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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Time to wake up, sleepyhead…” said a feminine voice. 
 
    Mark peeled his eyelids apart, sealed as they were by dried sleep. His mouth tasted like ash and his throat was sore, but all things considered, he must have gotten out of the blaze and into an ambulance. 
 
    He stretched, his joints popping, and he pushed himself up in the rough-hewn wooden bed, letting the homespun linen sheet slip off his bare chest. The sun shone through a pair of narrow stone arches. They were set into a cobblestone wall reminiscent of a medieval castle. He yawned and stretched his arms above his head. 
 
    Wait, he thought, taking a second look around. Hold up. This… 
 
    This isn’t a hospital. 
 
    Adrenaline shot through his body as he finally focused on his surroundings. 
 
    Everything was wrong. The walls were stone and mortar, the floor was polished hardwood—hardly the antiseptic environment he would have expected from a hospital. The bed he was in—just like the other three beds in the small, cold room—were handmade from oak wood, and not at all the ergonomic steel tubing he expected. There was a needle in his arm, sure, that was normal, but the thin tube attached to it didn’t lead to an IV drip, but some kind of brass and wood box topped with glass tubes housing a polished iridescent pearl the size of a baseball. In fact— 
 
    “It’s OK,” the same feminine voice said. He turned to see a woman putting a platter laden with soup on a wooden bench under the glassless windows. “Don’t panic. You’ve had quite a shock, mister, but I promise you’re safe now.” 
 
    The woman, at least, almost matched his expectations. She somewhat resembled a nurse, dressed as she was in a well-fitted white dress that came to her mid-thigh, paired with white stockings. She had pale white skin, long blonde hair tied behind her head with a length of brown leather, and the most piercing pale blue eyes he had ever seen set into a soft, round face filled with nothing but concern. 
 
    “Where…” Mark said, trailing off as the woman took his wrist and felt for his pulse. She put the back of her left hand on his head at the same time. 
 
    “Your heartbeat is good, not running a temperature,” she said to herself. “Oh! I’m sorry, how rude of me. I’m Nurse Amalica Petkain, and you’re in the apothecary at Tannerith Keep. Tell me, can you remember what happened?” 
 
    “I... I’m not sure,” Mark said. “There was a fire. In the apartment building. I was trying to get George out of there, but I didn’t think I would make it…” 
 
    “In the tenements? No, sweetie,” she said, frowning. “There was a fire, but it was in your village. Remember? The Scaleblades came for the Reaping, but there was an incident.” 
 
    “Scale... what?” Mark took another look around the room. “Lady, I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” she said, her brow furrowing into even deeper lines. Mark hated making an obviously kind woman like her frown. “Let’s start with something a bit simpler. Can you tell me your name?” 
 
    “Mark,” he said. “Mark Greene.” 
 
    Amalica raised an eyebrow. “Mark? Is that short for something? Markait? Marcullus?” 
 
    “No,” Mark said, just as confused. “Uh, just Mark. It’s a pretty common name where I’m from.” 
 
    “I see,” Amalica said, clearly humoring him. “And where is that, precisely?” 
 
    “Chicago, Illinois,” he replied, leaning back against the head of the bed and closing his eyes. Which is clearly not where I am right now. 
 
    “No, that’s not right,” Amalica said, her voice soft like silk as if to lessen the blow as she sat down on the edge of the bed beside him. “You were found in the village of Ratford. I don’t know if that’s where you were born, but…” she trailed off. “I’m sorry. About what happened. I don’t-I don’t think it was right. Lord Andon can be erratic sometimes, and I think the Scaleblades panicked when they found out you’d been hidden from the Reaping for so long…” 
 
    Mark had no idea what she was talking about, but he caught the gist of it. Wherever he was, these people didn’t sound like they had his best interests in mind. 
 
    “Amalica,” he said, a little stern. “I’m... obviously not well and can’t remember much. Is it all right if I ask you a few questions?” 
 
    She blinked. “Of course. Whatever you need. I just need to check the Aether Crystal first.” 
 
    “Check the what?” 
 
    Amalica got to her feet and walked around his bed to the other side where the wooden contraption sat on a wheeled tray. “The Aether Crystal. Wow. You must be sick if you’ve forgotten what these are.” 
 
    She crouched down to peer at the glass tubes. They were filled with fluids of different colors—red, blue, green, and black, their purpose a mystery to him. 
 
    “Humor me,” he said. “What’s an Aether Crystal?” 
 
    “Concentrated mana,” she said, sounding distracted. She twisted a couple of dials on the box and bit her lip. “The Scaleblades visit each village every three months to collect the Aether Crystal they’ve cultivated for the past season. They’re the key to the Dragon King’s power. This can’t be right,” she said, tapping the box with a delicate finger. “Your humors are... give me your hand.” 
 
    Her tone was stern enough that Mark complied without thinking. Aether Crystals? Dragon Kings? 
 
    He clearly wasn’t hallucinating. He didn’t have the imagination for something like this, and his only exposure to anything with dragons in it was that TV show everyone was nuts about until the disappointing ending. He was a practical man: he took what was in front of him and made the most of it.  It was a simple approach to life, but it worked for him. 
 
    So, if it looked like he was stuck in some kind of RenFaire-looking world being ministered to by a soft-spoken nurse with the body of a beauty queen, well, clearly, that was where he was, and this was what was happening. 
 
    What was abundantly clear to him, though, was that he didn’t want to meet this Dragon King any time soon. 
 
    “Your humors are perfectly balanced,” Amalica continued. 
 
    “That’s good?” Mark asked. 
 
    “Too good. Nobody has perfectly balanced humors. Especially not someone who survived what you did.” She placed her right palm on his forehead. “I’m just going to use a little magic. This might tickle—” 
 
    It did—it felt like Pop Rocks exploding on his tongue, but on his skin. A shiver went through his scalp, like pins and needles. 
 
    As he shuddered, he looked up at his caretaker.  
 
    Superimposed over her was the shimmering image of a blue dragon, painted as though in neon light. 
 
    He blinked, and the image was gone. Amalica removed her hand. 
 
    “Mark,” she said quietly. “You—” 
 
    She was interrupted by a commotion in the hallway—raised voices, crashing furniture, a high-pitched scream. Mark threw the sheet off him—gratified to notice that while he was shirtless, he wore rough pants held together with a drawstring—and reached to pull the needle from his arm. 
 
    “Stop!” Amalica grabbed his wrist before he could remove it. “That Aether Crystal is the only thing keeping you alive!” 
 
    They locked eyes. Mark saw the desperation in her gaze, the fear. She was serious. 
 
    “Well, then, I’m taking it with me,” he said. “Whatever is on the other side of that door—you know I can’t stay here.” 
 
    Amalica bit her lip again. “I can—most of this contraption isn’t necessary, but the needle—” 
 
    “Do what you have to do,” Mark said as a final loud thump sounded against the door. “Quickly.” 
 
    Amalica turned to the device and started unlatching the lid of the box. Mark’s neck craned to look at the door as it flew open. 
 
    On the other side of the door was another woman, tall and lean. She slammed the door shut behind her and pressed her back against it, as if bracing herself in case someone tried to break it down. 
 
    “Sir!” she said, looking at Mark. “You’re awake. Good! I’m with the Resistance. I’m here to rescue you!” 
 
    Mark had watched enough movies to see where this was going. 
 
    “So, I should come with you if I want to live?” he asked, unable to help himself, even if he was the only one that would appreciate the reference. 
 
    “Pretty much,” the new arrival said with a shrug. “Unless you have a better idea?” 
 
    She was taller than Amalica, maybe five foot ten, and built like a track star. She wore loose fitting black trousers gathered into knee-high black boots held up by a chunky brown leather belt adorned with knives and pouches. Her only protection was a leather breastplate that somehow left her shoulders and stomach bare. Her black hair was covered by a red scarf that hung over her shoulders and trailed down her back. Green eyes peered out of a sharp, olive-skinned face. 
 
    His appraisal was cut short by a pounding on the other side of the door. 
 
    “Really could use some help here, guy,” she snapped as the door bucked against her back. 
 
    “I’m kind of stuck with this—” Mark gestured broadly at the contraption. “Amalica?” 
 
    “Got it!” she said, finally flipping the top of the box open. The Aether Crystal was sitting inside a gossamer thin silver web of wire that formed a pouch, the other end of his tube connected to a stopper at the neck. She gingerly lifted the bag out and handed it to Mark, who hugged it to his chest with his left arm. 
 
    “Give me a hand with this bed,” he said, and between him and Amalica they pushed the heavy oak bed toward the door. Their rescuer ducked out of the way just in time for them to push it right up to where she’d just been standing. 
 
    Spying a thick plank of wood obviously left there for the purpose, the newcomer lifted it into place behind the crude wrought iron bars set into the stone door frame. Mortar dust drifting from their housing under the pressure of their attacker’s charge spoke to the temporary nature of this solution. 
 
    “Quick thinking, guy,” the athletic woman said, wiping sweat from her brow with the back of her hand. “Name’s Jacqlyn. And you are?” 
 
    “Call me Mark,” he said. “You said you were with—” 
 
    “Wait, just Mark?” Jacqlyn cut in. “Is that short for something? Marquette? Marcangelo?” 
 
    “Just Mark,” he said with a huff. “What’s this Resistance?” 
 
    “Oh, only the last hope we have to fight back against the tyranny of the Dragon Kings,” she said. “My group has been watching this dump for days now. When we heard you managed to avoid the Reaping for so long, we knew we had to bust you out.” 
 
    “He doesn’t remember anything,” Amalica said, wringing her hands. “He says—” 
 
    “Shut up, collaborator,” Jacqlyn said, drawing a long knife the size of Mark’s forearm from her belt. “If you think I’m going to let you live after seeing my face—” 
 
    “Hey!” Mark stepped between the two women, the knifepoint an inch from his bare chest. “This woman is the only one of us who knows how this stupid thing works, and it’s the only thing keeping me alive. I’m not going with you unless she comes too.” 
 
    Jacqlyn frowned, then her eyes widened as she recognized what he held. “Is that an Aether Crystal?” 
 
    “That’s what everyone keeps saying,” Mark said. “Now can you please put that thing away and help us think of a way out of here?” 
 
    There was a pregnant pause broken only by the crash of their pursuers against the stout wooden door.  
 
    “Fine,” she said, sheathing the blade. “But I’m watching you, Blondie.” 
 
    Amalica grabbed Mark’s arm and hid behind him, peeking out from around his back. “Look, I don’t like the Dragon Kings any more than you do—” 
 
    “Stow it, collaborator.” Jacqlyn looked around the apothecary. “Now, I’m not seeing a lot of options here. Any ideas, big man?” 
 
    “Can we fight our way out?” Mark said. “How many were there behind you?” 
 
    “Well, that’s one option,” she said. “I’ve been lucky so far in that it’s just regular soldiers, but if these grunts have any brains, they’ll have summoned a Scaleblade—wait, do you hear that?” 
 
    The three of them stopped talking. 
 
    “I don’t hear anything,” Amalica said. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Mark said, realizing what the silence could mean. “Get away from the door—” 
 
    The door splintered under a mighty blow, the heavy bed thrown a foot back as the iron bar and door were both torn free from the wall. As the door toppled onto the bed, Mark saw a six-foot-tall humanoid lizard, wider than a linebacker and just as mean. It had faded blue scales without shine or luster, a short, stubby snout, and an iridescent gemstone the size of a marble embedded in its forehead. 
 
    “Scaleblade, you said?” Mark asked, getting to his feet.  
 
     Jacqlyn nodded, slipping one of her sheathed daggers from her belt and tossing it to him. He snatched it out of the air with one hand and used the other holding the bag to pull the sheath free, although looking at the foe before him, he couldn’t help but wish he had a shotgun instead.  
 
    Or maybe a howitzer. 
 
    “Uh, can I have one of those—” Amalica said. 
 
    “No sharp things for traitors,” Jacqlyn said. She reached behind her back, but the scarf meant that Mark couldn’t see what she was looking for. 
 
    The Scaleblade opened its mouth wide with a snarl. “Surrender your weapons,” he said in a gravelly voice as he pushed the bed clear and stepped into the room. “And you may yet live.” 
 
    Two human men followed the monster into the room. They wore chainmail paired with cloth tunics that bore a stylized dragon’s head embroidered on them. Each of them held a sword about two feet long with a straight, double-edged blade and sharp points.   
 
    “Counteroffer,” Mark said, eying up the opposition. “You let us leave peacefully, and we won’t kick your asses.” 
 
    The Scaleblade laughed. It was a guttural sound that echoed in Mark’s bones. His lips peeled back to reveal yellowed, dagger-sharp teeth. 
 
    “Yeah, I know, I’m a riot,” Mark said. In truth, he didn’t like these odds. He’d been in a scrap or two before, even been outnumbered, but bringing a knife to a sword fight wasn’t his idea of a good time—and that was before factoring in the Jurassic Park reject. 
 
    “Kill the women,” the Scaleblade barked. “Take him alive.” 
 
    The humans split up, one heading to Jacqlyn, the other stalking toward Amalica. Mark figured Jacqlyn could handle herself, so he moved to intercept the second guard, a sandy-haired middle-aged man who looked like he would be more comfortable on a sofa than on guard duty.  
 
    Mark pushed Amalica behind him with his left hand, which still held the Aether Crystal in its silver mesh pouch. He shifted his feet to turn side-on to the guard, trying to present a smaller target profile. 
 
    “Last chance,” Mark said. “Just think how embarrassed you’ll be when your friends learn you got your ass kicked by a recovering patient.” 
 
    “Same to you, tough guy,” the guard retorted. “Boss said to take you alive. Didn’t say shit about you being intact.” 
 
    Mark shrugged and stepped forward. He held the dagger low at his waist. 
 
    The guard responded by thrusting his sword at Mark’s stomach, counting on his superior reach to end the fight before Mark got close. Unfortunately for him, Mark was prepared for this, and juked to his right to move himself to the guard’s off side. He brought his dagger up in a thrust toward the man’s chin, only for the guard to move his left arm to strike Mark’s forearm and block the blow. 
 
    That was fine with Mark. He twisted his arm around his opponent’s, pulling him in close and locking him in place at his side before Mark swung his body to bring them both crashing down to the floor. Holding the Aether Crystal’s mesh bag in his left fist, he punched the guard twice in the nose before he could react, flattening it against his face in a shower of blood. 
 
    “Careful!” Amalica shouted. “The bag isn’t that strong!” 
 
    The guard tried to bring his sword around to cut Mark’s back, but the angle meant he was only able to inflict a shallow cut. It was still quite painful. Spurred on by the pain, Mark smashed his forehead into the guard’s face, refusing to let himself be rattled by the jarring impact it caused. 
 
    Behind him, Amalica looked around for something to use as a weapon, but the apothecary’s office was a place of healing, not harm. It was devoid of weapons. In desperation, she grabbed the serving platter off the side table, sending Mark’s soup spilling to the ground, and rushed to the side of the fallen guard to slam the edge of the wooden tray into the man’s temple. 
 
    That did it. The guard went limp, and Mark began disentangling himself. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. 
 
    Amalica shrugged. “I’d do the same for any of my patients,” she said with a smile. 
 
    Mark turned his attention to where Jacqlyn was keeping the other two fighters busy. Her long knife flashed through the air, meeting the human’s short sword in a series of practiced parries, while keeping out of reach of the Scaleblade’s heavy fists. She kept her left hand behind her back, still searching for something attached to her belt. 
 
    The guard snarled in frustration, more used to beating on helpless peasants than dealing with a skilled opponent. He rushed forward, trying to get inside her reach, only for her to twist her long knife around his cross guard and slice his unprotected fingers, causing him to drop his weapon. 
 
    She lashed out with a vicious axe kick, crashing the toe of her hard leather boot against the man’s chin, then bringing the heel back down on his now upturned face. The man collapsed on the ground, and Jacqlyn finally found what she was looking for. 
 
    “Eat this—” she muttered, pulling a crossbow out from behind her back and leveling it one-handed at the Scaleblade. 
 
    She wasn’t fast enough. With a roar, the monster slapped her across the room with a swipe of its left hand. The crossbow fell out of her fingers, and she collided into the side of one of the other heavy beds. 
 
    Mark got to his feet just as the Scaleblade started moving in to finish her off. Yelling at the top of his voice to draw the monster’s attention, he ran toward it, dagger ready to be thrust into its guts. The lizard turned and curled his lips in a sneer, throwing a right cross at Mark’s head. 
 
    He ducked on instinct and thrust the dagger as hard as he could into the beast’s unprotected belly. 
 
    The blade skittered off its hide with no effect. 
 
    “Stupid,” the Scaleblade said, wrapping one palm around the top of Mark’s head and lifting him onto his tiptoes. Its talons squeezed his skull, and Mark had the sudden image of the beast squashing his head like a tomato. “Stupid and weak.” 
 
    The monster flung him across the room to collide with Amalica, and the two of them sprawled on the ground together. 
 
    The Scaleblade opened his mouth wide, sucking in a massive lungful of air. At the back of his throat, crackling energy started to form, a ball of pure lightning. 
 
    Jacqlyn saw this as she was recovering and scrambled on her knees to retrieve her fallen crossbow, cursing under her breath.  
 
    At the same time, Mark had lost his grip on the Aether Crystal as he had flown through the air, the bag slipping out of his fingers. Panicked, he lunged after it, trying to reach it before it hit the floor, as did Amalica. Somehow their cupped hands met, and the precious magical stone landed in their conjoined palms. 
 
    The instant it did, the room was filled with a bright flash of aquamarine-blue light. 
 
    When Mark’s vision returned, he was shocked to find that Amalica had vanished, only to be replaced by… 
 
    He didn’t have any other word for what she was now. 
 
    She was a dragon. 
 
    That being said, she was on the small side for a dragon. She stood on four legs, with wings folded against a thick barrel-like torso. She was roughly as tall as a horse, which put her head—perched as it was on a sinuous snake-like neck—about half a foot above his. Her scales were a rich green-blue, the same shade as the brilliant flash of light that had preceded her transformation. 
 
    He didn’t have time to dwell on this sudden turn of events, however. The Scaleblade reared up to its full height and let his gathered energy loose, sending a sheet of lightning arcing throughout the room. 
 
    Amalica—the dragon-Amalica—took two quick cantering steps forward and spread her wings wide, protecting Jacqlyn and Mark while letting the burst of magical energy hit her body. She screeched in pain, a piercing sound that echoed off the stone walls and caused Mark to clutch his temple. 
 
    “The fuck just happened?” he muttered. 
 
    The Scaleblade roared in challenge and sprang forward, talons and teeth bared, to grapple with Amalica. She responded by backpedaling and reaching out with her neck to try and clamp her jaws on her enemy’s head. 
 
    Lowering his body, the Scaleblade ducked under her neck and raked his claws against the front of her chest, leaving bloody furrows and peeling whole scales loose to clatter on the floor. She shrieked in pain again and lashed out with one of her forelimbs, catching the Scaleblade in the chest and sending him crashing back against the far wall. 
 
    “Hey! Lizard breath!” Jacqlyn shouted. 
 
    She had managed to recover her crossbow and was aiming it, with two steady hands, at the humanoid dragon. The Scaleblade barely had time to grunt before she fired. The quarrel shot home, burying itself up to the fletching in his shoulder, causing him to roar in pain. 
 
    “Thanks,” Mark called out, getting to his feet. “That was—” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me she was one of them!” Jacqlyn shouted, already turning the crank on her crossbow to cock it again. “What the fuck did you—” 
 
    “I didn’t know!” Amalica said, her voice a tad deeper in her new body. Maybe it was normal in this world, Mark thought, but the sound of a woman’s voice coming from a lizard’s mouth gave him the worst case of mental whiplash. “You have to believe me, I never knew—” 
 
    “I don’t believe you, and I don’t care,” Jacqlyn shouted back, dropping another quarrel into the crossbow and aiming it at Amalica. The arrowhead was a dull white color and looked as though it had been carved from bone. “You’re just another Dragonsoul bitch—” 
 
    Mark stepped in front of Amalica and spread his arms wide. “Jacqlyn! Focus!” he said, raising his voice. “I don’t know what the fuck happened either, but it’s something to do with this”—he waved the Aether Crystal in her direction—”and I’d like to remind you that she’s the only one of us here who knows anything about this gem and how it’s supposedly keeping me alive. If you’re here to rescue me, she has to come with us, or you’ll only be rescuing a corpse.” 
 
    The fiery black-haired woman narrowed her eyes and glared at Mark. Her aim never wavered as she balanced the needs of her mission against her hatred of the Dragonsouled and everything they stood for. 
 
    Her contemplation was interrupted by the Scaleblade’s snarl as he pulled her first bolt from his shoulder. Without hesitation, she turned and fired, the second shaft punching through his scales and into the mortar, pinning his left arm to the wall. 
 
    “Fine,” she said, packing a lifetime of resentment into that one syllable. She re-attached the crossbow to its clip at the back of her belt. “But I don’t like her, and I don’t trust her.” 
 
    “Never said you had to,” Mark replied, relief rushing through his body.  
 
    A chorus of voices and the tread of footsteps outside interrupted their conversation. The wounded Scaleblade snapped the second bolt in half and drew his arm off the wall, lips curling. 
 
    “Fuck,” Mark muttered, his brain racing.  
 
    Amalica was a dragon now. Dragons had wings. Did that mean she could fly? 
 
    “One way to find out,” he said out loud to himself. He took two quick steps to Jacqlyn’s side and grabbed her arm, dragging her toward Amalica. 
 
    “Amalica, break the wall down,” he snapped, lifting Jacqlyn up onto her back. 
 
    “No shitting way am I—” Jacqlyn protested, but a glance back at the Scaleblade—mouth open wide to charge a second ball of lightning—silenced her protests. 
 
    “Climb on,” Amalica said, crouching down on four limbs and turning to face the windows. Mark threw his leg over her back, jumping on behind Jacqlyn just before the dragon charged straight through the stone wall, sending the aging masonry flying. 
 
    For two terrifying seconds, they fell through the air, before Amalica spread her wings and beat them with powerful strength to halt their descent. The Scaleblade unleashed his breath weapon, but it crackled harmlessly a foot above them as they glided through the air on Amalica’s newfound wings. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Much like how a newborn foal’s first steps are gangly and awkward, a dragon’s first flight is far from graceful and majestic, and it was all Amalica could do to maintain a gentle glide out of the keep.  
 
    Jacqlyn and Mark scrambled for purchase on Amalica’s aquatic-green scales as she did her best to guide them over the courtyard below. Over a dozen City Watchmen scrambled into action beneath them, loosing arrows into the sky in a vain attempt to bring Amalica down. 
 
    She beat her wings and banked left, some instinct guiding her on the rudiments of flight. Suddenly the battlements of the keep’s walls were approaching fast, looming large. 
 
    “W-we’re not going to make it!” Jacqlyn said, her eyes wide as she gripped onto Amalica for dear life. 
 
    “Amalica you’re doing fine,” Mark said, patting her flank in encouragement and doing his best to ignore his own rising concern. 
 
    “I’m trying—” Amalica grunted, pulling her legs up against her body and straining every muscle she had to get more height. 
 
    Her knees clipped the edge of the crenelations atop the keep’s walls, a shower of stone dust drifting free. She gasped in momentary pain and in her distraction lost the fight to stay airborne, dropping down on the other side of the wall. 
 
    She hit the ground at a run, galloping on powerful draconic legs through the streets of a crowded city. Tudor-style wattle and daub timber-framed houses were haphazardly placed on either side of compacted dirt roads. The streets by the keep were lined by ramshackle stalls, whose proprietors reacted with shock as Amalica carried them through the street at a breakneck pace. 
 
    “We’re too exposed!” Mark shouted, straining to be heard over the wind rushing in his ears. “We need to find a side street—” 
 
    A bolt of lighting crashed into the ground beside them, cutting him off. Mark and Jacqlyn turned their heads to see the same blue-scaled Scaleblade following them, a pair of bat-like wings jutting from his shoulders. 
 
    “That’s just fucking great,” Jacqlyn said. “Mark, have you ever shot a crossbow before?” 
 
    “Do Nerf guns count?” Mark asked rhetorically. He’d messed around with .22 rifles as a kid, but he knew just enough about firearms to know that wasn’t exactly a transferable skill to medieval weaponry. 
 
    “Whatever the fuck that is, no, it does not,” Jacqlyn shot back. She reached behind her back and unclipped her hand-cranked crossbow, nearly slipping from Amalica’s back as she took a sharp right turn. Mark grabbed her by the waist and steadied her. 
 
    “I can make the shot,” she said as Amalica’s claws scrabbled in the dirt for purchase. “But not at this angle. I’ve only got two dragon ivory bolts left, and I can’t waste them.” 
 
    Right, Mark thought. The weird bone-colored bolts that had pierced the Scaleblade when his dagger had skittered off the scales. 
 
    Another bolt of lightning struck the ground, missing Amalica by inches. 
 
    “If I slow down, we’re cooked,” she said. 
 
    “Get ready,” Mark said, tensing his arms and tightening his grip on Jacqlyn’s waist. His grip was awkward with the silver mesh bag still in one hand, but desperation lent him extra strength. 
 
    She nodded. She obviously trusted him, but he couldn’t say why, since they were strangers. Perhaps the certainty of impending doom required them to trust each other.  
 
    Amalica skidded left around a corner, taking them into a long straight street branching off from the main road. The airborne Scaleblade screeched in anticipation of an easy victory and began summoning another lightning bolt. 
 
    With a mighty heave, Mark lifted Jacqlyn from her spot on Amalica’s back and spun at the waist, twisting his body to deposit Jacqlyn behind him, pivoting her in the process to face Amalica’s rear haunches. Without missing a beat she lifted her weapon level with her eyes and pulled the trigger, sending her second-to-last missile flying through the air. 
 
    Her aim was true, and the precious bolt sunk home in the Scaleblade’s chest. His wings shot up in the air, reacting to the sudden pain. Without his wing-beats keeping him aloft, the Scaleblade fell like a stone, crashing into the thatched roof of one of the houses. 
 
    “Nice shot,” Mark said.  
 
    Jacqlyn sank against his chest with a sigh as he continued to grip her, her shoulders relaxing slightly. 
 
    “Where should I go?” Amalica asked.  
 
    Jacqlyn bit her lip and scrunched up her face, wrestling with herself. 
 
    “I know a place,” she said finally, “but we’re not going anywhere with you looking like that. Find an alley or something and let’s sort this crap out.” 
 
    Amalica made a noncommittal grunt and slowed to a trot, turning into the next narrow side passage she found. They seemed to be in some kind of residential district, and if there was anyone nearby, they were staying safely indoors out of sight of the dragon in their midst. 
 
    Jacqlyn pushed herself off Amalica’s back the first chance she got and clipped her crossbow back into place. Mark took a little more time following her, keeping the gem’s bag tightly grasped. 
 
    “So, I gotta say I have no freaking idea what happened,” Mark said. “Any ideas, Amalica?” 
 
    “When someone with a Dragonsoul has an Aether Crystal bonded to them and implanted in their forehead,” she said, her oddly deep voice filled with inquisitiveness, “it unlocks their Draconic Form, and how much mana the gem holds determines how powerful their Draconic Form is.” 
 
    “OK,” Mark said. “So, we just...un-bond you? Somehow?” 
 
    “Two problems there. First, we only touched the gem briefly, at the same time. The full bonding ritual is supposed to take hours.” Amalica’s head bobbed, and she ruffled her wings as if to ease out a knot caused by overexertion. “Second, I’m not a Dragonsoul.” 
 
    “The hot fresh hell you’re not,” Jacqlyn spat. “I mean, just look at you.” 
 
    “That’s not helping,” Mark said. “I wonder...Can you lift your head for me, please?” 
 
    Amalica nodded and raised her forehead to Mark’s full height. He lifted the gem in both hands and pressed it against her forehead, touching his head to hers at the same time. He tried to fill his thoughts with a vision of Amalica as he had first seen her, holding the image of her hovering over him like an angel in his mind’s eye. 
 
    The alleyway filled with a flash of deep aquamarine light. When Mark’s eyes cleared, Amalica was back in human form, dressed in the same mid-thigh dress she was wearing when Mark first met her. 
 
    “Wow,” Amalica said, turning to check her body from every angle she could. “That felt strange. I have this weird feeling, like I’m missing two legs I’ve never had before.” 
 
    “Freak,” Jacqlyn muttered. She fondled the last dragon ivory bolt still clipped to her belt, as though wondering if it wasn’t too late to kill her. Mark caught eyes with her and shook his head slowly, hoping to indicate that he would protect Amalica if it came down to it.  
 
    Amalica pretended not to hear her. “So, where to now?” 
 
    “We need a place to lie low,” Mark said. “Jacqlyn, I take it you know a place?” 
 
    She forced herself to relax her jaw. She closed her eyes, took a deep calming breath and let it out with a sigh. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “I know a place. They won’t be happy to have a tagalong—” she gestured vaguely toward Amalica “—but if you promise not to do anything too dragon-y, I think I can swing it.” 
 
    “Great,” Mark said, clapping her on the shoulder. “Lead the way.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jacqlyn explained that the Drunken Drake was a disreputable watering hole and short-term boarding house on the edge of one of the city’s market districts. Tannerith, as Mark soon learned the city was called, was an administrative and trading hub for the province, so it had a steady stream of merchants arriving from isolated outlying villages that ran what passed for the agricultural economy of the region. 
 
    Those merchants, Jacqlyn detailed on the walk over, in response to Mark’s questions, made the perfect cover for a Resistance safehouse. Operatives disguised as guards could tag along with the caravans and move more or less freely. With the constant danger of monster attacks, nobody raised an eyebrow at yet another heavily armed taciturn stranger, so long as the City Guard’s palms were greased with an appropriate bribe. 
 
    If either Amalica or Jacqlyn thought that Mark’s continued wide-ranging questions about basic facts of life in Tannerith were strange, they didn’t say anything. For his part, Mark was both curious—he’d always had a mind for these things—and desperate to soak up as much information about this new world as he could. He’d woken up enmeshed in the power struggles of a world where he was a stranger, and what he didn’t know could easily get him killed. 
 
    Amalica had parted with a couple of brass scale-shaped coins at a street vendor’s stall to purchase a home-spun poncho-like garment that Mark had draped over his shoulders, covering his bare chest, and keeping the Aether Crystal and the line in his arm hidden from view. Feeling slightly less exposed, Mark followed Jacqlyn through the winding backstreets until they reached their destination. 
 
    Pushing through the swinging double doors of the tavern, Mark was struck by the yeasty aroma of spilled beer and the musty smell of men who had been on the trail too long. It was only late afternoon, but the place was already crowded, and the general hubbub of conversation and complaints filled the air. 
 
    Picking their way through the surly crowd of teamsters, mercenaries, and drunks, Jacqlyn led them to the bar and rapped on the pitted, aged wood. A large matronly woman in her forties turned around, the scowl on her face changing to a smile when she saw who it was. 
 
    “Andon’s sake, girl!” she said, reaching across the bar to ruffle Jacqlyn’s hair. The younger woman tried and failed to fend her off. “You took your sweet time! Is this him? Who’s the girl?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s him,” she said, pulling up a hood I hadn’t noticed to shield her from any further attacks. “Says his name is Mark, and the girl—” 
 
    “Wait, is that short for something?” the innkeeper asked, fixing Mark with a penetrating stare. “Marcollo? I had an uncle Marcollo—” 
 
    “No, just Mark,” Mark said, trying not to sound annoyed. “It really is a common name where I’m from.” 
 
    “Huh,” the innkeeper said, unimpressed. “And she is—” 
 
    “Amalica Petkain,” Amalica said, offering her hand. “I’m a nurse and a healer. Mark was in my care at the Keep, and, well, I couldn’t just abandon him—” 
 
    “Ah,” the innkeeper said with a frown. “So. You worked for Dragon Lord Andon?” 
 
    “Andon is no friend of mine,” Amalica said with a scowl. “I hate the Dragon Kings as much as anyone—” 
 
    “Not so much you wouldn’t take their money,” Jacqlyn cut in. 
 
    “Girls, please,” Mark said, holding up one hand. “Can we continue this conversation in private?” 
 
    “Of course,” the older woman said. She flung a dirty rag over her shoulder and walked around the bar, opening a backdoor to reveal a set of rickety steps leading down to a cellar. “You kids wait there until closing time, then I’ll get you settled into somewhere more comfortable. My name’s Mariellecy, but everyone calls me Mother Mercy.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Mark said, letting Jacqlyn and Amalica take the stairs first. “It means a lot, you taking this risk for me.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it. I just hope you’re everything they say.” Mother Mercy grabbed a half-melted candle and a match from behind the bar and pressed it into Mark’s hands. “I’ll bring some food when I can. And…” 
 
    She paused, glancing down the stairs to make sure Jacqlyn was out of earshot. 
 
    “Don’t mind Jacqlyn. She’s had a hard life, and the fight—the Resistance—it’s the only family she has left.” 
 
    Mark nodded. “Thanks again. I owe her—owe you both more than you could know.” 
 
    “Smooth talker,” Mother Mercy said playfully, slapping his shoulder. “Get away with you. I’ve got drunkards to take care of.” 
 
    Mark chuckled as he took the stairs to his new refuge and Mother Mercy closed the door behind him. The cellar was dim, lit only by a grimy air hole with a set of three iron bars blocking anyone from crawling in.  
 
    Making his way to the foot of the stairs with careful steps, he struck the match against one of the rough wooden support poles to light it. The view wasn’t much improved by it. It was a damp, cold stone cellar housing large wooden barrels that Mark presumed contained the tavern’s house brewed ales. Amalica and Jacqlyn had found four rickety chairs and set them up around an equally decrepit table. 
 
    Mark joined them, dribbling a little wax on the table and using it to affix the candle there. The surroundings weren’t pleasant, but this was the first time he felt anything resembling safe since the Scaleblade had crashed into his hospital room. 
 
    “Well,” Jacqlyn said. “Here we are. One Resistance safehouse. One we’ll probably have to scrub now that a collaborator knows about it.” 
 
    “Oh, give it a rest!” Amalica said, rolling her eyes. “You have no idea who I am! What I’ve had to do—” 
 
    “Jacqlyn,” Mark said, his voice low and stern. “Amalica saved my life. Saved your life too, unless you had some way of getting out of the keep you didn’t tell me about? I don’t know about you, but in my book, that earns her a little trust. A little good will. Until she actually does something to betray us instead of just pissing you off by existing, can you lay off the attitude?” 
 
    Jacqlyn’s jaw tensed, and for a second, it looked like she was going to dig her heels in—but in the end, she forced herself to relax and let her breath go between clenched teeth. 
 
    “Right. So. Amalica.” Mark fetched the Aether Crystal from under his poncho and put the mesh bag on the table. Miraculously, the rubber tube and needle were still in his arm despite everything. “I need you to tell me what this thing is, what it does, and why I can’t take this stupid needle out of my arm.” 
 
    “I-I don’t know where to begin,” she said. Now that she was back in her human form, her voice had returned to its normal soft, caring cadence. “Surely you know what an Aether Crystal is?” 
 
    “I think I must have amnesia,” he said, choosing to give the simple version of his condition for now. “Or something like that. Pretend I know absolutely nothing, and I’ll say if any of it sounds familiar.” 
 
    Jacqlyn narrowed her eyes, fixing Mark with a suspicious glare, but he ignored her. She needed him, he figured, he just wasn’t sure why yet. 
 
    “Well,” Amalica said, “If we’re starting at the beginning…” 
 
    She cleared her throat. 
 
    “Mana comes from the land,” she continued, in the tone of someone repeating a childhood lesson. “Mana flows through every living thing. It is the energy of life itself, swelling up from the land to nourish every plant. It is the nourishment we take from the food we grow, the nourishment we take from the sun on our skin and the wind in the air. Aether Crystals are what happens when mana is siphoned and concentrated, compacted again and again until it takes physical form.” 
 
    “It’s an abomination,” Jacqlyn said. “Every Aether Crystal represents a child that was not fed, a stretch of land drained dry and left as a wasteland. They grant power to the Dragonsouled, yes, but at a terrible cost.” 
 
    Mark took the Aether Crystal in his hand, turning it in the candlelight to see the iridescent sheen. “How much power would go into a gem like this?” 
 
    “It’s hard to say,” Amalica said. “Aether Crystal cultivation is more an art than a science. That gem is what we would classify as a Grade 2, and would have taken a village situated on rich, fertile land the best part of a year to grow.” 
 
    “Every village has to balance channeling mana into their crops with growing an Aether Crystal, every year,” Jacqlyn said bitterly. “The Dragon Lords send their Scaleblades to every settlement in their province to collect that year’s Aether Crystal, and to assess the children to see if any new Dragonsouled have awoken. It’s called the Reaping. Both crystal and children are taken back to the Dragon Lord as a tithe, and the children are raised to be the next generation of Scaleblades.” 
 
    “And the Lords in turn send tribute to the Kings,” Mark said, making the next obvious connection. “That’s horrible. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “This is why the Resistance was so desperate to rescue you,” Jacqlyn said. “Somehow, you managed to remain undetected by the Reaping until your twenty-sixth year. If we could find out how you managed that, we could save so, so many children.” 
 
    “I hate to disappoint you, but I have no idea,” Mark said, his stomach knotting. He didn’t like being unable to provide her with answers she had come looking for. “I don’t remember much before waking up in the Keep.” 
 
    “They told me the Reaping where they found you turned into a massacre.” Amalica’s tone was sad and distant. “The Scaleblade panicked when you were discovered. A Dragonsoul as powerful as yours should not have been able to remain hidden for so long. Your village...there were no survivors. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Mark continued to stare at the Aether Crystal, grieving for people he had never met and would never know. This entire system—starving villages to accumulate power, abducting children and indoctrinating them as enforcers—made his blood boil, and he could see why Jacqlyn was so zealous in her cause. If he could, he would tear it all down with his bare hands. 
 
    “I’m sorry too,” Mark said. “I’m sorry I can’t be of more use to you.” 
 
    “But you can,” Jacqlyn cut in. “Join the Resistance. We can always use strong fighters, and if nothing else, you can definitely handle yourself.” 
 
    “One thing at a time,” Mark said. After everything he had just heard, it was more than a little tempting. He sympathized with the rebellion and their cause, but he still wanted to get a better lay of the land before he made any commitments. “Amalica, you said this gem is the only thing keeping me alive?” 
 
    “Apparently, when the Scaleblade took you away from the village, you went into a coma.” Amalica reached across the table to touch Mark’s forearm. “Dragon Captain Garmel noticed that your condition worsened the further they traveled from the village. He took a chance by keeping your village’s Aether Crystal close to you during the journey back to Tannerith. You seemed to respond well, so when you came to my apothecary, I inserted the mana transfusion line myself. Then you woke up, and, well, you know the rest.” 
 
