jorna had put into bowls. Then she had ladled boiling water onto the dish and sprinkled a few herbs on top. The result was a hearty soup that reminded me of the black squid ink ramen I’d once got in Toronto, only without the little hotdogs cut into octopi.

      The best part was that the rest had done us all good. I’d have been lying if I said that the strain of constantly infusing Aura into the Quetzals to keep up their strength hadn’t been wearing on me, and despite my high Intelligence and the use of tahn fruit, I probably wouldn’t have lasted much longer.

      Maybe I could have gone further with the use of another tahn fruit, but I was probably also going to have to see my doctor because my little friend had been at attention for the vast majority of the day, and honestly, it was starting to ache. As much as I wanted to push on, everyone else looked tired.

      From what Thera had told me when we’d landed, we were still a good four hours from the Orange camp, and then the volcano was another six hours after that. Plus, dark would be falling soon, and the last thing I wanted to do was have to land in the middle of the night and have to make camp then.

      “What are your thoughts about staying here for the night?” I asked Thera. “I don’t sense anything with my Auric Sense, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t predators here.”

      “This is not the best place to camp, but it is not the worst,” Thera hedged. “This is Rex territory, which is why I posted sentries around and had them spread the jars.” She gestured at the clay pots spread in a circle around the camp. “It is a mixture of herbs that was designed by Nikotan to mask our scent.”

      “Rex territory?” I gasped as I desperately hoped that it didn’t mean what I thought it meant. “As in giant two-legged predators with tiny arms and giant teeth that can reach speeds of over twenty-five miles per hour and have the strongest bite of any known predator ever?” I gestured at the clearing. “Here?”

      “Yes.” Thera nodded. “Though I would not be too worried. Rexes are pretty territorial and tend to hang out in mated pairs. Their territory is quite large, and unlike smaller carnivores, of which we won’t find because this is Rex territory, they are not nocturnal.”

      “Interesting,” I mused as I thought that over. While the idea of setting up camp in an area with a pair of colossal predators that stood over forty feet tall and weighed over nine tons wasn’t exactly appealing, I also liked the idea that it was likely their presence would keep others away. And with our scents masked, hopefully, we wouldn’t get eaten by anything. “You know what, if you think it will be okay, I’m going to allow it.”

      “I think it will be okay to rest for a few hours and then leave, yes.” She looked at the sky. “We should definitely be ready to leave by first light, though. That is why I will have the Quetzals packed and ready to go before we bed down for the night.” Her expression turned serious then. “We do not want to have to fight a Rex. If we do, it is likely many will die, especially if both show up.”

      “I agree with all of that, especially the not fighting a Rex thing,” I said seriously as I mentally relayed everything to Queenie. I then instructed her to summon a bunch of scouts and make damn sure we knew the moment a Rex was anywhere near us.

      “Would you like me to try to find the pair, master?” Queenie asked. “If they are as big as you say, it may not be difficult to find them. Then I would know if they are on the move.”

      “Actually, that wouldn’t be a bad idea. Why don’t you see if you can locate them? Then keep an eye on them.” I nodded, though she couldn’t see it. “Thanks for volunteering. Oh, and if you find anything hot and bright, or even slightly warm out there, let me know. After all, if I was Titania, and I was watching me, this is when I’d attack.”

      “Of course, master. I will look for the fairy queen, as well. It is my greatest desire to keep you safe. I will report back shortly.” With that, she broke communication, and an instant later, I saw her fly up into the sky with Scout under one arm.

      Thera must have noticed the Ant Queen’s ascent because she pointed at Queenie and nudged me. “What is the Ant Queen doing, Garrett?”

      “She’s going to see if she can find the Rexes. Then it will be easier to keep an eye on them,” I replied as Queenie took off in a circle that seemed to spiral ever outward from our camp.

      “It is good that you have the ability to send someone to look at them who has no fear of death nor the likelihood of experiencing it at their hands.” Thera shivered. “I have only met a Rex in battle once.” She touched a spot on her chest and shut her eyes for a moment, and I realized she was praying. “If I never have to do it again, it will be too soon.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said as I summoned a few Ice Spiders to hang out in the area around the camp so they could, theoretically, slow down the Rexes before they attacked. “We’ll be okay.”

      “Part of me believes you, but most of me wishes you would make us great walls.” She laughed. “Though that much noise would surely summon the Rexes to us and defeat the purpose.”

      “Well, I mean, they are only, what, forty feet tall.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “I could probably build a wall high enough and strong enough in, oh, a day or two. Assuming, of course, no one sang.”

      “We will be long gone by then.” Thera kissed me. “And I think there are better things we can do with our time, no?” She got to her feet and took my hand in hers. “Come. Every moment we have together is a luxury I did not ever think I’d experience, and I will not waste any of it worrying about death. Not when I have something much more enjoyable to be doing.”