    “So, I have to keep this line in for the rest of my life?” Mark said, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “No, just until your mana stabilizes,” Amalica said, leaning back in her seat. “The transfusion monitor—that wooden box—was supposed to tell me when it was safe to do so. Without it, it’s going to be guesswork as to when the transfusion is finished, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “What I want to know,” Jacqlyn said sitting on the edge of her seat, “is how the hell Blondie suddenly turned into a Drake.” 
 
    “That wasn’t a Dragon?” Mark asked, and Jacqlyn laughed. 
 
    “Oh hell no. Dragons are much, much bigger. Like, big as a house.” 
 
    “I don’t know what happened,” Amalica said. “I must have been through a dozen Reapings. I learned healing magic from the village wise woman, but if I was a Dragonsoul, I should have been taken a long time ago.” 
 
    “Before the fight,” Mark said, “I had a vision, or something. I saw an aqua-colored dragon inside you. I don’t know if that means anything to you?” 
 
    “Dragonsoul magic is a secret the Dragon Kings guard closely,” Amalica replied. “Do you see the dragon inside me now?” 
 
    “No but let me try something.” 
 
    Mark tried to put himself back in the moment in the infirmary. He unfocused his eyes, as if he was trying to look through Amalica… 
 
    “There,” he said. The neon-bright dragon was coiled within her. In form it was more reminiscent of a great sea serpent than the horse-like drake she had transformed into earlier, but he figured that was a riddle to be answered later. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” he continued. “The light is so bright, so…” 
 
    Jacqlyn scoffed. 
 
    “Can you...can you make me transform again?” Amalica asked.  
 
    Mark blinked, and the vision faded. 
 
    “It’s worth a try,” he said. “We’ll need some space though—” 
 
    Jacqlyn rolled her eyes and put her feet up on the table. “Count me out. You freaks have fun though.” 
 
    Jacqlyn’s attitude was starting to grate on Mark, but he remembered what Mother Mercy had said and tried to cut her some slack. Still, if they were going to be working together, they’d have to hash this out eventually. 
 
    Amalica ignored her and moved to the center of the cellar.  
 
    “Gimme a second,” Mark said, getting to his feet and joining her. One of his teachers in high school had been big on bringing ‘mindfulness’ crap like focused breathing and visualization into the classroom. He’d never cared for it. Still, he was apparently in Magic Fairy Dragon Land, so why not see if some of that ‘new age’ crap counted for something? 
 
    He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, holding each breath to the count of four and repeating the process five times. He had no idea if it did anything magical, but he felt slightly calmer. 
 
    Finally, he opened his eyes and did the un-focus thing again, looking at Amalica to see the dragon within. He reached out and took her hand—  
 
    Just like before, a flash of aquamarine light filled the room, and Amalica was transformed into a horse-sized dragon. A drake, Mark reminded himself.  
 
    “Wow,” Amalica said. She opened her wings to half-spread, unable to go further thanks to the racks of barrels blocking the way. “I still can’t believe it. This is amazing.” 
 
    “So, you’re a big-ass lizard,” Jacqlyn scoffed. “Big deal. Apart from falling and running, what can you do?” 
 
    Mark shot her a glare, but Amalica interrupted before he could say anything, “No, she’s right. If I’m really a Dragonsoul, then I should be able to do magic—Elemental magic I mean, like the lightning breath from before.” 
 
    “There are different kinds of magic?” Mark asked. 
 
    “Wow, you really did hit your head huh,” Jacqlyn said. “Hedge witches like Blondie can use some of the magic in the land without draining the life from the environment, but it’s weak. Curing colds, setting bones, making rocks float, or light shows for festivals. With an Aether Crystal, the Dragonsouls command the elements themselves.” 
 
    “Everything that exists is composed of one or more elements,” Amalica explained. “Earth, Air, Fire, and Water. That Scaleblade from before had a Lightning affinity, which is a mix of Air and Fire.” 
 
    “So, what are you, then?” Mark asked. 
 
    “I think…I think I must have a Water affinity,” Amalica said, confused. “My scales are the same color that I was told corresponds to Water, but without testing it, I can’t be sure.” 
 
    “What happens when you open your mouth?” Mark asked. It was the only thing he could think that the Scaleblade had done during the fight. 
 
    Amalica opened her jaws wide, baring two rows of pristine curved teeth and a purplish tongue to the cool air of the cellar.  
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Jacqlyn suppressed a giggle. 
 
    “OK, not everything works on the first try,” Mark said. “How about—” 
 
    He was interrupted by a jet of ice-cold water erupting from Amalica’s mouth and drenching him from head to toe. She closed her jaws with a snap, and Jacqlyn burst into laughter. 
 
    “Oh my gosh! I’m so sorry!” she exclaimed, taking a few quick steps toward him and nuzzling him with her forehead. “Are you OK?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Mark said with a little chuckle. “I’m just excited it worked.” 
 
    “It was weird,” Amalica said. “I just kind of...you know when you clear your throat? Like forcing a cough? It was like that.” 
 
    “There’s got to be a way to, I don’t know, increase the volume or velocity of the water,” Mark said, his mind racing. “Water can be dangerous, even lethal—” 
 
    “So, she’s, what, going to give the Scaleblade a wash?” Jacqlyn scoffed. 
 
    “I was thinking more like washing them away like a raging river,” Mark retorted, thinking of how water cannons and firehoses were used against protesters on his home world. “You’re the magic expert here, Amalica, do you have any ideas?” 
 
    “Well, intent is a large part of hedge magic,” she mused. “Maybe if I focus on that image, of a raging river, then—” 
 
    “Don’t you point that thing at me, missy,” Jacqlyn said. “I didn’t exactly bring a change of clothes.” 
 
    “Right, right, sorry,” Amalica said, turning in place to face the opposite wall. “Let me see…” 
 
    She opened her mouth again and furrowed her brows. Mark hadn’t noticed before, but in her drake form, her pupils were vertical slits, and the purple irises were large enough to fill her slanted eye sockets. 
 
    Amalica trembled slightly from the effort, but in no time, Mark could see a swirl of water building up in her mouth—similar to the lightning ball from the Scaleblade—spinning faster and faster, white flecks of foam dancing across the surface. 
 
    Curiously, he felt a tingle in his right hand, a pins-and-needles sensation he was rapidly coming to associate with magic. 
 
    Before he could ponder this, a torrent of rushing water shot out from Amalica’s mouth, a pillar of liquid that punched across the room and crashed into the opposite wall, leaving a small crater filled with spider-web cracks where it impacted on the aging stone. 
 
    “Yes!” Mark yelled, punching the air while Amalica cantered in place in delight. 
 
    “I did it!” Amalica said. “Omigosh! That’s so cool! Let’s do it again!” 
 
    “Just don’t bring the place down around our ears,” Jacqlyn warned from behind them. “Mother Mercy would never let me hear the end of it.” 
 
    “Do you really think I could do that?” Amalica said, her voice filled with wonder. “Now I really want to do that.” 
 
    “Careful there,” Mark said, patting her side. “You have to walk before you can run.” 
 
    “Right, right. Um. I wonder if I could make Ice? No, that’s Air and Water. But maybe…” 
 
    She opened her mouth and started building up the energy again. Mark looked at his hand this time as she did so, feeling the tingle of magical energy in his palm and fingertips. 
 
    This time, instead of one torrential stream, a volley of five dense fist-sized globes of water fired out of Amalica’s mouth, each hitting the opposite wall with a hefty thud before splashing on the ground. 
 
    “That’s pretty cool,” Mark said, impressed. 
 
    “I was holding back on that one,” Amalica said. “In combat, that would hit a lot harder.” 
 
    “Whenever you use your magic,” Mark said, holding up his hand, “I’ve been getting this weird feeling in my palms—” 
 
    “Oh, I bet you did,” Jacqlyn chimed in, unable to resist a dig. 
 
    “—kind of like the time you used your magic to check my humors, or whatever,” he continued. “Any idea what that could be?” 
 
    “Harmonic resonance at the spiritual level?” Amalica mused, curling her lips back to expose her teeth—a disturbing sight, Mark thought, but maybe that was the closest she could come to biting her lips in this body? 
 
    “Can you unpack that?” he asked. 
 
    “The Aether Crystal is connected to you,” she said, her head lulling from side to side as though she were thinking aloud. “At the same time, it’s also connected to me. Ordinarily, when an Aether Crystal is bound to someone, it’s an irreversible one-way connection. The Aether Crystal merges with the Dragonsoul, and its power becomes part of their power. Whatever it is you’re doing...it’s different. It’s like we’re sharing the power, not hoarding it for ourselves.” 
 
    “Right, I guess that makes sense.” Mark didn’t think he actually understood, but he was prepared to take her at her word. His dad had taught him to respect the opinions of people who knew their shit, and Amalica clearly had a handle on this magic stuff. “So, this...link goes both ways?” 
 
    “In theory,” Amalica said. “I mean, this is all uncharted territory. The Dragon Kings guard their secrets closely, and as far as I know, you’re the first person in the world to link an Aether Crystal like this.” 
 
    “Does that mean I have a Dragonsoul?” Mark tried to do the unfocused-eye trick while looking at his hand, but he didn’t see anything different about himself. 
 
    “If you’re a Dragonsoul,” Amalica said, in the same musing-aloud tone as before, “you should be able to use magic yourself.” 
 
    “I don’t feel especially magical,” Mark said. “So, what, I just hold out my hand and think about water—” 
 
    He raised his hand toward Amalica as he spoke, not really expecting anything to happen, but holding the image of a stream of water shooting out of his palm in his mind anyway. Nobody was more surprised than him when a weak stream of clear water splashed out over Amalica’s dragon-like face. 
 
    Jacqlyn’s eyes popped out of her head, and Amalica squealed in delight. 
 
    “Hey!” she said. “No fair—” and before Mark could say anything, she splashed him back with a playful squirt of her breath weapon. 
 
    “You little—” 
 
    What followed was a solid five minutes of exuberant shenanigans as Mark and Amalica ran in circles trying to hit each other with summoned jets of water. Amalica got the worst of it, being unable to hide behind the support pillars for cover, but her scales meant she didn’t look like a drowned rat at the end of the exchange. Mark concluded the fight by grabbing her in mid-canter and triggering the transformation back to normal, and they fell on the wet ground laughing in each other’s arms. 
 
    “If you two are done flirting,” Jacqlyn said, wringing out her scarf. She hadn’t gone unscathed during the impromptu squirt-fight. “Maybe we can talk about what our next move should be?” 
 
    “Someone sounds jealous,” Mark said, wiping his wet hair out of his eyes. This had been the most fun he’d had in a while, let alone since he’d arrived in this world, and having a certain curvaceous nurse pressing herself against his body was a sensation he’d like to repeat. 
 
    He got to his feet, taking care not to slip on the water-slick stone floor. He wasn’t really paying attention to Jacqlyn, which was why it was a surprise when he glanced in her direction and saw she had a dragon inside her too. 
 
    He froze, afraid to even blink in case the vision vanished. Like Amalica, this dragon was drawn out of bright neon light, but where Amalica’s dragon was aquamarine blue, hers was a deep ruby red, brilliant and scintillating. If Amalica’s dragon was a twisting serpent with wings, hers was more barrel-chested and muscular, standing on its hind legs and roaring in the air, defiant. 
 
    “What,” Jacqlyn said, slowly putting her drenched scarf on the table. “Do I have something on my face?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know what to tell you, Jacqlyn, but I think you might be a Dragonsoul too.” 
 
    “The complete and utter fuck you say,” she shot back, her voice flat with disgust. 
 
    “No, I mean it,” Mark said. “I can see it within you, just like with Amalica.” 
 
    “Well, you’re wrong,” Jacqlyn said, disgust turning to anger. “I’ve been to more Reapings than I care to remember. If I was a Dragonsoul, I would have been taken years ago.” 
 
    “They couldn’t find me either,” Amalica said softly. “I can’t explain it, but if what Mark says is true—” 
 
    “He’s lying and I’ll prove it to you,” Jacqlyn said, sticking her nose in the air. She stormed over to where Mark stood, holding the Aether Crystal in his palm, and pressed both her hands onto it. “See? Nothing—” 
 
    A brilliant red light filled the room, and Jacqlyn was gone. 
 
    In her place was a red-scaled, fork-tongued, winged drake. 
 
    Jacqlyn backpedaled on four legs, screaming. Amalica and Mark stepped back too, almost as shocked as she was.  
 
    “Change me back!” Jacqlyn screamed. “Change me—I’m not—I don’t want this!” 
 
    “Stand still!” Mark shouted. “Stand still and lower your head—” 
 
    He moved toward her but had to jump back in surprise as a small lick of fire escaped Jacqlyn’s mouth. He felt the same magic-tingle in his hand when it happened, but he didn’t have time to think about that now. 
 
    “Just take a deep breath Jacqlyn,” Amalica said, trying to calm her. “I know it’s confusing—” 
 
    “You don’t know shit!” Jacqlyn exclaimed. Like Amalica, her voice was a whole octave deeper than normal, but still distinctively hers. “I’m not some magical bitch like you! This isn’t—” 
 
    Mark had been stepping closer to the irate drake while she was ranting and was finally close enough to lunge forward and touch her forehead with the Aether Crystal. Picturing Jacqlyn as he was used to her, he felt a surge of energy pass between them, and in another brilliant red flash of light, Jacqlyn transformed to her human self. 
 
    The three of them looked at each other in shock. 
 
    “I’m—” Mark began, about to apologize, but Jacqlyn snatched her wet scarf from the table and stormed up the stairs, slamming the door behind her. 
 
    “So,” Mark said finally, looking at Amalica with a shrug. “That went well.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you think she’s coming back?” Amalica asked as she looked at the stairs. 
 
    It was a few hours later. Mother Mercy had come down shortly after Jacqlyn had stormed off, muttering something about how they’d better not have upset the poor girl. After further mumbling about how foolish children splashing about in her cellar better not lead to any mold later, she’d escorted them upstairs to a vacant room, reluctantly tossed a couple of towels at them, and apologized for there only being one bed. 
 
    “But I’m sure you two wouldn’t mind that, eh? Eh?” she had said with raised eyebrows. 
 
    Mark wasn’t sure if she was mad at them or already planning their wedding. 
 
    “Jacqlyn will be back,” Mark said. He couldn’t help noticing that Amalica was looking at him in a decidedly un-clinical fashion, but for her sake, he pretended not to notice. She would probably be embarrassed if he pointed it out. 
 
    “I’m not so sure,” Amalica said with a sigh. She sat on the bed and used her fingers to tease out her hair. “I mean, you heard how she talks about Dragonsouls. It can’t be easy for her to learn that she’s the very thing she’s hated her whole life.” 
 
    “I won’t miss her attitude,” Mark said, flopping onto the bed next to her, lying on his back. The Aether Crystal was still in its infusion bag, and he was careful not to jostle the line in his arm. “I didn’t like how she talked to you.” 
 
    “Well, look at it from her point of view,” Amalica said. “She doesn’t know me. I worked for Dragon Lord Andon. For all she knows, I’m exactly what she says I am.” 
 
    “How did you come to work for him, anyway?” Mark asked. “You don’t strike me as the kind of person who would work for a tyrant if you had a choice.” 
 
    “In a way I didn’t,” she said. “The village I came from wasn’t all that important in the grand scheme of things. We tithed a moderately sized Aether Crystal every year, traded our crops for the things we couldn’t make ourselves—besides the annual Reaping taking someone’s son, daughter, or sibling, we lived peaceful lives.” 
 
    “You said you learned hedge magic from the local wise woman?” Mark asked, curious to learn anything he could about his new world. 
 
    “Godmother Goodie,” she said with a smile. “Miserable old witch, but she had a soft spot for me. Maybe because I was the only one who could stand her, but she never turned away anyone who needed her help. Not even Lord Andon.” 
 
    “You met him?” Mark propped himself up on one elbow, looking at her with worry on his face. 
 
    “Oh yes,” Amalica’s smile faded. “One of the duties of the Scaleblade is to cull the monster population around the villages—something they achieve mixed results on. For whatever reason, Lord Andon himself was on this particular hunt, and he was injured. I don’t know what did it, Dragon Lords are very powerful and more than a match for any wild creature, but…” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” Mark said, touching her arm. 
 
    “No. It’s fine.” Amalica pushed some hair out of her face. “He was in a bad way. Would have died if not for Godmother Goodie and myself. He was so impressed by my skills that he requested—no, demanded—I come to work for him at the keep. He wasn’t shy about his...desire either.” 
 
    “Did he ever—” 
 
    “No, nothing like that,” she said, without much emotion. “He would never lower himself to force himself on a peasant. He has too high an opinion of himself for anything so ‘crude’ in his mind.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Mark felt a heat come to his cheeks. He hadn’t known Amalica long, but the thought of anyone pressing themselves on her fired every protective instinct he had. 
 
    He didn’t like bullies, and he definitely didn’t like men who felt they were owed a woman’s affections. Let alone those who would try to force them. 
 
    “Don’t be,” she said, turning to face him. “It is the way of the world. Power breeds contempt, contempt breeds entitlement…” 
 
    She propped her head up in her hand, mirroring Mark. “Tell me about yourself. I feel like we’ve been through so much together, but I know nothing about you.” 
 
    “Not much to tell,” Mark said, getting lost in her eyes. “I worked as a builder. I remember that much. My family always worked with their hands. My grandfather…” 
 
    Mark’s grandfather had been a miner in West Virginia, one of the survivors of the bloody Battle of Blair Mountain, where the mining barons had brought in mercenaries armed with machine guns and dropped bombs from a biplane to break up a worker’s strike. He’d died when Mark was five years old, but the stories were the stuff of family legend, and the reason why his dad had been a Union organizer.  
 
    Mark touched his throat where his red neckerchief should have been. The story was his granddad had used the thing to tie off a bullet wound when fighting with the Pinkertons. Whether that was true or not, he’d kept it as a reminder to stand up for the working man, to never settle for less than he was worth, and never let a man push you around just ‘cos his job title made him think he was somehow better than you. It was probably lying on the charred floor of the damn apartment building he’d died in, but damn did he miss it. 
 
    “My grandfather was part of an uprising,” he said at last. “It didn’t end well, but the men in my family never took kindly to those who took advantage of folk after that.” 
 
    “You were saying some things in your sleep that sounded strange,” Amalica said, reaching out with her left hand to touch his arm. “Something about a fire, and a man you were trying to save…” 
 
    “Can I tell you something?” Mark asked, deciding that if he could be honest with anyone, it would be her. “It might sound strange, and I’m not sure I understand it myself, and I’m worried you might think I’m crazy.” 
 
    “Stranger and crazier than finding out I’m a Dragonsoul?” Amalica said with a teasing smile. “Whatever it is, I don’t think it will top that.” 
 
    “I’m not from around here.” 
 
    “Well, yes, I know that, silly,” Amalica said, giving his shoulder a playful tap. “The Guard brought you in from—” 
 
    “I mean I’m not from this world,” Mark said in a rush, a knot in his stomach. He didn’t want this woman to think he was nuts, so he let the words spill out all at once. “I don’t have amnesia. In my home world...I died, Amalica. I was trapped in a burning building that caught fire because some cheapskate asshole didn’t want to pay for proper wiring and smoke alarms and I, there was smoke everywhere, and Brad—oh god Brad, I tried everything to get him out—” 
 
    “Hey! Hey!” Amalica bolted upright in concern, wrapped Mark in a warm, loving hug and soothed his hair. “It’s all right! You’re safe now, it’s fine—” 
 
    Mark blinked to stop himself from crying. He hadn’t been scared at the time—he’d been furious, and even now his eyes weren’t getting watery for himself. Brad had been a good kid, and Mark had no idea if he was alive or dead. 
 
    Amalica’s hug helped, and he pulled her close. Her hair smelled like lilacs, and her skin was warm and inviting. She was… 
 
    Mark had had girlfriends before. Casual relationships here and there—a bartender at O’Malley’s, a fine arts student he’d met at a concert, even one hard case chick who worked for a roofing contractor at a build site. But he’d been too busy working every job he could get to take care of his grandma and keep food on the table for his sisters to really be a decent boyfriend, and he wasn’t the kind of guy to lead a girl on if he couldn’t commit to her. 
 
    Amalica was beautiful, sure, but she was also kind, brave and smart. The kind of woman you’d be proud to take home to meet your ma and hopefully fool around with in your childhood bedroom behind your ma’s back.  
 
    “Amalica…” 
 
    “Ssssh,” she said, holding him close. His face was pressed between her breasts, and he couldn’t help but let his hands drift to the small of her back. “It’s OK. I believe you.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    She relented in her embrace just a fraction, letting him look up at her face.  
 
    “It wouldn’t be the first time,” she said quietly. “There are tales of people like you, souls reincarnated with memories of past lives. Do you not have such people where you are from?” 
 
    “Sure, but most people think they’re crazy,” Mark said. “They usually claim to be long dead kings or important people from history and junk. Like, not everyone can be a Pharaoh or Marie Antoinette or whatever.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about that,” Amalica said. “But you’ve already done so many impossible things today. What’s one more?” 
 
    “Amalica…” 
 
    Mark’s hand strayed to her head, threading its way between her long blonde locks. She parted her lips, and Mark found himself overcome with the urge to kiss her. 
 
    Instead, she pulled away—not unkindly, but more out of embarrassment. She was blushing, and she made a show of straightening her dress. 
 
    “I’m sorry—” Mark said, but she waved him off. 
 
    “No, no, I—I like you, it’s just—” 
 
    “I’m moving too fast. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable—” 
 
    “It’s not that.” She smiled at him, shyly. “It’s just...well, you’re still my patient, and I’ve never—with anyone…” 
 
    “Oh!” Mark sat bolt upright. “I didn’t even think—” 
 
    “Before the keep, I hadn’t found anyone I liked, and at the keep...Even if there had been anyone, just because Lord Andon wouldn’t take me for his own, it doesn’t mean he would let anyone else do so either.” She held her hands in her lap and stared at the floor. “But that’s beside the point. I just don’t think it would be appropriate until the transfusion is finished and you’re no longer under my care.” 
 
    What if I want to be in your care? Mark thought, shaking his head. “It’s been a while, maybe you could check my, what was it, my humors, again?” 
 
    “You’re right,” she said, suddenly all business. She pivoted on the bed, placed her hand on his forehead, and he felt the now-familiar prickly feeling of magic on his skin. “Hold still.” 
 
    He held his breath. He didn’t know why, it just felt like the kind of thing someone did when a nurse took your temperature. 
 
    “Hmm,” she hummed. “Your humors are still...well they’re incredible, honestly. You’re possibly the most well-adjusted man on the continent in that regard, which is saying something. As for your soul transfusion…” Her face crinkled in that cute way she had when she was thinking. “I’m pretty sure we can take the line out, but I would keep the gem close—not just because it’s a powerful artifact, but there does seem to be a strong harmonic resonance between you and the gem. I’d like to consult some texts, but in the meantime, just keep it close.” 
 
    “Does that mean I’m cured?” Mark asked, one eyebrow raised. 
 
    “Well, once I remove this needle.” She placed her thumb on his inner elbow where the line was embedded in his skin. “This might sting—” 
 
    She pulled the needle out before he could tense up and pressed down on the wound, not trusting any of the material in the room to be sanitary enough to act as a bandage. Mark hissed air through his teeth but didn’t flinch. 
 
    “So…” Mark said, trailing off as he sat up. “Does this mean I’m discharged, nurse?” 
 
    She swallowed, looking up at him with her shimmering, deep blue eyes. “I guess it does.” 
 
    Mark lifted his right arm to touch her waist, shuffling closer to her on the bed while leaning his head down to hers. He paused, his mouth lingering inches from hers, asking her permission with his body. For a heartbeat she stared into his eyes, their eager breaths teasing each other’s lips before Amalica’s mouth parted in silent answer: Yes, yes, a thousand times yes. 
 
    She kept her thumb pressed on the inside of his left elbow while he kissed her, softly at first, his rough mouth pressed against her soft, unblemished lips. Her involuntary moan filled his mouth, prompting him to offer his tongue to her in response. 
 
    Inexperienced as she was, she didn’t lack enthusiasm. Their tongues danced together for an eager minute, each yearning to savor the taste of the other, their bodies now pressed so close only fabric separated them. 
 
    Amalica’s hands moved to grasp Mark’s arms, feeling the way his biceps swelled as he pressed them together, her breasts flat against his naked chest. She moaned, rubbing her clothed body on him like she wanted nothing more than to feel the heat of him against her. 
 
    Her legs parted, and Mark picked her up by the waist and lifted her into his lap, her thighs straddling his. She let loose a small yelp, quickly silenced by Mark re-introducing their lips. 
 
    His cock swelled, and he pressed his bulge against the gentle cotton of her underwear. She rocked her hips, rubbing against his hardened shaft, furthering his excitement and prompting a deep moan from them both. 
 
    “Amalica,” Mark moaned. “I want you, but if you’re not ready—” 
 
    “I’m ready,” she said, her eyes sparkling with lust. “We might be killed by the Guard tomorrow, and I’m—I’m drawn to you, Mark. I want you. I need you.” 
 
    Wrapping the fingers of his left hand in her hair, he pulled her into another hungry kiss as his right hiked her dress the rest of the way up her thighs. She helped him push his pants down past his hips, so his cock sprang free. Shoving her underwear to one side, Mark introduced his cock to her ready and willing lower lips, using his hand to rub the head between her puffy wet folds. 
 
    “Don’t be a tease,” Amalica moaned, and Mark grinned. 
 
    “It’s not a tease,” he said, his voice a low growl. “It’s a promise.” 
 
    He rocked his hips up and into her, and she settled down on his cock, the hard member filling her completely. They moaned, overwhelmed with the rush of the primal sensation. 
 
    “Its...I…” Amalica gasped. 
 
    Mark’s throat vibrated with a low growl as he rolled his hips in time with hers, Amalica finding that primitive rhythm easily despite her inexperience. Mark felt every inch of his dick wrapped up in her warmth, every subtle motion of her sparked new pleasure racing up and down his spine. 
 
    Amalica buried her head in his neck and moaned against his skin, her teeth sinking into his shoulder. Mark growled in appreciation, gripping her hips and guiding her to thrust in his lap. 
 
    He held her there and stood up, taking her with him. Amalica wrapped her legs around his waist, and Mark lifted her up and down his cock, his powerful arms flexing to move her weight. She closed her eyes as if to focus on their bodies coming together. 
 
    Slowly, he lowered her to the bed on her back, staying inside her. Her long blonde hair pooled beneath her like a halo. With a throaty growl, Mark shifted to his knees, rearing back so he could take in the vision of her, her face flushed with mating heat. 
 
    “Amalica,” he said, his voice low and tender. 
 
    “Just fuck me, Mark,” she moaned with a coy smile. “Show me what I’ve been missing.” 
 
    He obliged. 
 
    She squeaked as he drove harder, using long full thrusts that took advantage of his length, the head popping in and out of her with every move. Her hands gripped her breasts through her dress, kneading her soft flesh, as if she was trying to wring every sensation out of this once-in-a-lifetime experience. 
 
    Mark dropped his chest against hers and claimed her mouth, their tongues dancing again, each hungry for the taste of the other. His continued to thrust into her, building an inexorable rhythm with only one conclusion. 
 
    He reached down to wrap his arms around her chest and pulled her up with him, settling on his knees, holding her in place with one arm around her shoulders and the other around her waist. His lips found her breast and his teeth teased her nipple through her clothes, his tongue flicking the hardened tip in time with his thrusts. 
 
    Her nails dug into his shoulders, and her body tensed. She moaned his name as her body stiffened in his arms, her core convulsing around him, bringing his own climax. 
 
    Gasping, they collapsed on the bed, eyes closed and foreheads pressed together. Mark wished this moment would last. This moment, right now, in her arms—basking in mutual hormonal afterglow—he thought, if I died now, I’d die happy. 
 
    The tavern shook, rocked on its foundations by a powerful explosion. The lovers froze, lying stock still as the sounds of the front door being broken down echoed in the floorboards of their room. 
 
    “Where are the rebels!” a baritone voice shouted from the ground floor, carrying what Mark was starting to think of as the tell-tale vocal distortion of someone in their draconic form. 
 
    “Shit shit shit,” Amalica said, pushing at Mark’s shoulders. He rolled off her, his blood running cold, too shocked by the intrusion to remark on the foul language the soft-spoken nurse used. 
 
    He pulled his pants back up as she smoothed down her skirt. Seizing the Aether Crystal, still in its silver mesh pouch, he tied it as tight as he could to the drawstring at his waist. 
 
    “We have to move,” he said, already assessing the room for exits. They were on the second floor, there was only one door into the room, and while the window was wide enough for them to climb through there was no sign of a ladder or fire escape. 
 
    “Land’s sake!” Mother Mercy exclaimed, her voice carrying upstairs. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean, gentlemen, but I hope Lord Andon intends to pay for that door—” 
 
    “Damn fool woman’s going to get herself killed,” Mark muttered, even as he admired her bravery. “Amalica, do you think you could fly us away from here?” 
 
    “I think I need to practice that first,” she said, shoving her feet into her shoes—sensible flat moccasins, Mark noted, comfortable and practical for someone on their feet all day. “I can get us to the ground, but that’s about it.” 
 
    “It will have to do,” Mark said, moving to the window and throwing it open. “Get onto the ledge and then we’ll have you transform. I don’t want to cause more property damage than we have to—” 
 
    The door flew open, revealing two nervous soldiers backed by a hulking Scaleblade—the same dark blue scaled one from earlier in the day. Mark could see the jagged holes in his scales where the dragon ivory-tipped shafts had pierced him. 
 
    “It’s you,” Amalica said. “Dragon Captain Garmel.” 
 
    “The one who destroyed my village?” Mark said. As he spoke, some distant corner of his mind recalled a dim memory—Garmel surrounded by flame, using a two-handed sword to mow down his family and friends. It felt at once like the memory of a dream, and at the same time, deeply personal. His blood boiled, his gut wrenched with anger and agony, twisting and churning, threatening to tear him apart at the seams. 
 
    Memories from my life in this world? he thought and shook his head. 
 
    “Your village was full of traitors,” Garmel growled. “You killed them, by hiding from the Reaping for so many years. Their blood is on your hands.” 
 
    Mark’s fists clenched at his sides. Just like a psychopath to blame their shit on someone, anyone else. 
 
    “You just made this personal, lizard breath,” Mark said. “Amalica—” 
 
    She reached out one hand toward him, and he took it, visualizing her in her draconic form. 
 
    The aquamarine flash of light blinded the soldiers, but Mark was ready for it. He grabbed the side-table and charged them, swinging it like a club into the first man’s head. He fell to the ground in a crash of chainmail, his helmet rolling off his head and his sword skittering across the ground.  
 
    The second guard recovered and swung his sword at Mark, only for him to catch the blade on his makeshift club. He bull-rushed the man, smashing him against the thin lathe wall. They broke through, landing in a shower of plaster on the other side. 
 
    As he went, Mark caught a glimpse of Amalica firing her breath weapon, a torrent of water smashing into Dragon Captain Garmel. He crossed his arms in front of him to absorb the blow, and when Amalica’s attack ceased, he charged toward her with a growl. 
 
    Mark kept his body weight on the side table to pin the guard and pummeled him in the face. He managed to land a few solid hits, breaking his nose, before Mark heard his partner approaching from behind. 
 
    On instinct, he rolled out of the way, taking the table with him, seconds before the guard brought his blade down in a vicious stabbing motion that pierced the first guard’s chest, nailing him to the floor. Mark got to his knees in time to see his attacker stagger back in shock. 
 
    Mark wasted no time applying the table to the guy’s head again, dropping him in a heap now that his helmet was gone. 
 
    “Not exactly sending their best, huh,” Mark muttered, retrieving the impaled guard’s sword. “Don’t think you’ll be needing that, champ,” he said before putting him out of his misery with a swift swipe to his throat. 
 
    Mark was too full of adrenaline to process the fact that he’d just killed a man. He looked to where Amalica and Garmel were locked in combat. 
 
    It was hard to see who was taking the worst of it. 
 
    Amalica was clearly stronger. Despite Garmel’s efforts to pry her mouth apart, she had her jaws locked around him. He clawed at her neck and torso, leaving streaks of blood and shed scales behind. Mark’s heart broke to see her in pain, even as he was proud of her for not giving up. 
 
    He had to do something. The sword was probably about as useful against dragon scales as Jacqlyn’s dagger had been—after all, why give your lackeys a weapon that they could turn on their masters? So that just left… 
 
    Magic. 
 
    He closed his eyes and tried to push out any distractions, searching for that same place in himself he’d found in the cellar. His hand tingled with power, and he pointed his fingers like a claw at Garmel, letting the power build until it grew too much to contain. 
 
    A thick torrent of water shot out of his palm, smashing against Garmel’s skull with concussive force. Amalica opened her mouth in shock, letting the Scaleblade captain drop to the floor in a heap. 
 
    “Amalica!” Mark said as he rushed over to her. “Are you—” 
 
    “I’m fine!” she said, spitting out a hunk of bloody dragon meat. “We have to go—” 
 
    Garmel stopped their conversation with a roar, and Mark saw the gathering ball of electricity from before. At this range, there was no way he would miss. 
 
    Amalica moved before he did, repeating her rapid-fire trick, punching him with five fist-sized gobbets of water that impacted with sickening thuds on his skull and chest, dazing him. 
 
    “Let’s go! Now!” Mark shouted, climbing onto Amalica. He had to get this fight away from Mother Mercy and her tavern—he owed her that much. 
 
    “Hold on!” Amalica said and crashed into the wall at a dead sprint, breaking through it in a shower of dust and glass. Her wings spread wide, and the pair of them gracefully descended to the street below. 
 
    Into a waiting crowd of city watchmen, who turned to face them. 
 
    “Wow,” Mark said. “This is awkward. Uh. Any chance of you guys surrendering peacefully?” 
 
    Their leader barked an order, and they leveled their spears against them. 
 
    “Didn’t think so,” Mark muttered, already looking for their next move. 
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    Mark concentrated on feeling the magic as he slowly raised his hands in the air, hoping the universal gesture of surrender carried over into this world. 
 
    For their part, the guards looked terrified. Mark couldn’t imagine any of them signed up to fight a Dragonsoul, let alone a drake. Still, they were in his way, and Mark didn’t have a lot of sympathy for men who would take up arms to fight for a tyrant. 
 
    “When I make a move,” Mark said under his breath, “run for it.” 
 
    Amalica bobbed her head. 
 
    “Dismount from the drake,” said an overweight man that Mark took to be the captain of the City Watch. Where the rest of the guardsmen wore thick padded cotton armor with a red jerkin depicting a dragon’s head holding a city in its mouth draped over it, the captain was wearing proper chainmail armor. The privileges of rank, Mark supposed. 
 
    “OK guy,” Mark said. “I’m going to lower my hands, slowly—” 
 
    He did so, curling his fingers into claws. Above them, a wounded Garmel staggered to the hole in the wall and looked down. Mark saw his eyes widen in horror, but before he could say anything, Mark leaped into action. 
 
    Once his palms were level with the guards’ heads, he fired two streams of water right at the faces of the guards on their right and left flank, spinning to hit as many as he could. At the same time, Amalica roared and took off at a gallop, scattering the guards ahead of them with the force of their passage. 
 
    Garmel shrieked and leaped out of the tavern, spreading his wings to glide to the street. He braced his legs and gathered his lightning.  
 
    Twisting in his place on Amalica’s back, Mark fired a water blast to distract Garmel just as they turned left into a side street. 
 
    Only to meet another wall of City Watch, this time armed with crossbows. 
 
    “Fire!” someone said, and a volley of bolts shot forward. Amalica tried to leap over them and spread her wings, but a lucky shot caught her where Garmel had stripped away one of her scales, and she cried out in pain. 
 
    Her jump took her to the front lines of the guardsmen. Mark drew his stolen sword from where it hung from the drawstring holding up his pants and swung it. The guards panicked—some dropped their crossbows to draw swords to retaliate, some started cranking back the strings to ready a second shot—but Amalica used her forelegs to batter her way past the line to continue their tactical retreat. 
 
    Mark’s blade caught one guard in the temple of his helmet, sending him crashing to the ground, and caught another with a glancing blow to the shoulder before Amalica picked up her pace. He looked behind them as she ran, to see Garmel running around the corner after them. 
 
    “Why isn’t he flying?” Mark shouted, leaning forward to grab Amalica’s neck and present a more aerodynamic profile for her. 
 
    “I scratched him up pretty bad,” Amalica said. “And Jacqlyn’s arrows earlier wouldn’t have helped either. Maybe his wings aren’t working right? 
 
    Amalica took a sharp right into another side street, only to be confronted with another group of enemies: twelve City Watch members, led by a red-scaled Scaleblade. 
 
    This dragon-man was roughly the same height as Garmel. His lizard head was ringed with a flare of bony spikes with skin stretched between them, reminding Mark of a triceratops’ bony frill. Mark only had one guess as to what element this creep’s breath weapon would be attuned to. 
 
    “Turn around,” Mark said to Amalica, but it was too late. Garmel and the squad of watchmen from earlier rounded the corner behind them. 
 
    “New idea,” Amalica said, spreading her wings. “Going up—” 
 
    She leaped into the air, beating her wings. Mark wrapped his left arm around her neck, holding the sword tightly with his right. A few stray crossbow bolts followed them but missed as Amalica took to the air. 
 
    Trying to keep the same low profile, Mark risked a look behind them. Garmel was still on the ground, shouting orders he couldn’t hear over the rapidly widening distance, but the red-scaled Scaleblade had chased them into the skies. Mark saw a red glow in his opening jaws. 
 
    “Turn left!” Mark said just as a cone of fire burst toward them. He felt the heat on his cheek as Amalica banked left, barely missing the stone chimney of the house below them. 
 
    Amalica seemed just strong enough to maintain an altitude a few feet above the roof line, while the red Scaleblade was still gaining height. It wasn’t long before he was flying above them, charging another burst of fire. 
 
    “That goddamn maniac,” Mark muttered. “There’s people in there—” 
 
    The thought was cut short by another burst of flame. Amalica barely got out of the way in time, but the house below them was not so lucky. The thatched roof ignited, lighting up the twilight gloom of the city in a bright orange glow. 
 
    “We have to get out of the city!” Amalica shouted, gliding back on course. 
 
    “Just find me somewhere with open ground and we can kill this asshole,” Mark said, his voice dark. 
 
    “Garmel will just send more,” Amalica said. “If we lead them out of the city, at least the people—” 
 
    Their pursuer interrupted them with another gout of flame, a narrow stream of fire that followed them as Amalica dove out of the way again. Behind her, four more thatched roof cottages ignited, sparks already leaping in the wind to neighboring buildings. 
 
    “Fuck’s sake,” Mark muttered. “Can you go any faster?” 
 
    “I’m trying,” Amalica said, her voice strained. “You’re heavier than you look, you know.” 
 
    Great, Mark thought, amused despite the circumstances. Together for like a day and she’s already ribbing me about my weight. 
 
    He patted her and turned at the waist to look at their pursuer. That last attack had given him an idea. 
 
    During his apprenticeship, Mark had done some work in a machine shop that had a waterjet cutter. When mixed with an abrasive like sand, the machine was able to cut through stone or three-inch thick aluminum. Even without the abrasive, the machine had done a number on even the thickest lumber. 
 
    The only trick was getting enough pressure built up and getting the jet of water narrow enough to replicate the effect magically. From memory, the machine had operated at something like fifty-eight thousand psi. Even if he could get to half of that— 
 
    Amalica turned to avoid another streak of flame, this one coming within inches of hitting them. 
 
    He had to try. Mark gritted his teeth and squeezed his legs tighter around Amalica’s torso, making a finger gun with his left hand. He concentrated on the feeling of elemental power, trying to pour the energy into the tip of his finger without releasing it, letting the energy build up. 
 
    A small blue orb of elemental energy gathered at his fingertip, spinning faster and faster as he poured more power into it. Mark frowned as he concentrated, his body tensing from the strain and sweat beading on his temple. 
 
    “Amalica, can you get us closer to him?” he asked, his voice nearly cracking under the strain. 
 
    “I can try,” she said, “but are you sure that’s a good idea?” 
 
    “I think we’re down to picking the least bad option,” Mark said.  
 
    Amalica nodded and slowed her wingbeats slightly to let the Scaleblade catch up. 
 
    Mark’s hand started to shake as the energy spun faster and faster. He didn’t know how to quantify the pressure his waterjet would be putting out, but if he didn’t release this charge fast, he feared it might backfire. 
 
    Their pursuer charged another breath attack. Mark figured it was now or never. 
 
    “Now!” he barked. 
 
    Amalica gave a powerful beat of her wings, stretching her back and dipping her tail to act as a windbreak. They started climbing in a crude arc. Mark looked up and saw the Scaleblade firing his jet of fire right at them. 
 
    With a wordless cry, Mark released the waterjet, picturing a pencil-lead-thin stream of water shooting right at their enemy’s mouth. At the same time, a ball of fire shot toward them, on a collision course for Amalica and Mark. 
 
    The waterjet punched through the fireball in a sizzle of steam and hit the dragon-man on the shoulder. He cried out and reeled from the impact, veering away as Amalica folded her wings by her side, falling into a dive to avoid the fireball. 
 
    She wasn’t quite quick enough, and the flames scorched her tail as she fell. She opened her wings to level out, but they’d likely fallen farther than she’d planned. Now back at street level, between two rows of tightly packed tenement buildings, Amalica lowered her legs and came to a skidding stop in the street. 
 
    “Did you get him?” she asked, panting. 
 
    “Never mind that, are you all right?” Mark asked, craning around to look at her tail. Her scales were blackened and charred over a two-hands-width area. 
 
    “I’ll survive,” Amalica said, craning her neck to see if their pursuer was still on their tail. “I need some rest before I try flying again, though.” 
 
    Behind them, the city burned. Citizens rushed about, hastening to form bucket chains or save what they could. As they watched, the wind blew embers from one burning house to another, spreading the chaos further. 
 
    “Mark,” Amalica said softly, and he stroked her neck. 
 
    “I want to help them too,” he said. “But the best thing we can do is get the hell out of here.” 
 
    A loud screech from above diverted their attention. The red Scaleblade had spotted them and landed a few dozen yards away, cutting off their path to the edge of the city. Behind them, Garmel rounded a corner, leading a squad of City Watchmen armed with long boar-hunting spears with broad sharp heads and a cross-guard where the spearhead met the thick oak shaft. 
 
    “Fuck’s sake,” Mark muttered. 
 
    “Halt, rebels!” Garmel shouted. “This has gone on long enough. By the authority granted to me by Lord Andon, you will surrender yourselves into our custody.” 
 
    “Your goon here set the entire city on fire!” Mark shouted back. “Will your ‘Lord’ be happy with that little stunt?” 
 
    “Extremity in the pursuit of rebels is no vice,” Garmel snarled back. “The sooner you surrender, the sooner we can focus on putting out the fires. Just think of how many people you’re killing by resisting arrest.” 
 
    “Mark,” Amalica said, turning her neck to look back at him. “Let’s kill these bastards.” 
 
    Mark chuckled. “You’re cute when you get all bloodthirsty like that. Which one do you want?” 
 
    “Garmel is mine,” she said with a growl in her throat.  
 
    Mark leaned forward to pat her head and slid off her back, rolling his shoulders to loosen up. 
 
    “Torfar, take him alive,” Garmel shouted to the red Scaleblade. “But don’t be gentle.” 
 
    “With pleasure, sir,” Torfar said, small puffs of black smoke coiling out of his nostrils.  
 
    Mark started channeling energy to his fingers for another waterjet attack as Amalica strode forward to face Garmel and his squad. 
 
    Torfar’s lips peeled back and his long thin tongue ran over his needle-sharp teeth as Mark stalked forward. “You got lucky once, human,” he said with a sneer. “Don’t count on getting lucky twice.” 
 
    “Blah blah blah,” Mark said. “You guys love the sound of your own voices, don’t you?” 
 
    Torfar opened his mouth wide, and Mark saw the swirl of red elemental fire gathering in his throat. Mark raised his left hand and let loose with the waterjet, micro-seconds before Torfar let his own thin stream of fire loose. The two elemental attacks collided in the space between them, each one fizzling out as it came into contact with its opposite number. 
 
    Good to know, Mark thought as he broke into a run, sword held at his side. Torfar did the same, arms held wide with claws outstretched. 
 
    Mark ducked below Torfar’s right arm as the monster swung his arms around to claw at him. Mark pivoted to face Torfar’s back and thrust with the sword, aiming at the unprotected wing joint. The tip of the sword sunk into the vulnerable flesh, drawing scarlet blood. Torfar’s howl of range was accompanied by him opening his wings, one of which caught Mark in the chest, sending him staggering back.  
 
    Torfar whirled around to face him and sprung from his back foot, leaping at Mark with a claw outstretched. Mark raised his own hand, fingers curled, and fired a thick concussive blast of water in the beast’s face. 
 
    This bought Mark time to get his feet back under him, and he sprung forward, thrusting his sword at the dragon-man’s armpit. He’d noticed the joints of these were less protected than the center mass, and while a narrower target, they presented the best opportunity to inflict any damage. 
 
    Torfar moved before Mark’s blow struck, causing the blade to glance off the scales protecting his flank. The edge of the sword still scored a line in the soft flesh of the joint, but Torfar locked his arm by his side and trapped the blade. 
 
    Grinning, he swung his right fist in a hammer blow to Mark’s ribs, and Mark couldn’t help but exhale in shock. Torfar’s left hand gripped the blade of the trapped sword and twisted at the wrist, snapping the steel blade in half and jerking the hilt out of Mark’s hand. He threw the broken blade away, chuckling. 
 
    “Weak,” he growled, gripping the top of Mark’s head in his left hand, claws digging into his skin to draw tiny beads of blood. Mark rolled his eyes in defiance, spitting on his chest. 
 
    Torfar just chuckled and kneed him in the stomach. 
 
    Mark went limp, letting his body dangle. Playing possum, he took the opportunity to draw power into both his index fingers, hoping the beast would be too confident to notice. 
 
    “Hey! Furnace-face!” a familiar voice cried from somewhere above. 
 
    Mark caught the sound of an arrow whizzing through the air, then a dull wet thud. 
 
    Torfar screamed and let go of Mark, who seized his chance to jab his fingers into Torfar’s stomach, firing the twin waterjets at point blank range. The high-pressure water punched through his scales to the meat below, cutting deep lines in his stomach as Mark dragged the jets up his torso. Torfar staggered backward, falling to his knees. 
 
    Mark cut the magical attack short and stormed forward, gripping the shaft of Jacqlyn’s quarrel. Without a word, he jerked it free in a shower of arterial spray. Torfar’s eyes widened, and his jaw fell open in shock. 
 
    Mark smashed the ivory tip of the bolt into the small Aether Crystal nestled in Torfar’s forehead. 
 
    The gem splintered, spiderweb cracks tracing across its surface, then exploded in a burst of raw magical force. Mark flew backward, landing hard on his back, his abused ribs registering their protest in a sharp jab of pain. 
 
    When he got up, Torfar the Scaleblade was gone. 
 
    In his place was a mortal man, naked and shivering. He looked to be in late middle age, with balding salt and pepper hair and a saggy gut. Bloody wounds mirrored where Mark and Jacqlyn had damaged him through the fight, and Mark was almost moved to pity. 
 
    Almost. Torfar had set this whole city ablaze, killing or displacing hundreds if not thousands of people. They deserved his pity far more than this thug. 
 
    Mark stalked over to him, charging his waterjet the whole time. Jacqlyn joined him in looking over the depowered Scaleblade. 
 
    “Jacqlyn,” Mark said. 
 
    “Mark,” she replied. 
 
    There wasn’t much more to be said. 
 
    Torfar coughed up a mouthful of blood on the dirt road and looked up at them. “Please—” 
 
    Mark ended his life, the waterjet that was powerful enough to cut through dragon scale punching through a human skull like tissue paper. 
 
    “Fine fucking mess you made,” Jacqlyn said, a note of humor in her voice. “Can’t leave you alone, can I?” 
 
    “Hey, he started it,” Mark said, nudging the corpse with his foot. “Got any more of those fancy arrows?” 
 
    “Last one I’m afraid,” Jacqlyn said, clipping her crossbow back onto her belt and drawing her knife. “If I get you close to Garmel, you think you can take him?” 
 
    They looked up the street to where Amalica, Garmel, and the City Watch squad were skirmishing. Amalica had handled herself well—three of the guards had fallen to the ground. The remaining guardsmen were playing defense for Garmel, the Scaleblade captain cowardly choosing to hide behind his lackeys and harass the more powerful drake with lightning bolts. Their spears kept Amalica distant enough that she couldn’t rake them with her claws, and Garmel’s lighting kept her on the defensive and unable to summon her own breath weapon. 
 
    “Of course,” Mark said, cracking his knuckles. “Listen, about before—” 
 
    “Didn’t happen,” she said. “Just keep that fucking gem away from me and we’re cool. Cool?” 
 
    “Cool,” Mark said, even as he resolved to bring the subject up again when they weren’t fighting for their lives. “Let’s go kill a dragon.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mark and Jacqlyn hurried down the street. As they watched, Amalica sprung backward to avoid the spears of the City Watch and fired a stream of water from her mouth to collide with Garmel’s latest lightning bolt. The two elemental forces sparked in the air, streaks of lightning arcing from the collision to ground themselves on the earth, leaving her unharmed. 
 
    Mark rushed to her side as Jacqlyn took two slender throwing knives from her belt and threw them at the guards. One ricocheted off a helmet, while the other found its mark, sinking deep into the eye socket of a surprised soldier.  
 
    Not pausing in her stride, Jacqlyn threw herself into the melee, using her long knife to batter away a spear and shoulder-charge the third guard. The second man dropped his spear and drew his sword, moving to support his partner. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Mark asked Amalica, and she nodded. 
 
    “Just need a second to catch my breath,” she said, her voice strained. She noticed Mark’s wounds. “You’re hurt! Let me—” 
 
    She touched his chest with her muzzle before he could protest, and the tingle of her healing magic surged through his body. He imagined his ribs knitting back together and shuddered at the mental image. 
 
    That said, when the spell was finished, he felt amazing. 
 
    “I’m going to kill Garmel,” he said simply. “Heal yourself and help Jacqlyn, OK?” 
 
    “Mark,” she said, her voice catching in her throat. Mark wondered what she would say. Don’t go? Let’s run?  
 
    “Be careful.” 
 
    “I will,” he promised, kissing her scaly forehead, and turning to face the fight. 
 
    Jacqlyn moved like a tongue of fire dancing through kindling, her blade slicing thin strips off the soldiers’ unarmored arms and skipping away from their retaliatory thrusts and slashes. Their short swords were a few inches longer than her knife, but she was quick enough that the reach advantage didn’t matter. 
 
    Garmel snarled, unable to get a clear shot on her. Mark saw his balance shift, as if he was about to charge in regardless and throw his allies out of the way. 
 
    Mark caught his attention with a shrill whistle. Garmel turned to face him, leaving the soldiers to tangle with Jacqlyn. 
 
    “Ah. Done hiding behind girls, are we?” Garmel growled. “Or have you just run out of people willing to die for you?” 
 
    He stalked toward Mark, hands loose by his sides and claws curled, ready to swipe. Mark continued toward Garmel, hands also held loose. He felt the Aether Crystal in its mesh bag against his thigh, the night air against his bare chest, the dirt road of the city was gritty his bare feet. 
 
    “You’re a monster, Garmel,” Mark said. “How many people will die in this fire tonight? How many people did you kill when you found me? And for what?” 
 
    “The powerful don’t need to justify themselves to the weak, boy,” Garmel spit with a grin that exposed the rows of sharp, yellowing teeth in his maw. “That’s the point of strength. Something you’ll understand once Lord Andon arrives to interrogate you personally.” 
 
    Mark filed this information away as Very Bad News to Worry About Later. 
 
    “You don’t even know what you are, do you?” Garmel continued. He made a fist with his right hand, and a long streak of lightning manifested in his grip, like a baton of pure crackling electricity. 
 
    That’s new, Mark thought. 
 
    “I know I’m the guy who’s going to kick your ass,” Mark said and broke into a sprint.  
 
    Garmel laughed and pulled back his shock-baton, ready to strike. 
 
    Mark had been thinking. If he could summon the compressed waterjets, what other shapes could he use? 
 
    Closing his right fist, he concentrated on an image from his teen years, back when he’d worked for his uncle at his lumber yard, chopping up pine to sell as firewood. It had been hot, sweaty, dusty work and he’d hated it, except for— 
 
    He ducked as Garmel swung for his head. He planted his left palm on the dragon-man’s chest and fired a broad burst of water that shot the heavy monster back ten feet. Garmel skidded along the ground, leaving two furrows of dirt in his wake. 
 
    An orb of aquamarine energy formed around Mark’s right fist, about as big as a dodgeball. Was it enough? Only one way to find out. 
 
    He let the energy go, and it arced out in a flat sheet of water, about four feet long and half a foot wide. The edges of the sheet started spinning, forming a razor-thin cutting edge with little sprays of water misting off at the apogee of its orbit. 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” he said. 
 
    Water-chainsaw. Ash Williams, eat your heart out. 
 
    Garmel and Mark charged toward each other, their elemental weapons meeting in a clash of sparks. Mark recovered before Garmel and thrusted his weapon at Garmel’s chest, but he parried and threw a punch that Mark barely avoided. 
 
    Mark took a quick second to check how Jacqlyn was doing. As he watched, she locked a man’s sword-arm in her off hand and thrust her knife into his lower jaw, the steel blade punched out through his face in a spatter of blood. Unfortunately, this left her open for the last guard standing, who yelled in triumph as he stabbed toward her exposed stomach—  
 
    Only to be knocked on his ass by a water blast from Amalica. 
 
    Mark whipped his attention back as Garmel charged again. He sidestepped, swinging his weapon at Garmel’s right arm, only to have the attack parried by the baton. Garmel’s left hand raked his side, leaving deep gouges in his chest. Mark retreated, cursing. 
 
    Garmel laughed and opened his jaws wide, a lightning blast forming in his throat. 
 
    “Mark!” 
 
    Amalica’s voice came from behind him, but he didn’t dare to look. He could hear her, though, the heavy sound of her galloping feet reverberating through the dirt street. He brought his weapon up in front of him, hoping to block the attack— 
 
    But Amalica threw herself in front of him first. 
 
    Mark’s cry was barely audible over the sizzle of Amalica’s flesh being cooked. She fell to the ground, the bulk of her drake body skidding in the dirt. Mark looked on in horror. 
 
    Thank fuck, he thought, seeing that her chest was still moving. She’s still breathing. 
 
    With a war cry, he charged at Garmel, swinging his weapon wildly. Garmel’s weapon met his, and they swung at each other in a shower of sparks, Garmel’s smugness and Mark’s fury clashed over and over again. 
 
    “Running out of allies, coward,” Garmel sneered.  
 
    Mark ignored him and pressed his attack. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Jacqlyn rush to Amalica’s side, but he wasn’t sure what she could do. Amalica had to be OK. She had to be. She meant so much to him— 
 
    “Mark!” Jacqlyn yelled. “Fucking do it!” 
 
    “Do what?!” Mark shot back, straining against Garmel’s shock-baton. 
 
    “Fucking make me into a fucking dragon!” 
 
    Mark didn’t question it. There’d be plenty of time for that later. 
 
    With a cry, he slipped out of Garmel’s reach, banished his weapon, and sprinted toward Jacqlyn. She got to her feet and held out her hand. He slapped it as he slid to a stop next to Amalica. 
 
    Two flashes of light lit the street. One a deep blue, the other a brilliant ruby scarlet. 
 
    When his vision cleared, Amalica was human once again, and Jacqlyn— 
 
    Without a pause, Jacqlyn sprung from powerful hind legs, her jaws opened wide and her bat-like wings flared. Her drake form was roughly the same size and shape as Amalica’s, but somehow thicker and more muscular. A draft horse compared to a thoroughbred racer. 
 
    Garmel staggered back as Jacqlyn’s forelegs raked at his crossed arms, his shock-baton vanished in his panic. Jacqlyn’s teeth sunk into Garmel’s shoulder, and he roared in pain. 
 
    Mark turned his attention to Amalica. She looked pale and trembled in his arms. 
 
    “You...you should see...the other guy,” she managed, giving him a feeble smile.  
 
    Mark chuckled in relief, blinking away the threat of oncoming tears. 
 
    “Can you heal yourself?” he asked.  
 
    She nodded. He pulled her into a sitting position, hugging her from behind. She closed her eyes and put her hands on her chest, a soft blue glow emanating from her palms. 
 
    Mark let her work and turned back to watch the battle. 
 
    It was hard to tell who was taking the worst of it. Garmel bled from several deep scratches on his chest and arms, but Jacqlyn hadn’t come away unscathed. There were tears on her chest and flanks where Garmel’s claws had raked her. Physically, she was stronger, but Garmel was quicker and more experienced at fighting in draconic form. 
 
    Jacqlyn seemed hesitant to use her elemental powers, or maybe she wasn’t sure how. Whenever Garmel tried to gather lightning, she would let loose a small tongue of flame to interrupt his efforts, but she seemed much more comfortable using brute strength than magic. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Amalica said, drawing his attention back to her. She put one hand on his bleeding chest and channeled her healing magic into him, quickly closing the wounds with new, pink flesh. “Go. Help her.” 
 
    “I-I…” Mark trailed off. I love you, he wanted to say. It was crazy—he’d known this girl little more than a day—but it felt right. Somehow. 
 
    Amalica just smiled. “Finish that thought after you kill this son of a bitch.” 
 
    Mark grinned. “Yes ma’am.” 
 
    He lowered her back to the ground and got to his feet. 
 
    He tried to summon his water-chainsaw again, but nothing happened. There was an absence, somewhere inside him, where the water energy had been. The mental equivalent of a gap left by a missing tooth. 
 
    Instead, he found anger, wrath, ruin. Fire. 
 
    He started walking toward the fight, closing the distance but giving himself some time to experiment. He held his right hand in the claw shape he used when sending out the waterspouts, and pictured a stream of fire there instead. A small red ball of energy appeared, and quickly twisted into a foot-long gout of flame. 
 
    Okay, Mark thought. This makes a kind of sense. I can use the element of whoever I’m sharing the Aether Crystal with at the time. Now, what can I do with this? 
 
    He didn’t have long to think. Garmel landed a heavy two-handed hammer blow to Jacqlyn’s sternum, sending her crashing to the ground. He roared in victory and began summoning lighting in his mouth. 
 
    Mark interrupted him with a two-handed cone of pure fire. 
 
    Garmel screamed, the thin membranes of his wings curling under the heat, leaving the thick bones bared in the night. When the gout of fire stopped, he whirled to face Mark and ran toward him, heavy feet shaking the ground. 
 
    Mark let him come. He held his hands at his hips, finger guns pointing to the ground like a child playing at being a gunslinger, except Mark wasn’t playing. Whirling orbs of heat and energy gathered at his fingertips, and when Garmel got close enough, a ball of lightning in his throat, Mark raised his hands and activated his power. 
 
    Two thin, intense jets of flame six inches long shot out of his fingers, reminiscent of the incandescent blue flame of a welding torch. The jets sizzled against Garmel’s chest scales, burning two pencil-thin holes, drilling even deeper into his flesh as the heavy monster’s momentum impaled himself on the blasts. Garmel’s lightning ball vanished in a howl of pain, but before Mark could complete the same move that had disemboweled his last opponent, Garmel crashed into him, sending them both sprawling to the ground. 
 
    Mark’s breath left his chest in a gasp of air. Garmel recovered first, screaming as one massive fist crashed into Mark’s recently healed ribs.  
 
    Mark lifted his arms to cover his head, but he needn’t have worried. Jacqlyn was already on her feet, and her jaw clamped on Garmel’s shoulder, hauling him off Mark with her powerful neck and tossing him aside. He crashed into one of the houses on the side of the street in a shower of plaster and timber. 
 
    Mark pulled himself into a sitting position just as Amalica got to him. She pressed her hands onto his side, and he started to breathe easier as her magic did its work. 
 
    “Thanks,” Mark said, getting to his feet, but Amalica stopped him by holding his shoulder. 
 
    “Can you turn me back too?” Amalica asked. “I don’t know if that’s possible, but…” 
 
    Mark shook his head. “I don’t want to risk it,” he said. “Remember back at Mother Mercy’s? I couldn’t see Jacqlyn’s inner dragon until after you’d turned back to human.”  
 
    “OK,” she said. As they watched, Garmel threw Jacqlyn off him and got to his feet, only to be hit by a short burst of fire as Jacqlyn charged back at him. “I just feel so useless—” 
 
    “Hey. No. Stop that.” Mark took her hand in his and turned to look her in the eye. “Just keep us both in fighting trim and we’ll wear this bastard down. That’s just as important.” 
 
    She nodded and took her hand away. “Send her back to me when you can, OK?” 
 
    Mark nodded back and turned to enter the fray once again. 
 
    This time, he gathered the energy in both hands. His anger had cooled to a dense determination, a cold ruthlessness that he hadn’t known he possessed. As he stalked toward them, Garmel and Jacqlyn continued slashing at each other, both of their bodies covered in a web of jagged, bleeding tears. 
 
    The two combatants paused as he approached, each panting for breath. 
 
    “Thanks, Jacqlyn,” Mark said. “Go see Amalica, let her patch you up.” 
 
    “Hah!” Garmel scoffed. “Three of you, and you still can’t kill me.” 
 
    “Could say the same to you,” Mark replied, happy to stall for time while his fire energy built and compounded in his palms. “Whole squads of soldiers, that red scaly fuck...and you’re not looking so hot yourself.” 
 
    “I only have to stall you until Lord Andon arrives,” Garmel said before hocking a gobbet of phlegm and blood on the ground.  
 
    Jacqlyn stiffened and took one step forward as if to rejoin the fight. Mark held out a hand, stopping her, the ball of energy whirring in his grasp. 
 
    “Heal up. Come back. I’ve got this.” 
 
    “Mark—” 
 
    “Wait,” Garmel said suddenly. “That’s your name? Is that short for something—” 
 
    Mark cried out and charged, channeling his gathered energy into two blades of pure fire, glowing white-hot at the edges. Garmel snapped into action, summoning a shock-baton into each hand and moving to block the attacks. 
 
    Mark was not a trained swordsman by any means. His approach was fueled by rage and frustration, his arms pinwheeled wildly, the flaming blades trailing afterimages behind them as he kept up the assault. Crude, but effective: Garmel was kept on the defensive, using every trick he knew just to keep Mark’s weapons at bay. 
 
    He had to be tiring, but he didn’t let it show. Even as Mark’s assault drove him back down the street, the dragon-man was the picture of stoic discipline, not even bothering to insult Mark’s sloppy technique. 
 
    Mark went for a thrust with his left blade while his right was trapped between Garmel’s weapons overhead. The fire sizzled where it met Garmel’s scales, melting the otherwise impervious material. In a rush of adrenaline, Garmel pushed Mark’s flame blade away and brought both shock-batons around to clap Mark on either side of his chest, causing him to stiffen from the burst of electricity. 
 
    Garmel didn’t have a chance to capitalize on this. Jacqlyn bounded on all four legs to latch her teeth on Garmel’s arm, shaking him like a dog with a chew toy. 
 
    “Mark!” Amalica gasped, running to his side and applying her hands to his wounds. His flame blades had dissipated when the shock broke his concentration. 
 
    “This is taking too long,” Mark muttered to himself. “We need to kill this fucker and beat it before reinforcements arrive.” 
 
    “Just tell me what to do,” Amalica said, her soft face the picture of determination.  
 
    Mark got to his feet and took the Aether Crystal in both hands, staring at it through the silver mesh bag. 
 
    This power...he didn’t understand it. Didn’t understand any of this, this world, how women could turn into dragon-like creatures, how he could use magic—none of it made any sense. 
 
    But it felt right. Familiar, somehow. Like deja-vu or a half-remembered daydream. 
 
    He could do this. He knew he could, the same way he knew he could mold the elements into whatever form he could imagine. 
 
    While Jacqlyn and Garmel tore bloody strips off each other, Amalica touched his shoulder with concern. He closed his eyes, and focused his attention inward. 
 
    The Aether Crystal thrummed with power, pulsing in time with his heartbeat. He could feel the flow of power running from the gem up his arms, into his chest, into his soul—and from there into Jacqlyn, as natural as the veins in his body carrying blood to his limbs. 
 
    There was energy to spare, here. The Aether Crystal seemed to him like a bottomless well, unfathomable and dark with unseen depths. He could lose himself in it… 
 
    Or he could control it. 
 
    He felt Amalica’s presence at his side, the warmth of her hand on his shoulder. All it would take was… 
 
    Mark had been to the beach exactly once in his life. The only family vacation his dad had been able to afford. It was nice. They built sandcastles. His dad taught him how to make sure the foundations were strong enough to support the extra loads of compacted sand they piled higher and higher. 
 
    Every castle needed a moat, and he’d dug a channel in the sand to allow the rising tide to fill it. He remembered how all it took was a little push to move a handful of sand, and something as vast as the ocean followed the channels he carved. 
 
    All it took was a little push, and something as vast as the energy of the Aether Crystal followed the channel he’d opened between himself and Amalica. 
 
    There was another bright flash, and Mark opened his eyes to see his love transformed into a drake once more. 
 
    Amalica cried in delight and rushed off, spraying Garmel with a torrent of water as she approached, knocking him off his feet and onto his back. Jacqlyn pounced, her claws puncturing his armored chest and carving him open. She ignored his shock-batons as he tried desperately to beat them against her. 
 
    Mark took one forced step toward them, then another. The strain of directing the Gem’s energy to two people at once was more than he’d thought it would be, but he would be damned if he relented now, when their enemy was so close to death.  
 
    Amalica was just as savage as Jacqlyn, stomping her foreclaw onto Garmel’s face, stunning him. His batons vanished, and he tried to claw at her leg, but he was too weak to stop her now. Jacqlyn ripped his chest open, exposing cracked ribs and glistening gore.  
 
    Mark forced himself to walk forward, step by agonizing step. He trusted his partners, but he didn’t want to be the kind of man who sent others to do his fighting for him. 
 
    Somehow, Garmel was still alive. Amalica took a step back as Mark approached; Jacqlyn took the time to bite Garmel’s guts and tear a long string of them out of his body cavity before doing the same, spitting them onto the blood-soaked dirt street. 
 
    “Ugh, I’m going to regret that,” Jacqlyn said in her gravelly dragon-tone voice. “He tastes like shit.” 
 
    “Looks worse,” Mark managed. He dropped the gem, letting it hang by his side. He was still connected to it, and through it to Amalica and Jacqlyn, on a level deeper than the physical. 
 
    Garmel’s head lolled, partially caved in from Amalica’s beating. His vertical slit pupils were narrow, the veined yellow irises almost filling his eye sockets. 
 
    “Andon is...coming,” he hissed through broken teeth and broken jaw. “You won’t…” 
 
    “I hear that a lot,” Mark said. Using the last dregs of his will, he summoned weapons to each hand—a sword of fire and a whirring saw of water. He held them crossed at Garmel’s throat. “Somehow I keep proving them wrong.” 
 
    “Fuck—” 
 
    Mark didn’t let him finish, closing his twin elemental blades on the Scaleblade’s neck and severing his head. 
 
    And just like that, Mark’s will finally gave out. 
 
    He collapsed to his knees next to Garmel’s corpse, his elemental weapons vanishing even as the red and blue flashes of Jacqlyn’s and Amalica’s transformations back to human filled his vision. He planted his palms on the ground, holding himself up. He felt faint, head spinning, like a child coming off a sugar rush on Halloween. 
 
    Amalica and Jacqlyn rushed to his side, kneeling next to him. Amalica pressed one hand to his forehead, ignoring the cold clammy sweat to bathe his body in healing magic. Jacqlyn rubbed his back. 
 
    Around them, the city still burned. The street was filled with dead or dying City Watch and the mutilated corpses of two Scaleblade. For the people who lived here, it would be difficult to call this a victory, Mark thought. But still. He was glad this murderous fuck was dead.  
 
    “Thanks,” he managed, once he started to feel more like himself. “Thank you. Both of you. I couldn’t have done this without you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I am pretty awesome,” Jacqlyn said with a smile and clapped him on the back. “Nursey’s all right too I guess.” 
 
    “Well, I’m usually better at healing people than hurting them,” Amalica said with a small, sad smile. “But I think this was a justifiable exception.” 
 
    Mark chuckled, but his attention was on Garmel’s head. When he’d killed Torfar and shattered his Aether Crystal, his body had degenerated back into human form. Garmel, on the other hand, was still very much a dragon-man.  
 
    He reached out with his right hand to touch the marble-sized Aether Crystal in Garmel’s forehead, nestled between the protruding ridges of his eyebrows. It was smooth to the touch, and oddly warm under his thumb. Mesmerized, he dug his thumbnail under the smooth fleshy nub that overlapped the edge of the gem, pushing it back much like how one pushes back the quicks on fingernails. 
 
    Compelled by morbid fascination, he worked the gem from its indentation, popping it free from its housing to fall into his palm. Garmel’s draconic head withered and puckered in on itself like a dessicated over-ripe apple, sloughing off scale and excess flesh, twisting into a grotesque parody of a human face. 
 
    Mark glanced at the gem in his hand. Mine, he thought, but the thought felt strange and alien. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” Jacqlyn asked, disgust in every syllable. 
 
    “Bonded Aether Crystals are impossible to remove,” Amalica said, shocked. “That...that shouldn’t…” 
 
    “Beats me,” Mark said, his voice tired. “It just seemed like something I should do.” 
 
    Jacqlyn and Amalica helped Mark to his feet, and he leaned on both of them equally. He looked around them and saw nothing but death and fire on every side. 
 
    “Well,” he said finally. “Where to now? I’m open to suggestions.” 
 
    “About that,” Jacqlyn said. “While I was gone, I put the word out to some friends of mine, and, well…” 
 
    Above them, a loud trumpet sounded, a bold triumphant melody that caused all three to look up. 
 
    The sound was coming from a floating galleon. 
 
    Mark didn’t really have the words to describe it. It was built from timber, stained a brilliant red-gold and sporting vibrant gold paint on the beams that wrapped around the hull like ribs. It had three tall masts that were under full sail, billowing with the wind behind them. Cinders from the burning city drifted across the sky under its bow, the glow of the fires lending it a rich, golden hue. 
 
    “Mark, Amalica, let me introduce The Grateful Orphan,” Jacqlyn finished. “Flagship of the Resistance and our ticket out of here.” 
 
    Mark realized his mouth was hanging open, and he shut it. “Uh. One question. How do we get on?” 
 
    Amalica laughed. “I can fly us, silly. If you’ll do the honors?” 
 
    Mark kept staring at the ship as he reached out and took her hand, not even blinking as the flash of blue-green light signaled her transformation. 
 
    “I don’t know why this is more unbelievable than dragons, but it just is,” he said to nobody as he swung a leg over Amalica’s back. Jacqlyn just laughed as she climbed behind him. 
 
    “Just wait until you meet the captain,” she said. “She’s, uh, she’s a little much.” 
 
    “After Garmel I think I can handle that,” Mark said as Amalica tensed up, raising her wings ready to take flight. 
 
    “I’ll remember you said that,” Jacqlyn said with a laugh as Amalica launched into the sky. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Amalica reached the deck of the airship in less than a minute, her powerful wings carrying the group high above the burning city in next to no time. The impossible floating galleon was even more impressive from above, its three stout masts towering over the main deck. From the air, Mark saw the figurehead was carved in the shape of a smiling girl, arms swept back along the prow of the ship with feathered wings spreading from each arm. 
 
    About two dozen people were on the deck of the ship, all of them looking at Amalica as she pulled her wings to her side and dove past the rigging, opening them with a dramatic flare to slow their landing. She alighted on the polished wooden deck as light as a dandelion puff. 
 
    The crew stared at them as Mark and Jacqlyn slid off Amalica’s back. Mark touched her flank, triggering her transformation back into her human form. The reaction of the crew as they blinked in the light made him realize he’d gotten entirely too used to this too quickly. 
 
    “Uh, hi?” Mark said, unsure of what the protocol was for boarding a flying boat on dragonback. 
 
    “Welcome aboard!” a loud, cheery feminine voice proclaimed. He couldn’t see who it belonged to at first, until she pushed her way through the crew. 
 
    She was short, standing maybe five foot five, but her high platform boots and the elaborate feathers in her large hat added almost another half foot to her height. She carried herself with preternatural confidence, assured that the spotlight was always on her in whatever room she happened to be in. 
 
    She had tawny, lightly tanned skin, a flaming waterfall of crimson hair, and her petite frame was clothed in a brown and red corset strapped over a white blouse with puffy sleeves tucked into soft buckskin gloves with brass buttons up to mid-forearm. She wore black tights with thick stitching up the side that vanished under a scandalously short layered pleated skirt. No less than three belts were around her waist, two somehow tailored to hang off each hip festooned with decorative studs. The third belt was a serious, no-nonsense sword belt that supported a surprisingly plain-hilted cutlass.  
 
    The woman struck a pose, one leg thrust in front of her, calf-length black boots on show. 
 
    “Allow me to introduce myself,” she said with the tone of someone who could not be stopped from introducing herself. “Captain Liberty Belle, proud owner of the last airship in the world, The Grateful Orphan. You must be this Marchellus I’ve heard so much about.” 
 
    “Just Mark,” Mark corrected, shaking her outstretched hand in greeting. “This is—” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” Liberty said quickly. “I rather assumed that that must be short for something—” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Mark said, biting back his irritation. “This is Amalica—” the nurse gave a small curtsy which Liberty returned with a bow “—and I assume you know Jacqlyn.” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Liberty said with a smirk, giving her a lazy salute. “We’re well acquainted. Your message didn’t mention just how handsome he’d be, dear.” 
 
    Jacqlyn rolled her eyes. “Don’t we have more pressing matters to attend to? Such as getting out of here before Lord Andon and his goons show up?” 
 
    “Quite, quite,” Liberty said, waving her left hand. “Places, everyone! We sail to Mourningholme. Full speed!” 
 
    The crew snapped sharp salutes at their louche captain and hurried about the deck, pulling ropes and other associated sailing activities. Liberty started walking to the stern, gesturing for them to follow her. 
 
    “I must say you made quite the entrance,” Liberty said. Her voice had a haughty lilt that Mark associated with actresses on the period costume dramas his mother had watched obsessively. “From one student of the theatrical arts to another, I offer my congratulations.” 
 
    She led them up a flight of stairs to the higher rear deck of the ship. Mark made a mental note to learn more ship lingo if he was going to be spending a lot of time on this boat. 
 
    “I think that’s just what happens when you have wings,” Mark said aloud. “Look, I hate to sound ungrateful, but we really need to get going. Andon—” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about that,” Liberty said as she took up her post behind the ship’s wheel. In addition to the three-foot-wide spoked wheel—Mark couldn’t help but admire the smoothly turned spoke handles and symmetrical detailing on the inner spokes—there were four other wooden pillars rising from the deck carved to resemble dragons’ claws, glass globes clutched in the stylized nails. Two of the globes appeared to be filled with water and had metal discs floating inside them. The other two pulsed with light blue magical energy. 
 
    “This ship is the fastest thing in the skies,” she continued, inspecting the two discs. Satisfied with what she saw, she looked about the ship, seeing that her crew were at their stations. “Hard to port!” she called and spun the wheel with a confident push. 
 
    The ship lurched left, and Mark had to scramble to keep his legs under him. He had no idea how agile a sailing ship was supposed to be, but if his churning stomach was to be believed, The Grateful Orphan moved incredibly fast. Liberty didn’t seem to notice as she caught the wheel, whistling a jaunty melody to herself as the ship reached her desired heading. With another turn of the wheel, the ship righted itself. 
 
    “Full sail!” she cried, placing two hands on the magic-filled globes, sliding her palms forward.  
 
    “How is this thing staying in the air?” Mark asked, unable to hold back his curiosity any longer. 
 
    “Hedge magic, believe it or not,” Liberty said, focusing on the globes. “The shipwrights used the Slow, Careful Path to infuse the hull with mana with an Air elemental affinity. These globes allow a hedge witch to adjust the relative levels of thrust on the bow and stern, port and starboard. The sails are enchanted too and are mainly responsible for our speed.” 
 
    The crew did complicated things with ropes that Mark couldn’t follow, causing more of the vast canvas cloths to fall down and fill with air, seemingly from nowhere. The ship picked up speed, moving against the natural air currents. 
 
    “It took me a while to get the hang of it,” Liberty said. “I was never that strong when it came to the Path, but the Orphan and I? Well, we’ve come to an understanding, haven’t we, old girl?” 
 
    Liberty patted the ship’s wheel. 
 