      “I hear that,” I said as I let her lead me toward the crude tent she’d had erected near the edge of the encampment. While most of the others in her clan were sleeping either under the cover of the big communal tents she’d had set up or under the stars themselves, Thera had her own tent, and now, I suspected I knew why.

      “It will be dark soon, Garrett, and we really do need to sleep tonight, so I hope to be good and exhausted by then,” Thera said as she pulled the flap of her tent back, and I saw the floor was covered with something that looked like a bear-skin rug only from a beaver that must have been man-sized. It made me shiver at the thought of how big the things front teeth must have been.

      “What made that?” I said as Thera pulled me onto the thick fur. “The rug, I mean?”

      “It is from a Castoroides. It is a large river creature, maybe two meters tall and weighing about two-hundred and fifty or so pounds.” She paused a beat. “It was what my father gave to my mother when they were joined, to prove that he was a capable provider. It is said that he killed it with his bare hands.” She blushed. “Admittedly, I brought it to impress you.”

      “You don’t need to impress me, Thera,” I said as I kissed her deeply and fully. “You are one of the most impressive women I have ever known.”

      “That is the thing,” she said as her fingers danced down my chest as they headed lower. “I am ‘one of the most impressive women,’ yet you are the most impressive man I have ever known, and I suspect will ever know.” She bit her lip then. “Know that I am not jealous or possessive, but sometimes, I feel inadequate. After all, Queenie can fly.” She shrugged. “I just… I want to be a bit more for you.”

      “Thera,” I said as I took her chin in my hands and turned her face, so I was looking into her eyes. “You are already special to me just by being yourself. You’re strong, and capable, and a great leader.” I kissed her deeply. “And you are very, very impressive.”
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      The silly human thought I did not know his plan to come for me. He thought I did not see him tame the Quetzalcoatlus and leave for my great volcano. He thought I would allow him to step foot on my hallowed ground.

      But he was wrong.

      I knew everything, and I had prepared for it all. After all, I was the Queen of the Hot and Bright, the ruler of summer itself. And I would not be thwarted so easily.

      Yes, he had stopped my first attack, but it would have been incredibly boring if he had not. Truthfully, I’d have been disappointed with my sister, Mab, had he fallen to a bunch of Diplodocus and the Orange Fire Callers.

      Now, though?

      Now, it was time to get serious. To see what this Garrett Andrews could do. I watched as he took the chieftainess to her tent, which was as expected as it was dull. Of course, he would take every opportunity to pound her into the ground. After all, she was quite attractive and under different circumstances…

      I wiped the thought away before it could draw too much of my attention. There would be plenty of time to make her kneel before me and do anything I wished. I cast an idle thought to the way I would bind her in the gilded chains of summer. Breaking her spirit would be marvelous, and then, when my touch was all she craved, I would cast her aside. The exquisite agony she experienced then would be my true reward.

      Instead, I turned my vast insight to the forest around me as the light began to fade. There were only a few minutes left before the light of the sun disappeared, and once it did, I would be weaker than I was now. Not that it mattered, I was still a god among insects. Even when dealing with one like Andrews.

      Besides, I doubted I’d need to face him directly, anyway.

      Already the Orange Fire Callers I had created surrounded the area. Some were disguised in their version of ghillie suits, and as they moved forward to surround the camp disguised as debris and detritus, I couldn’t help but be amazed by how difficult it was to see them. That and a little bit of fairy glamour all but ensured they would not be seen until I wished them to be seen. Still others were spread out just beyond the felled trees of the forest they had cut down to make their huts and boats.

      It almost made me laugh. All that work to make something that could be turned to ash with the flick of a wrist. Ah, well. Perhaps, next time, they would build with sterner stuff.

      Though there would be no next time if they failed again. I would scour this world so completely of their presence that it would be as though they never existed.

      That just left my final task. Waking the Rexes. I stepped through one of the last fading rays of sunlight and reappeared beside the giant beasts. They were massive creatures, and currently, they lay nestled together in a heap beside one another.

      They were long, and the bigger of the two, the female, was nearly forty-two feet from tail to snout and weighed close to nine tons. The smaller male was no slouch either, weighing over eight tons himself, and coming in at thirty-eight feet.

      That was probably why they had claimed so much territory, and normally, I would have applauded Andrews and his female tribe leader for their choice of camp. It was well within the territory of the Rexes, and such, there would be no other predators to speak of, and yet, because the place was so large, they would be unlikely to deal with the Rexes.

      Unfortunately, that wouldn’t do for my wishes. I strode up to the Rexes themselves, and as I was about to drop my glamour and reveal myself, I spotted something flitting through the sky high above. I turned my head toward it and saw that stupid flying ant that accompanied Andrews everywhere. I nearly cursed aloud.

      I kept destroying her, but somehow, someway, she kept coming back. It was infuriating. Worse, Andrews seemed to know when she’d been hurt or destroyed, and that made dealing with her difficult. Now, if I woke the Rexes, he would know. Unless…

      I took a moment to extend my magic outward, casting a glamour over the Rexes. Their massive bodies shimmered and shone for a moment as my spell settled over them, and a moment later, I snickered as the ant looked down at where the Rexes would have been. Then she flitted off like the stupid insect she was.

      I waited a few more moments for her to fly good and far, even though it wasted a few more precious moments of daylight. Then I turned my attention back to the massive dinosaurs and smiled.

      “It is time for you to feed, my darlings,” I said as I placed my hands upon them and drew them through one of the last rays of sunshine.
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      “I have seen the Rexes and what appears to be a woman, though I cannot be sure because she shielded herself upon my arrival. I do not believe she knows I have spotted her and the Rexes because she has not made them invisible to my senses,” Queenie’s words hit me as Thera and I were getting ready to settle down for the night after a couple of rounds of fevered, desperate lovemaking. “What would you like me to do?”

      “Wait a few moments, and then fly away,” I replied as I felt grim focus and determination start to flow through me. No doubt the fairy queen was up to something. “I’ll tell you when to leave.”

      “Very well, master. I will act as though I am searching the area until you order me otherwise,” she replied as I quickly looked out her eyes.

      Sure enough, there didn’t appear to be anything in the large clearing. Only there definitely should have been something because it was very… nestlike. Something was there, something big, and more than likely a couple of somethings.

      Once I was done, I turned to Thera and roused her from sleep.

      “Are you ready to go again, Garrett?” she said sleepily. “I am somewhat surprised you have more seed within you.”

      “It’s not that,” I said urgently. “We’re about to have something happen.” I quickly relayed what Queenie had seen.

      “What do you wish to do?” Thera asked urgently. “If we leave now, maybe we can outrun her attack.”

      “Well, do we really want to do that?” I asked the chieftainess. “Like, this whole journey has been to find her, so if we flee…?”

      “I see what you say, Garrett, but how do we ensure that we actually find her?” Thera asked. “And this is different from what we thought we’d face. After all, there might be Rexes coming toward us right now.”

      “Right,” I rubbed the back of my neck. “And, honestly, there are probably Oranges out there somewhere, ready to capitalize on the attack like when we faced the Diplodocus.”

      “You know what are good at finding hidden prey?” Thera’s teeth gleamed in the fading light of the sun that filtered into the tent. “Troodon.”

      “You know, I like the way you think,” I said as I relayed our plan to Queenie. Then I asked her to wait a few moments before flying away as slowly as possible to buy us a bit more time. Once she was underway, I summoned a bunch of Troodons and set them loose. I ordered them to find anyone out there, and report back, but not to engage unless they could make their kills silently without alerting anyone to their presence.

      “Once I have flown away, do you wish me to return to camp?” Queenie asked as I took one last look through her eyes.

      “Yes, return as quickly as possible because I’d wager there is going to be a hell of a fight,” I told her. “And if we’re fighting Rexes, please focus on them.”

      “Affirmative, master,” Queenie replied before breaking the connection so she could carry out her part of the plan.

      “Ready your people, Thera,” I said as I got to my feet and pulled on my clothing, as well as my newly improved Hand of the Destroyer King. Then I pulled the Sword of the Destroyer King from my inventory and tightened my grip on the hilt. “Because we’re about to get into a fight. And while we didn’t pick it, we’re damned sure going to finish it.”

      “What are you going to do, Garrett?” Thera asked as she opened the tent flap and stepped outside before holding it for me. “How will you ensure Titania shows herself?”

      “I am really hoping we have an answer for that,” I said as I pinged the catgirls back at the Halls of Research, and when Melanie answered, I asked her that same question.

      “Well, yes and no, Garrett,” Melanie replied sleepily. “See, there isn’t a way to make her actually stay there. However, everything we read,” her voice got quieter, “even in the other volumes we purchased the license for,” her voice returned to normal, “there doesn’t seem to be a reliable way to trap a fairy queen. At least via magic. Cera says she could do it given a few days of prep work, something they did to Zaxcs apparently, but I’m assuming you don’t have time for that.”

      “No. We have maybe a few minutes at best,” I said as I took note of Queenie’s current location. She was still relatively close to where the clearing had been spotted, and while I wasn’t sure if Titania would wait until she was out of earshot, hell, for all I knew, she didn't need to wait, I was hoping she would stay there a bit longer. “So, what’s the yes part, Mel?”