    “Jolly bad luck for those poor devils below us,” Liberty said to herself, making small corrections with the ship’s wheel. “But at least the thermals from the fire are giving us a bit of a push. Now!” She clicked her tongue, turning her head over her shoulder to look at Mark and the girls. “Don’t suppose you’d care to fill me in on what exactly is going on here? When Jacqlyn’s message said she had found a Dragonsouled friendly to our cause, I scarcely believed her.” 
 
    “I wish I knew myself,” Mark said. “I woke up from a coma yesterday, and it feels like we’ve just been lurching from one crisis to another. Most I can tell you is I can help these two turn into dragons using this.” 
 
    He hefted the mesh bag, now containing the fist-sized Aether Crystal he woke up attached to, and the smaller marble-sized gem he’d taken from Garmel. 
 
    “He means drakes,” Amalica said. “Frankly, this is uncharted territory for everyone. The things I’ve seen over the last two days should be impossible.” 
 
    “All I know is, we have to get Mark to safety and study his powers. Just imagine what this could mean for the Resistance!” Jacqlyn’s voice was full of urgency. “He stole an Aether Crystal from a Scaleblade, Liberty! Think about what that means!” 
 
    “Well, that does make me feel a lot better about putting the crew in harm’s way,” Liberty said. “I wouldn’t have broken cover for anyone else, Jacqlyn.” 
 
    “I know,” she replied, her voice solemn. “And I wouldn’t have asked if it wasn’t worth it.” 
 
    The two women exchanged glances whose meaning Mark wasn’t able to decipher. 
 
    “Well, in any case I’m sure you three would appreciate the chance to freshen up,” Liberty said. “I’ll have someone take you to my cabin. Help yourselves to anything, food, drink, a change of clothes…” 
 
    “I don’t think you’ll have anything in my size,” Mark said.  
 
    Liberty just grinned. 
 
    “Oh, you’d be surprised what gets left lying around. I tend to hoard any spare bits of cloth that comes our way, I was something of a seamstress in a past life and some habits never leave you.” She held her left hand to her mouth and called over the edge of the deck, “Mayvelle! A word if you please!” 
 
    An absolute giant of a woman looked up from where she was fastening a rope to a tying point. Mark figured she had to be six two, six four maybe. She had stark white hair cut short and buzzed on one side, deep brown tanned skin stretched over powerful muscles. Her thick arms were bare, uncovered by the dirty white tank top and thick leather apron she wore, matched with simple britches and plain hard black leather boots. A heavy mallet with a handle nearly as long as she was tall leaned on the railing next to her. 
 
    She swept up the massive hammer and balanced it on one shoulder, moving to join the captain on the stern deck. 
 
    “Captain,” she said in a low clipped voice. 
 
    “Can you show our guests to my cabin, Mayvelle?” Liberty said, her face the picture of innocence. 
 
    “Captain, I don’t think now is the time,” Mayvelle said with a frown. 
 
    “Oh, don’t be silly!” Liberty said. “No no, they’re just going to have a quick breather. Please, I work fast but I’m not that fast,” she added with a smirk. 
 
    Mayvelle’s expression didn’t change. 
 
    “How rude of me,” Liberty went on, changing the subject. “Mark, Amalica, this is Mayvelle Smith. She’s, uh, a smith. A blacksmith, I mean. Invaluable. Keeps this barge in tip-top shape. Mayvelle, this is Mark and Amalica. You know Jacqlyn already.” 
 
    Jacqlyn and Mayvelle exchanged curt nods. The large woman merely grunted in acknowledgment of Mark and Amalica’s tired, polite waves. 
 
    “Thank you,” Mark said. “We’re about dead on our feet, here.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Liberty said. “Off with you now, I’ve got sailing things to do. Chop chop!” 
 
    Mayvelle offered her captain a serious salute, while Mark and his friends gave her friendly waves. Mayvelle turned and led the way down the stairs and through a large heavy door set into the stern deck’s wall. 
 
    “She’s quite the character, isn’t she?” Amalica asked Mayvelle, attempting to draw the taciturn woman into conversation. 
 
    “Yes. She is.” Mayvelle ignored the steps behind the door that lead below decks, instead leading them through a cramped corridor with five doors. The rear-most port side door opened into a lushly appointed cabin, a sweeping bay leadlight window curving around one corner giving the otherwise cramped quarters the illusion of space. 
 
    “Good captain, though, for all that,” Mayvelle added. “Never done wrong by us.” 
 
    “We won’t either,” Mark said, reaching out to clap her on the arm. Hell’s teeth, he thought, at the feel of her bicep. This woman could rip a phonebook in half. 
 
    “Good,” was all she said. She turned and left the room, ducking under the lintel and closing it behind her. 
 
    “I gather you know these people from the Resistance?” Amalica asked Jacqlyn as the dark-haired woman threw herself on Liberty’s double-sized four-poster bed with a sigh. 
 
    “They’re my old cell,” she said, spreading her arms wide to luxuriate in the feeling of the soft bedding. “I split from them about three months ago to start up the operation in Tannerith. Of course, that’s all blown to hell now.” 
 
    Mark couldn’t help but hope that Mother Mercy would be all right. 
 
    The cabin was barely bigger than some of the en suite bathrooms in luxury apartments Mark had helped build back on Earth, but Liberty had made efficient use of the space. A small drop-flap writing desk paired with a swivel chair bolted to the floor were in one corner, a simple brass key in the keyhole keeping the contents tidied away if not secure. The bed took up the corner by the bay windows, pushed up against the wall so any secondary occupants would need to crawl to get under the covers. A large footlocker and closet were the only other furnishings.  
 
    Suddenly aware of how much his body ached, Mark walked over to the bed and fell next to Jacqlyn, who scooted over to make room for him. Amalica stepped onto the footlocker and sat on the end, legs dangling over the footboard. 
 
    “So, did you and Liberty…” Mark asked, trailing off suggestively. 
 
    Jacqlyn sat up and held up her hands in protest. “Hey now. Do you honestly think I’d go for a flamboyant peacock like her?” 
 
    “I don’t really know you all that well,” Amalica said. “For all we know, you have a girl in every port…” 
 
    “What happens at sea stays at sea,” Jacqlyn said. “Same rules apply on an airship, all right?” 
 
    “About that,” Mark said. “Airships? I don’t think I’ve ever heard of them before.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have,” Jacqlyn said, happy for the change in subject. “This thing is a relic. The Resistance found it deep in the wastelands, years ago. It took a year to restore it in secret. We mostly use it to shuttle supplies between allied villages behind the Dragon Lords’ backs.” 
 
    “Doesn’t strike me as the kind of thing you’d keep secret for long,” Mark said. 
 
    “Well, cat’s well and truly out of the bag now,” Jacqlyn said. “It’s one thing for there to be rumors in the hinterlands, quite another to appear above an entire city even if folk were preoccupied with the whole place burning down.” 
 
    “I do feel terrible about that,” Amalica said, twisting her hands together. “I wish I could have helped. With my new powers—” 
 
    “If we’d stayed, we would have saved some people, sure,” Mark said, reaching over to touch her thigh. “But we would have been sitting ducks for Andon when he came. This way, we can regroup, find allies, then come back and take care of the real problem.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Jacqlyn said, propping herself up on one elbow to look at Amalica. “What happened to Tannerith is not our fault. We can help them best by making sure nobody treats their lives with as much abandon, ever again.” 
 
    Amalica blinked away the tears that threatened to spill from her eyes. “I’m sorry, I’m not...I’m not hard, like you two. I can’t just—” 
 
    Mark sat up and pulled her into a firm embrace, pulling her off the footlocker and into his lap. She buried her face in his shoulder and started weeping while he stroked her hair. His heart broke into tiny pieces, and he wished he could do more. 
 
    “Blondie…” Jacqlyn stammered, unsure of what she could say to comfort her. “It’s not about being ‘hard.’ I’m just as cut up about what happened as anyone. So’s Mark. We care a lot, or we wouldn’t fight so hard for them.” 
 
    “Your softness is your strength,” Mark assured, brushing her hair away from her face. “The day we stop giving a fuck is the day we turn into tyrants every bit as bad as the Dragon Lords.” 
 
    Amalica sniffed and turned her head against his chest, smearing her tears in the soot that had settled on his skin. 
 
    “Strength only matters when you do something with it,” Mark said, “I’ve seen men tear people down to lift themselves up and call that success. But it’s bullshit. That’s just greed and selfishness justifying the hurt they cause.” 
 
    He took her chin in his hand and tilted her head to look into her eyes, soft blue orbs shimmering with tears. 
 
    “A real man helps those who need it and respects those who don’t,” he told her, and he heard the echo of his father in his voice. “We use our strength to lift people up, not keep them down. And if that means we keep our hearts soft, then, I hope mine never calluses over like that.” 
 
    She blinked up at him, two small trails of tears running down her cheeks. 
 
    Jacqlyn broke the spell, clearing her throat. 
 
    “Anyway,” she said, getting to her feet and crossing the room to open the closet. “It’s about time we got you a shirt, huh?” 
 
    “I’m twice the size of that girl, do you seriously expect me to believe she has anything that will fit—” Mark was cut short by a white cotton shirt with a ruffled chest hitting him in the face. 
 
    “Just don’t ask where she gets them from,” Jacqlyn said, pulling wicker baskets out of the floor of the cupboard. “If you want to freshen up, there should be water in the writing desk.” 
 
    “A girl and a boy in every port, huh?” Amalica said with a smirk, getting out of Mark’s arms and walking across to open the drop-flap desk. 
 
    “Worse,” Jacqlyn said, rummaging through Liberty’s stash. “She stages...pantomimes.” 
 
    Mark watched the normally fearless rogue shudder. 
 
    “And drinks like a fish, apparently,” Amalica said, having opened the writing desk not to reveal papers, sealing wax and ink, but rather a dizzying array of crystal glass bottles filled with liqueurs of every color of the rainbow.  
 
    “You have no idea,” Jacqlyn said.  
 
    Amalica uncorked the largest bottle of clear liquid, gave it a tentative sniff, and seemed satisfied it wasn’t going to strip paint. She carried it back to where Mark sat observing them with a bemused expression. 
 
    “Here,” Jacqlyn said, tossing a large red square of cloth at the bed. “Use that to wash up.” 
 
    “Actually,” Mark said, snatching it out of the air. “I like this. Anything else?” 
 
    “Sure,” she said with a shrug, tossing over a child’s size blue-dyed blouse with a ragged hole in it. Amalica caught it and dabbed it with water, starting to wash the soot and dirt from Mark’s skin. 
 
    It was a feeling he could get used to. 
 
    “OK, so I had to guess your foot size,” Jacqlyn said, turning around with her arms full of clothing, a pair of brown boots balanced on top of her bundle. She paused for a moment at the sight of Amalica bathing Mark, blinking, then continued walking back to the bed. “Liberty’s tastes are maybe a little more piratical than what you might be used to, but it’s got to be better than running around half naked.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know about that,” Amalica teased, then scooted back on the bed to give the other woman room. “As an aesthetic I can get behind that.” 
 
    “Har har,” Mark mock-laughed with a grin. He was far from perfectly clean, but the water was refreshing. He lifted the open-necked ruffled shirt over his head and pulled it down over his chest. It wasn’t a bad fit, a little tight maybe, but that just meant the plunging neckline revealed more of his chest to Amalica’s appreciative gaze.  
 
    He picked out a pair of thick dark brown linen breeches with an integrated button-strap that fastened at the front and back of the waist. He got to his feet, turning his back to the women. 
 
    “Uh, could you turn around, maybe?” he asked, suddenly self-conscious. 
 
    Amalica playfully put her hands over her eyes, and Jacqlyn followed suit. “Promise we won’t peek,” Amalica teased.  
 
    Mark just rolled his eyes and turned back, shimmying his pants off his hips and stepping into the new breeches to appreciative wolf-whistles from the peanut gallery. 
 
    “You’re lucky I didn’t charge for that show,” Mark said. “Can you give me a hand with the rear buttons?” 
 
    Jacqlyn beat Amalica to it, pulling the waist tight and pushing the wooden buttons through the buttonholes while Mark did the same for the fly flap. 
 
    “I’m about one feathered haircut away from being Fabio,” Mark said, sitting on the bed to pull on the thin woolen socks Jacqlyn had picked out. 
 
    “I don’t know who that is, but he must be handsome,” Amalica said to Jacqlyn’s obvious disgust. Mark almost missed this subtle byplay as he pulled on his boots. 
 
    “I never saw the appeal myself,” he said, getting to his feet. There was a mirror on the inside door of the closet, and he had to admit, Jacqlyn had a good eye. He looked every inch the swashbuckling cavalier, all that was missing was a floppy hat, and he was sure Liberty would force one of those on him given half a chance. 
 
    He picked up the red handkerchief from the bed, running the cotton fabric through his fingers. It wasn’t the same as his grandfathers’, but it would do. He folded it in half to form a triangle and tied it around his neck, fluffing it to get the fit right. 
 
    “What do you think?” he asked, and both girls nodded in approval. 
 
    “Very dashing,” Amalica said, smiling. 
 
    “Yeah, you’ll fit in around here,” Jacqlyn said. “Now how about—” 
 
    Whatever she was about to suggest was lost as the ship rocked from side to side.  
 
    “How about we go see what this fresh fuckery is.” Mark sighed, grabbing the mesh bag holding the Aether Crystals and looping it through the strap holding up his breeches. 
 
    “Better lock the booze back up,” Jacqlyn said, “I think we’ll need it after today.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The crew of The Grateful Orphan were rushing about the main deck, doing complicated things with various aeronautical devices. Mark wasn’t able to follow what they were doing, but he could clearly see what the threat was. 
 
    A flight of a dozen Scaleblades, bat-like wings flapping from their shoulders. Mark couldn’t distinguish their colors from the distance, but they were approaching fast. 
 
    That alone would have been cause for concern. Unfortunately, they didn’t fly unaccompanied. 
 
    Mark had thought the insistence his friends had made that Amalica and Jacqlyn were transforming into drakes and not dragons was merely splitting hairs. To someone who had never seen either before, the difference had seemed to be mere semantics. 
 
    Now that he saw a true dragon, however, he would never make that mistake again. 
 
    Lord Andon—it could be no one else—was a terrible sight to behold. His wings were as wide as a football field and lazily beat the air beneath him like every wing stroke was hammering the wind into submission, demanding that it keep him aloft through sheer arrogance. Mark couldn’t judge his length, but at a guess, the dragon rivaled the galleon itself for sheer bulk.  
 
    Lord Andon’s scales were a deep scarlet and long bony spines seemed to cover every available point on his body: wicked sharp horns protruded from his brow and swept back from the crest of his head, brown bony segmented plates protected his breast, and four powerful legs were held straight against his body underneath him.  
 
    Even as Mark watched, the Dragon Lord opened his jaws and summoned a ball of elemental fire. 
 
    “Fuck me,” Mark said to himself, his blood running cold. 
 
    “Look alive!” Liberty shouted from above and behind him. He glanced to see her still behind the wheel on the raised rear deck. She was spinning it to change the ship’s heading, putting the stern toward their pursuers, to better put distance between them. “If you have any dragon juice left in you, now would be the time!” 
 
    “Follow me,” Mark said to the girls, taking the stairs to the stern deck two at a time.  
 
    Jacqlyn and Amalica obliged, and the three of them joined the captain. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Mark asked her.  
 
    Liberty wore a smile that was designed to reassure her crew, but he could see in her eyes how grim the situation was. 
 
    “Mayvelle is just getting the ballista ready,” she said, “and the crew have crossbows and dragon-ivory. I can buy us time, but once these bastards catch up and board us…” 
 
    “Right.” Mark opened the silver mesh bag containing his two purloined Aether Crystals. If he was following the rules of this correctly, he should be able to channel the energy of the smaller gem as well. It might not produce quite as impressive a transformation as the larger one, but it was bound to be a lot easier than splitting the larger orb between two people. 
 
    “Amalica, I’m going to link you to the smaller gem,” he said. “You’ll help me repel boarders and play defense. Jacqlyn, I hate to ask…” 
 
    “We don’t have a choice,” she said. “I don’t like it, I won’t enjoy it, but I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, and he meant it. “You’re on offense. I don’t expect you to take down Andon, but if you can mess up some of the little guys…” 
 
    “Never thought I’d ever hear a dragonkin called a ‘little guy,’” she said with a shrug. Her gaze was fixed on their foes. “I’ll use hit and run tactics, circling back to heal up if it gets too much.” 
 
    Dragonkin? Mark thought, adding the word to his vocabulary. Makes more sense than dragon-man, he supposed. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid to use your fire, Jacqlyn,” Amalica said, her voice full of concern. “I know it feels strange at first, but the flames are part of your soul, however you feel about being Dragonsouled.” 
 
    “I’m not—” Jacqlyn started, voice full of venom, but she forced herself to stop and release a long, slow breath. “Fine. I’ll...I’ll try.” 
 
    “All we can ask,” Mark said. He looked up from the gems to see that Andon’s summoned power had increased in size and must be close to release. “Amalica, can you intercept that?” 
 
    She touched his shoulder and nodded. “We’re dead if I don’t, so I’d better. Do it.” 
 
    Mark closed his eyes. He could feel the gems in his palm, their inner heartbeat slowing to match his own. He focused on the smaller one, imagining the pulsing mana flowing from the orb to his hand, up his arm, through his veins into his heart, into his soul… 
 
    From there, he felt the tenuous connection between Amalica and himself, a bond built on trust, love, and respect—a bond he wanted to build upon until it was stronger than steel. For now, it was enough to take the energy he freely gave her. The mana flowed— 
 
    He opened his eyes once the blue flash faded to see her in a new form. She had a similar scaled humanoid form to the Scaleblade he had met, but unlike those hulking brutes, Amalica’s dragonkin body was slender and feminine, a pair of decidedly un-lizard-like small breasts covered in yellow scales sitting at her chest. The rest of her scales were the familiar aqua-blue shade, and her head softer and prettier than Garmel or Torfar’s had been. 
 
    Her clothing had shifted as well, or the magic had summoned a diaphanous silk gown to preserve her modesty as part of the transformation. Like the breasts, Mark wisely decided not to question it. He slipped the gems back into the mesh bag at his waist. 
 
    “Hmmph, not bad,” Amalica said, turning to admire her body with her flexible neck. 
 
    “Focus, Blondie!” Jacqlyn said, pointing at Andon and the massive fireball he sent hurtling toward them. 
 
    “Right,” Amalica said, rushing to the balustrade and holding her claws out in front of her. The water energy came quickly, gathering in her palms as the fireball came closer.  
 
    Mark was about to call out, but she knew her business, releasing her elemental burst at the exact right time to drench the oncoming flame in cleansing water. Between them, their power was converted into a spray of harmless mist. 
 
    “Yes!” Liberty shouted, pumping her fist in the air. “That’s the stuff!” 
 
    If Andon was disappointed, he didn’t show it, choosing instead to pick up speed and approach them faster, his host of Scaleblades at his side. 
 
    Mayvelle arrived carrying a box large enough for two over one shoulder, dropping it to the ground next to a...something...at the rear of the deck. Whatever it was, it was covered by an oiled tarpaulin, a tarpaulin that Mayvelle threw aside with a flourish. 
 
    “That is the biggest fucking crossbow I’ve ever seen,” Mark said. 
 
    The weapon consisted of a box trench as long as a man was tall, framed by another two crate-like boxes that contained a tightly wound nest of ropes held in place by two turned wooden bolts on the top and bottom of the box. Two arms were embedded in the center of these twisted springs. 
 
    “It’s a ballista,” Mayvelle said. “Ship has three. Two on the forecastle—” she paused, fetching a thick hemp rope from the box, which Mark saw contained dozens of massive spears with crude wooden fletching. “—and one here on the sterncastle. Give me a hand.” 
 
    She had tied one end of the rope to one of the torsion arms and was heaving it into position so that the other end could be tied to the other arm. Mark hurried to push the second arm into place, impressed at how easy Mayvelle made it look. She fed the bowstring through a piston, fastened it to the opposite torsion arm, and gave Mark the signal to let the arms spring back into place. 
 
    The piston had another rope at the base leading to a capstan at the base of the box trench. 
 
    “You crank the piston back with the lever,” Mark thought aloud, “pulling the arms back and releasing the catch to fire the spears.” 
 
    Mayvelle grunted in acknowledgment, picking up a thick fencepost with a metal bracket that must be where the ballista sat and slotting it into a matching metal base set into the deck of the sterncastle. That done, Mayvelle lifted the heavy weapon with both hands into the bracket, locking it in place with a bolt. 
 
    The whole operation took less than a minute. Mark looked to the forecastle, where it was taking a team of five to do the same job. 
 
    “Pick up your jaw, Mark,” Mayvelle said, starting to crank the piston into place. “This is my job. Go do yours.” 
 
    Mark nodded, but she was too focused on her work. He stepped back to join Amalica and Jacqlyn. 
 
    “—and you can shape the fire into any shape you can imagine,” Amalica was saying. Mark figured he’d walked into the tail end of a crash-course in elemental magic. “I’ve mostly been using globes and streams, but Mark has developed a few new tricks.” 
 
    He reached out with a finger gun and summoned a short waterjet. “This is a cutting tool, believe it or not,” he said. “Picture a very condensed, very fast flowing gout of flame and you should be able to get a similar effect.” 
 
    “OK,” Jacqlyn said, loosening her shoulders. She moved her legs as if she was about to break into a sprint. “OK. I think I have it. You’d better do it now before I lose my nerve.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’ll ever do that, Jacqlyn,” Mark said even as he found the larger gem’s power. His bond with Jacqlyn was not as strong as the one with Amalica, but it was there and ready to receive the gift of mana. 
 
    He opened his eyes after the ruby-red flash. He heard Liberty whistle behind him, and—he wasn’t sure, but he could have sworn he saw a nimbus of energy out of the corner of his eye where Mayvelle stood, peering down the sights of the small siege weapon. 
 
    Something to worry about later. 
 
    Jacqlyn’s drake form was as impressive as ever, and fully healed from the battle with Garmel. Jacqlyn took a short run-up and pushed herself over the ship’s banister, her wings flaring to let her swoop back level with the ship’s deck. 
 
    Mark summoned two balls of elemental energy, a ball of fire in his left and a ball of water in his right. Despite the danger, this felt...good. He felt powerful. Dangerous. As if this was where he belonged. 
 
    It was an intoxicating feeling, and one he was not sure he should enjoy as much as he did.  
 
    Andon’s flight of Scaleblade was evidently closing to ballista range, as Mayvelle pivoted the war machine to sight one of the approaching dragonkin. Andon seemed to have decided to save his fire-magic for when battle was joined in earnest, biding his time. Mark felt his fingers itch, growing impatient to let loose. 
 
    At some unspoken signal, the flock of dragonkin began to climb. Cursing, Mayvelle fired the ballista before her target rose above the weapon’s elevation. The spear left its channel with a loud whip-crack as the torsion arms broke the air between them. 
 
    The spear flew through the intervening space. The dragonkin saw it coming and twisted its body to try to avoid it, but all it succeeded in doing was putting its fragile wing membrane in the path of the bolt instead of its torso. The missile tore through, leaving a ragged hole behind. The Scaleblade started spinning in midair and falling like a stone, unable to halt its descent. 
 
    Mayvelle just grunted, already cranking the capstan for the next shot. 
 
    Things got a lot harder to keep track of after that. 
 
    The remaining dragonkin strafed the ship, letting loose streams of fire and lightning and a hail of ice on the deck. Mark did what he could, firing counterblasts of fire at the ice storm and water at the closest burst of fire, neutralizing them. 
 
    But he couldn’t be everywhere. The crew took casualties, screaming in pain and panic. Sails caught fire, the crew fired back with their crossbows where they could, and Mark concentrated on returning fire with short blasts of elemental force. 
 
    A red-scaled dragonkin dropped to the deck, four or so dragon-ivory bolts sticking out of his chest. It wasn’t a fair trade: Mark could see six Resistance fighters dead or injured. One of the crew darted forward with a broad-headed spear and thrust it into the fallen Scaleblade’s eye, making sure it stayed down. 
 
    The rest of the flight of dragonkin banked in the air, turning around for another pass. If they thought the Orphan would be easy pickings, they were mistaken. Two massive ballista bolts—one from the forecastle, one from Mayvelle at the stern—arced through the air. One connected with a dark-blue-scaled lightning-using Scaleblade, smashing into its chest. It was jerked off course, the concussive force of the spear doing massive damage even if the spear-tip couldn’t pierce the scales. 
 
    Mark readied fire and water blasts as the monsters started another dive. His counterblasts saved Liberty and Mayvelle from two shots that were heading straight for them.  
 
    Again, the crew returned fire. Again, the rigging of the galleon was torn and burnt. 
 
    “That’s not great,” Liberty said. “Without the sails, we’ll—” 
 
    “On it,” Amalica said, using her water breath to drench the sailcloth and extinguish the flames. 
 
    Seeing this, two Scaleblade landed on the sterncastle. They were even larger than Garmel, hulking bulky beasts. One red, one sporting scales of ice-blue and off-white. Mark could guess what their elements would be. 
 
    With a cry, he blasted the red one with a short-range waterjet, punching a pencil-thin hole in its chest. Ignoring its cries of pain, he summoned a flame blade, moving to engage the ice-dragonkin at close range. It snarled at him, encasing its fists and forearms in thick ice spikes. It parried Mark’s first blow, the fire and ice steaming as they met each other. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Mayvelle take up her sledgehammer and pounce toward the red Scaleblade with a double-handed uppercut swing. The thick iron hammerhead caught the beast in the lower jaw, snapping its head back with a sickening crack. 
 
    “Nope, nope, nope,” Liberty muttered, her hands flying across the elemental globes and turning the ship’s wheel frantically. “This is bad ,bad ,bad, bad—” 
 
    Mark and his opponent traded blows. He summoned his water-saw with his off hand, and the whirring edge of it chipped away at the ice-spikes whenever they came in contact. He had to keep moving, not letting the sharp points of his enemy’s spikes pierce his vulnerable flesh. 
 
    The monster’s lips peeled back, and a swirling white ball of ice mana gathered in its throat. Mark pressed his attack, hoping to land a blow to distract it, only for the beast to parry his strikes. With a cry, he brought his elemental blades on a twin overhead strike, locking his foe’s weapons in place as he was forced to parry. 
 
    It opened its mouth wider, ready to bathe Mark in ice— 
 
    Only for Amalica’s concussive stream of water to crash into its torso. The energy vanished, the beast’s arms faltered, and Mark’s weapons dug into its shoulder. Fire sizzled and melted scales and flesh, whirring water cut through scale and bone in a shower of blood and chips of bone.  
 
    The Scaleblade screamed in anger and pain, backing away and spreading its wings. It flew backward with powerful wing beats, momentum carrying it over the edge of the balustrade. Again, it charged its breath weapon— 
 
    This time, it was Jacqlyn. She flew in from behind it and closed her powerful jaws over its head, wrenching his body away from her mouth with her forearms. She spat the head out and let both halves of their foe plummet to the ground many miles below. 
 
    She darted off before Mark could thank her. 
 
    Mayvelle was doing her best, but as strong as she was, she was no dragonkin. Her hammer swung left and right, rocking the red Scaleblade back and forth, but he still advanced, pushing her back. 
 
    Mark sprinted across the deck as it caught her hammer by the head, its mouth widening as it summoned its fire. Thinking quickly, he dismissed his water-saw and—at the same time as Amalica—blasted the beast with water. 
 
    The twin streams caused it to stumble, but nothing more. 
 
    The monster chuckled as it swung its fist into Mayvelle, sending the strong, powerful woman sprawling to the deck. It turned to face Mark and Amalica, before its gaze turned to Liberty, still wrestling with the ship’s controls. 
 
    “Andon wants this ship grounded,” the enemy dragonkin growled. She had a deep, gravelly voice made even deeper by her transformation. “Kill the captain, the ship goes down.” 
 
    Liberty was roughly equidistant between them. She looked up briefly, a wan smile on her face. “Look, I’d really love to dance, sugar, but as you can see, I’m a bit preoccupied—” 
 
    Mark and the Scaleblade broke into a run at the same time. 
 
    Amalica fired a volley of her water-orbs over Mark’s head, three of which connected— but her attacks just didn’t carry as big a punch in this body, compared to her drake form.  
 
    Nevertheless, Mark had to try. He managed to spare Liberty from a burst of fire with a well-timed water blast. He formed his blazing sword an instant before he and the Scaleblade got within melee distance, narrowly blocking her claw swipes as they clashed. 
 
    “Yes, yes, very good,” Liberty muttered. “But can you please take this somewhere else? Trying not to get us all killed, here—” 
 
    “Trying!” Mark snapped as he tried to stab the fire dragonkin with a waterjet. The monster simply grabbed his forearm, her claws easily puncturing his skin, causing the attack to falter and fade. Strangling a cry of pain, he brought the flaming sword in an overhead slash. The blade sizzled against the guard’s own arm as she brought it up to block, but with a twist of her arm, she locked that arm in a powerful vice-like grip as well. 
 
    With a chuckle, she opened her jaw, saliva dripping off her teeth as she slowly brought her jaws in to snap off Mark’s head. 
 
    Fortunately, Mayvelle’s thick arms wrapped around the dragonkin’s neck, squeezing her throat between powerful biceps. The monster let Mark go, her claws raking Mayvelle’s arms in an attempt to force the woman to release her. The indomitable blacksmith refused to yield, even when her arms were torn to strips. 
 
    Mark recovered quickly. Ignoring the pain in his arms, he summoned the two cutting jets—one of water, one of flame—and thrust them in the Scaleblade’s exposed stomach, drawing them horizontally through the scale and flesh. Meat sizzled and cooked as he cut her open, carving a path through the beast’s chest until he couldn’t channel any more power to his fingers. 
 
    He stepped back, clawing breath into his lungs. Amalica stepped into his place, her comparatively slender claws reaching into the channels Mark dug and wrenching a whole section of scaled armor free. Their attacker’s entrails spattered onto the polished deck of the ship. 
 
    “I am not cleaning that up,” Liberty complained. “That said—” 
 
    An awful, terrible roar filled the skies. 
 
    Everyone—man, woman, dragonkin—stopped what they were doing and turned to look. 
 
    It was Lord Andon. Whatever his reasons, he was tired of these games. He had taken up position above the ship, above the fighting, watching his Scaleblade struggle with the crew. 
 
    And now he decided to end it. 
 
    With a rush of air, he opened his terrible jaws wide and inhaled as he summoned his fire. It came fast, impossibly quick, and before Mark could blink, the gathered energy already rivaled Andon’s own head. 
 
    “Amalica!” Mark called, raising both hands and desperately channeling as much water energy as he could into his palms. Amalica did the same. It seemed impossibly insufficient next to the power of the Dragon Lord but, damn it, they had to try. 
 
    Jacqlyn plunged from the above Andon, breathing fire as she fell onto the crown of his head, her drake claws scratching at Andon’s scales between his wicked horns. Whether it hurt him or not Mark never knew, but it did throw off the Dragon Lord’s aim, so that its fireball wasn’t heading directly for the deck but at an oblique angle that would merely take out the sails and masts in one strike. 
 
    Mark and Amalica let loose their counter-blast, as powerful a stream of pure water as they had ever summoned. The mana flowed through them like a raging river, their purpose and intention focused and pure. 
 
    It wasn’t enough. 
 
    Their efforts saved the lives of everyone on board, but the masts still buckled and broke, charred nearly to cinders. The main mast cracked and split, scattering the crew and the Scaleblade still skirmishing aboard. Those that could fly did so, soaring into the air. 
 
    The rest fell to the deck, clinging to whatever they could as The Grateful Orphan fell from the clouds. 
 
    “Fffff—” Liberty seethed, clinging to the wheel of the ship even as her feet left the ground.  
 
    Mark’s stomach fell as he gripped one of the instrument pillars. The ship was in a nose dive, hurtling toward a dense canopy of black, sickly-looking leaves. 
 
    “No, no, no,” Amalica muttered as she saw their destination, her claws dug into the polished wood of the deck. “No, not the Wastelands—” 
 
    “BRACE FOR IMPACT!” Liberty yelled, as if anyone needed to be told. 
 
    And so, the last hope for the Resistance fell, Lord Andon’s laugh following them to the ground. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Grateful Orphan fell with all the grace and elegance of a dropped brick. 
 
    Ships aren’t meant to fly, Mark thought as he strained his neck to look toward the front of the boat. The sinister and sickly canopy of the twisted jungle beneath loomed ever larger in his vision. If I survive this, I’ll never set foot on a ship again in my life. 
 
    “Liberty!” he called, straining to be heard over the whistling wind. “How can we help!” 
 
    “You could shut the hell up and let me concentrate!” she yelled back.  
 
    The rushing air stung Mark’s eyes, but he could just make out that she was doing something complicated with the glowing orbs. At least, that’s what he thought she meant to do, judging by how often she slammed them with her fist and cursed. 
 
    “Amalica,” he said, turning his head to her. “Use your wings to get clear—” 
 
    “No!” she said, digging her claws deeper into the wood. “If I open my wings, they’ll snap off at this velocity!” 
 
    Fuck, Mark thought as a weight settled into his stomach that had nothing to do with their predicament. We’re really going to die. 
 
    “Damn and blast.” Liberty punched an orb. “I’m not strong enough! I need to feed more power into the ship—” 
 
    “Use my gem!” Amalica shouted. “Mark! Break the link and give it to Liberty!” 
 
    “You can’t transform now! Without your claws you’ll lose your grip—” 
 
    “Everyone on this boat dies if you don’t!” Using her powerful dragonkin arms, she crawled across the deck toward him, nails gouging out claw-holds with every word. “Trust me!” 
 
    “We don’t even know if she has a Dragonsoul—” 
 
    “Stop arguing and do it!” Amalica called back, her tone brooking no argument. 
 
    “Not to interrupt your lover’s quarrel,” Liberty said, “but we don’t have long until our final curtain call.” 
 
    Amalica finally reached Mark and slapped him on the back with one hand. Hating himself for doing it, even as he acknowledged he had no choice, Mark broke the link in a flash of cyan light, and Amalica was human once more. 
 
    Amalica, now without purchase, slipped down the deck of the ship, her hands scrabbling for something to hold onto. Mark forced himself to ignore her and wrenched his body across the deck, swinging from his handhold until he was able to reach out and touch Liberty. The bond between them was tenuous, weak, but just strong enough for him to channel the mana into her— 
 
    The light of her transformation was light blue, a soft powdery glow reminiscent of clear sky. 
 
    Mark caught a glimpse of her new dragonkin body—slim and elegant with baby-blue scales—before casting his eyes to see where Amalica had gone. 
 
    He needn’t have worried.  
 
    Amalica hung from the mighty head of a hammer, hugging it for dear life. Mayvelle’s arms flexed with power as she held onto both, refusing to let them fall.  
 
    Mayvelle must have extended the hammer for Amalica to grab, Mark thought. 
 
    “I’d say hang on, but that’d be redundant,” Liberty said. 
 
    She closed her lizard-like eyes and hummed. A faint powder-blue glow appeared under her palms, and the flight control orbs started to fill with liquid light. Liberty jerked her palms back toward her, and the deck rattled and shook, fighting against gravity and slipstream to return to a level course. 
 
    It was just enough. The hull of the ship crashed into the canopy. All aboard were jolted, and a chorus of screams joined the sound of splintering branches. The Grateful Orphan smashed into the jungle floor, skidding to a halt. 
 
    Mark allowed himself the luxury of five whole seconds of lying still in pained silence, letting the agony of each bruise, bump, and scrape settle into his body, before he forced himself to sit. 
 
    The ship and its crew were in a bad way. The Scaleblade boarding party had been vicious, tearing through the defenders with all the delicacy of an angle grinder meeting tissue paper. Out of the initial crew of twenty-four, less than half remained that were in anything resembling a healthy state. 
 
    Mark looked to Amalica, who was already kneeling next to Mayvelle. Her palms were on Mayvelle’s chest and glowing with medicinal magic. 
 
    “You’ll live,” she said. “Mark, could you change me back into a dragonkin? My magic is weaker here in the wastelands, and the extra boost from the Aether Crystal would be a big help.” 
 
    “Be my guest,” Liberty said. Mark looked at her—much like Amalica, Liberty’s dragonkin body was slender and lithe with feminine characteristics. Pale blue scales were paired with peach-orange plates on her chest. She still wore the elaborate feathered hat, and her modesty was protected by a version of the swashbuckling costume she wore on her human body. 
 
    Mark nodded, reached out a hand to each of them, and made the switch in a flash of sky blue and cyan light. 
 
    The four of them walked down to the main deck. Amalica started barking instructions and moving from person to person, laying her hands on people briefly to get an idea of their injuries before moving to the next patient in a kind of magical triage. Mark helped Liberty find the ship’s medical supplies while Mayvelle started tossing wreckage from the battle over the side of the ship. 
 
    Anyone who hadn’t been conscious enough to hang on had either been thrown off the ship, or had their bodies slammed against the walls of the fore and aftercastle during the descent, reducing them to broken bags of flesh and bone.  
 
    Mark did his best to help, tying bandages and washing wounds under Amalica’s direction. He’d done a first-aid course years ago but hadn’t had time to keep up with the refresher courses, and in any case, his training seemed inadequate next to this damage. 
 
    Jacqlyn arrived in a shower of broken twigs, her broad wings beating the air to slow her descent. When she landed, Mark rushed to her side and put a reassuring hand on her left shoulder. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked, noting the cuts that covered her body. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, scanning the ship. “Just took me a bit to shake the Scaleblade when you guys started going down. They didn’t want to follow me into the jungle, though. Don’t know why.” 
 
    Mark had an idea, but he didn’t want to speculate out loud. 
 
    The jungle felt wrong. Even though he was a city boy, he’d been in the woods a time or two when visiting extended family back in West Virginia, and while he was by no means an experienced outdoorsman, there’s a kind of atmosphere in the wilderness. Woods should smell earthy and alive, there should be the faint background noise of forest critters going about their lives. Maybe the burbling of a stream or the whistling of the wind. 
 
    None of that was present here. The leaves were a jet, matte black that sucked in all available light. The wood of the trees was somehow dry and rotten all at once. The air wasn’t fresh and clean—it was dry and stale. It made Mark think of how he’d imagine the air in a tomb felt. 
 
    This was a dead place that wasn’t ready admit it was dead. 
 
    “Can you change me back?” Jacqlyn asked. “I don’t feel right. This place is weird.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” he said, triggering the transformation in a flash of ruby light. Unlike her other transformations, she still had cuts and scrapes on her body after changing back. Mark dared blame the sickly atmosphere. It felt like a sheen of oil on his skin, one that would linger until he was somewhere else. Somewhere alive. 
 