      “The yes part is that once you issue the challenge, she cannot leave until it is over. So, if you get her to face you, she has to stay.” Melanie sighed loudly. “I recognize that’s sort of a chicken and egg thing.”

      “I’ll be honest, I’m surprised you know what a chicken is.” I smirked. “And that’s fine. It just means I’ll have to get all up in Titania’s grill, and I wanted to do that, anyway.” I tightened my grip on the Destroyer King’s Sword. “Thanks for everything.”

      “Wish we could do more,” Melanie said as I stepped out into dusk on Thera’s world. “We’ll keep looking. Cera did spend a bit of time working on the AI system, so the searches should be better in the future. Who knows? We might get lucky.”

      “I hope you do,” I replied and took a moment to check all the Troodon pings. Several of them had found prey, and more than a few had engaged silently. It seemed they had found the Oranges by looking for places they seemed like they would be, like where the grass was crushed and shouldn’t have been.

      Honestly, it didn’t seem like they needed my help, so I just left them to their job. I almost felt a little bad for the Oranges out there as they were picked off one by one. The pack-hunting dinosaurs had been really good at the whole kill everything job before they had a mental link with each other, but now? Now, it was scary.

      Still, that was one less worry. Instead, I turned my attention to the Quetzals and relayed the orders for them to take to the sky if Rexes showed up. Then I reached out to all my Scout Ants and did a quick survey, and I was both annoyed and surprised I couldn’t see any of the Oranges out there. The magic Titania used to hide them must have been really powerful.

      I suppose that should have scared me, and on some level it did, but I knew that it didn’t matter. All I had to do was issue my challenge and everything would change. Then I’d just have to trust in my training to take her on. Hopefully, that would be enough.

      “Preparations are complete,” Thera said as she moved beside me. “The non-combatants have been moved to the backs of the Quetzals, and we’ve more or less broken camp without being obvious. The rest are waiting in their sacks with weapons drawn.” She looked at me. “When do you think they’ll come--”

      And that’s when a pair of very pissed off Tyrannosaurus Rexes with bright red nameplates just fucking appeared in the center of the camp. The massive dinosaur kings whipped around as they got to their feet, all gnashing teeth and whipping tails.

      “Attack!” Thera cried, leaping into action with her club and smashing it into the leg of the smaller Rex before he could fully get to his feet. There was a spray of blood as she brought the weapon around for another attack. That was the last time I saw her because the camp burst into commotion.

      Gouts of flame erupted from all around us as the Oranges we hadn’t seen made their move, only to be met by the spears of the Blue Palm clan. My Spiders launched icy nets, binding down the Fire Callers so that the Troodons could do even more damage while also throwing nets to keep the Rexes from rising. It was working, barely.

      Me?

      Well, I took a gamble. I pulled in a massive, Aura-infused breath, and let out a cry at the top of my lungs. “The Knight of the Court of the Cold and Dark wishes to take the Queen of the Hot and Bright.”

      The world exploded into fire and fury as Titania was literally pulled from invisibility, and her nameplate was so violently red that it actually hurt to look at.

      Fire streamed around her in a whirlwind of flame as it ripped from her screaming throat and cascaded outward with a howl. Titania’s body bucked from the force of it as she erupted like a bursting volcano, spewing fire and magic high into the air like a geyser.

      Then it was over, and she collapsed to her knees in front of me, chest heaving. She was shorter than I’d expected after meeting Mab, standing barely four feet tall, and was kind of cute in an angry super-bitch sort of way. Like Rhapsody, she had a smattering of freckles across her nose, but unlike the Forger of Worlds, Titania’s green eyes seethed with malevolence.

      She stood then, her full lips twisted into a disgusted sneer as she began to bind her silver hair into an updo with one of the rubber bands around her wrist. And, crazily enough, that’s when I realized she was naked as the day was long, and under other circumstances, such a development would have made me drool. Her body reminded me of those kickboxer girls I’d trained with when I’d learned Muay Thai, all hard, lithe muscle, only unlike them, her breasts were large, almost ridiculously so given her size with nipples that jutted outward like cut glass.

      “Why are you naked?” I asked before I could stop myself.

      “Clothes are the demesne of winter. Summer is all about sweat and glistening bodies.” She cackled as her angry eyes met mine, and the shadow of something huge and monstrous loomed behind them. “Why? Does my form make you uncomfortable? Had I known, perhaps I’d have shown myself earlier.”

      “It doesn’t make me uncomfortable,” I said with a shrug. “Just surprised.”

      “Truthfully, I am surprised as well.” She looked around at the fight going on. “You seem to have anticipated my attack, but it will not matter.” She waved a hand, and the icy webs binding the Rexes shattered into a million scintillating shards. Thankfully, only one was able to take advantage of that as the other one couldn’t seem to get to its feet, not with the horrible leg wounds Thera had given it. “Even in this weakened state, and it is truly pathetically weak, I will crush you like one of your many ants.” She sighed. “Though this would be more fun if you were stronger.” She cackled. “You’re so weak, I can barely think in this form.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I’m counting on,” I said as I rushed forward, bringing the Sword of the Destroyer King around in an arc aimed at her pretty little neck.

      “Then you have counted on too much,” she said, casually reaching out and grabbing my blade out of the air. Thankfully, as the impact rang down my arm, a message appeared before me.

      The Sword of the Destroyer King has encountered a hostile element. Special ability: An Eye for an Eye has been activated. For the duration of this battle, The Sword of the Destroyer King has gained the power of Ice.

      Frosty steam began to curl off the blade, but if Titania was concerned, it didn’t show. Instead, she barely spared the weapon a glance. Then her lips curled into a smile that made me think that my next attack, an inside leg kick to her knee, was moving in slow motion.

      “You are not on my level,” she said, her free hand whipping out so quickly that I barely had time to get my hands up before her open palm smacked into me with so much force, I was flung bodily backward across the dirt.

      The Hand of the Destroyer King has encountered a hostile enemy. Special ability: Feel the Truth has been activated. You can now see the enemy for what he truly is. For the duration of this battle, strikes delivered to the opponent’s weak point will deal more damage than normal.

      Special Ability: Dual Hostility has been activated. The effect of all Destroyer King items has been enhanced.

      Well, that ability was new, and while I wanted to open up the skill and actually look at it, I didn’t have time because Titania was pointing a finger at me. And at the end of that finger was a growing ball of fire.

      “You know what is sad, Garrett?” she asked, lips quirked into that same cruel smile.

      “That you know my name even though I’m a human, and you’re the Queen of Summer?” I asked as I gripped the hilt of my sword with both hands and focused on the one, almost imperceptible, glowing red spot just where her heart would be.

      “That is distressing, yes, but mostly because I’m not even using one percent of my power.” She laughed. “In fact, the amount of power that I am using is so low compared to what I normally have available, that it might as well be classified as nothing because you are nothing.”

      Then she launched her fireball at me, and I did the only thing I could. I relied on my items and my training. I stepped forward and slashed outward with my Sword, and the moment the icy blade hit the fireball, it exploded outward in a shockwave that made everyone on the battlefield falter.

      “I can do this all day,” I said as I took a step toward her.

      “I believe you,” Titania said, seemingly impressed, “but can they?” She turned then and flung a fireball right at Thera.

      The chieftainess was busy going one on one with a fucking Tyrannosaurus the size of a city bus and doing a good job of it because the creature had bloody marks all over its haunches, ankles, and face, and Thera wasn’t dead.

      Only that was about to change because she was about to become crispy fried.

      “No!” I cried, and without thinking, I dropped to my knees in the earth and reached out to it. Then I erected a wall in front of the fireball with Auric Construction. I just barely made it, but the resulting impact caused my wall to shatter into a zillion pieces of razor-sharp, flaming shrapnel that succeeded in doing exactly two things.

      First, it saved Thera, which was good.

      Second, it pissed off the Rex that was showered with debris. The massive apex predator turned toward me and roared. The sound vibrated into the pit of my stomach as it took off toward me, covering the scant distance between us in a matter of moments.

      I barely managed to throw myself to the side as its snapping jaws closed around where I’d been, and as I came out of my roll onto my feet in a guard, a fireball smashed into me.

      The impact threw me backward onto the dirt, and as pain and shock took their turns rushing toward me, the Rex roared and whirled to face me.

      So, I did the only thing I could do. I pushed everything down, let it all fade to the background, and remembered one thing. I was Garrett fucking Andrews. Earth’s champion and Rhapsody’s chosen. And I wasn’t about to be beaten by a giant lizard.

      I pooled my Aura into my fist as I pulled myself into a kneeling position an instant before I stood with all the force and weight my muscles could bring to bear and lashed out with an uppercut that connected just on the underside of the Rex’s jaw. The impact was enough to move the Rex’s head back just enough to cause its two front teeth to snap closed an inch from my face, and it blew out an angry breath through its nostrils as its mouth was forcibly closed.

      The Hand of the Destroyer King has encountered a hostile enemy. Special ability: Feel the Truth has been activated. You can now see the enemy for what he truly is. For the duration of this battle, strikes delivered to the opponent’s weak point will deal more damage than normal.

      The Rex’s beady eyes settled on me, and it roared at point-blank range, which was when I learned something they don’t really talk about in dinosaur books. The breath of a T-Rex stinks. After all, it wasn’t like the big predator could brush its teeth, and the smell let me know that even if I didn’t get killed after a bite, I’d probably develop one hell of an infection from the bits of rotten, bacteria-laden meat lodged in its massive, closely packed teeth.