    Find me. 
 
    “Did you say something?” Mark asked, and Jacqlyn shook her head. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, walking to where Amalica was using her magic to stabilize a crewman with a nasty gut wound. “Let’s see what we can do to help.” 
 
    Find me. 
 
    “Yeah,” Mark said, forcing himself to ignore…whatever that was and following her. “Yeah. Let’s do that.” 
 
    “—so try and give your right arm a rest, OK?” Amalica was saying to the pale-looking young man lying on the deck in front of her. He wasn’t what Mark would think of as a hard bitten rebel—thin, almost emaciated, with mousy brown hair and bent spectacles hanging off his large ears. 
 
    “Thanks doc,” the youth said with a wet cough. “Will I be able to play the harpsichord?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” Amalica said. 
 
    “Good, because I couldn’t before,” he said, giving her a crooked smile. 
 
    “How are things going?” Mark asked, crouching beside Amalica. It was weird how quickly he was getting used to her dragonkin body—it didn’t seem any stranger seeing her smile with her snout than it did her lips. 
 
    “Marchello will be fine,” Amalica said. “I set his arm and used a little magic to get things started, all he’ll need to do is—” 
 
    “Wait, your name is Marchello?” Mark said. “Did you ever think about shortening it? To, I don’t know, Mark or something?” 
 
    “Uh, no?” he said, pushing himself into a sitting position. “It was my father’s name, and he never shortened it. It’s a very common name where I’m from.” 
 
    “Huh,” Mark said. “Well, thanks for being part of the fight. We can use brave young men like you.” 
 
    “I’m a historian,” Marchello said. “I much prefer to read about battles than participate in them. 
 
    “Don’t we all?” Mark said with a smile. “If you don’t mind, though, I need to borrow the doctor here.” 
 
    “Mark, please,” Amalica said, brushing an imaginary lock of hair behind her ear. “I’m a nurse, not a doctor.” 
 
    “Good, most doctors are pricks,” Jacqlyn said. “You gonna be OK, kid?” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, thanks,” Marchello said with a sigh. “I’ll just, uh, lie here and feel terrible for a bit?” 
 
    “Good man.” Jacqlyn smiled. The three of them got to their feet and walked toward the stern of the ship where Liberty was talking with Mayvelle. 
 
    “How’s it looking?” Jacqlyn asked Amalica. 
 
    “It’s bad,” she said with a sigh. “There’s only so much I can do here in the wastelands. The Aether Crystal helps, but I can feel the land sapping the mana I’m using. This is a hungry place, Mark.” 
 
    Mark nodded. “I’m no expert, but this place just doesn’t feel right. I mean, why else would Andon call off the pursuit?” 
 
    “I’ve heard stories,” Jacqlyn said. “Monsters live in places like this. Monsters and ghosts.” 
 
    Find me! 
 
    “Maybe we should do some scouting,” Mark said, ignoring the voice in his head. “I’m no healer, but I feel like I should be doing something.” 
 
    “We don’t know what kind of range your powers have,” Amalica said. 
 
    “I’ll leave the large Aether Crystal with you,” Mark said. “I should be OK if I take the small one with me. Right?” 
 
    Amalica’s lips curled back, the draconic equivalent of biting her lip in thought. “Maybe. Just…don’t go too far, and don’t be gone long.” 
 
    “Promise,” Mark said, doing the scout salute. Not that he’d ever been a boy scout, it just seemed like the thing to do. 
 
    “I’m coming too,” Jacqlyn said. “We don’t know what’s out there, and I’ll feel better doing something useful.” 
 
    “OK,” Mark said. He was ready to agree to anything that would let him leave this place and— 
 
    Find me. 
 
    “Ahoy, Mark,” Liberty said, her clear voice cutting through the thoughts in his head. “Quite the sticky wicket, eh?” 
 
    “I don’t know what that is, but it sounds bad,” Mark said. “How’s the ship looking?” 
 
    “Fucked,” she said bitterly. “We spent over a year restoring this old girl, and it’ll take fuck knows how long to get her airworthy again. We need sails, wood for masts—and I’m not going to trust wasteland timber.” 
 
    “I’ve never been to the wastelands before,” Mark said, choosing his words carefully to avoid the impression that he had no idea what the wastelands even were. “What should we expect?” 
 
    “This is a land without mana,” Amalica said. She was the only one who knew Mark’s ignorance of this world went deeper than he cared to admit, and he appreciated her quick interjection. “Drained dry and twisted for the lack of it. The land is starved, and twisted things walk the jungle, hungry for life.” 
 
    “She’s being poetic.” Jacqlyn rolled her eyes. “I’ve rode through the wastelands before to transport supplies from village to village. There’s monsters here, but less than you’d think. They can be scary, but not if you’re prepared.” 
 
    “You’ve been this deep in the wastelands before?” Amalica looked at Jacqlyn with newfound respect. 
 
    “Well,” Jacqlyn began, “not this deep. But how bad can it be?” 
 
    Amalica quirked an eyebrow in response. 
 
    “I’m just concerned with making sure everyone’s in one piece,” Liberty said. “We can solve the transportation problem later.” 
 
    “Right. About that.” Mark ran his hand through his hair, nervous for reasons he couldn’t articulate. “Jacqlyn and I were thinking of doing some scouting. We’re no medics, we can do more good making sure we’re safe.” 
 
    Find me. 
 
    “Makes sense,” Liberty said. “Fine. Amalica, will you be OK if Mark goes on reconnoiter?”  
 
    “Sure,” Amalica said, her voice laced with uncertainty. She continued, as if trying to convince herself, “Sure. You said you’d leave one of the Aether Crystals here?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Mark reached for the mesh bag tied to his waist. He pulled out the larger of the two crystals and passed it to her. “How do you feel about that, Jacqlyn?” 
 
    “Eh.” She shrugged. “I’ve killed wasteland monsters without dragon powers before. It’ll be fine.” 
 
    Mark wished he could be so at ease. 
 
    “Do you have a spare sword?” he asked Liberty. “I seem to keep losing mine.” 
 
    “Look after this one,” she said, pulling her cutlass from her belt and handing it to him. “We’ve been through a lot together.” 
 
    He took a couple of exploratory swipes at the air. “Thank you. We’ll be back soon.” 
 
    “Fine,” Liberty said. “Amalica, if you could give me an update on the state of the crew…” 
 
    Mark and Jacqlyn made their excuses and stepped away. 
 
    “OK, now that we’re alone,” Jacqlyn said as they walked to the balustrade on the port side of the ship. “What is this really about?” 
 
    “I have this feeling,” Mark confessed, keeping his voice low. The ship was on a slight lean on this side, and it was a shorter drop over the edge. “There’s something out there, calling to me. In my mind, I mean.” He paused, staring at her. “Do you think I’m nuts?” Mark was sure starting to think he was. 
 
    “Mark, nothing has made sense since I met you,” Jacqlyn said, swinging her legs over the side of the ship. “You turned me into the very thing I’ve dedicated my life to hating. What’s one more batshit crazy thing between friends?” She scrunched up her nose. “Besides, you’ve been fucking around with Aether Crystals nonstop for the last couple of days. Maybe all that magic has scrambled your brains somehow.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Besides, I’ve heard Aether Crystals can make dragons a little...loopy, I guess. Especially after they’ve only recently bonded with one.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you know that, given how much you hate dragons,” he said. 
 
    “It pays to know your enemy, especially potential weaknesses.” She dropped to the jungle floor before he could reply. 
 
    He followed her, his ankles protesting as he hit the ground. If I’m going to be a hardened guerrilla resistance fighter, he thought, I need to learn how to parkour or something. 
 
    Jacqlyn on the other hand seemed to be in her element. Her right hand rested on the hilt of her long knife, her head on a swivel looking for danger. Mark walked ahead of her, following some kind of compulsion he couldn’t articulate. 
 
    Find me! 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, fuck you too,” Mark muttered, pushing aside a thick branch and slashing at a tangle of branches ahead of him. 
 
    “Did you say something?” Jacqlyn asked, taking the offending branch out of his hands and lifting it over her head as she followed. 
 
    “Nah,” Mark lied. “Uh, while we’re alone, I just want to thank you. For being cool about this whole turning-into-a-dragon thing.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m far from cool with it,” she said, her voice carrying a hint of an edge. “I’ve dedicated my life to fighting the dragons. I’ve hated everything they are, everything they represent. I’ve risked everything to take them down, and so have so many others. People I cared about. People who aren’t with us anymore.” She let out a shuddering sigh, betraying the stern tone of her voice. Beneath the surface she was a tempest of emotion, but Mark knew she didn’t dare to unleash it. “Turning into one was…Well, I’m sure you can appreciate how it’s not ideal.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Mark said. “I can’t say I know what that’s like. It’s fucked, and I’m sorry.” 
 
    They were quiet for a moment as Mark forced his way through the dead jungle. 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling you know where you’re going?” Jacqlyn said, changing the subject. There was a hint of strain in her voice. 
 
    “I gotta level with you,” Mark said. He stopped in his tracks, turned and looked her dead in the face. “I’m not who you might think I am. I woke up like, less than thirty minutes before you burst into that hospital room. I don’t have amnesia. It’s more like I’ve…been reincarnated into another world.” 
 
    She held his gaze, refusing to blink. 
 
    “I have memories of another life,” Mark continued, desperate to fill the quiet space. “On another world. I-I don’t even know how we’re speaking the same language. My old world thought dragons were a fantasy, and—” 
 
    “Mark, stop.” Jacqlyn held up her palm to silence him. “Just stop. I’m a realist. I take the world as it is. You tell me you’re crazy? Fine, you’re crazy, but you can do shit I’ve never heard of before, and you’re on my side, and you hate the same people I hate. That’s good enough for me.” 
 
    “Well…fine,” Mark said. “Just, don’t be surprised if I ask questions that don’t seem to make a lot of sense, OK?” 
 
    “Fine,” Jacqlyn said. She drew her knife and started hacking at some of the undergrowth. Mark followed suit, using Liberty’s cutlass like a machete. 
 
    They didn’t speak for a minute. Mark led the way, following the small voice in his head, despite his reservations. It wasn’t long until he saw where they were heading. 
 
    “As an example of one of those questions,” Mark said, pointing the cutlass at a looming ziggurat ahead of them. “What the fuck is that?” 
 
    “Beats me,” Jacqlyn said with a shrug. “But you’re going to tell me that’s where we need to go, right?” 
 
    The building seemed taller than anything Mark had ever seen, but couldn’t have been bigger than a mid-sized apartment building. It had four thick gray stone tiers, one on top of the other, each as big as a two-story building.  
 
    It reminded him of something from the Discovery Channel, like the stepped pyramids of the Mayans, such as Chichen Itza or Caracol. Where the Mayan pyramids usually had an external staircase, there was no such visible means of ascent from the outside. 
 
    “Yeah,” Mark said, his stomach dropping to the jungle floor. “Yeah, we’re going to explore the creepy-ass stone building in the middle of a dead jungle.” 
 
    “You sure know how to show a girl a good time,” Jacqlyn said with a grin.

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ground around the tiered pyramid was paved with ancient flagstones. Nothing grew between them, which was odd to Mark given the thick, black-hued foliage they had cut their way through. 
 
    A prickling danced on his scalp and intensified the closer he got to the structure. The ziggurat was built from great stone blocks that would have required teams of men to haul into place from wherever they were quarried from.  
 
    The bottom tier had a great double door set into it, thick oak planks treated with some kind of preserving varnish with wrought iron decoration depicting a massive, monstrous dragon’s head spewing fire. 
 
    “I’m not seeing any handles or anything,” Jacqlyn said. “We could knock, but I’m not sure I want to see what would answer.” 
 
    Find. Me. 
 
    Mark raised his hand, fighting an intense sensation of déjà vu. He knew he’d never seen this place before—how could he?—and yet he felt like he was following a path he’d already trod. He touched the left door, the wood feeling cool to his palm. 
 
    The instant he did, the great doors swung open. 
 
    “Yeah, really not looking forward to this,” Jacqlyn said. “Nothing good ever comes out of centuries-lost buildings with big creepy dragons on the doors.” 
 
    “We need to make sure it’s safe,” Mark said, thinking aloud. “What if there’s something in here that could threaten The Orphan while we make repairs?” 
 
    “Then it would probably have stayed there until some dickhead opened the door,” she said, resigned to going in. She sheathed her knife and rummaged in one of her belt pouches, fetching a wooden rod about the size and thickness of Mark’s forefinger. The tip was some kind of compressed yellow powder reminiscent of a match head; an impression that was confirmed when Jacqlyn scraped it against the door frame and the powder ignited like a flare. 
 
    “I’ve got three more of these and each lasts an hour,” she said, drawing her knife again. “Two hours in, two hours to get out.” 
 
    “Seems reasonable,” Mark said. The light illuminated a large, yawning space beyond the threshold. “Let’s see what there is to see.” 
 
    The flare was bright, but the dimensions of the interior of the structure were large enough that Mark felt like its light was being swallowed by the darkness. The entranceway was a large-vaulted chamber, with human-sized doors leading to the left and the right, and a larger double door leading further into the interior of the structure. 
 
    Find me—the thought seemed like it was coming from behind the double doors, somehow. 
 
    “We’re taking the left door,” Mark said, walking toward it. Jacqlyn followed close behind, holding the flare aloft. “I want to make sure the perimeter is clear before going any deeper into this thing.” 
 
    Like the exterior door, this one was built from perfectly preserved oak planks, with black wrought iron hinges in the shape of dragon’s flames. It opened easily once Mark’s hand touched the dragon-head doorknob, and it swung open without a sound. 
 
    That was creepier than if it creaked the whole way open, Mark thought. 
 
    On the other side, they found a long, wide passageway. If Mark had to guess, it would be roughly the size and shape of the edge of the bottom tier of the ziggurat.  
 
    The space wasn’t completely dark. It had been hard to tell from the outside, but there were a multitude of small gaps in the exterior walls that allowed sunlight and air to flow into the structure. The air was a bit stale but not unbreathable. A part of him admired the forethought that went into the construction. He’d have loved to have made something this interesting during his life on Earth. 
 
    Under the first of these windows was a coffin. 
 
    Mark approached it cautiously. It was more like a sarcophagus, he decided, noting the carved relief of a dragonkin warrior depicted on the lid of the container. It was lying in rest, wings furled by its side, its hands on its chest. The sarcophagus was carved from pale limestone, with a scale-and-claw motif ringing the base of the box. 
 
    “Mark, you are absolutely forbidden from opening that fucking—” 
 
    Mark was already at the side of the coffin, straining to push the lid at one corner. It took all of his strength, but it budged. Soon it was wedged open enough that Mark could get a good look at where the head would be. 
 
    “Can you bring the light over?” Mark said, waving behind his back for Jacqlyn to come closer. She sighed and did as he asked, her knuckles turning white as she gripped her weapon. 
 
    “I’m just saying,” Jacqlyn said, “places like these, you have to be care—the fuck am I looking at?” 
 
    “It’s a dead Scaleblade,” Mark said. The light fell on a bleached white dragonkin skull, its Aether Crystal—dull and as lifeless as the skeleton—still embedded in the bone. “I mean, it figures given the carving on the lid, but…” 
 
    He looked down the corridor, where the light revealed another coffin, and another, evenly spaced beneath the windows.  
 
    If these ring the entire ground floor, there must be hundreds of them, Mark thought. 
 
    “There’s some kind of channel in the ground,” Jacqlyn said, pointing.  
 
    Mark turned to look. She was right: someone had chiseled out a drainage path leading from the base of the sarcophagus toward the inner wall of the chamber, and then up the wall to the ceiling. 
 
    “This isn’t a cemetery,” Mark said, thinking aloud. “They were…” 
 
    “Powering them up?” Jacqlyn guessed. “Maybe, some kind of super-juice pours down the walls and into the coffin? 
 
    “Maybe,” Mark said. “You ever heard of anything like this?” 
 
    “Never,” Jacqlyn said with a visible shudder. “I mean, I’ve delved into ruins to look for artifacts from before the Kings’ War, but this is something else.” 
 
    “The Kings’ War?” Mark asked as he walked around the sarcophagus to close the lid. 
 
    “This one of those stupid questions I’m not supposed to ask you about, huh?” Jacqlyn asked. “Story goes, a long, long time ago, there were dozens of Dragon Kings. Each with their own little kingdoms, each wanting to be top dog, top dragon. Anyway, each of them went nuts, draining the land to make Aether Crystals as fast as they could to build their dragon armies. When the dust settled, only four of them remained, and the land was—” 
 
    Mark started pushing at the sarcophagus lid. The sound of stone scraping on stone cut off what Jacqlyn was saying. It took a couple of shoves to get it moving— 
 
    A bony claw gripped the edge of the coffin. 
 
    “Fuck!” Jacqlyn screamed, jumping back.  
 
    Mark put his back into shoving the stone lid, pushing it the rest of the way closed—or he would have, if the lid hadn’t been stopped by the skeletal dragonkin’s other hand. 
 
    FIND! ME! 
 
    The voice echoed in Mark’s head, and he staggered back, clutching his temples. The skeleton warrior threw the lid of the sarcophagus aside as if it weighed no more than a blanket. It crashed to the ground but didn’t shatter. 
 
    “MARK!” Jacqlyn yelled, backing away as the creature levered itself upright. All around them came the sound of rattling bones and the crash of skeletal fists on the inside of sarcophagus lids. 
 
    The dead Scaleblade’s skull rose into view, blank empty eyes scanning the room. Mark’s own skull felt like it was being split in two, an intense stabbing pain that threatened to overwhelm him. 
 
    “Stop!” Mark yelled, and his voice echoed throughout the hallway. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    The restless dead in the other coffins went still, their hideous chattering and rattling dying out. The dragonkin skeleton that was on the verge of rising from its grave sat frozen in place. 
 
    “I’m not complaining,” Jacqlyn said, in the tone of someone who was in fact complaining. “But this is the creepiest fucking shit I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “How do you think I feel?” Mark said, sinking to a kneeling position on the cold stone floor. The pain was gone, but his head still ached, an echo of agonies past.  
 
    “So, uh, can you tell your new pet to lie back down? Please?” Jacqlyn asked. “’Cos it’s still looking at me like I’m breakfast, and I don’t appreciate it.” 
 
    “I can…try.” Mark said. When he thought about it, his yelled command felt like it came from the same place his elemental magics did. He got to his feet and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Lie still,” he said in the same tone one would take with a disobedient dog. Mark felt ridiculous, but it worked. 
 
    With slow, deliberate motions, the dragonkin skeleton levered itself back into its resting place and folded its bony hands across its chest. 
 
    “Lie still,” Mark repeated for emphasis. “Forever.” 
 
    Nothing and nobody moved. 
 
    “Let me give you a hand with that lid,” Jacqlyn said, reluctantly sheathing her knife and putting the flare on the dusty ground.  
 
    Mark nodded, and they worked together in silence to lift the heavy stone coffin lid back into place. 
 
    That done, Jacqlyn dusted off her hands and retrieved the flare, holding it high above her head. The corridor stretched on and on, further than the light could reach. 
 
    “There must be hundreds of these fucking things,” she said. “Fuck’s sake, Mark. How did you do that? What are you?” 
 
    “I wish I knew,” he said. 
 
    Find. Me. 
 
    The inner voice was calmer now, as if Mark’s actions had mollified it somewhat. 
 
    “But something tells me this place has answers,” he continued. “I think it’s time to open the central door.” 
 
    The central door opened into a large spacious atrium. When this place was in use, it would have been lit by the many braziers that hung from the walls—brass bowls made to resemble plates held in dragon’s claws hanging from stylized brass dragon arms.  
 
    The construction worker in Mark thought the dragon motif was overdone at this point, and he wondered how stuffy the room would have gotten with all the braziers lit and with nowhere for the air to go—at least, not that he could see in the dim light. 
 
    The atrium was dominated by a large stone staircase that led up to the next level. Around the edge of the atrium was storage space. He could see what could only be described as an armory for the dead Scaleblades. Racks of weapons too large for mortal men and suits of armor of a material he didn’t recognize, that looked made for a dragonkin. 
 
    Other rooms off the atrium appeared to be storehouses: crates and barrels containing God knew what centuries old goods. Another room appeared to be a blacksmith’s forge, with a chimney rising out of the ceiling heading who knew where and a vast variety of tools, anvils, hammers, and molds, many of which Mark didn’t recognize, scattered through the space. 
 
    There were barracks too, although there were nowhere near enough beds to accommodate all of the dead dragonkin that ringed the ground level. 
 
    “Looks like this place was ready for a siege,” Jacqlyn said as they picked their way through one of the storerooms. “I wouldn’t eat a damn thing here, but these would have held dried food, still water…enough for an army.” 
 
    “Doesn’t make sense,” Mark said as they left the room and walked to the foot of the giant staircase. “Why have all these provisions if you’re just going to lock your troops in coffins to die?” 
 
    The stairs led into another chamber like the one they entered. Three doors, one leading further into the second tier, two more leading to the left and right wings of this level. Over Jacqlyn’s objections, Mark took the lefthand door again. 
 
    More sarcophagi, but larger and less numerous. The lids had identical statues depicting a drake kneeling, head outstretched and proud, nose pointing along the same line as the carved channel leading from the base of the coffin to the inner wall, then up the inner wall to the ceiling. 
 
    Jacqlyn pushed past Mark and started pacing between the sarcophagi. He hurried to keep up with her, looking at the coffins nervously in case the occupants decided to greet them, but they were as silent and still as the grave. 
 
    “OK, I’m seeing a pattern,” Jacqlyn said finally. “If I’ve got the math right, there’s probably a hundred of these things on this level. I didn’t get an accurate count of the first level—” 
 
    “A thousand,” Mark said, certain but unable to say why. “A thousand dragonkin, a hundred drakes—” 
 
    “Ten dragons?” Jacqlyn asked, turning to face him. “And then what? What aren’t you telling me, Mark?” 
 
    “When I know what I’m not telling you, I’ll tell you,” he said. “But I think we can draw some conclusions from what we know so far.” 
 
    “Right,” Jacqlyn said, turning to follow Mark as he led them back to the second floor’s entrance. “This must have been some kind of base for one of the Dragon Kings of old, during the Kings’ War. That much is obvious.” 
 
    “Which makes it all the stranger that whoever built this would bury their dead here,” Mark added as they came to face the double door leading into the central chamber. “Those channels…they kind of look like they’re for more than just decoration.” 
 
    “You don’t say,” Jacqlyn said, deadpan. “You ready?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Mark said, placing one hand on the door. It swung open at his touch, on silent well-oiled hinges. 
 
    Behind the door was a king’s ransom. 
 
    If the first floor was an armory, the second floor was a treasury. The atrium opened into room after room piled with treasure. Gold, gems, artworks—more wealth than Mark would ever see in a thousand lifetimes, left lying in huge piles. 
 
    Open mouthed, Mark walked into the nearest room, where numerous gold coins sat in a heaped pile. He ran his hand through it, feeling the cold metal, letting the money fall through his fingers. 
 
    “This is…” he said, his voice full of awe. 
 
    “Worthless,” Jacqlyn said.  
 
    Mark turned to stare at her. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “Nobody uses gold in the real world,” she said, waving her hand about the chamber. “Money is only worth anything if someone is willing to take it, and gold is the exclusive property of the Dragon Lords. Anyone caught with any amount of gold, they have it confiscated, and their right hand is removed—if they’re lucky.” 
 
    “So, why would anyone hoard all this?” 
 
    Mine. 
 
    “Who the fuck knows?” Jacqlyn said with a shrug. “Dragons hoard things, Mark. They hoard mana, they hoard power, they hoard shiny things. Human lives are nothing next to their greed.” 
 
    Mark looked at the handful of round coins in the palm of his hand. On Earth, this room would have probably made him a billionaire. As he ran his fingers through a pile, he figured this must be what the kids from The Goonies felt like on One-Eyed Willy’s ship. 
 
    “Real currency? Brass scales. That’s what you want.” Jacqlyn walked over to him and rested her hand on his shoulder. “In the villages, people trade food and services between each other freely and keep a ledger that records every transaction enumerated in scales. At the end of the year, when any surplus is sold to market, everyone settles up their debts. In the cities, brass scales are the only coin that counts. This stuff? It’s just soft, shiny metal.” 
 
    Mark let the coins fall back into the pile with a sigh. 
 
    “OK,” he said. “Let’s see what’s behind door number three.” 
 
    Another flight of stairs, another double door that swung open at Mark’s touch. This antechamber was more ornate than the other two. Its walls were made from pale limestone, with rotten tapestries and columns carved with draconic motifs incorporated at the top of them. Again, there was a door to the left and the right, and a large double door ahead of them. 
 
    “Hold up,” Jacqlyn said. “Before we go in here. We’re not going to explore the side passages this time.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Mark said, confused. “What if there’s more skeletons?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Jacqlyn said. “The ones on the first floor didn’t start moving until you fucked with the casket, and we don’t know if your hocus-pocus will work on the bigger ones. So, safest option, we don’t mess around.” 
 
    “Fair,” Mark said. He pushed open the double doors to the fourth floor, and they entered the fourth-floor atrium. 
 
    This floor was even more elaborate. Someone had painted a large mural on the walls. The colors of the fresco had faded over the years, but the scene was still legible. 
 
    “Someone had a high opinion of themselves,” Jacqlyn said, pointing at the central figure. 
 
    The mural depicted countless dragonkin soldiers driving human fighters before them, putting them to the sword, spear, and flame with their breath. Above them, drakes and dragons filled the skies, raining fire and lightning down on the fields below. 
 
    The exterior wall behind the staircase they’d ascended dominated the room. The Dragon King—it couldn’t be anyone else—was depicted here as a monstrous lizard as tall as the entire wall, with three pairs of batlike wings. Yellow eyes with vertical slits were painted on the membrane of each wing, and ten horns sprung from his head to curl up to form a pointed crown. 
 
    “Definitely compensating for something,” Mark agreed. “Do Dragon Kings really look like that though?” 
 
    “Nobody knows,” Jacqlyn said. “Nobody has seen one in generations. They stay in their lairs and let their Lords do the dirty work.” 
 
    “Sounds about right. You ready?” 
 
    “As I’ll ever be,” she said, turning back to face the inner door. 
 
    Mark walked alongside her and pushed it open. Again, the doors swung open as easily as it would have the day it was installed. 
 
    This central chamber looked like the world’s biggest, dustiest mad scientist’s laboratory. Shelf after shelf of books lined the walls, complete with ladders on wheels to reach the upper shelves. Several large desks dotted the room, some set up as reading or writing desks, while others were covered with glass tubes and cylinders in shapes much weirder than any Mark had seen in his high school science class. One table must have been for vivisections or torture, judging by the trolley of knives, screws, and clamps next to it and the leather restraints built into the table. 
 
    “No prizes for guessing what went on here,” Jacqlyn muttered. She sheathed her knife and walked to one of the bookcases, holding the flare up and running her finger along the spines. “I don’t recognize the language.” 
 
    Mark moved to one of the desks with an open book on it. “Can you bring the light over? There’s a diagram here.” 
 
    Jacqlyn complied, bending over the table to get a look at the parchment. The ink was faded but still legible. 
 
    The diagram depicted the temple in an isometric cross-section, each tier drawn so the reader could see the sarcophagi. Judging from the diagram, the estimates of numbers they’d made earlier were correct: It looked like the bottom tier had two hundred and fifty coffins per side, the next tier up had twenty-five per side, and the next tier up had three on the side facing the reader, with a notation that the other three sides had two sarcophagi each. 
 
    The diagram also showed the channels leading from each coffin to the inner walls, with arrows beside them indicating the flow of…something. 
 
    The arrows pointed up, not down. 
 
    “They weren’t powering them up,” Mark said. “They were draining them. Harvesting them.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, that’s much more in character,” Jacqlyn added. “Silly me, thinking a King would give his followers power instead of taking it.” 
 
    “But why?” Mark wondered aloud. “I mean, he went through the trouble of dishing out all these Aether Crystals to his followers in the first place. Why do that if you’re just going to sacrifice them all later?” 
 
    MINE.  
 
    “Because Dragon Kings are psychopaths. Who knows why those fucks do anything?” Jacqlyn shrugged. “Come on. We’re losing light. Let’s finish our tour of this house of horrors.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice.” Mark ran his fingers over the paper. The intrusive thoughts were only getting stronger the higher up the pyramid they went. “Just, one last thing before we go.” 
 
    He turned to face her and took a big, deep breath. “I don’t think we’re alone here.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Jacqlyn said, putting one hand on her hip and giving him a flat stare. “Skeleton dragonkin, remember?” 
 
    “No, it’s more like I’ve been hearing voices.” The words fell out of his mouth in a jumble, as if he needed to get them out before the mysterious voice stopped him. “It’s like, a thought, but it’s not my thoughts. Telling me I need to find something. Find someone.” 
 
    He sensed the presence growing angry with him, and a sharp pain gathered in his temples. 
 
    “And you not only decided to listen to the magical mystery fuckhole telling you to enter the abandoned, foreboding tomb filled with dancing dragon bones, you’re only telling me now?” 
 
    The pain shot between his temples, gathering behind his eyes with such a pressure he feared they might burst. His brain seared as if it was branded with a hot iron, the organ seeming the thrum against his skull with the beats of his heart. 
 
    Mark squeezed his eyes shut.  
 
    “This is important,” he managed, through gritted teeth. “You said it yourself. We need answers! And whatever is in here, it could have been a threat to the group. We needed to make sure it was safe for them!” 
 
    Crush her! the voice insisted. Insolence! She is nothing. Make her kneel! 
 
    Jacqlyn shook her head and sighed. “OK. OK. You’re right. I don’t like it, but you’re right. Just tell me you’re not going to do anything the voices in your head tell you to do.” 
 
    “I promise,” Mark said. “I can handle it. That said, if I, I don’t know, start levitating and saying some shit like ‘behold my real ultimate power,” just kill me. Don’t hesitate.” 
 
    “Mark, you’re my friend and I appreciate everything you’ve done,” Jacqlyn said, looking him dead in the eye. “But if you start talking like the villain in a bad story, I will fucking murder you. Twice if I have to.” 
 
    He smiled and put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “What else are friends for?” 
 
    She smiled back and neither of them spoke for a moment too long. 
 
    “Anyway,” she said finally, and Mark took his hand back. “Ready for the last stop on the horror show?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Mark said with a smile. He turned and began walking up the stairs to the last door. 
 
    Unlike the others, these doors seemed to be made from pure gold—or at least they were gold plated, with a bas-relief sculpture of the same Dragon King from the fresco outside. There were no handles, no visible locks. Mark had the impression that these doors were designed to only open for one person, one specific person. 
 
    Nevertheless, it slid open at his touch. Each door retreated into the surrounding walls as if moving on invisible rollers. 
 
    “Neat trick,” Mark said.  
 
    The room beyond was dark and seemed to swallow the light of Jacqlyn’s flare. Mark felt compelled to enter anyway. He took one step over the threshold, then another— 
 
    Only for the doors to slam shut behind him. Jacqlyn cried out and started banging on the door, but Mark paid no attention.  
 
    Suddenly, the room was lit by a ring of the same hanging braziers from earlier, glowing balls of pale light floating in each one. This gave him enough light to see what could only be the source of the imperious, proud voice that had lured him here. 
 
    Seated on a giant marble throne, was the desiccated and lifeless corpse of a Dragon King. 
 
    Mark’s only comparison in terms of scale was the Lincoln Monument, something that he’d only ever seen in movies. The thing before him was, in the oldest sense of the word, awesome—inspiring awe. Even in its diminished and withered state, he recognized the figure from the fresco, from the diagram of the ziggurat, from the carved doors outside. 
 
    A giant, lizard-like bipedal monster, with three sets of parchment-thin wings. Ten horns, five on each side of its elongated head, curved up to form a pointed crown. Its scales were a dull, lifeless brown. 
 
    Hello, Mark, the voice in his head said. I think it is time you and I had a little talk.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mark looked up at the colossal corpse in front of him. This was what he was meant to fight? This was what had been whispering in his head ever since the ship crashed? 
 
    “Don’t worry, Jacqlyn!” Mark shouted. “I’m all right!” 
 
    “The fuck you are!” she yelled. Her voice was muffled. “Stay put, I’m going to get help.” 
 
    The door can’t be solid gold, Mark thought briefly. Good thing it's thin enough that she can hear me. 
 
    Get your minion under control, Mark, the voice in his head said with a contemptuous air. 
 
    “She’s not my minion,” Mark muttered. 
 
    “What did you say?” Jacqlyn asked. 
 
    “Give me five minutes,” Mark said. “I’m just going to have a conversation with that voice in my head I mentioned earlier.” 
 
    “Absolutely no floating and speechifying, Mark, I mean it,” Jacqlyn said. “Five minutes, then I’m tearing this place down brick by brick.” 
 
    You allow her too much latitude, the voice said. You have much to learn. 
 
    “Why don’t we start with who the fuck you are?” Mark said out loud. He wanted Jacqlyn to at least hear his half of the conversation. 
 
    In my time, I razed cities and raised armies. I feasted on the flesh of my enemies and bathed in their blood. I amassed riches, Mark, riches incomparable to even what you have seen here today.  
 
    “I didn’t ask how big your dick is,” Mark said. “I asked who you are.” 
 
     My name is…lost to me. You may address me as the Forgotten King. 
 
    “He says he’s the ghost of some big shot Dragon King,” Mark called out. “Except he doesn’t remember his name.” 
 
    “Can’t have been that big a deal then,” Jacqlyn said. “And yours is definitely bigger.” 
 
    “When did you—never mind. So, care to tell me why you’ve locked me in here?” 
 
    A King does not allow his subjects to speak so flippantly in his presence, Mark. 
 
    “I’m no king. I asked you a question.” 
 
    I have granted you an audience because we may be of use to each other. You have questions, about yourself, about this new world. I have answers. 
 
    “So, you’re the one who brought me here?” Mark asked, narrowing his eyes. 
 
    As powerful as I am, the movement of souls between worlds is outside of my control. It is merely chance that brought you to Phandar, and chance again that brought you to this place. I did not bring you here, but I know what you are. 
 
    “Then stop being coy and tell me.” 
 
    You are a slumbering giant. A Dragon King. 
 
    Mark didn’t have a retort. The silence between them stretched on uncomfortably long. His brain struggled to process the words even when he took them one at a time. 
 
    “What’s going on, Mark?” Jacqlyn asked, worry in her voice. “I can go get the others and get you out of there—” 
 
    “It’s OK, Jacqlyn,” Mark said. “He’s just telling me some bullshit about my…reincarnation theory.” 
 
    I am not a liar, Mark, the Forgotten King said in his mind. At least, a monarch need not lie to his peers. In a past life, in this world, you were like me: a King among men, ruler of all you surveyed. 
 
    Mark’s blood boiled. He couldn’t imagine himself as anything like this arrogant, entitled pile of bones. 
 
    How else can you explain your ability to share the power contained within an Aether Crystal? Your power to see another’s Dragonsoul? Your authority over the skeletons in this tomb? You were once a Dragon King, and with my help, you can be one again. 
 
    “That’s the sticking point, isn’t it,” Mark said, choosing to focus on the practical matter and leave the metaphysics for later. “How do you think you can help, and what will it cost?” 
 
    I can teach you many things, Mark. I can guide you as you grow into your power. You may use this place as your sanctuary, you may use its tools and treasures however you wish. With my tutelage, you could grow to be the mightiest Dragon King in the world. You would be King of Kings, Mark, able to bend any and all to your will with but a word. 
 
    “And the catch?” Mark asked. 
 
    I only ask that you end my existence. 
 
    “What did he say?” Jacqlyn asked. 
 
    “He says he can teach me to use my powers. All we have to do in return is kill him.” 
 
    I am already dead, Mark. I exist only as an echo, a resonance imbued in the stones of this tomb. When you have decided you are done with me, my only request is that you stamp this echo out, that my soul be freed to move on to my next life. 
 
    “The only part of that sentence I like is killing him,” Jacqlyn replied. “You can’t trust him, whatever he is.” 
 
    A gesture of good faith then, the voice said. 
 
    The doors to the chamber slowly opened, and Jacqlyn rushed inside, knife drawn, flare held high. 
 
    “Mark, we have to get the fuck out of here now,” she insisted, looking around the room.  
 
    “Just a moment,” he said, holding out one hand. His gaze hadn’t left the giant mummy in front of him. “I have a few more questions. How did you end up like this? As an…echo?” 
 
    You surmised earlier that this place was the site of a ritual, the Forgotten King said, a hitch in his voice. The ritual was designed to channel the power of the Aether Crystals bound to my followers back into myself, to fuel my ascension to an even greater level of power. I…miscalculated. The power was such that I was unable to contain it. My soul was separated from my body, and yet I did not die. I have been trapped in this place for untold ages, waiting for one like yourself to wake me. 
 
    “You don’t strike me as the suicidal type, Forgotten King. More to the point, if non-existence is your wish, why haven’t you done it before now?” 
 
    It is no small thing to snuff out a soul or break the ties that bind it. After the ascension ritual misfired, I was not left with enough strength to release my bonds to this place. 
 
    “He says he fucked up some big magic thing and he’s not strong enough to kill himself,” Mark said for Jacqlyn’s benefit. 
 
    “That’s nice, now can we go?” Jacqlyn said. 
 
    “Last question. The only way I’d even consider this is if you tell me how to get rid of you up front.” 
 
    I will do that now, the Forgotten King said. There is a book in my study, titled A Treatise on Soul Resonance. That book contains all you need to know to destroy me. 
 
    “OK. Jacqlyn, we’re out of here, but we’re taking a short detour through the library.” 
 
    “Works for me.” Jacqlyn stared up at the mummified body of the Forgotten King. “The only reason I want to come back here is to burn this fucker to the ground.” 
 
    If that would release me, I would welcome it, the King whispered in Mark’s mind. Regardless, I trust that you will make the right decision in the end. 
 
    “We’ll discuss this later,” Mark said. “And as for you, King? I don’t like you poking about in my head.” 
 
    Of course. Take all the time you need to consult with your minions, but remember that as the King, the final decision is yours and yours alone. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Mark muttered. He was going to have to have words with this spirit, when all was said and done. 
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Mark and Jacqlyn wasted no time returning to the crash site—apart from a short trip to the library to grab the book the Forgotten King claimed would destroy him.  
 
    When they arrived, they found that Amalica had been busy. The remaining crew had been healed to the best of her abilities, and she looked exhausted. 
 
    The Grateful Orphan had crashed into a copse of trees and was more-or-less upright, although leaning on a noticeable angle to one side. Amalica had turned the deck into an open-air hospital, using whatever supplies the ship had on hand to bandage wounds and set splints where she had had to ration her magical healing. 
 