      “You really need a dentist,” I said, catching sight of Titania as she hurled another fireball at me, and this time, I stepped back and batted the fireball directly into the Rex. The blast of fire was enough to startle the creature enough that it stumbled back a few crashing steps.

      Unfortunately, Titania was already gearing up to throw another fireball, and the Rex was recovering. This wasn’t going to end well.

      “Time for a switch,” Thera called an instant before I saw her leap from the shadows and smash her club into Titania’s side. Though it didn’t penetrate her bronze skin, the blow sent the fairy queen skidding across the dirt. Thera wasted no time capitalizing on the attack, sprinting after Titania and smashing her club into Titania repeatedly. Although it didn’t seem like it was actually hurting the fairy queen, it was certainly keeping her busy, and that gave me one thing I desperately needed. Time to deal with the Rex.

      I readied my sword as the Rex opened its jaws and charged forward the few steps to bite me in half, and I summoned forth my Sharktopus from the Auric Pocket. The massive marine creature appeared between us, and while its appearance seemed to confuse the Rex as it crashed into my summon, the Sharktopus shared no such qualms. It wrapped its tentacles around the Rex and used them to pull the creature toward its shark mouth. Blood flew as the Sharktopus’s razor-sharp teeth tore into the Rex’s hindleg. Unfortunately, I still had the same problem as before. The Sharktopus couldn’t exactly survive outside of the water, and because of everything I’d done, I didn’t have enough Aura to sustain it artificially for long, and I was dangerously close to being unable to summon anything else, anyway.

      The Sharktopus would be out here another few seconds at best, but that was fine because my punch had, of course, activated my Hands of the Destroyer King, and the bright red spot I saw glowing on the underside of the Rex’s throat was too big a target to pass up.

      I charged forward as the Sharktopus’s health ran out, and it returned to my Auric Pocket, and the sudden absence of the creature did exactly what I’d thought it would. It distracted the enraged Rex long enough for me to pump Aura into my legs and leap into the air. Then I lashed out with my sword with all the force my remaining Aura could muster.

      “United States of Smash!” I cried as I drove my sword into that glowing spot with one last titanic Auric Smash.
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      You have killed creature: Tyrannosaurus Rex.

      The message flashed across my eyes as I rode the Rex’s dead body down, and as it crashed to the ground, I raised my hand and used Auric Extraction. Admittedly, part of me was surprised that had worked since the creature had to have been a few levels higher than me, but then again, I’d hit it with a super critical strike backed by all my Aura.

      Pattern: Tyrannosaurus Rex has been learned. Would you like to create a Tyrannosaurus Rex?

      I most certainly did. And thanks to the regeneration properties of Auric Extraction, I had more than enough Aura to do just that.

      “How do you like me now?” I cried as my own Tyrannosaurus Rex, that I affectionately named Sue, rose up behind me. Only my triumph faded as I saw Titania.

      She stood there holding Thera aloft by the throat which was made doubly amazing by the fact that Titania was over a foot shorter. Then again, she could fly, and as such, had floated a couple feet above the ground. Thera struggled in her grip, but I could see her movements slowing as her eyes started to bug out of her skull, and since her club was on the ground beside them, I was pretty sure she didn’t actually have a way to hurt the fairy queen. Hell, even with us being the same level, I wasn’t sure I could hurt the fairy queen.

      “I have no thoughts about you either way,” Titania said as she squeezed, and Thera’s eyes bugged further out of her skull. “Actually, that isn’t true. I am bored now.” She flung Thera across the ground. The impact sent a shudder through me, and as the chieftainess bounced a few times, rage made me see red. “So, while I’d like to say this has been fun, it has not.” She turned to face me and floated closer, her body wreathed in flame like a horrifically demonic angel. “Goodbye, Knight.”

      The impact of Queenie slamming into Titania from the side was only dwarfed by the shockwave of her Final Sting going off. As the Ant Queen expended every last point of Aura in one titanic display of power that burst outward like a nuclear blast, Titania was hurled bodily to the side, where she bounced a truly satisfying number of times.

      Better still, it seemed like, for all her posturing, that Queenie’s attack had actually hurt the Queen of Summer because even though she got back to her feet rather quickly, it was slower than it had been before. And, what’s more, she actually looked bloody and bruised, and one of her arms hung at an obscene angle.

      “Thank you, Queenie,” I said, wishing I had the Aura to summon her, but unfortunately, the Tyrannosaurus had used so much that there wasn’t enough left in the tank. Now, anyway.

      She had likely known that, and while she didn’t know I knew she hated being in the Pocket, she had sent herself there anyway to buy me a shot at beating Titania, and I wouldn’t waste it. After all, if I didn’t take advantage, she’d be stuck there forever. And that was something I couldn’t abide.

      “Die!” I cried as I rushed forward and lashed outward with a feint at the fairy queen as fire began to climb over her once more. She went for it, raising her arms upward to block her face, and I shifted my feet and hips suddenly, reversing the direction of the blow and bringing my weapon around to cleave her in half.

      Clang!

      The sound of my weapon impacting her hand as she caught the edge a millimeter from her flesh resounded across the battlefield.

      “You are nothing, Garrett,” she snapped as she tore the weapon from my hand and flung it across the field. “Nothing.” Then she smacked me across the face so hard I nearly blacked out.

      “You keep saying that, and yet, you’re the battered and bloody one,” I said as I collapsed to my knees in front of the Queen of the Hot and Bright.

      “True, but in a moment, all that will remain of you will be a charred corpse--”

      Sue bit down on the fairy queen, and it was strangely satisfying to see the massive Rex’s incredibly powerful jaws gnosh on Titania. It was less satisfying because they didn’t even pierce her flesh.

      Still, as Sue shook Titania like a rag doll, the fairy queen howled in pain. Unfortunately, she clearly hadn’t lost her senses because, as I recovered enough to see straight, the Tyrannosaurus Rex’s head exploded in a burst of blood and flame.

      “Your summons cannot touch me,” Titania snarled as she glided toward me an instant before her hand shot forward to grab me around the throat and hoist me into the air. “You are too weak to summon anything that could ever hurt me.” Her grip on my neck tightened, cutting off my air supply as I reached into my inventory. “And now you can’t even run that stupid little mouth of yours.”

      She shook her head. “But mostly, I am disappointed. Disappointed in you, sure, but in my sister Mab. To think she thought she could have a plaything, even one as pathetic as you. It is sad on many levels.” She sighed. “What a desperate crone my sister has become by sitting alone in her dark and shadows.”

      She looked into my eyes, and I saw an endless black hole of malevolence and hatred. That was what it looked like when stars died. Winter might be cruel, but it was indifferent about it. This… this was focused, caring hatred, and somehow, that was scarier than cold, uncaring indifference.

      But there was also one thing that sort of hatred did. It made you sloppy. So, even though I couldn’t breathe, hell, could barely think, even though my vision was growing dark around the edges and my heart and lungs felt like they’d burst, I mustered up one last act of defiance.

      I spat a mouthful of bloody saliva into those stupid, angry eyes.

      “You dare?!” she snarled, her grip loosening just enough for me to suck in the memory of a breath, and as her other hand came up to wipe away the bloody slime from her vision, I ripped the Frozen Spike of Overwhelming Darkness from my inventory and drove it into the gleaming red spot just beside where her heart would be if she had one.

      I’d like to say there was an impact, or an explosion, or fucking something to indicate that it had worked.

      There wasn’t, though.

      All that happened was that I could suddenly breathe, and as the humid air hit my tortured throat, I collapsed to the ground on my hands and knees. My neck ached both inside and out, and after I’d drawn in a few shuddering breaths, I finally was able to clear my vision enough to look up.

      That’s when I saw Titania. She was on her knees with golden blood pouring from around the ragged hole the spike had left in her. Dark veins of inky blackness spiraled out across her flesh like angry worms while hoarfrost covered her skin inch by inch. Her mouth opened and closed like a dying fish, and as she reached up and gripped the spike with her hands in an attempt to pull it out, the scent of sizzling flesh hit my nose. Then the skin along the palms of her hands and fingers began to bubble and blister where she touched the spike.

      “You know, I would have expected more from you, dear sister. Much, much more.” Mab’s voice poured over the clearing as she stepped out of the darkness and shadow and looked down at her sister.

      Where Titania had been all glistening, naked muscle, Mab was the essence of the royal princess. The black and red silk of her ballgown swished around her perfect figure in such a way as to suggest the amazing form beneath it, but not enough to give it all away. More, it made you guess as to what was hidden beneath, what you might find if you were to explore its folds. Her white hair cascaded around her like the calm snowfield before a blizzard.

      “This…” Mab gestured at Titania as she strode toward, each step leaving a sprinkling of frost in her wake. “This is the most pathetic display I have ever seen, Titania.” She reached her sister, and with one last sad look, she sighed. “Truly pathetic, and for that… well, I’m not sure what to do.” Mab tapped her cheek as she gave me a wry smile. “Should she be punished? Taught how to properly convey herself?”

      “Bitch,” Titania said and then spat blood and darkness and flame and hate on Mab’s snowdrift white shoes. “Who wears a black dress with white slippers?”