    “Your gal’s a trooper,” Liberty said to Mark when he climbed aboard. “Wish I had ten more of her.” 
 
    “She’s one of a kind,” Mark said, smiling softly. It faded. “Listen, I think we need to talk about what we found and what our next move should be.” 
 
    “Right,” she said. “We can use the stateroom. I’ll get the crew together—”  
 
    “I’d like to keep the circle small. At least at first,” Mark cut in. 
 
    “This crew isn’t a dictatorship, Mark,” Liberty said. “I may be the captain, but I don’t rule by decree. Everyone is involved in major decisions.” 
 
    “I respect that,” Mark said. “And we’ll take what we discuss to them. It’s just…” 
 
    “There’s some spooky shit going on, and he’s not sure how they’ll take it,” Jacqlyn said. “Trust me. We’ll need Mayvelle, and Marchello might have some input as well.” 
 
    “Fine,” Liberty said. “But we’re not hiding anything from them. That’s not how we do things.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to,” Mark said. “I just…I don’t know what this all means, and we need to strategize.” 
 
    Liberty nodded before she turned to fetch Mayvelle and Marchello. Amalica stood from where she was kneeling next to an injured sailor, then walked toward Mark and Jacqlyn. She was still in her dragonkin body, and her tail dragged on the deck behind her as if she just didn’t have the strength to hold it up anymore. 
 
    “Thank you for lending this to me,” she said, handing the Aether Crystal back to Mark. “I wouldn’t have been able to do as much as I did without it.” 
 
    “You look dead on your feet,” Mark said. “We’re about to have a meeting with Liberty to talk about our next moves, do you need to rest first?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she said as softly as her draconic voice allowed. “Could you change me back though? I’m still not used to this body.” 
 
    Mark nodded and touched her shoulder. A brief flash of aquamarine light later, and she was back to her normal self. She ran her fingers through her long blonde hair and blinked her bright blue eyes, smoothing her crisp white dress down her thick, soft thighs. 
 
    “I’m never going to get used to this,” Jacqlyn said as Mark tucked the Aether Crystal back into its bag at his waist. 
 
    “If we want to win this war, we’ll have to,” Mark said. “Because I’m going to do whatever it takes, use any tool we have, to kill every fucking Dragon Lord and Dragon King there is.” 
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The forward stateroom was a fifteen-square-foot room under the forecastle, lit by oil lamps and a pair of portholes on the exterior wall. Mayvelle had lit the lanterns when they entered, while the rest of them took one of the straight-backed chairs around the large table that filled the center of the room. 
 
    Liberty, Marchello, and Mayvelle grabbed seats on one side of the table, leaving Mark, Jacqlyn, and Amalica to sit on the opposite side, with him in the middle. He didn’t like how this felt confrontational, but he did appreciate their reassuring presence. 
 
    Marchello was a thin young man, no older than twenty. He had pale skin and freckles, mousy brown hair, and brown eyes—in short, someone unremarkable. According to Liberty, he was a historian with an interest in pre-Kings’ War ruins. 
 
    “If anyone can tell you what’s going on with that place,” Jacqlyn had said, “it’s Marchello.” 
 
    The young man shrank into his seat, clearly unused to being the center of attention. 
 
    “It’s OK, kid,” Mark said, trying to reassure him. “No pressure. Just, anything you can contribute would be helpful.” 
 
    Mark started things off, describing their trip through the Forgotten King’s tomb. Jacqlyn chimed in with colorful expletive-laden contributions whenever Mark underplayed how creepy and fucked up the place was. 
 
    Mayvelle kept up a flat poker face, only raising her eyebrows at the mention of the blacksmith’s shop. Liberty, on the other hand, could barely contain her excitement at the description of all the weapons and resources just lying there for the taking. 
 
    Marchello was on the edge of his seat the whole time, speaking up only when Mark introduced the Forgotten King himself. 
 
    “Fascinating,” he said. “This is…unprecedented. Nowhere in the literature has anything like this even been hinted at before.” 
 
    “I’m more worried about some dragon ghost rummaging around in Mark’s head,” Jacqlyn said. “From the sound of things, he was reading your mind, or something.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Mark said. “I mean, maybe, but I don’t think he responded to anything we didn’t say out loud. Even that bit about me being from another world—” 
 
    “Just a moment,” Liberty said, holding up one hand. “You’re what?” 
 
    “Mark’s a reincarnation,” Amalica said. “The woman who taught me magic said that most people have lived past lives, it’s just that they don’t remember them. It’s rare for someone to remember a past life, let alone remember a life in another world.” 
 
    “I don’t remember anything about my life on Phandar,” Mark said. “Just…glimpses. Flashes. Before I woke up in Lord Andon’s keep, I was a construction worker in a world very different from this one. One without magic, and no dragons. The last thing I remember is being trapped in a burning building, trying to save my friend. Next thing I know, I woke up attached to an Aether Crystal.” 
 
    “It’s not unheard of,” Marchello said. “Research on this topic is inconsistent, but there are legends of reincarnated souls going back centuries.” 
 
    “That’s not all,” Mark said. This was the part he wasn’t sure how they were going to take, and his stomach felt hollow and empty. Yet he couldn’t keep this from them. 
 
    “He said that, in a past life, I was a Dragon King myself.” The words tumbled out of his mouth in a hurry, as if he needed to rush them out before he thought better of it. “He said he could teach me how to become one again.” 
 
    Everyone at the table stared at him in silence. 
 
    “Mark,” Amalica said, reaching out to touch his arm.  
 
    Jacqlyn scooted her chair back and turned to face him. 
 
    “Tell me you told him to fuck off,” she said. “Tell me you’re not considering it.” 
 
    “I don’t know!” Mark said, throwing up his hands. “I didn’t ask for any of this! Magic, dragons, killing the land to make magic gems, dragon skeletons! Forty-eight hours ago, my biggest problem was making enough money to pay rent. Now I’m, what, a freedom fighting dragon slayer? One of the very monsters I’m supposed to be fighting against?” 
 
    “Nobody thinks you’re going to be a monster,” Amalica said. Her voice was full of sympathy for him, but Mark could tell she was wrestling with this revelation. “It’s just…it’s a lot to take in.” 
 
    “It would explain some of the things we’ve seen Mark do,” Marchello said. He was more animated now, confident once the conversation steered into areas he was knowledgeable about. “Records recovered from Kings’ War ruins describe some long-dead Kings being able to share mana between their trusted lieutenants. The practice was considered less powerful than Bonding a stone directly to a follower, and it fell into obscurity.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Mark said. “All I know is, this world is hurting. People are starving, living in fear of monsters who would destroy the land they live on for just an ounce more power. I want to help. I’ll do anything if it means tearing down these tyrants and giving people the chance to live their lives free from want, hunger, and oppression. And if that thing can help me do that…” 
 
    “There is a saying,” Mayvelle cut in, her deep voice causing everyone to look at her. “‘The tools determine the work.’ It means, the tools you use cause you to do things in a certain way, because that’s how the tools must be used.” 
 
    “When all you have is a hammer, every problem looks like a nail,” Mark said. “I know what you mean.” 
 
    “Do you?” She fixed him with a gaze that seemed to bore into his soul. “The world is as it is because men took the tools they had—Aether Crystals—and kept using them, over and over again, until the land was ruined. How could they not? That’s what it means to be a Dragon King. To take and take and take until there is nothing left to be taken—and to still demand more.” 
 
    “That is so,” Liberty said, pausing as if considering her next words, “but we wouldn’t have survived the fight with Lord Andon without Mark’s abilities, and the aid of Jacqlyn and Amalica’s dragon forms. I was only a dragonkin myself for a brief time, but I felt how much stronger I was in that body. I could feel the power of mana at my fingertips. With that power, we could finally strike the blow the Resistance has been waiting for!” 
 
    “I know that feeling better than you,” Jacqlyn replied. “I hate it. It’s unnatural. Whenever I’m like that? I hate myself, and I hate what it lets me do. Nobody should have that kind of power. That’s why I’m fighting this war.” 
 
    “The power can be used to hurt or heal,” Amalica said. “If it wasn’t for the Aether Crystal fueling my healing magic, even more of the crew would be dead or dying.” 
 
    “You said it yourself, Mark,” she continued, turning her head to look at him. “That strength only means anything for what you can do with it. That you try to use your strength to lift people up, not keep them down. I believe you’re a good man. I know you are. And you’ll put these tools down when it’s time.” 
 
    “He may be a good man,” Mayvelle said. “Maybe all the Dragon Kings were, once. Maybe they told themselves the same things. But power corrupts. How do we know you’ll put these tools down when the time comes?” 
 
    “That’s the only thing stopping me from jumping at the opportunity,” Mark said. “We won’t be able to kill the Dragon Kings without power, but the price for that power may be just as bad.” 
 
    A heavy silence fell over the room. 
 
    “I think the fact that you’re worried about that, is the best argument we have for doing it,” Jacqlyn said. “I mean, maybe you were joking, but you did make me promise to kill you if you got, like, possessed or anything. If we do this, if you go too far—I intend to keep that promise.” 
 
    She locked eyes with Mark. He couldn’t help but admire her passion, her determination. She made him want to fight harder, to push himself for this cause, and despite the short time they’d had together, he already counted her as a good and true friend. 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect anything less,” Mark replied. “If anyone has to kill me, if anyone could—it would be you.” 
 
    There was a pregnant pause before Liberty broke into polite applause. 
 
    “Oh! Oh, that’s magnificent. I’m going to have to write this down. This is perfect dramatic material.” She looked around, leaning back in her chair to reach into a sideboard cupboard. She fetched a quill, ink jar and parchment from it. “I’m now one hundred percent on board with this plan.” 
 
    “Susan,” Mayvelle said, putting one large hand on her shoulder. “With all due respect, we shouldn’t be making plans based on what is most dramatically appropriate.” 
 
    “That’s not my only reason,” Liberty said, shrugging her friend’s hand off. “We’ve been fighting the Dragon Kings for longer than I’ve been alive. This is the first time I’ve seen anything that makes me think we could win, and not just make life marginally less shitty for ordinary people with secret supply runs. You look at Mark and see a threat. I look at him and see hope.” 
 
    Mayvelle folded her arms across her chest. 
 
    “The Forgotten King led us to this book,” Mark said, sliding it across the table to Marchello. “He said it would tell us how to kill him. Maybe something in there could help if I, you know, need to be taken out?” 
 
    “‘A Treatise on Soul Resonance,’” Marchello read. He opened the book and started leafing through it. “This definitely looks like a pre-War text. I’ll need to analyze it later, but it seems legitimate. I confess, I’m very keen to get a look at this library.” 
 
    “The Orphan will take a month at least to get airworthy again,” Mayvelle said. “We’ll need to find suitable masts elsewhere, because I’m not trusting lumber from the wastelands. The workshop will help.” 
 
    “If nothing else,” Jacqlyn said, “there’s mountains of dragon ivory in there that we can turn into weapons.” 
 
    “So, we lie low for a month or so,” Mark said. “I’ll see what I can learn from this…thing, while Marchello figures out his kill switch. We rest up, then come out swinging.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Liberty said, finishing the notes she was making. “As for what we tell the crew, I say we tell them the truth: That Mark is a powerful magic-user from a far-off land, and we’re going to plunder this tomb for pre-War relics to use in the fight.” 
 
    “What about me being a Dragon King?” Mark asked. 
 
    “We don’t know that for sure,” Liberty said. “We’ll tell them about the spirit in the temple, of course—if he starts whispering in anyone else’s head, I want to know about it—but until you start turning into a dragon yourself, I don’t see any reason to believe our disembodied landlord on that score.” 
 
    “Seems reasonable,” Mark conceded. “Long term, what happened in Tannerith? I still feel like it’s my fault.” 
 
    “Mark,” Amalica rushed to reassure him, but Mark held up a hand. 
 
    “I know it’s not, but seeing how carelessly the Scaleblade treated that place, it sticks in my craw. If we can liberate the city…” 
 
    “That will mean killing Lord Andon,” Liberty said. “And if you want to make it stick, you’ll need to be prepared to fight off reprisals from the other Lords. There’s a reason the Resistance doesn’t hold territory.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s time we did,” Mark said, conviction in his voice. “Maybe the people need to see there’s another way, a better way to live than under the heels of tyrants.” 
 
    “Ooh,” Liberty said, reaching for her pen again. “That’s another great line. You’re going to be playwriting gold, I can tell.” 
 
    “Ignore her,” Mayvelle said. “She’s impossible when she gets like this.” 
 
    “Oh, I remember,” Jacqlyn said. “Remember when we brought in the grain to relieve the famine at Mourningholme?” 
 
    “Hey!” Liberty said. “People can’t live on grain alone. They need to be inspired.” 
 
    “The only inspiring thing about that speech was how brief it was,” Jacqlyn teased. 
 
    “In any case,” Mark said, trying to get the meeting back on track, “if I’m going to kill Lord Andon, I’d better start training.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Liberty said, chewing the end of her stylus. “Not terrible. I bet I can punch that up a bit. ‘I need to start training. Dragon slayer training.’” 
 
    “I think we’re done here,” Mayvelle said, pushing her chair back. “Susan? Join us on deck when you’re ready.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Liberty said. “What about, ‘To kill a dragon, I needed to fight. Train. Survive.’” 
 
    Mark and the others had all gotten to their feet and were heading to the door, leaving Liberty to her own devices.

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next few weeks quickly settled into a routine. 
 
    The first item of business was to make the crash site a semi-permanent base of operations. Mayvelle may not have trusted the strange black timber of the wastelands to be suitable as a mast for her ship, but she did deem it necessary to use it to construct a series of scaffolds to allow her to work on the ship without risking it tipping over.  
 
    This task was made easier with the help of Mark’s powers. Linking an Aether Crystal to Amalica gave him access to the water-chainsaw, and once he taught the technique to Amalica, the two of them were able to quickly fell trees that would have taken hours for the crew to cut down on their own. The surviving crew of The Orphan were then able to use hand tools to strip the trees while Mark and Amalica secured more lumber. 
 
    While they worked, he asked a few questions about what, exactly, the wastelands were. 
 
    “I wish I could tell you,” Amalica said during a short break to take in food and water from the ship’s stores. “I mean, we have stories and legends, but little in the way of facts. Everyone knows that the wastelands are what happens when the land is drained of mana beyond its ability to replenish itself.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that mean nothing should grow here?” Mark asked, confused. “If mana is what makes plants and crops grow, wouldn’t a lack of mana just leave an area barren?” 
 
    “That’s the part nobody can explain,” Amalica said. She was in her dragonkin form and was squirting water from a waterskin down her throat between sentences. “Trees and plants still grow, but they’re sick, twisted. Some say it’s the land’s way of creating a way to retrieve its lost energy. The monsters that come from the wastelands are drawn to the good land, and if left to their own devices will try to suck that mana out of the ground.” 
 
    “So, they’re, what, vampires?” Mark asked. 
 
    “I don’t know that term,” Amalica said. “There’s a theory that the monsters are like ants, though: going out in search of food to take it back to their nest. Except the food is mana.” 
 
    “So, what happens when a monster takes the mana back to the nest?” Mark asked. 
 
    “Nobody knows,” Amalica said with a shrug. “It rarely happens these days. Between the village militia and the Dragon Lord’s monster hunts, the monster population is kept low.” 
 
    Once the crew had stripped the tree trunks, Mark and Amalica, under Mayvelle’s instruction, would saw them into planks and beams. From there, the crew would work together to build braces to keep the ship upright using materials from the ship’s hold. 
 
    “I don’t like sailing without spare parts,” Mayvelle had said when Mark queried her on how well-stocked the ship proved to be. Ropes, pulleys, nails, hand tools—there was little they needed that Mayvelle hadn’t squirreled away.  
 
    This operation took three full days and would have taken a lot longer without Mark and Amalica’s draconic abilities. 
 
    Jacqlyn had avoided helping in this effort, saying she would be more useful scouting the woods in case of roaming monsters. Mark knew she was trying to avoid transformation as much as she could, but he had to admit her task was also necessary. She left in the morning and returned in the evening with an ever-expanding map of their surroundings. 
 
    The crew spent nights aboard the ship, and they ate from the ship’s stores of dried food and potable water. Mark had suggested using the barracks in the temple, but nobody felt comfortable sleeping there, and he couldn’t blame them. 
 
    Once the impromptu drydock was complete, Liberty summoned the crew to discuss their next steps. 
 
    “We need wood,” she said plainly. “Fresh, living wood that we can use to repair the ship’s masts. Any suggestions?” 
 
    “Mourningholme is the nearest village, by my reckoning,” the ship’s navigator said. Griff Tan was a middle-aged man with a blunt demeanor, salt-and-pepper hair, and scars earned in the Resistance’s service. “They’re friendly to the cause, too. I’m sure they’ll aid us.” 
 
    “They’ll need trade,” Wylese said. She was the ship’s quartermaster, a shrewd hawk-eyed woman with silver hair who kept a close eye on the rum, much to the rest of the crew’s disappointment. “We can’t expect them to give us something for nothing, and we don’t have much to spare ourselves.” 
 
    “What about the treasure in the tomb?” Mark asked. “There’s mountains of gold, gems—” 
 
    Everyone looked at him like he was crazy. 
 
    “I thought I explained this,” Jacqlyn said. “Give them that, and you’d be signing their death warrant.” 
 
    “Hang on,” Mark said, snapping his fingers. “There is something in there they’ll need. You said you could make weapons out of dragonbone, right?” 
 
    Mayvelle nodded. “Dragon ivory is one of the few things that can pierce a Scaleblade’s hide, and even if you don’t want to pick a fight with Lord Andon’s troops, it’s handy against wasteland beasts as well.” 
 
    “We have over a thousand dragon skeletons lying in that place, ready for the taking,” Mark pointed out. “Would that be something they’d want?” 
 
    Wylese stroked her chin. “Might be. Question is, how do we get it there?” 
 
    “I can carry two people and fly there,” Amalica offered. “As a drake, I mean. Mark would have to come too to keep the link between us, and, uh, whoever brokers the deal?” 
 
    “I’ve spent the last few months on a flying boat, what’s riding on drake-back compared to that?” Wylese said. “I expect they’ll want to see the Captain, too.” 
 
    Liberty cracked her knuckles. “I’ve been itching for a chance to try flying myself, Mark, if you’d let me use your gem again?” 
 
    Mark looked at Jacqlyn, who looked away. 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “No reason not to. How many bones should we bring?” 
 
    Wylese shrugged. “A dragonkin carcass is worth its weight in brass. If you bring me as much of a single skeleton as you can carry, that’ll be more than enough for what we need.” 
 
    “You don’t want to come with me?” Mark asked. “Point me at the choicest cuts?” 
 
    “No dice,” she held out both hands in surrender. “You’re the dragon-whisperer, you get to deal with, well, whatever ‘s in there.” 
 
    The next morning, Mark paid a visit to the Tomb of the Forgotten King. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Have you considered my offer? 
 
    “I have,” Mark said. He’d thought it best to pay the Forgotten King a visit before looting his tomb, if only as a courtesy. “And pending our historian deciphering the text of the unbinding ritual, I‘m inclined to accept. Tentatively.” 
 
    Good, the King said, and Mark was filled with a sense of overwhelming relief that he wasn’t sure was his own. Very good. 
 
    “I have questions,” Mark said. 
 
    I expect you do. 
 
    “When I first came here, the skeletons moved. What was that?” 
 
    Loyal soldiers, reacting to the presence of their rightful King, the voice in his mind said with audible amusement. Even in death, the dragonkin yearn to serve. 
 
    “Bullshit,” Mark replied, crossing his arms. “There’s no mana in this place, and magic needs mana to work.” 
 
    An unintended consequence of my failure to ascend, the King said. Should they have stepped foot beyond my tomb, the power animating them would fail. They are harmless to you. 
 
    “More likely you animated them like puppets to give me a scare.” 
 
    Believe what you like. They responded to your commands, did they not? 
 
    “My next question.” 
 
    As a Dragon King, you are a being of authority—the ultimate authority. When you speak with the Praetor’s Voice, there are few strong-willed enough to resist. 
 
    Mark frowned. 
 
    I sense your skepticism. Worry not. The urge within you to dominate, to command—that is what is invoked when you use the Voice. In time, it will come as natural as breathing. 
 
    “I don’t…” Mark’s head swam. He remembered how he felt when he commanded the skeleton, how much it hurt, how it made him sick to his stomach. “I don’t want that. I don’t want those things.” 
 
    You can lie to yourself all you want, Mark. The voice sounded smug. But I know you. That girl who was with you—she already looks to you for leadership. As well she might. You were born to lead. 
 
    “The bones,” Mark said, changing the subject. “Will anything happen if I take them?” 
 
    This place and its contents are yours to use as you wish, the King said. As is your right. 
 
    “Fine. Then I’m going.” He turned on his heels and started walking toward the doors to the King’s chamber. 
 
    Wait, the King said, and Mark thought he heard a hint of pleading in its mental voice. One more thing. Your minions…who is training them in the Arts? 
 
    Mark paused. He didn’t want to concede that he had no idea what the spirit was talking about, but on the other hand, this sounded like something he needed to know. 
 
    I thought so. The King’s smug voice filled his mind. The elements hold more secrets than you could imagine. Come back when your business is concluded, little king. There is so much to show you. 
 
    Mark chose to ignore him and kept walking down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Mark returned to the ship a couple of hours later, hauling two full sacks of bones. He met Liberty, Mayvelle, Wylese, Amalica, and Jacqlyn on the main deck.  
 
    Mayvelle’s eyes widened as she opened the sacks and peered inside. 
 
    “There’s enough here to keep us in bolts for months,” she said. It was the most excited Mark had seen her. “And you’re saying that place is just full of coffins of this stuff?” 
 
    “It’s not just dragonkin either,” Mark said. “There’s drakes, dragons…even the King himself.” 
 
    “That’s…” She gulped. “I’ve had ideas for what we could do with dragon ivory for years, but never had enough material to experiment.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to it,” Mark said. “Wylese, is this acceptable?” 
 
    “Oh, more than enough,” she said. She brushed her silver hair behind her ear. “Just one sack would be enough.” 
 
    “I think we should still take both,” Mark said. “We want to make sure they see the benefits of allying with us, and we can afford to be generous at this stage.” 
 
    “Fair call,” Liberty said. “Right, shall we be off? I’m eager to give this flying jag a jolly good go.” 
 
    “Of course,” Mark said with a smile. Her enthusiasm was infectious. He reached out with both hands, letting Amalica and Liberty take them. He closed his eyes, looking inward to direct the flow of energy from the Aether Crystals in the bag by his side. 
 
    This process was getting easier with practice. He found the bond between himself and Amalica quickly; to his mind’s eye, it blazed with aquamarine fire, a thick heavy cord of energy binding them. He needed next to no time to find and guide the energy from the larger Aether Crystal through this conduit and ignite her Dragonsoul. 
 
    The bond with Liberty, however, was still a fresh, newborn thing. A strand of cotton rather than the thick rope that was his connection to Amalica. It was enough, though, for him to take the energy from the smaller Gem and send it flowing into her. 
 
    All this took less than a second, and the cyan and sky-blue flashes of their transformations followed. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, he was surprised. He must have unconsciously used whatever trick he used to see Dragonsouls in people at the same time as the Link. He saw Jacqlyn’s Dragonsoul, the same bright red energy in the shape of a four-legged dragon as he had seen before.  
 
    But he saw something inside Mayvelle. He’d had a quick glimpse of this during the fight with Andon but hadn’t had a chance to investigate further until now. Mayvelle’s Dragonsoul was constructed from light brown energy, the color of fresh clay but glowing with an inner light. It had four legs, two wings and a tail, but instead of smooth scales, it was covered in craggy, broken slates of stone of uneven size. 
 
    Curious, he looked at Wylese. There was only the faintest of faint light within her, an amorphous candle-flame of red energy flickering inside her ribcage. 
 
    “Huh,” Mark said. He blinked once, twice, and the vision of his friends’ Dragonsouls faded. “That’s interesting.” 
 
    “Hmm?” Liberty said, distractedly. She was busy admiring her new body, twisting her head and hips to look at herself from as many angles as she could. Her sky-blue scales covered her arms and snout-nosed head, while her throat and chest were covered by light orange plates. Her breasts were contained by her corset, and her thin sinuous tail swayed back and forth as she inspected herself. Her wide wings opened and closed, like someone rolling their shoulders to loosen up. “What’s interesting?” 
 
    “I think Mayvelle has a Dragonsoul as well,” Mark said. “Wylese, I couldn’t see anything inside you other than a single, lonely spark of flame.” 
 
    Wylese laughed. “Just as well. I’m too old to be gallivanting around with wings and junk.” 
 
    “That can’t be,” Mayvelle frowned. “I’ve been through six different Reapings. If I was Dragonsouled, they would have taken me.” 
 
    “I’m starting to wonder if the Reapers just aren’t good at picking out Dragonsouled,” Amalica mused. Wylese jumped, Mark figured she wasn’t used to seeing a drake talk yet, and it was kind of odd hearing human words coming from a lizard’s mouth. “Also, didn’t you say you knew Hedge Magic, Mayvelle?” 
 
    “Most blacksmiths walk the Slow, Careful Path,” Mayvelle said with a nod. “It’s how we’re able to shape dragon ivory into arrowheads and other tools.” 
 
    “So, there might be a connection there,” Amalica continued. “Some correlation between Hedge Magic and having a Dragonsoul, and it’s just that the Reaping ignores people whose Dragonsouls haven’t fully developed?” 
 
    “That doesn’t explain me,” Jacqlyn chimed in. “I’m no Hedge Mage, and apparently I’m Dragonsouled too.” 
 
    “It’ll do for a working theory,” Mark said. “In the meantime, we should get going.” 
 
    “Right,” Amalica said, settling down on her four limbs so that Wylese and Mark could climb on. 
 
    “I took some time to make this,” Mayvelle said. She picked up what Mark had thought was just a pile of ropes at her feet and shook it loose to reveal what looked like a bit and bridle for a horse. “If we had leather and I could take measurements, I could get a better fit, but this is better than nothing.” 
 
    “Oh, that looks…interesting,” Amalica said diplomatically. “Uh. What is it?” 
 
    “Reins,” Mayvelle said. “This part goes in your mouth, then the others hold onto the rope so they don’t fall off. The design needs work, but it’s got to be better than nothing.” 
 
    “I see,” Amalica said, shifting on her feet. “We, um, haven’t had anyone fall off yet…” 
 
    “It’s just a precaution,” Mark said. “Good thinking, Mayvelle.” 
 
    “It just feels a bit undignified,” Amalica said with a slight huff. Nevertheless, she opened her mouth so that Mayvelle could present the metal cylinder she had scavenged from somewhere to use as a bite hold. 
 
    “Maybe the next iteration could be fastened around her chest?” Mark asked. “I’m not sure how practical the bit would be in combat, if she had to use her breath weapon.” 
 
    “Good point,” Mayvelle said. She withdrew her hands, and Amalica closed her mouth, the tube set uncomfortably behind her rearmost teeth. 
 
    “Ah pheel tho thtupid,” Amalica mumbled. 
 
    “All will be well,” Liberty said, spreading her wings. “And all manner of things will be well, Amalica. Just a temporary measure.” 
 
    She took one of the bags and handed the other to Wylese, who wrapped the neck of the sack around her wrist. Mark sat behind her and took the reins. She would be able to grab the rope if she needed to. 
 
    “Right then!” Liberty said, crouching. “Places, everybody! Lights, curtain, action!” 
 
    With a cry of joy from Liberty, a strangled squawk from Amalica, and a gasp of fright from Wylese, the dragonkin and drake jumped into the air and took off with a flap of powerful wings. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Mourningholme was only four hours away by air. 
 
    Griff, the navigator, had said it was about sixty miles as the dragon flies; the journey would take about four or five days with horse and cart, weather and monster attacks permitting. 
 
    Liberty had made the most of her maiden flight, whooping with delight and indulging in all manner of acrobatic stunts. More than once, Mark had thought she would plummet to the ground after wrapping her wings around herself to fall into a frightening death-defying stall, only for Liberty to open her broad wings with a flourish and complete a flawless loop-de-loop or barrel roll. 
 
    “This! Is! Amazing!” she yelled once, drawing closer to the tireless Amalica. 
 
    “Ai knowmph!” Amalica had replied, voice still muffled by the bridle. 
 
    Wylese turned out to be a nervous flier, keeping a white-knuckle grip on the rope and her sack of dragonkin bones.  
 
    Mark was mostly occupied with looking at the ground below them. The black-foliaged jungle had continued for maybe a couple of miles beneath them, before petering out into sparsely populated scrubland and barren flat fields. Occasionally they saw creatures moving—Amalica was flying too high and fast for Mark to get a good look at them, but the overall impression he got was that the wasteland monsters were the size and shape of black or brown bears, with similar coloration. 
 
    He didn’t like that they seemed to be moving in the same direction as they were. 
 
    Eventually, the wasteland gave way to the more familiar sight of prairie—still parched and dry land, but with stretches of hardy desert grass that were similar to pictures he’d seen of rural Texas. A few miles after that the scenery changed again, gradually turning into grassy heaths, tussock-clad foothills, and pine forests that reminded him of those trips to West Virginia. 
 
    Liberty indicated that they should land at the edge of one of these forests, one within sight of the village of Mourningholme itself. Amalica followed her down, and her claws had barely touched the earth before Wylese slid off her back and knelt on the ground. 
 
    “Oh, sweet spirits how I’ve missed you, ground,” she said, pressing her forehead to the rich damp earth. “I swear I’ll never leave you again.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” Liberty exclaimed, clapping her clawed hands in excitement and hopping on her powerful dragon-like legs. Her hat had somehow stayed firmly affixed to her head all through the flight and hadn’t fallen off despite all her acrobatics, and the corset she still wore made sure that the incongruous un-lizard-like breasts she had didn’t bounce with her. 
 
    “That was the single most incredible experience of my life!” she continued, holding one arm in the air and the other cocked on her hip. “Mankind’s oldest dream, to soar with the birds, fulfilled at last! Oh Mark, you have to let me do this again!” 
 
    Mark chuckled as he dismounted Amalica and helped her remove the bridle, which she practically spat out into his hands. “Well, we’ve still got the trip back, and after that we’ll see. I’m just glad you enjoyed it.” 
 
    “Oh! I completely forgot,” Liberty said. “I meant to see if I had a breath weapon, you know, like the Scaleblade or Amalica or Jacqlyn. Er, how would I go about testing that, again?” 
 
    “Maybe later,” Mark said. “We might have been spotted by the villagers, and we don’t want to frighten them more than we have to.” 
 
    “Right, right, business before pleasure,” Liberty said. “I suppose we’ll have to change back…” 
 
    She looked like a child being told her Christmas presents needed to be returned to the shop. “Later, Liberty. I promise,” Mark said, holding out his hands. 
 
    Amalica and Liberty put their claws in his hands, and in a dual flash of light, were returned to normal. Amalica still wore the same thigh-length dress she’d been wearing ever since the escape from Tannerith—apparently, the transformation also refreshed whatever clothes the person was wearing, which certainly cut down on the amount of laundry the girls had needed to do—while Liberty was back into the familiar leggings, shirt, and corset that she considered her trademarks as a swashbuckling air pirate. 
 
    She adjusted the hat on her head, coughed to clear her throat, then started walking. “Follow me, team. They know me here, so just let me do the talking.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    With a line like that, Mark had half expected they would be greeted with torches and pitchforks when they reached the village; the reality, however, was much more hospitable. 
 
    Mourningholme turned out to be a small community of three hundred or so people, with a series of farms growing a mix of grains and vegetables in plots, some sheep and cows, giving way to a central village of log cabins built around a well. Mark was surprised to see a small stream on the outskirts, turning a water wheel that he later learned was used to make grind wheat into flour. 
 
    Whenever they passed anyone in the fields, they would return Liberty’s enthusiastic greetings before resuming their work. The people seemed content, Mark thought that was the right word. His imagination had conjured the mental image of oppressed peasants with dirt on their faces toiling sadly in the fields like in movies, but in reality, the people of Mourningholme were just people. 
 
    When they reached the town square, Liberty was greeted by a mob of small children who seemingly sprung from nowhere. She reacted with mock surprise, stretching out her hands in surrender. 
 
    “No! Alas!” Liberty exclaimed in her hammiest voice. “The Defenders of Mourningholme! Have mercy on a poor pirate lass!” 
 
    “No mercy!” one of the urchins shouted, a boy of about ten with brown hair and a dirty freckled face. Mark guessed he was their leader. “Death to all who would plunder our home!” 
 
    “Ah, I am undone!” Liberty cried. “Unless I resort to my secret ultimate technique…” 
 
    “No!” the children yelled on cue. 
 
    “The lost art of…the Giga-Tickle!” 
 
    Liberty bent over and rushed toward the children, who laughed and scattered away from the sight of the feather-hatted woman cackling and wiggling her fingers. 
 
    Amalica giggled, and Wylese sighed. 
 
    “It’s like that everywhere we go,” Wylese said. “You watch, they’ll splash water on her next.” 
 
    True to form, four of the children had grabbed buckets half-filled with water from somewhere. With a shout, Liberty was drenched from head to toe. 
 
    Mark had to smile at the sight of her, looking for all the world like a drowned flamingo. 
 
    “Pirate treasure! Pirate treasure!” the children chanted in unison.  
 
    Liberty made a show of sighing and wallowing in defeat, patting her pockets to produce two medium-sized cheesecloth bags bulging with what Mark presumed were sweets. 
 
    “To the victors go the spoils,” Liberty said. “To the Defenders of Mourningholme, I yield. Enjoy this victory—” 
 
    Before she could finish her speech, the freckled ten-year-old leaped up and snatched the bags out of her hands, then vanished into the throng of children. They fled with their loot, laughing and yelling all the while. 
 
    “You spoil them,” a kindly older man said, approaching the party. He was dressed in hardy yet simple clothes and walked with a slight limp that necessitated the use of a gnarled cane. Mark guessed he would have been a strong man in his prime, and his deep tanned skin and salty brown hair spoke to a life lived outdoors.  
 
    “They’re doing me a favor, taking that tooth rot off my hands,” Liberty said as she did her best to wring out the tails of her wet shirt. Mark couldn’t help but notice how the blouse now clung to her shapely body; Amalica had to elbow him in the waist with a sly grin to get him to focus. 
 
    “Jonothall, this is Amalica Petkain and Mark Greene,” Liberty said, waving her hands by way of introduction. Mark held out his hand, and the other man took it with a firm shake. “New additions to the crew. And, no, Mark isn’t short for anything, I’ve asked.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to say a word,” Jonothall said with a smile. “What a man chooses to call himself is his business.” 
 
    “And what do they call you, sir?” Mark asked. “Are you the leader of this community?” 
 
    “Hah!” Jonothall scoffed. “You might as well attempt to herd cats. No, not the leader, but there are those who take my advice for some damn fool reason.” 
 
    “He’s being modest,” Liberty said. “The village elects a headman every year to act as their representative to the Lords and conduct trade with other towns, and Jonothall has had that job for the last, what, thirteen years?” 
 
    “Out of pity, mostly,” he said with a self-deprecating smile as he took Amalica’s hand for a polite shake. “A salve for an old cripple past his prime.” 
 
    “You’re even more dramatic than I am,” Liberty rolled her eyes. “Don’t listen to him, he’s a shrewd man with an eye for a bargain.” 
 
    “And an eye for the always lovely Wylese,” Jonothall said, turning his attention to the quartermaster. For her part, Wylese was standing with her arms crossed, the bags of bones at her feet. “It’s always a good day when the winds blow you to my door, my dear.” 
 
    “Hmph,” Wylese scoffed. “Don’t think you can butter me up, you old dog.” 
 
    Liberty leaned over and stage-whispered in Mark’s ear. “They do this every time, and it always ends the same way, don’t listen to her.” 
 
    The village headman laughed, and Wylese shot her captain a dirty look. 
 
    “Anyway!” he said, clapping his hands. You must be thirsty after such a long journey. Follow me, I have refreshments prepared. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jonothall led them into a large hall, where a platter of food had been placed on one of several long tables that took up most of the room. The refreshments were simple fare—bread and hard cheese with fresh water to wash it down. Between mouthfuls, Liberty gave a short, lightly edited version of the flight from the fires of Tannerith and their crash-landing in the wasteland jungle, omitting the Tomb of the Forgotten King. 
 
    She did say that Mark was “a sorcerer from a far-off land, able to use Aether Crystals in his magics,” but had stopped short of explaining the conversion of people to dragonkin and drakes. 
 
    “Military secrets, you understand,” she had said, tapping her nose. “I trust you, which is why I’m telling you this much, but what you don’t know you can’t have tortured out of you.” 
 
    “If I feared Lord Andon, I would have told you to go away when you first came to us,” Jonothall said gravely. “No matter how great our need.” 
 
    “We would have given you the food regardless,” Liberty said, suddenly serious. “We’re not in the business of extortion.” 
 
    “No. You’re in the revolution business,” Jonothall ran his hand through his hair. “We owe you a debt of gratitude—no, stop, Liberty. I know you don’t think of it that way, but we do. If you hadn’t brought us that food in our hour of need, we all would have starved to death, and that’s a hard, terrible way to die.” 
 
    “It wasn’t charity, Jonothall. It was mutual aid,” Liberty said, leaning forward on her bench. “Thorndon had enough to spare, and we were glad to help you in your time of need. You’ve repaid them with timber over the years. I was merely the courier. You don’t owe me anything.” 
 
    “The point I want to make, Liberty, is that while you’re in the revolution business, we’re in the survival business.” Jonothall waved his hand about the hall. “All this…it exists only so long as Lord Andon permits it to. One misstep and we burn like Tannerith. We cultivate the Aether Crystal every year. We submit to the Reaping. As long as we don’t stick out, they leave us alone.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Jonothall. I’ll never ask more of you than you can provide.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I must ask more of you than you might be able to provide,” he said. “With The Grateful Orphan grounded, I’m hesitant to ask this next favor from you.” 
 
    “Name it,” Liberty said before Wylese could interject. “If it’s in our power, we’ll help you.” 
 
    Wylese just smacked her forehead. “This isn’t how a negotiation works, Liberty.” 
 
    Jonothall gave her a sad smile. “It’s fine, Wylese. We’ll give you the timber you need. Mutual aid, yes? We help you, you help us.” 
 
    Liberty nodded. 
 
    “The Reaping is coming soon,” Jonothall said, a darkness in his eyes. “And I need you to hide our children from their grasp.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Liberty was the first to speak. 
 