      “I’ll thank you for not talking about my choice of clothing.” Mab snorted as she reached out and grabbed Titania by her ponytail. Then she began dragging her sister back toward the rippling darkness from whence she’d come. Try as she might, Titania could do more than struggle weakly as she was pulled inch by painful inch toward it.

      “Where are you taking her?” I asked as I watched the display. “And why did you come?”

      “She cannot die, unfortunately.” Mab sighed as she caught my eye. “It would unbalance the elements in ways you cannot understand. So, I’m going to remove the spike.” She must have caught the look on my face because she laughed then. “Oh, do not worry, she and I will have a long, long talk beforehand. After all, only I can remove a spike made by my hand and delivered by my hand.” She gave me a look full of laughter as she spoke that last part. “So, if she wants it removed, well, concessions will be made, now won’t they?” She winked at me as she approached the entrance to the void. “And, Garrett, know that I am very, very pleased with you.” She blew me a kiss before dragging Titania kicking and screaming into the darkness itself.

      You have been granted the title ‘Knight of the Cold and Dark.’ This title will replace your title of ‘of the Cold and Dark.’ Using this title will give you increased access to the elemental magic lines of Ice and Earth. Would you like to use this title?

      I accepted without really thinking, and as I looked around, I realized it was over. Somehow, someway, my summons and the Blue Palm Tribe had triumphed over not just the Orange clan but the other Rex as well. I barely scanned the messages that followed that realization.

      You have been granted greater power over the Elemental Power: Ice. You will now be better able to infuse your magic with Ice. Your resistance to Cold has greatly increased. Your body will be able to better resist the power of Ice magic.

      You have been granted greater power over the Elemental Power: Earth. You will now be better able to infuse your magic with the power of Earth. Your resistance to Earth has greatly increased. Your body will be able to better resist the power of Earth magic.

      You have completed the quest: Defeat the Fire Bringer. The return gate has now been opened. You may leave at any time. You gain sixty-two stat points and ten skill points to distribute. Your relationship with the Blue Palm Clan has increased from Honored to Revered.

      You have leveled up. You gain three stat points and one skill point to distribute.

      You have leveled up. You gain three stat points and one skill point to distribute.

      You have leveled up. You gain three stat points and one skill point to distribute.

      All that was interesting, as were the words Mab had spoken about the blow being delivered by her hand, and as soon as I had a chance, I was going to set the pussycats to researching that one, but for now, I did the most important things I could do. First, I summoned Queenie back from the Auric Pocket and gave her a huge hug and kiss.

      “Thank you,” I whispered to her as I kissed her again. “You’re really the best.”

      “You’re welcome, master,” she said, cheeks flushing. “Now, I think there is someone else you should tend to.” She nodded toward Thera. “I will take care of the cleanup.”

      “Again, the best,” I said, giving her one last kiss before approaching Thera, who was sitting up and speaking with Denno despite clearly being hurt, which was when I realized several Orange tribe members had been captured rather than killed. Denno nodded to me and scurried off to do whatever she’d told him, and when my gaze

      “Are you okay?” I asked her as I approached her, already summoning a few Minder Ants to tend to her wounds.

      “I will be okay,” she said as she accepted the ants’ help without complaint. Admittedly, part of me had expected her to argue. “You serve a truly fearsome master.”

      “Oh, Mab?” I asked with a thoughtful frown. “Yeah, she’s kinda scary.”

      “I am glad to not be you.” She smirked. “Though I am glad you have paid the price for her help.”

      “I am too, for now anyway,” I offered her my hand and helped her up. “So, what are we going to do now?”

      “Rest,” Thera said as she took my hand, and as she took a step toward her tent, she smiled back at me. “And your Ant should join us when she is done. After all, I think she deserves some rest too.” Thera winked at me. “After that, who knows? It seems the Orange clan’s leader was killed by Titania, so someone will have to step in.”

      “I think I know just the person,” I said as I wrapped her in my arms and kissed her deeply.

      “Perhaps,” she said when our kiss broke. “But that is a problem that can wait until morning.”
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      Hey, if you got here, I just want you to know that you’re awesome! I wrote this book just for someone like you, and if you want another one, it is super important that you leave a review.

      The more reviews this book gets, the more likely it is there will be a sequel to it. After all, I’m only human, and you have no idea how far a simple “your book was great!” goes to brighten my day.

      Also, if you want to know when the sequel comes out, you absolutely must join my Facebook group and follow me on Amazon. Doing one won’t be enough because it relies on either Facebook or Amazon telling you the book is out, and they might not do it.

      You might miss out on all my books forever, if you only do one!

      Here’s the link to follow me on Amazon.

      Here’s the link to my Facebook Group.

      Here’s the link to my mailing list.

      And if you are looking for more stories like mine, check out these great Facebook Groups for more authors and suggestions: Harem Gamelit, Harem Lit, and GameLit Society!
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