    “Of course we—mmpfh!” 
 
    Wylese, anticipating what her over-dramatic captain would say, had clamped her hand over Liberty’s mouth. “Mark, talk some sense into her!” 
 
    Mark sighed. “Jonothall…we want to help. We do. But what happens when Lord Andon’s men arrive and there’re no children for them to Reap?” 
 
    “I’ve got this all planned out,” he said, raising his hands while Liberty slapped at Wylese’s arms. “We only have four children of age this year. Over the last few months, we made fake graves for them. Different dates. We’ve even—” He sucked in a breath, his voice choked up. “We even partially demolished and built back the bridge so we could say Timotei was swept down the river! If we tell them the other three died from a fever and we had to burn the bodies—” 
 
    “Jonothall,” Wylese said, letting Liberty go. It was seeing the sad look on her face that finally broke Mark’s heart. 
 
    This wasn’t the first time she had seen a village try this trick. 
 
    “I have to try!” Jonothall said, his voice on the verge of tears. “Damn it, I have to—” 
 
    Liberty touched his shoulder. “Of course, we’ll help, but Wylese is right. The Lords keep a close count on the populations of the villages in their territory. That’s why they have everyone assemble to witness the Reaping. You know this.” 
 
    “We have a refuge,” Mark said. “Of sorts. It’s not…a good place for children, but when we get The Grateful Orphan airworthy again, we can come back and look after them until after the Reaping.” 
 
    “What I was going to say, before I was so rudely interrupted,” Liberty said with an indignant look at Wylese, “is that of course we’ll help. But if you want to pull off a deception like this, you’ll need…” 
 
    Wylese’s eyes widened in horror. “Liberty. No.” 
 
    “…not just a plan, but…” 
 
    “Liberty for the love of all that’s good in the world, don’t finish that sentence.” 
 
    “…an excellent theatrical director.” 
 
    Wylese shut her eyes, folded her hands on the table, and started banging her head against the backs of her hands. 
 
    “Liberty, I appreciate the offer,” Jonothall said. “But this isn’t one of your pantomimes. If we’re going to pull this off, it has to be…subtle.” 
 
    Liberty crossed her arms and looked insulted. “I can do subtle.” 
 
    “It has to be subdued.” 
 
    “I’m offended,” Liberty said, in a very not-subdued manner. “Affronted, even. Just because melodrama is my forte doesn’t mean I don’t have range.” 
 
    “Lib—” Mark could see this conversation slipping out of his control. He decided to bring out the big guns. 
 
    “—Susan. Can I talk to you privately?” 
 
    It took everything in his power not to flinch from the glare she gave him. 
 
    Nevertheless, they both stood and walked to the other end of the hall. 
 
    “Mark,” she snapped. “You don’t know me well enough to use that name.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Mark said. “I just…I’m sorry. You do tend to get carried away, and I didn’t know how else to stop you.” 
 
    She sighed and leaned her back against the wall. “I’m not a child, Mark. I’m a grown woman with a flair for life. And I know better than you what happens when a Reaping turns bad.” 
 
    His vision tunneled, darkening around the edges as an image thrust itself to the front of his mind. 
 
    Flames licked up the sides of buildings, casting long shadows that danced like demons. Black smoke drifted from all directions, forming a smog that made it hard to see anything that wasn’t within arm’s reach. Cattle screaming in agony, their cries mingling with the wails of parents holding charred corpses of children.  
 
    Mark shook his head to clear it of the intrusive images. Memories of his past life, probably. For a moment, he swore he felt the heat of the flames on his skin and smelled burning meat. 
 
    Why could he never remember the good times? 
 
    “I…fine. What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “You said you can see Dragonsouls,” Liberty said. “You saw mine. Could you look at the children and see if any of them would qualify for the Reaping?” 
 
    “Ah.” Mark shrugged. “I could try. The problem is that I don’t know what the cut-off point is? It’s not, like, a mathematical, ‘your power level is over nine thousand,’ kind of thing. Someone’s inner dragon might be brighter or dimmer, or barely there at all.” 
 
    “OK,” Liberty said. “That’s better than nothing. Jonothall’s story about all the kids mysteriously dying is obviously bullshit, but one kid? That’s plausible. Two? Stretching credulity but not unheard of. Catch my drift?” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, OK. I can take a look at them.” 
 
    “Right.” She pushed herself off the wall, clapped her hands, and started rubbing them together. “Time for a little casting call.” 
 
      
 
     * * * 
 
      
 
    Jonothall led Liberty, Amalica, Wylese, and Mark to one of two storehouses. On the way, he’d grabbed one of the urchins following them looking for more candy and asked him to fetch the candidates for the Reaping. 
 
    The storehouse was… 
 
    Mark had spent some time in the country, but he was a city boy at heart. Food came in cans. Boxes if you were fancy. He was vaguely aware that at some point animals and plants were involved but at least four-fifths of all the meals he’d ever eaten in his life had passed through a supermarket and the other one-fifth he’d been careful not to ask too many questions about. 
 
    So, he had no idea how much food the sacks and barrels he was looking at represented, but he felt like it was a lot. 
 
    “It’s been a good year,” Jonothall confirmed. “Half of this goes to the Lords of course, but the other half should see us through the winter and into spring with careful management. This is good land, and we’ve been lucky.” 
 
    “Not as good as it used to be,” Wylese said. 
 
    “This might sound odd,” Mark said. “But could I see the Aether Crystal you’re cultivating?” 
 
    “Of course!” Jonothall said with enthusiasm. “I’ll take you to it after this. Ah! Right on time.” 
 
    The group turned to the side door, which had just opened. Four twelve-year-old children—two boys, two girls—sullenly marched to where the adults were standing and formed a line. 
 
    “Whatever it is,” the taller of the two boys said, “we didn’t do it.” 
 
    “You’re not in trouble, Twixt,” Jonothall said. “I just need this man to check something.” 
 
    Mark was already letting his eyes lose focus. It was getting easier the more he did it. 
 
    The tall boy, Twixt, had the strongest Dragonsoul of the four of them. A bright, vibrant red, with the familiar stout four-legged build of Jacqlyn’s inner dragon. Mark figured he would be taken for sure. 
 
    The other boy had one too, but it was faint and small—it looked like a sky-blue tadpole the size of Mark’s fist. 
 
    The girls, a blonde and a brunette of roughly the same height, were a similar story. The brunette girl’s Dragonsoul shone with a steady brown-tinted glow, much like Mayvelle’s, while the blonde girl’s aquamarine spark was no bigger than an ember. 
 
    “I think I have it,” Mark said, blinking away his second sight. “Thank you, children. You can go.” 
 
    “Wait, you just brought us here so some weird guy could stare at us?” the brunette scoffed. 
 
    “I’ll explain later, Deontah,” Jonothall said. “Run along now.” 
 
    Twixt rolled his eyes as only an adolescent could and took off, the other three following after. 
 
    “Twixt and Deontah for certain,” Mark said. “The other two aren’t as strong. I can’t promise they won’t be taken, but I’d be surprised.” 
 
    Jonothall let out a heavy breath. “Thank you. That’ll be a relief to their parents.” 
 
    “The biggest challenge as far as I can see,” Wylese said, “is ensuring nobody spills the beans when the Scaleblades start throwing their weight around.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to them,” Jonothall said. “We’ve talked about this before, we agreed—” 
 
    “It’s different when people are staring down a dragonkin’s mouth to see the fireball coming,” Wylese interrupted. Her tone was dark. “But it’s your funeral. Just don’t make it ours.” 
 
    “What my quartermaster is saying,” Liberty said, “is that we need to be prepared for things to turn sideways.” 
 
    “The dragon ivory you brought—we can turn that into weapons,” Jonothall said. “Not just arrows. Spears, too. If it comes to it, we’ll fight.” 
 
    “Let’s just make sure it doesn’t come to that, eh?” Liberty clapped his back. “Now, Mark, you wanted to see the Mana Condenser?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jonothall led them out through the back of the storehouse and into the fields, walking a path between two pastures. One had a herd of cows who looked at them with bovine indifference as they passed. The other seemed to be a mixed crop of wheat and two different leafy plants Mark didn’t recognize. 
 
    Jonothall’s path took them beyond these fields to another fenced off area. 
 
    “We have to move the Mana Condenser around the village,” Jonothall explained, “to spread the mana drain around. This is a fallow field this year, to let the soil replenish, so we don’t normally leave the condenser out here for this long, but this close to the Reaping, if we want to make our quota…” 
 
    The field’s only occupant was a large rectangular box covered with a thick tarp, pegged to the ground with rope and wooden stakes. Jonothall bent down and loosened one; Mark rushed to help with another. 
 
    With two pegs still in the ground, the tarpaulin was loose enough to lift away. With a flourish, Jonothall threw the tarp wide. 
 
    “To be honest,” Mark said, “I kind of expected something more…” 
 
    “Evil?” Liberty said.  
 
    Mark nodded. 
 
    The Mana Condenser turned out to be a utilitarian-looking device. Mark had expected something made from cast iron spikes with crackling electric coils. 
 
    Instead, what he saw could best be described as the top half of an hourglass. A glass funnel with a broad mouth leading to a slender neck that was planted into the ground sat in a sturdy steel frame with spokes leading from the top and middle circular rungs of the frame to hold it in place. The top of the condenser was a rough treated wooden lid screwed into place with large wingnuts. 
 
    Sitting in the cradle of the funnel, was an Aether Crystal. 
 
    It was the size of the larger of Mark’s two crystals, maybe a little bigger. A Grade Two Aether Crystal, if Mark understood the categories correctly. 
 
    As far as he could tell, it just sat there. There were no swirling lights, no dark crackling energy that arced off the cage it sat in, no sign that it was draining all that was good and fertile from the local land. 
 
    It wasn’t until he unfocused his eyes and used his second sight that he could see what was happening. A bright thin trickle of energy flowed from the ground, up the spout of the funnel, and coalescing around the Aether Crystal. Kind of like how a pearl was clam spit congealing around an irritating speck of sand. Or so he thought. He wasn’t a clam-ologist, but he’d seen cartoons. 
 
    Blinking away his vision, he was possessed with a sudden urge to break the glass, snatch the gem, and run away with it. Just a fleeting impulse, but it was there. 
 
    It worried him. 
 
    “That’s…that’s something, all right,” Mark said, unsure of what to say. 
 
    Jonothall rubbed the back of his head. “Once upon a time, I would have been proud to grow a gem this size. After the famine…” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault,” Wylese said. 
 
    “It was my responsibility.” Jonothall shook his head. 
 
    “What happened?” Mark asked. 
 
    “The tithes were set too damn high,” he said, shaking his head. “I don’t know why. Some bastard Scaleblade Captain trying to impress their boss. We would have been fine, but it was a dry summer, and when the rains finally came the river flooded.” 
 
    “The gem wasn’t growing fast enough,” Liberty said. “The Reaping was coming. So, Jonothall made the call to move the condenser and leave it longer in the middle of the most fertile crops.” 
 
    “Food withered on the vine,” Jonothall said, still haunted. “The elderly watched our gourds shrivel and die, knowing they would be the first to starve for the lack of them, knowing that if we didn’t sacrifice them, the Scaleblades would put everyone to the torch and the sword.” 
 
    “Thorndon didn’t hear of their plight until a month after the tithe,” Liberty continued. “We got here as fast as we could, but…” 
 
    “We would have lost a lot more if it weren’t for you,” Jonothall said. “The worst part? Begging those monsters to leave us enough to eat. They didn’t even acknowledge me. Didn’t look at me. Just carried off what little we had without a word.” 
 
    “That’s horrible,” Amalica said. “So, horrible. I knew it was bad, but…” 
 
    Mark put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “There was nothing you could do then,” Mark said with determination in his voice. “But there is now. We’ll save your children, Jonothall. I swear to you we will.” 
 
    Jonothall blinked away the tears that threatened to spill from his eyes, nodded in response, then turned to fix the tarpaulin over the device. 
 
    “I’ve seen enough,” Mark said. “Thank you, for your story. I won’t forget.” 
 
    Jonothall stood from his task and clapped Mark on the back. 
 
    “It’s not the forgetting I’m worried about,” he said with a sad smile. “It’s leaving people alive to remember.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The rest of the afternoon was spent on logistics. Wylese volunteered to stay behind to ‘supervise operations’ and would return with the cart when the masts were ready for delivery. Mark had thought she just wanted to avoid flying again, but Amalica pointed out the lingering glances she was exchanging with Jonothall. Mark hoped he remained as virile when he was their age. 
 
    The flight back was uneventful. Not even Liberty was in the mood for aerial acrobatics. 
 
    It was dark when they landed back at The Orphan. Liberty pushed off a debrief with the rest of the team until tomorrow, leaving Mark and Amalica to head to bed. 
 
    They had taken to sharing a bed in one of the cabins on The Orphan. The casualties the crew had faced meant there were a few beds to spare, and Liberty had given them the cabin opposite hers to themselves. It was slightly larger, and like the captain’s cabin, it had a big leadlight bay window in the corner and a large, comfortable bed. Liberty had handed Mark the key to the door latch, arched an eyebrow, and reminded them that the walls were surprisingly thin. 
 
    “The whole time,” Amalica began when they’d settled into bed. She was curled in his arms, her back to his chest. She rested her head on his left arm, and he stroked her fine blonde hair with his right. 
 
    “The whole time I was working in the castle, Lord Andon was doing…that.” Her voice was sharp with self-loathing, and it cut Mark like a knife. “I never missed a meal. I never went thirsty, I never—” 
 
    “Amalica. Stop. It wasn’t your fault,” he said. 
 
    “Maybe. But maybe it should have been my responsibility.” 
 
    Mark grabbed her shoulder and rolled her onto her back so he could look her in the eye. 
 
    “You made the best choices you could, when all the choices were bad,” he said. “What could you have done? Alone? Surrounded by Andon’s men? Surrounded by Andon’s dragons?” 
 
    “You’re not alone now,” he wrapped her in a firm embrace. “You have me. You have Liberty, Mayvelle, Marchello, Jacqlyn—” 
 
    She started laughing.  
 
    “What? What’s so funny?” Mark asked, arching a brow. 
 
    “You,” she said, wiping tears from her eyes. “You’re like some hero out of the stories we were told as children, Mark. You’re brave, strong, you even burst into stirring speeches at the drop of a hat. Sometimes I wonder if you’re even real.” 
 
    Mark couldn’t help but grin. “Can’t help it, love. Come from a long line of rabble rousers. Besides, I put my pants on one leg at a time, same as anyone else.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” she said, her voice shifting into something more flirtatious. “Left leg, right leg, third leg? Don’t think I didn’t notice that that speech wasn’t the only thing stirring.” 
 
    “Hey!” Mark protested as her hands found what she was looking for. “Lots of men are aroused by emotional intimacy! It’s totally a thing!” 
 
    “I’m not complaining, lover,” she purred, and pulled the sheets over her head as she made her way down his chest. 
 
    Mark had always slept naked, something Amalica took advantage of now, pausing to swirl her tongue on his left nipple and lick the cleft between his pecs on her journey toward her prize. 
 
    Mark’s thighs tensed under her hands as her hair ran across his toned stomach, her breath wafting over his erection for a single agonizing moment before she took the head into her mouth. 
 
    She swirled her tongue around the head of his cock, her lips wrapped around the ridge of it like she savored the taste of him and relished the velvet-over-steel hardness of his manhood. Her hands dug into his thighs hard enough to leave bruises. 
 
    When she was ready, she started moving herself up and down the shaft, slowly taking more and more of him into her wet, hungry mouth. Mark threw the blanket to one side so he could watch his blonde bombshell bobbing her head up and down his length. 
 
    He gathered her hair up behind her head so he could see his cock disappearing and reappearing, her tempo increased perfectly in time with his rising arousal. She looked up at him through hooded eyes, silently urging him on, begging him to cum. 
 
    Mark could never deny her anything, this least of all. 
 
    He closed his eyes, arched his back and tensed his whole body as he felt his orgasm building, an electric burst of erotic energy coursing through his body. His lover moaned as his seed hit the back of her throat, and she swallowed greedily, not wanting to waste a drop. 
 
    Mark settled back into the mattress, his head whirling with the afterglow of climax. Amalica crawled back up his body, grinning like the cat who ate the cream, her perfect breasts gliding across his skin. 
 
    “Amalica, that was…” 
 
    “Phenomenal? Exquisite? All of the above?” she giggled. “You don’t have to say anything. I think we both needed that.” 
 
    “Do you need…?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m fine,” Amalica purred. “But I’ll be taking advantage of your morning wood. Just, you know. Giving you a heads up.” 
 
    Mark shook his head, smiling like an idiot. “What did I do to deserve you?” 
 
    “Oh, every storybook hero needs a heroine,” she said, snuggling in next to him and laying her head on his shoulder. “Or heroines. I’ve seen how Jacqlyn looks at you.” 
 
    Mark turned his head to look at her, eyebrows raised. “What?” 
 
    Amalica just giggled again. “Sssh. Sleep now.” 
 
    “You can’t just hit me with a thing like that and expect me to–” 
 
    “Snnrk,” Amalica said, making exaggerated fake snoring sounds. “Snrrzzz,” 
 
    “You’re impossible.” 
 
    “Snnnzzz. Impossibly cute. Snnnrrk.” 
 
    “Hah! You are awake!” 
 
    “Sssnrk. Sleep talking. Shhhrrn.” 
 
    All he could do was close his eyes and try not to ruminate on what his lover was not-so-subtly implying. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    While the crew waited for Mourningholme to deliver the timber they needed, Mark began his training with the Forgotten King. 
 
    Marchello had started translating A Treatise on Soul Resonance. Early results were promising, in terms of revealing how the spirit of the King might be exorcized, there was a whole chapter devoted to theories around the fungibility of soul-stuff and the possibility of dispersing the constituent energy of a soul over so wide an area that it lost coherence. Mark couldn’t follow the particulars, but Marchello looked excited by the possibilities, and that was enough for him to feel safe engaging with the King on a provisional basis. 
 
    Meanwhile, Mayvelle had commandeered two of the crew—Pamoledes and Tallister, a woman and a man Mark hadn’t had time to get to know well but seemed reliable—to assist her in the workshop, turning dragonkin bones into dragon ivory arrowheads. 
 
    The process of working with dragon ivory, she had explained to Mark when he’d stopped by to watch her work one day, was slow and excruciating. Dragon bones were denser than most metals, and as such, required a blacksmith to use Hedge Magic to reinforce the tools they used. Mark watched as Mayvelle channeled mana into a chisel and used a mallet to force a bone into shape. 
 
    It kind of reminded him of a documentary he’d seen once on how to make stone tools in a survival situation. Blunt force to splinter off chunks of bone along natural fissures, then smaller more precise blows to shave off excess bone to form a sharper point. 
 
    “The Slow, Careful Path is all about using mana to make things more like themselves,” Mayvelle had said. “The chisel becomes more chisel-like: stronger, sharper, hardier. The mallet becomes more hammer-like: heavier, more durable. The rest is up to the smith.” 
 
    Mark nodded as if he understood, but once he began his training in the Draconic Arts, it started to make more sense. 
 
    Consider the properties of fire, the Forgotten King said in his mind. Fire destroys, but it also creates. Fire is fast and fluid, it is deadly but also gives us the heat we need to survive the night. 
 
    Mark was sitting cross-legged at the feet of the King’s corpse in the macabre throne room, his eyes closed and hands resting on his thighs. 
 
    The practitioner of the Draconic Arts learns to embody these properties, the King continued. He shapes his intent to accentuate the qualities of the element he needs at any given moment and dampen the qualities he does not need. 
 
    “To be honest, it sounds like horseshit,” Mark said. “You might as well be telling me to become one with the universe or align my chakras or something.” 
 
    There are many paths to the truth, Mark. Perhaps the adepts of your world used different methods to reach the same destination. 
 
    “Yeah, nah,” Mark said with a shrug. “The only destination Gwyneth Paltrow was leading people to was an empty bank account and a house full of vagina candles.” 
 
    Nevertheless, the King intoned. Perhaps a demonstration is in order. Did you bring the candles? 
 
    Mark had. He removed them from a burlap bag and set them up. Two beef tallow candles of equal length sat upright in a two-headed candlestick taken from the ship. A box of matches rested next to them. 
 
    This would be easier if you were Linked to the minion with the Fire affinity, the King said with a harsh tone. 
 
    “Yeah, put a pin in that. She’s not ready for this. Not yet.” Mark took a match from the matchbox and struck it, lighting both candles. Shaking the match until it was extinguished, Mark watched as the small fingernail-length flames flickered in the still air of the tomb. 
 
    Focus on one of the flames, the King said. Observe the totality of it. Note how the base of the flame burns the melted candle wax without seeming to touch the wick. See how the flame radiates out from that point, the blue flame at the base, turning orange then yellow as your observation moves through the stages of fire. 
 
    Mark did as the King asked. He was right: he’d never really looked before, but a flame wasn’t just one thing. There were parts to it. He watched as the flame guttered whenever he exhaled. 
 
    Steady your breathing, Mark, the King said with an urgent tone. Breathe in slowly while counting to three. Hold it for a count of two, then exhale to a count of four. 
 
    Mark did as he asked. After a while, it started to feel almost hypnotic. He felt calmer, more centered. 
 
    Now. With all your intentionality, look at the blue part of the flame. With all your will, command the blue flame to burn brighter. You are the flame, Mark. You are the flame, and all the world is your kindling. The flame hungers for fuel, that hunger is yours, and it is only right and just that your hunger be sated. 
 
    If Mark hadn’t been so focused on the flame, if he hadn’t been so relaxed, he might have objected to the King’s presupposition of the divine right of kings. As it was, he let the King’s words fill his mind, let the sight of the blue part of the frame fill his field of vision. 
 
    He couldn’t put what happened next into words. It was a feeling, a sense of becoming. It was like how a butterfly knows how to break its cocoon. It was like how a newborn foal knows how to walk. 
 
    It was how he knew how to burn. 
 
    Suddenly, the flame doubled, tripled in size, turning from yellow and orange to an intense violent blue. The subject of his gaze became hotter, hungrier, more demanding. With a whumph of ignition, the tallow melted faster, the candle turning into liquid faster. Within two or three seconds, it was gone; turned into heat and vapor, the melted wax pooling on the temple floor, steaming as it cooled in the wake of the flame’s passage. 
 
    Mark blinked and scooted back in shock, and the spell was broken. 
 
    The second candle continued to burn, untouched, as if nothing had happened. 
 
    Now you see, Mark, the King intoned. You see the power of a Dragon King, to command and dominate the fundamental forces of life itself. 
 
    “That was…” 
 
    Intoxicating? the King suggested with smug pride. Exhilarating? Thrilling? 
 
    “Scary,” Mark said. “That shouldn’t be possible.” 
 
    For the King, all things are possible, the Forgotten King told him. Everything is permitted to the one with the boldness to grasp the power to exert their will. It is a candle’s destiny to burn, Mark. You merely caused it to burn at your command. 
 
    Mark bit his bottom lip, curling it between his teeth, thinking. 
 
    “With this power…I can kill Lord Andon? Save Mourningholme? Liberate Tannerith?” 
 
    With this power, your will is absolute. None may gainsay you, certainly not a mere Dragon Lord. You could turn his teeth to ash in his mouth by commanding his inner flame to consume him from within. You could summon the rains to wash away his armies. The very forces of life itself would dance to your tune. 
 
    All that we require, the Forgotten King promised with wicked glee, is that you embrace the will to use the power.  
 
    “All right,” Mark said with a sense of finality. “I’ll do it. For Mourningholme. For Tannerith. To bring down tyrants, I’ll do anything.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As expected, Jacqlyn had been reluctant to enter the King’s throne room for training. 
 
    “It’s not just me, right?” she had asked as Mark led Amalica and Jacqlyn up the stairs to the golden door. “That creepy fucking skeleton thing leers at you. Gives me the exact same vibes when some horndog is checking me out at the tavern, except you can’t knock out a ghost.” 
 
    “You’re lucky you don’t hear him in your head,” Mark said as the door slid open. “It’s all, ‘Mark, blah blah blah, command and dominate all you survey, blah blah blah.’ It’s boring and predictable.” 
 
    The fathomless depths of my wisdom are incomprehensible to one such as you, the King said petulantly. But in time, with my guidance— 
 
    “Like right now he’s going on about his big brain boner or some shit,” Mark continued. “It’s really tiresome.” 
 
    Performing nonchalance for your minions is so tiresome, Mark. 
 
    “Anyway,” Mark said, clapping his hands. “We’re here to learn Dragon Kung Fu. So, big guy, what’s the first step?” 
 
    I lack lungs and cannot sigh, Mark, the King said, and as such, to express my exasperation and contempt toward your deliberate theatrics, I find myself forced to resort to onomatopoeia. When I do so, I want you to imagine the bottomless depths of my irritation, such that the millennium I spent sessile and alone now seem like a blessed relief. 
 
    “What’s he saying?” Amalica asked. “I’m sorry, this is weird—I feel like I’m missing half the conversation.” 
 
    “It’s really not that interesting,” Mark said. 
 
    To wit, sigh. 
 
    “Now he’s just saying the word ‘sigh.’” 
 
    Sigh. 
 
    Mark crossed his arms and tapped his foot. 
 
    Very well. Have your followers transform into their Second Selves, then we shall begin. 
 
    “He wants you to transform now,” Mark said, holding out his hands. The two Aether Crystals hung from his waist in their mesh bag, now modified to hang securely from his belt. 
 
    Amalica and Jacqlyn took his hands—Jacqlyn more reluctantly than Amalica—and with the customary cyan and red flashes of light, Amalica was transformed into her drake body, and Jacqlyn became a heavy-set dragonkin with red and yellow scales. 
 
    “Right,” Mark said, turning to face the King’s gigantic corpse. “What next?” 
 
    I said to transform into their Second Selves, the King said impatiently. This is…Wait. I thought you said your minions had mastered transformation? 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Amalica asked in her dragon-inflected voice. 
 
    “He’s saying you’re doing it wrong,” Mark said. “Look buddy, we’ve been making this shit up as we go along, and we’ve been kicking ass so far. Maybe if you meant something different, you could have explained it instead of being a dick about everything?” 
 
    I had forgotten how tiresome mortals could be, the King said in a tone that implied he would be rolling his eyes if he had any. Children. Worse than children— 
 
    “If he’s just going to jerk himself off then I’m fucking going,” Jacqlyn spat. “I didn’t want to do this dragon shit anyway—” 
 
    “Jacqlyn, please—” Mark said. 
 
    Amalica took two quick steps to Jacqlyn’s side and nuzzled her with her forehead. “I know it’s hard, but please stay. I’m sure that Mister King here is just a little cranky and will remember how to be a good teacher any moment now, won’t you?” 
 
    She looked up at the King’s corpse and blinked her wide, sad eyes. 
 
    …Fine. 
 
    “He says fine,” Mark said.  
 
    Good to know it’s not just me who can’t resist those puppy-dog eyes, Mark thought. 
 
    The second self is best thought of as an expression of our idealized self-image, the King explained, pausing after each sentence to give Mark time to relay his words. It is who we dream of being, our aspirations, the version of ourselves that we picture as we narrate the story of our lives. Through the power of the Aether Crystal, you can manifest this desire into the real world. 
 
    “This sounds like a lot of barkie crap,” Jacqlyn said. 
 
    “Barkie?” Mark asked. 
 
    “They’re harmless really,” Amalica said. “Young people who decide they’re done with working for the Lords and go into the woods to live one with nature. They chew a certain kind of bark that’s supposed to make them feel relaxed. Very musical people.” 
 
    “Oh. Hippies. Right. Yeah, we have those where I’m from too.” 
 
    I assure you that these techniques are not ‘barkie crap,’ the King said. Mark, you did tell them about the candle, yes? Are you so lenient with your minions that you allow them to doubt your words? 
 
    “I know how it sounds,” Mark continued, ignoring him. “But when I meditated on the candle, I did feel something. Maybe just give it a shot?” 
 
    The girls looked at each other, then nodded. 
 
    Very well. Have them transform back, then assume the meditation position. 
 
    With a flash of light, the girls transformed back to normal and at Mark’s urging, sat cross-legged in a triangle formation facing each other.  
 
    Mark cocked his head while listening to the Forgotten King, then started relaying his words to the others. 
 
    “The Second Self technique is a way to manifest your inner dragon into the world,” Mark said. “The physical transformation into a draconic form, such as your dragonkin and drake bodies, operates by drawing the energy of an Aether Crystal and wrapping it around your Dragonsoul. It is a suit of armor you don, and the more powerful the Gem you are Linked with, the more powerful your draconic form will be. 
 
    “By contrast, the Second Self harnesses the power within you, and projects it out into the world. It is your will, it is your intent, projected into the world. Force the world to accept your vision of yourself, demand the world acknowledge your strength, and it shall.” 
 
    Mark paused for a second. “I swear he talks like that all the time.” 
 
    Can you please refrain from your uninformed commentary until after the lesson? 
 
    Mark cleared his throat and continued. 
 
    “Close your eyes. Call to mind how you visualize yourself, not as you are, but as you want to be—your aspirational self. Once you have that image in your mind, speak your truth out loud.” Mark paused, and in a more conversational tone, asked: “Amalica, would you like to start?” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose and frowned. “I’m sorry Mark, this feels weird. I don’t often say nice things about myself. It feels…arrogant.” 
 
    “It’s OK,” Mark replied. “You’re amongst friends here.” 
 
    “Blondie, I give you crap, but you’re actually good people,” Jacqlyn said. “I’m not super stoked about self-affirmations either, but I promise I won’t make fun if you won’t.” 
 
    “…All right,” Amalica said eventually. “OK. Um.” 
 
    She took a deep breath. “I am kind. I am loyal. I am…nurturing, loving, caring. I heal and protect people who need me. I offer my strength openly and without asking anything in return.” 
 
    Mushy, the King said. Tell her to hold this in her mind and send a small stream of mana from an Aether Crystal toward her. Just a taste. 
 
    “Keep that in your mind,” Mark said. “I’m going to send you a small amount of mana, and I want you to just feel it. Sit with it.” 
 
    Amalica nodded and closed her eyes. Mark touched her knee and opened a small channel between them, letting a trickle of mana flow along their bond. 
 
    “Your turn, Jacqlyn,” Mark said, keeping his hand on Amalica’s knee. 
 
    She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. She spoke quickly as if the words would be less embarrassing if she got them out of her mouth as soon as possible. 
 
    “I am determined,” she said. “I am passionate. I am a fighter. I am assertive, proactive, brave. I fight for and uplift the weak and oppressed. I offer my strength without reservation in the cause of justice.” 
 
    Better, the King said. I like this one. Give her the same power, now. 
 
    Mark decided to withhold the King’s opinion on Jacqlyn’s oath. “Same drill, Jacqlyn,” he said, reaching out to touch her on the knee and send the same small stream of mana to her. “Keep that image in your mind and hold that mana within yourself.” 
 
    Jacqlyn nodded, eyes closed, her mouth moving slightly as she repeated her words under her breath. 
 
    Very good, the King said. They are quick learners, if nothing else. Now, the declaration of intent. Tell them to say these words… 
 
    Mark nodded and passed the Forgotten King’s instructions on. In unison, Jacqlyn and Amalica took a deep breath, saying with conviction and purpose: 
 
    “I embrace my Will to Power.” 
 
    The room was filled with a twin flash of cyan and red light, and a loud crack echoed off the stone walls. The sweet scent of ozone permeated the air. 
 
    Mark opened his eyes. 
 
    Jacqlyn and Amalica floated in the air, standing on nothing, their arms outstretched. It was successful, he knew that at a glance. Their Second Selves were, well, them, but more. 
 
    Amalica’s long blonde hair trailed out behind her in a stream of gold, framed by horns that had grown from her temples, curved out and away from her head before curving back toward the back of her head. A pair of wings sprouted from her shoulder blades, roughly six feet from tip to tip and consisting of teal-colored membranes streaked with white and gold highlights. She had a tail seamlessly flowing from the base of her spine, a cyan-scaled slender limb that waved lazily in the air. She was naked, yet her skin was dappled by large aquamarine freckles. Looking at her, Mark was struck at how calming her presence was, as if compassion was radiating from her in waves. 
 
    Likewise, Jacqlyn also sported horns and wings: her red hood and scarf were gone, revealing her chin-length black hair. The curve of her horns from her temples followed the same half-S shape as Amalica’s. Jacqlyn’s wings were red with ochre highlights, and her olive skin now bore red patches. Her tail was thicker than Amalica’s, covered in red segmented scales and tipped by a cute, heart-shaped spade at the end. Her already athletic body seemed leaner, stronger, more powerful. 
 
    The girls opened their eyes simultaneously. Both of them now had vertical irises in the same color as their elemental affinities: Aquamarine blue for Amalica, ruby red for Jacqlyn. 
 
    They descended to the stone floor. Their trances were broken when their toes touched the ground. 
 
    “What the entire fuck?” Jacqlyn said, turning her head left and right to look at her wings. “My idealized self does not have goddamn dragon-ass wings.” 
 
    “Uh, you have horns as well,” Amalica said. “I mean, they look cute! You make it work! Just, um, giving you a heads up.” 
 
    Jacqlyn’s eyes bulged, and her hands went to her head, groping and then gripping the horns. “Mark! What did you do to me?” 
 
    Whether you like it or not, the Forgotten King said, dragons are a universal symbol of strength and power. It’s only natural that your subconscious would adopt draconic features when considering your higher self. 
 
    “Tall, dead, and spooky says it’s a subconscious symbolism thing,” Mark said. “Like, your mind associates dragons with power, so, your brain gives you dragon stuff when you think about yourself but more powerful.” 
 
    Amalica ran her hands up and down the sides of her body, tracing the curve of her breasts, her waist and hips. “I’m pretty sure my butt is bigger like this. Why are we naked? Do we have to be naked?” 
 
    “The King says you should be able to summon clothes just by thinking about them,” Mark relayed. “And your butt looks amazing as always.” 
 
    Jacqlyn rolled her eyes, and a red one-piece backless bodysuit materialized on her torso, the straps of its halter neck holding her breasts against her chest. 
 
    “Oooh, I like it,” Amalica said. “Let me try!” 
 
    She closed her eyes, and a loose flowing white babydoll-style dress faded into view around her. It was sheer enough that it barely counted as preserving her modesty, but Amalica seemed more than pleased with it. 
 
    “So, apart from being able to play dress-up,” Jacqlyn snapped, “how is this meant to help us, exactly?” 
 
    “One sec,” Mark said as he listened to the King explain. “OK, he says that the draconic forms—the dragonkin and drake bodies—prioritize physical strength and allow for crude elemental manipulations, but the Second Self allows for more subtle control over your elemental affinities.” 
 
    “I’m still not convinced this disembodied pervert isn’t indulging some obscure fetish,” Jacqlyn growled. 
 
    “Yeah, no,” Mark said. “I’m not going to tell them that. He says that if you were fully Bonded to a gem, and once you’ve mastered the elementary levels of the Draconic Arts, you’ll be able to shift between your Second Self and the Draconic Forms at will, as and when each body is needed.” 
 
    “I think you look super cute,” Amalica told Jacqlyn with a faint blush. “Um. Anyway, Mark, what should we try next?” 
 
    In little time, they moved onto the next part of their training.  
 
    Speaking through Mark, the Dragon King guided Jacqlyn and Amalica through a series of poses that he called ‘meditation in motion.’ It reminded Mark of that slow motion martial arts stuff he sometimes saw old people doing in the park, Tai Chi or something.  
 
    As they moved, the King asked them to contemplate the nature of the elements. 
 
    Each element contains multitudes, he said, and Mark repeated his words. Water gives life: Nothing living can survive without imbibing it and partaking of its nourishment. Water takes life: Too much of it, and every living thing drowns, in one way or another. Fire is fluid: It dances and flickers in the wind, forever graceful and elegant. Fire is a force: Insubstantial and ephemeral, imparting heat yet always evading our grasp. 
 
    In times of old, we Kings codified these contradictions into the Draconic Arts. Each of these sought to classify certain aspects of each element systematically, and following their teachings allowed our minions to harness great power. And yet, each of the Arts is merely a fraction of the true nature of an element. Full mastery of an Element requires the mastery of several Arts, over many years.  
 
    “How many Arts are there?” Amalica asked, standing on one leg, the other bent so that the sole of her foot was on her thigh. Her wings were spread, and her tail outstretched, to help her balance. 
 
    For now, we shall concern ourselves with the basics, the Forgotten King said, allowing Mark time to relay his words. For you, we shall consider the Way of the Raging Torrent, which focuses on Water in its aspect of destruction. You will learn how to channel your rage to sweep all before you, and drown your foes in a tsunami of relentless power. 
 
    “That doesn’t really sound like me,” Amalica said. “What was the other one?” 
 
    The Way of the Calming Waters, the King tol Mark. This Way will instruct you in the nourishing, life-giving aspect of Water. You will learn how to send your enemies to peaceful slumber, and how to aid your allies with the boons your affinity grants you. 
 
    “That’s much more my thing,” Amalica said. 
 
    “I hope fire isn’t nearly as boring,” Jacqlyn said. She was bent over backward, her toes and fingertips supporting an arch that Mark couldn’t help but think showed off her taut stomach and the enticing swell of her muscles.  
 
    Fear not. For you, I would recommend either the Way of Constant Hunger, which relies on harvesting the dying breath of your foes as fuel for your assault, or the Way of Slumbering Embers, which takes the civilizing aspects of Fire and turns them to enhancing your allies’ capabilities. 
 
    “Well, Blondie already seems to have the support magics on lockdown,” Jacqlyn said. “Besides, dropping fools has always been the most satisfying part of combat. Anything that makes me more deadly is all right by me.” 
 
    Very well. The King sounded satisfied, as if he had anticipated their decisions. Then, once you have completed the movements, we shall begin. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “This will never not be creepy,” Jacqlyn said. 
 
     The object of her disdain lurched up the stairs into the Forgotten King’s throne room. A single skeletal dragonkin, fetched by Mark from the first floor’s sarcophagi, moved with halting, jerky motions that reminded Mark of ancient stop-motion animation. In its right hand it clutched a thick wooden practice sword he had found in the tomb’s barracks section. 
 
    “Stop,” Mark told it, and it jerked to a halt. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t disagree,” Mark said, rubbing his throat. Using the Praetor’s Voice hurt worse than that one time he tried singing death metal at a karaoke bar for shits and giggles. “That said, this way, I get to practice bossing these jerks around and you guys get a training dummy you don’t have to hold back for.” 
 
    “I’m calling him Billy,” Amalica said. “He looks like a Billy.” 
 
    “He looks like the nightmares I have after too much cheese,” Jacqlyn grumbled. She rolled her shoulders, loosening them up, spreading and folding her wings at the same time. “OK. Run this gag by me again.” 
 
    “You’re on attack, and Amalica is on support,” Mark said. “Mister Eff-Kay wants you to cut loose, using your elemental fire attacks like you have when you were in dragon form. When you do, you need to focus on how the fire feels to you. Get angry. Be loud.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Jacqlyn said. “Not seeing how that’s different from normal.” 
 
    “We’ll get there,” Mark said. “Amalica, do you remember what to do?” 
 
    “Try and heal Jacqlyn without touching her,” she said. “I’ve never done that before, though, and I’m not sure how…” 
 
    It will become clear so long as she keeps the nature of her element in her heart, the Forgotten King said. Tell her to call to mind the sensation of knitting together the wounds of the injured but to cast her intention outward. 
 
    Mark repeated the instruction, adding, “It makes about as much sense to me as it does to you, so, just give it your best shot, I guess?” 
 
    “If you say so,” she replied. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes and nodded. “OK. Let’s go.” 
 
    Mark looked at Jacqlyn, who dropped into a fighting stance, turned to Billy and braced herself. 
 
    Mark took a deep breath and stared at the skeletal dragon warrior. “Attack.” 
 
    Billy straightened up from his hunched resting posture and turned into a blur, his spindly limbs moving with more confidence once given a command he was familiar with. 
 
    Jacqlyn was taken off guard by the skeleton’s speed, choosing to give ground to buy herself time. Billy’s first overhand blow hit only air, and she summoned a ball of fire into her right hand. 
 
    “Nimble little fucker,” she said. “Let’s see you dodge this—” 
 
    She held out her hand and the ball of fire turned into a torrent that washed over Billy’s bony body. The bones started to blacken, and the wooden training sword caught fire, but Billy continued to advance on Jacqlyn, undaunted. 
 
    “Well fuck,” Jacqlyn cursed. Billy swung his flaming weapon at her head, and she bent low to duck it. “Any ideas?” 
 
    Her attack was weak because she didn’t focus her intention, the Forgotten King said. She needs to feel the hunger of the flames, feel the desire of the fires to consume. 
 
    Amalica stepped back and away from the duel, cradling a ball of elemental water in both hands. “Do you want me to put the fire out?” 
 
    “King says no,” Mark called out. “He reckons you should be able to use your magic to help Jacqlyn protect herself. Like, giving her armor or something.” 
 
    “Huh,” Amalica said “That makes sense. Water heals, water washes away infections, but we also use water for protection. Moats, streams…” 
 
    Meanwhile, Jacqlyn was focusing on avoiding Billy’s relentless advance, keeping just out of his reach. She had a ball of fire in each palm and was using them to launch cones of flame as counter-attacks—seemingly without effect. 
 
    “Not complaining,” she said to the group. “But any advice would be appreciated here.” 
 
    “You need to dig deeper, Jacqlyn,” Mark said. “Feel the heat of the fire inside you. You have to want it more, you have to need the flames to consume all they touch.” 
 
    “Fucking barkie spiritual crap,” Jacqlyn muttered as she gathered more energy into her palms. 
 
    “Uh, this might help,” Amalica said. She held a dense glowing orb of blue-green energy cradled in both hands up to her breast, then as she spoke, thrust her hands out toward Jacqlyn. 
 
    “Aqua Armor!” 
 
    The energy ball flew from her hands and hit Jacqlyn on her back. It flowed over her arms and torso before solidifying into a protective long-sleeved jacket with a gel-like consistency. 
 
    Just in time. Billy’s flaming sword hit Jacqlyn’s new armor with a sizzling sound as fire met water. The force of the blow was cushioned by the gel, and the flame was extinguished where the wooden cudgel impacted her. 
 
    “Thanks Blondie,” Jacqlyn said as she braced her feet. “Mark, do I have to do that dorky thing where I yell out the name of what I’m doing?” 
 
    Once she is more in tune with her element it won’t be necessary, the King said. But it can be a tool for the beginner. 
 
    “He says it’s a training technique,” Mark said. “Just give it a try.” 
 
    “Ugh, fine.” Jacqlyn backpedaled a couple of steps, gathering mana in her right hand. When she was ready, she curled her fingers into claws and thrust out her arm, her left hand bracing her wrist. 
 
    “Incendium Spear!” 
 
    All at once, the energy in her hand coalesced into a tight, focused rod. It lanced out and hit Billy in the sternum, punching through the dense bone to impact the spine, burning a hole through the vertebrae. 
 
    “Nice!” Amalica yelled. “You got this!” 
 
    Billy was still standing, but his left arm dangled limp by his side. Mark thought this was curious—did whatever force was animating the skeleton react to damage the same way it would have if it was still living? He made a mental note to ask the Forgotten King about this later. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Jacqlyn muttered. “Still feels weird fighting without knives.” 
 
    “Why don’t you make some?” said. 
 
    Two orbs of power filled Jacqlyn’s palms. Billy swung his charred weapon at her head, just as she shouted and raised her arms to block the attack. 
 
    “Incendium Blades!” 
 
    Two scarlet energy knives sprouted from her clenched fists, forming a cross to catch the training sword between them. They cut through the wood instantly, and Billy stumbled. 
 
    Jacqlyn grinned and moved faster than Mark had ever seen her before. She bent her knees, brought her arms to her sides, then exploded upward, the energy blades slicing through Billy’s shoulders. The body arms fell to the floor with a clatter, but Jacqlyn wasn’t done. 
 
    She punched through the dragonkin’s lower jaw, the tip of the blade emerging through the brainpan in a sizzle of blackened bone. The other knife separated Billy’s spine under the ribcage. As soon as she stopped moving, the skeleton fell to the floor, bifurcated and trepanned. 
 
    Amalica clapped her hands in excitement as Jacqlyn gathered herself, the blades vanishing now that she no longer needed them. 
 
    “Not bad,” Mark said, joining in the applause. “What changed?” 
 
    “I…” Jacqlyn ran her fingers through her hair, pushing her fringe up and away from her face. “I don’t know. It was like, all of a sudden, I was done with playing defense. I wanted…I needed to see that bony-faced fucker reduced to a pile of ash.” 
 
    Good, the King intoned. Hone that anger. Nourish it. Feed it until it is a roaring pyre for your enemies. 
 
    “Yeah,” Mark said. “That’s kinda how it feels for me, too. We take the…I guess, the abstract notions we associate with the elements, and use our power to make them real.” 
 
    Your power, the King corrected. Your minions only enjoy the power you lend to them, only for as long as they enact your will. Never forget that. 
 
    “I think I know what you mean,” Amalica said. “The armor only clicked for me when I thought about how my village used to use the river as a natural barrier for fending off monster attacks.” 
 
    “Either way,” Mark said, choosing to ignore the Forgotten King’s last piece of commentary, “this is a promising start. We should go again.” 
 
    “On what?” Jacqlyn asked with a smirk. “I already cut your puppet’s strings.” 
 
    “Oh really?” Mark said with a smirk, before looking at Billy’s crumbled and scorched bones. He cleared his throat, and then, using the Praetor’s Voice, spoke a single word. 
 
    “Rise.” 
 
    The disparate bones rattled and stirred, then slid together across the floor. As the girls looked on in shock, Billy rose, staggering to his feet, ready to serve once more. 
 
    “…like I said,” Jacqlyn repeated. “This will never not be creepy.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For the rest of the week, while Mark, Amalica and Jacqlyn trained in the Forgotten King’s throne room, the rest of the crew were kept busy. 
 
    Marchello had taken up more or less permanent residence in the Tomb’s library, poring over old tomes, making notations in the margins and scrawling translations on any spare bit of parchment he could get his hands on. If it wasn’t for Liberty popping in every evening with a tray of food for him, Mark was sure the studious young man would have starved to death. 
 
    “So, much from before the Kings’ War was believed lost forever,” Marchello had explained to Mark one evening when he had stopped in to check on him before turning in. “Everything we know from that time is left as oral history, and it’s been difficult to reconcile the different stories. Even taking into account the biased nature of these texts—lots of these are basically diaries of the Forgotten King’s underlings and they’re understandably predisposed to glorify their actions—there’s so much in this place that tells us how the current social order came to be.” 
 
    “That’s fascinating, and I do want to hear about it,” Mark said, “but right now, we have more practical concerns. How did you get on with the book that’s meant to banish our spooky landlord?” 
 
    “Oh! Yes, of course,” Marchello had said, rummaging around the scattered papers on the imposing desk he worked at. “Bearing in mind that I’m not very knowledgeable when it comes to the Slow, Careful Path or Aether Crystals, the theories of soul resonance seem consistent, at least. What do you know about Dragonsouls?” 
 
    “Uh, oddly, not a lot,” Mark confessed, rubbing the back of his head. “I can tell who has one and make a guess at how strong it is, but it’s not an exact science.” 
 
    “Really?” His eyes lit up. “That’s amazing! How does it work? How can you tell? Let me grab a notebook—” 
 
    “Slow down,” Mark said, holding up his hands. “One thing at a time. You were saying?” 
 
    “Right, right,” Marchello said. “So, the thing here is, for the longest time we had no idea why certain people had Dragonsouls. The Scaleblade would show up at a village for the Reaping, collect their tithes, have the village children line up to be tested, and if any children had a Dragonsoul, they were hauled off to be trained as Scaleblade themselves.” 
 
    “Do you know how the test works?” Mark asked. 
 
    “That’s the fascinating thing,” Marchello beamed. “Before now, nobody did. There’s a box the children put their hands into, and the Scaleblade administering the test says they either have a Dragonsoul or not. But I think the box measures soul resonance.” 
 
    Marchello picked up a stray piece of parchment and smoothed it out in front of Mark. “This diagram is from the Treatise that the Forgotten King told us to read. What does this look like to you?” 
 
    The drawing had reminded him of the mana infusion device he’d been connected to when he first woke up in this world. It was a crude wooden box with a sphere inside, with four glass bulbs set into the lid and stray wires sprouting out of it at seemingly random angles. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Mark said. “Is that an Aether Crystal inside there?” 
 
    “Yes!” Marchello said. “When an Aether Crystal is brought into close proximity with a strong Dragonsoul, these glass bulbs light up depending on the elemental affinity of the Dragonsoul—but if the Dragonsoul is weak, there isn’t enough resonance to light up any of the bulbs.” 
 
    “Huh,” Mark said. “When I looked at the children in Mourningholme, all four had…something inside them, but two of them were more developed.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Marchello said. “This is the exciting part. What if, everyone has a Dragonsoul—” 
 
    “—but the measuring device only picks up people whose Dragonsouls are strong enough,” Mark finished. “Goddamn.” 
 
    “The books more or less confirm it,” Marchello continued. “They say that anyone who can use magic has a Dragonsoul, and that with enough training, most people can learn magic. Again, this is coming from a biased source—” 
 
    “—but if it’s true,” Mark said, “potentially, anyone can learn magic.” 
 
    They fell silent, considering the possibilities. 
 
    “This is huge,” Mark finally said. “If we could, I don’t know, set up schools for people to train their magic in—” 
 
    “Sure, but who has time for that?” Marchello said. “In the villages, most people are too busy working the fields to meet the Dragon Lords’ tithes. In the cities, everyone is too busy working to earn enough to eat. You might as well ask people to starve.” 
 
    “But, there’s still people who learn Hedge Magic,” Mark said. “Amalica learned healing from her village’s wise woman.” 
 
    “I’m willing to bet she was the only person to be trained,” Marchello said. “The village would have barely produced enough food to allow her to spend her days learning healing, and healing is a valuable enough skill to be worth devoting food to cultivating. Even someone like Mayvelle would spend most of her days on routine maintenance of farming equipment and wouldn’t have time to experiment with new ideas.” 
 
    Mark sighed. “Some things never change, I guess. But what does this mean for the banishment ritual?” 
 
    “So,” Marchello rubbed his hands. “We know strong enough Dragonsouls have a relationship with Aether Crystals, and Aether Crystals are concentrated mana. So, there’s a connection there, between Mana and Dragonsouls.” 
 
    “I’m with you so far,” Mark said. 
 
    “What the King was trying to do,” Marchello went on, “was to drain the mana from the Aether Crystals of a thousand dragonkin, a hundred drakes, and ten Dragon Lords. The idea was that the Forgotten King would be able to integrate all that power into himself.” 
 
    “He told me as much,” Mark said. “But a Dragon King is already the most powerful thing there is, right? Why would he do that?” 
 
    “It’s…complicated,” Marchello said. “You have to remember, at the time of the Kings’ War, there were many, many competing Dragon Kings. They were draining the land of Mana to create Aether Crystals at a terrible rate and using those Aether Crystals to build their dragon armies. This was a time of constant warfare, of vast tracts of land being turned into wastelands to make bigger and bigger Aether Crystals.” 
 
    “So, if our buddy upstairs falls behind the game,” Mark guessed, “he might try something stupid.” 
 
    “Well, if it had worked, it wouldn’t have been stupid,” Marchello said. “I don’t know what he said to get his entire army to agree to this plan, but the ritual drained the accumulated mana in all of those Aether Crystals. I’m guessing here, because the written records stop at this point, but I figure the power was too much for the King to handle. All of that mana would have obliterated anyone else.” 
 
    “He said he was an echo,” Mark said. “So, he’s, what, just a loose soul bouncing off the walls?” 
 
    “More or less.” Marchello shrugged. “Again, this is all speculation. All of this is well beyond my area of expertise—I don’t think there’s anyone alive who knows about this stuff.” 
 
     “It’ll do for now,” Mark said. “How do we destroy him?” 
 
    “We disrupt the echo,” Marchello replied. He slid another piece of paper in front of Mark, this one covered with writing. “It won’t take nearly as much power as the ascension ritual. We take the power contained in a Grade Two Aether Crystal and channel it on a specific vibration at the Forgotten King’s corpse. That’ll be enough to disrupt the resonance binding his soul to this place.” 
 
    “Sounds too good to be true,” Mark said. “There’s no way this can backfire?” 
 
    “Again, this is all speculation, but when we’re talking about the kinds of power a Dragon King is meant to have, a Grade Two Gem is small potatoes.” 
 
    Mark stroked his chin, thinking. “OK. That’s good to know. I’m not prepared to sacrifice our biggest Aether Crystal at this stage, but once we get more—and once the King stops being useful—I’m inclined to give it a shot.” 
 
    Marchello sighed. “Thank you. I…honestly? I’m a historian. All this magic stuff, it’s way out of my league. I can just about handle the theory, but I’m much more comfortable with troop movements, battles, and so on.” 
 
    Mark clapped him on the back. “Kid, you don’t give yourself enough credit. This is good work. Like you said, nobody alive knows shit about this stuff, so, you’re more or less the only expert.” 
 
    “That’s not exactly reassuring,” Marchello said. “But thanks. If it’s OK I’d like to keep looking into this stuff? I know it might not be tactically important—” 
 
    “Knowledge is power,” Mark said. “I trust you. You do what feels right, and we’ll see where it leads.” 
 
    Marchello blushed. “Uh, thanks. I’m sorry, nobody really takes me seriously about this stuff.” 
 
    Mark laughed and tousled his hair. “Kid, where I’m from, there’s a saying: ‘Those who don’t study history are doomed to repeat it.’ Who knows? Somewhere in these books might be the key to winning this entire rebellion.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Marchello said, shuffling his papers and blushing deeper, avoiding Mark’s eyes, “but, uh, thanks? I promise I’ll keep working hard.” 
 
    “All we can ask,” Mark said. “Keep up the good work.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “The biggest challenge when it comes to dragon ivory,” Mayvelle explained, “has been its scarcity. To get it, you have to kill a Scaleblade, and to kill a Scaleblade, you have to use ivory—and killing a dragonkin isn’t easy. We haven't had enough of a stockpile to experiment with it, so we’ve had to stick with what works.” 
 
    Mayvelle, Mark, Jacqlyn and Liberty were standing in Mayvelle’s workshop. She had turned this section of the Tomb into her personal playground. Everything was just as organized as it had been before she got to work, besides the pile of dragonkin bones on a table. 
 
    “One of the limitations of dragon ivory has been its relative brittleness,” Mayvelle continued. “Arrowheads work because the force of the impact is concentrated on a single point, but it isn’t able to deal with being flexed.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I follow,” Mark said. “Surely, if it can punch through dragon scale—” 
 
    “It’s a question of forces,” Mayvelle said. Mark hadn’t seen her this vocal and animated the entire time he’d known her. “For whatever reason, dragon ivory can handle being pushed in one direction at a time, but not two. Observe.” 
 
    Mayvelle picked up a sliver of discarded ivory, the excess from one of her constructions. It was about three inches long and an inch wide, irregularly shaped. 
 
    Mayvelle held the scrap of bone between the forefinger and thumb of each hand. 
 
    “See how I can flex it,” she said, bending the bone between her hands. It took all of her considerable strength, and even then, the material only bent less than an inch. “And watch how it doesn’t move if I apply pressure to a point.” 
 
    She pressed her thumb against the corner of the odd-shaped rectangle. Mark watched as her substantial bicep swelled, but the bone didn’t budge; instead, a small bud of scarlet blood swelled from the pad of her thumb. 
 
    “But when I press the edge of it to the table,” she continued, putting action to word. She pushed the sliver of bone against the stone workbench. The shard bent and contorted, then shattered, splinters flying through the air. 
 
    “Nobody knows why,” Mayvelle said. “But dragon bones, or at least dragon bones chopped down to usable size, can’t handle being forced to move in more than one direction at one time.” 
 
    “Speaking as a carpenter,” Mark said, “that doesn’t seem right.” 
 
    Mayvelle shrugged. “It is what it is. I can only work with what I’ve got.” 
 
    “This is why we’ve had to rely on arrows and spears,” Liberty said. “Piercing weapons avoid this problem, but if you’re using, say, a sword or a knife, you might find it shattering at an inopportune time.” 
 
    “But I’m guessing you’ve found a solution,” Mark said flatly. 
 
    Mayvelle grinned. “Well. It’s yet to be stress tested, but…” 
 
    She reached under the table and lifted a short sword into view. It was maybe fifteen inches long from hilt to tip, made from gleaming polished steel, but on the edge of the blade Mark saw that a line of dragon ivory had been set into the steel base to present a thin, wedge-like edge. 
 
    “This is still a thrusting weapon,” Mayvelle explained. “It’s more of a sidearm—you’d still want to have a spear between you and a Scaleblade—but in close quarters, it’s better than nothing. You’d want to try to thrust the tip between or under their scales, but with the steel reinforcement, you won’t have the same problems with parrying their claws.” 
 
    Jacqlyn’s eyes went wide. “Oh. My. Fuck. Can I hold it?” 
 
    Mayvelle grinned and handed it over. Jacqlyn took a couple of steps back from the workbench and started running through a few sword forms, her smile broadening once she got used to the balance and weight of the weapon. 
 
    “This is excellent work,” Jacqlyn said after a few moves. “Even as a backup, it’s so much better than what we’re working with.” 
 
    “You’re a star, as always,” Liberty said, clapping Mayvelle on her muscular back. “I knew you had it in you.” 
 
    She laughed. “I don’t know about that. Spears and arrows will be our main weapons for a long time, but hopefully this will be useful.” 
 
    “How can we scale up production?” Mark asked. “We have the material. The issue is making enough of the stuff to make a difference.” 
 
    Mayvelle shrugged. “You give me a dozen blacksmiths, and I can show them the techniques. Those people show a dozen more. It’s not difficult, it just involves a few tricks that aren’t intuitive.” 
 
    Mark stroked his chin. “OK. As we make contact with more villages, we’ll see if we can’t get you talking to their smiths.” 
 
    “Can I keep this?” Jacqlyn asked. “I hate to be a bother, but I really love this blade.” 
 
    Mayvelle laughed. “Just make sure to kill a few Scaleblades with it, and we’ll call it even.” 
 
    Jacqlyn slid the blade under her belt. “Oh, don’t worry. That’s a given.” 
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    Nights on the ship were a communal affair. One of the crew, Quan, was responsible for cooking. He’d been an innkeeper before joining the Rebellion, and he had a knack for stretching the provisions on board The Orphan. 
 
    Of course, with half the crew dead, there was more food than expected to go around. 
 
    While one of the crew, Calvary, kept watch from the tallest tree she could climb, the rest of the crew ate at a long table set up on The Orphan’s main deck. Everyone was in good spirits, talking about the progress that had been made on repairs to the ship. Even Marchello was excitedly telling anyone who would listen all about what he had found in the Tomb’s library. 
 
    Even though their situation was dire—stranded in a twisted jungle, with only the ghost of a millennia-old tyrant for company, waiting on supplies to arrive from a far-off village—Mark had to admit the atmosphere was warm and friendly. He was reminded of the camaraderie of a work crew at a bar after a long shift, the good cheer that comes from having done an honest day’s work, building something real. 
 
    “Have you seen Jacqlyn?” Mark asked Amalica as she took a seat next to him. She smiled and gave him a kiss on the cheek before answering. 
 
    “I think she’s still down in the hold,” she said. “I went down there to see if there was anything I could use to stitch together a scabbard for her new sword, and it looked like she was practicing the meditation movements.” 
 
    Mark frowned. “She has to know it’s supper time. I think I’ll go down there and see what’s up.” 
 
    Amalica put her hand on his arm as he moved to stand. “Mark just…be careful with her. She would hate me for telling you this, but she’s not happy about the direction her training with the King is going.” 
 
    “Right,” Mark said with a sigh. “Yeah. She didn’t like being a drake, I can’t imagine how she’s reacting to being told her ideal self has horns, wings and a tail.” 
 
    “Listen, I know you care about her,” she said. “I care about her, too. I think what she needs right now, is to know there are people she can lean on. That love her, and that she can trust.” 
 
    Mark squeezed her hand. “Anyone ever told you that you should be a psychiatrist?” 
 
    “I have my hands full just being a healer,” she said with a smile. “Let alone whatever the heck one of those is.” 
 
    Mark laughed. “Sorry. Save some food for us, we’ll be back in a sec.” 
 
    Mark swung his legs out from under the long table and headed for the stairs down to the cargo deck, located by the forecastle. Once he reached the cargo deck, he took the next flight down to the steerage deck, the lowest deck in the sky galleon. 
 
    The hold was where The Orphan kept most of its supplies. Liberty had a policy of keeping a month’s worth of food, spare rope, planks for patches and anything else they might need on hand at all times—something that had proved invaluable once they’d crashed here. 
 
    The hold was dimly lit, with only a couple of lanterns hanging from the ceiling. Crates, sacks and barrels lined the curved walls, leaving only a narrow gap in the middle for people to walk through. 
 
    In this gap, Jacqlyn was training. 
 
    She hadn’t noticed Mark when he first came in. She was wearing her red wrap halter top and a pair of loose cotton shorts, her customary leggings and knife belt left in a pile on top of a barrel. She was facing away from him, going through the motions of a technique the King had called butterfly-wakes-the-wind, a quick rapid-fire series of kicks, poses and arm movements that was meant to put the practitioner in the same mindset as a wildfire being fanned by strong winds. 
 
    Mark couldn’t help but admire the way her muscles moved under her smooth olive skin, the flickering light of the lanterns playing over the sweat running down the curve of her spine. Her chin-length hair had been tied back with a piece of red ribbon, keeping her long neck bare. 
 
    He was just about to announce his arrival when Jacqlyn finished the sequence by bending over backward, placing her fingers on the rough wooden deck and arching her back in a perfect bridge, her stomach as taut and tight as any fitness model’s. Mark found himself swallowing and blinking, trying to remember why he was here. 
 
    “Oh. It’s you,” Jacqlyn said. She pushed off her feet and completed a rolling handstand, springing onto her feet and spinning around to face Mark. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Food’s ready,” Mark said. “But, uh, I figured I should check in on you. See how you’re doing.” 
 
    “Oh, just fucking great,” Jacqlyn snapped. She grabbed her scarf from her pile of things and used it to wipe her face. “Just peachy. I’m turning into dragons and shit every day and it’s fine, no big deal. Did Blondie put you up to this?” 
 
    “She might have mentioned you were having a hard time adjusting,” Mark said. He walked closer and took up a perch on a pile of sacks filled with flour. “I know it’s difficult to accept that you have a Dragonsoul.” 
 
    “Difficult?” Jacqlyn laughed bitterly. “You have no fucking idea, Mark, stranger from another world. If I’m to believe what you say, you’ve only been here, what, two weeks? Three? And yet you strut about like you’ve always been part of this fight. You don’t know what it’s like to live your whole life in the shadow of these monsters. Then to find out I’m one of them…” Her lips curled back in a quivering snarl. 
 
    “You’re right,” Mark said, holding up his hands. “I don’t know. Not the same way you do, deep in your bones. But I can empathize.” 
 
    “Oh really,” she spat. “You have immortal God-Kings sending invincible enforcers to slaughter whole villages for defying them, where you come from?” 
 
    “No,” Mark had to say. “Not exactly. But men can slaughter the vulnerable just as well as any dragon.” 
 
    “This should be good,” Jacqlyn said, placing her hands on her hips. “Go on. Tell me how things are just as bad where you’re from.” 
 
    “My family…my grandfather comes from a place called West Virginia,” Mark said, slowly at first but warming to the tale as he went on. “He was a coal miner. It was hard, dangerous work. The air they breathed was poison. The men who owned the mine paid them peanuts, but worse than that, they also owned the houses they lived in and the stores they bought food from. It wasn’t slavery, technically, but every penny my grandfather earned went right back into the pockets of the men who paid them.” 
 
    Jacqlyn pushed herself up onto a crate, folding her arms. She didn’t look convinced but seemed willing to hear him out. 
 
    “When the miners decided to take a stand, their bosses fought back,” Mark continued. “My grandfather and the other miners took up arms and occupied the minefields, demanding fair wages and better working conditions. The bosses hired mercenaries, called on the federal government to send airplanes—a kind of metal airship—to bomb their own citizens. They call it the Battle of Blair Mountain, but it was a massacre. Americans machine-gunning Americans just so the rich pricks could stay rich…” 
 
    Mark’s hand went to the red neckerchief around his throat. “The miners tied these red flags around their necks, so they’d recognize each other in the fighting. ‘Red-neck’ became a word to demean the poor and downtrodden, but to me, it’s a badge of honor. My family always fought for the working man. My grandad survived the Battle of Blair Mountain. My dad was a Union organizer. I…” 
 
    Mark sighed and closed his eyes. “You’re right. We didn’t have dragons burning villages and kidnapping children, but we did have greedy fucks grinding up men for profit. Your struggle is my struggle, Jacqlyn, even if I don’t know what you went through.” 
 
    “So, this is what, familial guilt?” Jacqlyn asked. “You’re doing this to make your daddy proud?” 
 
    “Fuck no,” Mark said with a laugh. “No, him and me, we haven’t talked for years. No, I’m doing this because it’s what’s right.” 
 
    Jacqlyn made a skeptical ‘hmph’ noise. “Still doesn’t explain why you’re taking a dead Dragon King at his word.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Mark said. “I mean, of course he’s working his own angle. I don’t buy this ‘just let me die’ nonsense for a second. I’m only going along with it for as long as he gives us useful information. The second he starts looking like he’s trying to fuck us over, he’s history.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Jacqlyn said. “And how do you know the ritual will work?” 
 
    “Worst case scenario, we just walk away from the Tomb,” Mark said. “Take everything not nailed down and just bounce. Once the ship is fixed, there’s nothing keeping us here. You ready to grab dinner now?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Jacqlyn said, pushing herself off her crate. “I’ve got too much nervous energy. You wanna go a few rounds?” 
 
    Mark shrugged and got to his feet. “Don’t see why not, but you’re telling Quan why we let his soup go cold.” 
 
    “Tell you what,” Jacqlyn said. “Loser has to take the blame.” She started bouncing from foot to foot, limbering up. 
 
    Mark chuckled and started to pull off his shirt. “Deal.” 
 
    He threw the garment off to one side. He couldn’t be sure, but he could’ve sworn Jacqlyn was checking him out. Her eyes had returned to his face by the time he looked back at her though. 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask for a few pointers,” Mark continued. “I mean, I’ve been in a few fights in my time, but it’s not like I ever had lessons.” 
 
    “No lesson like taking a few knocks,” Jacqlyn said, standing side-on and leading with her right foot. She held her hands up in front of her, palm out, as if ready to grab—it reminded Mark of some Muay Thai kickboxing movie he saw once. 
 
    Mark fell into his own stance, a more traditional boxer’s crouch. Most of his fights had been drunken brawls, the kind where the goal was to get a few hits in to prove you were one of the boys, but the expectation was that it got broken up before things went too far. 
 
    With that in mind, he’d been impressed with how he’d handled himself since arriving in Phandar, but he was under no illusions that he didn’t have more to learn. Someone like Jacqlyn— 
 
    She burst into motion, closing the distance between them before Mark could blink. He skipped back, trying to buy space to think, but Jacqlyn wasn’t giving him the opportunity. She lashed out with two quick punches that Mark caught on his forearms, leaving him open to a sharp right knee that hit him in his thigh. 
 
    Ignoring the pain, Mark retaliated with a left hook that Jacqlyn ducked under, somehow folding her entire body in half. She turned the forward motion into a tackle that brought them both down to the ground, Mark’s breath escaping his body with a loud exhalation of air. 
 
    He knew enough to keep his guard up, his arms covering his face, and he moved his head left and right to avoid her fists. Jacqlyn’s powerful thighs clamped around his waist, and her weight pinned him down. He knew he wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    Even so, Mama Greene didn’t raise no quitter. He let Jacqlyn wail on him for a moment more before he reached up and grabbed her wrists, using his greater strength to pull her arms wide. Getting his left foot beneath him, he pushed off the deck of the ship and rolled them both over so that he was on top. 
 
    “Not bad,” she said. “But what are you gonna do with me now you’ve got me?” 
 
    This was just close enough to flirting to make Mark pause. “Um…” 
 
    Smirking, Jacqlyn yanked her hands out of Mark’s grasp, grabbed his hair, and pulled his head down for a passionate kiss. 
 
    It was safe to say this wasn’t where Mark had envisioned this interaction going, but he wasn’t one to question his good fortune. Their tongues danced together, and Mark’s hands went to Jacqlyn’s sides, running up her waist to feel— 
 
    Jacqlyn’s right knee raised under Mark’s chest and, with a heavy push, flipped him onto his back. 
 
    The second time in as many minutes, Mark was winded, leaving Jacqlyn time to get to her feet and bounce away, laughing. 
 
    “Oh, that’s just fighting dirty,” Mark said, getting to his knees. 
 
    “I studied under the Varie Family School of Anything Goes Bullshit, Mark,” Jacqlyn said with a smile. “Fighting clean or dirty, what counts is who’s left standing at the end of the day.” 
 
      “That so?” Mark said, standing and grinning. “Then I’ll stop holding back.” 
 
    He rushed forward, bent low and ready to tackle her to the ground. She skipped back a couple of steps, but it wasn’t enough. His arms wrapped around her and his bulk pushed back against her, sending them both to the ground. 
 
    Her hands were on his chest, and he registered her fingers teasing his nipples. He bit his lip at the pleasant sensation but didn’t let it distract him. At this point it was clear that her ‘nervous energy’ was sexual frustration, and he wasn’t churlish enough to deny a friend in need. 
 
    His mouth met hers with a hungry, questing lust for sensation. Their tongues danced as his hands found her breasts, pushing the fabric holding them to one side to reveal the olive-skinned treasure beneath. She moaned as his fingers tweaked her nipples in turn. 
 
    His thigh slipped between hers and pushed his knee against her core, feeling the heat of her between the thin fabric that separated them. Eager to regain the upper hand, she bit his lip, communicating her need through pain. 
 
    They both moaned and any pretense at combat was gone. Jacqlyn abandoned his chest to shimmy her pants down over her thighs, even as Mark did the same. Each of them only got their clothing down to their knees before their mutual need overcame them, desperate for sensation. 
 
    Mark’s fingers dug into Jacqlyn’s modest breasts as her nails raked down his back. They moaned in each other’s mouths, their lips never ceasing their dance.  
 
    Suddenly, the notion that any fabric might separate their bodies proved intolerable. They stripped, desperate to feel skin on skin. 
 
    Mark’s cock popped free of its confines, and once Jacqlyn’s sex was free of its restraints, Mark ground the underside of his cock against her core. The desperate yearning that escaped their mouths proved to them that this was exactly what they needed, that what happened next was always going to happen. 
 
    The tip of Mark’s cock slipped inside her almost accidentally, their primeval instinct for rutting overriding any intentionality of their conscious mind. The yearning for each other’s heat proving more urgent than any regard for propriety meant that the velvety smoothness of Jacqlyn’s pussy welcomed the steel strength of his cock, consequences be damned. 
 
    Mark wasn’t ashamed that his lustful moan filled the confines of the lower deck, any more than Jacqlyn’s answering call did the same. After all, they were young, fit and virile. Why shouldn’t they fuck? Why shouldn’t his cock fill her pussy? Why shouldn’t the feeling of their union cause them both to luxuriate in this most primal of bonds? 
 
    His hips knew their purpose and drove his cock in and out of her, the tip of him finding the limits of her body with every thrust. She moaned, groaned every time his cockhead buried as deep inside her as it could go, her legs looping behind his to ensure that even if he wanted to, he couldn’t escape. 
 
    Pure physical need overrode everything else. The electric rush of their shared sensation was all they needed, all they wanted, nails digging into each other’s flesh as if pain could communicate the extent of their desire for each other. 
 
    Mark felt her pulse around him, felt her pussy gush fluid down his shaft and balls, and that was all the signal his body needed to release his cum. His brain ceased to function, their fucking was all that mattered, was all that he could process. 
 
    His balls pulsed, pumping cum into her, sure in the knowledge that it would be welcome. Together, their voices entwined in mutual appreciation. 
 
    For a brief, precious moment, they each struggled to breathe, each equally insensate in the wake of their lust. 
 
    Their minds were blank, overcome with the aftermath of their fucking. Time ceased to have meaning as the glow of satisfaction suffused their flesh. 
 
    She was the first to speak. “Fuck. That was…” 
 
    “Yeah,” Mark said, aware that this single syllable was insufficient. 
 
    “Hey,” Amalica said as she reached the bottom of the stairs. “Are you guys—Oh, wow! I’m sorry!” 
 
    Mark and Jacqlyn rolled off each other as if caught in the midst of some juvenile transgression. 
 
    “Shit!” Mark said. “Uh, Amalica, I can explain—” 
 
    “Ah!” she exclaimed, clapping her hands. “It’s about time! I don’t know why it took you so long!” 
 
    Mark, his mind already awash in the hormonal afterglow of their union, had no idea how to respond. 
 
    Fortunately for him, he didn’t have to. A loud horn blew through the forest. There was only one reason that sound would be issued. 
 
    “Fuck,” Jacqlyn said, sitting up. “The lookout.” 
 
    Amalica’s joy turned to alarm as Mark jumped to his feet and looked for his clothing. 
 
    “I promise we’ll talk about this,” he said in a rush. “But it sounds like they need us.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With the crow’s nest out of commission, Calvary’s lookout post was up high in the jungle canopy. By the time Mark and Jacqlyn had pulled on their clothes and made it to the top deck, she had scrambled down the tree she was perched in and was leaping to the main deck. 
 
    “Flare,” she panted. She was a slim ginger-haired woman who kept mostly to herself. “Halfway between here and Mourningholme.” 
 
    “That could only be Wylese,” Liberty said. “The convoy with the lumber for the repairs—” 
 
    “On it,” Mark said. “Jacqlyn, Amalica, if you could transform, we can go check it out.” 
 
    Jacqlyn sighed. “More dragon shit. Fine, hit me.” 
 
    “Of course,” Amalica said with a nod. “Whatever you need.” 
 
    Mark checked the mesh bag that was always by his side. Both Aether Crystals were there. “Jacqlyn, do you want to be the drake or…?” 
 
    “And have you ride me? Sure.” She blinked. “Wait—” 
 
    “Works for me.” Mark held out his hands, closed his eyes and reached for the energy of the Aether Crystals, preparing to channel that energy along his bonds with each woman. The bonds between them were stronger. More vibrant, brighter somehow.  
 
    Possibly as a result of spending so much time together? Mark thought. It was something to consider later. 
 
    Jacqlyn and Amalica each took a hand, and with the familiar flash of aquamarine and ruby light, were transformed into their drake and dragonkin forms. Mark opened his eyes and swung his leg over Jacqlyn’s back, while Amalica crouched, ready to launch herself into the air. 
 
    “If we’re not back in four hours, send a search party,” Mark told Liberty. She fired off a sharp salute. 
 
    “Good hunting,” Liberty said, and Mark tapped his heels against Jacqlyn’s flank. 
 
    At his signal, Jacqlyn and Amalica pushed off the ship and launched into the air. 
 
    As much as Jacqlyn hated being in drake form, her confidence and aptitude at handling this body showed marked improvement from when their adventure had begun. Her wingbeats were strong and steady. Amalica led the way, and as soon as they cleared the canopy of the black jungle, Mark saw the red smoke from Wylese’s flare. 
 
    “They’re close,” Jacqlyn shouted, straining to be heard over the rush of air in their ears. “But what’s the problem—” 
 
    The convoy was comprised of three flat-bed wagons, each pulled by two draft horses. Each was laden with one of the large poles that were destined to become The Grateful Orphan’s masts, as well as an assortment of sacks and crates. 
 
    It was hard to see how many people manned the wagons, but the source of their distress was obvious. 
 
    “That’s the biggest fucking wasteland monster I’ve ever seen,” Jacqlyn shouted. 
 
    If the ones Mark had seen on the way to Mourningholme were the size of black bears, this one was the size of a garbage truck. Loping on four heavy legs toward the convoy, the creature was maybe four miles from where they flew. 
 
    “Can we go any faster?” Mark yelled.  
 
    Jacqlyn responded by increasing the beat of her wings. 
 
    It became increasingly clear they wouldn’t arrive at the convoy before the creature did. As Mark watched, the wagons pulled into a rough triangular formation. Some of the villagers pulled out crossbows and pikes, getting ready to defend themselves. 
 
    He knew they didn’t stand a chance against a creature that size. 
 
    As they grew closer, Mark got a better look at the thing. It was built like a bear but armored like an armadillo—black segmented carapace plates with ragged patches of black fur sticking out of them. Its snout was long and pointed, almost triangular. Its eyes were wrong, somehow, in a way he couldn’t place. It hurt to look at them. 
 
    As he watched, the monster drew within crossbow range of the wagons. They fired volley after volley, and despite the monster’s high-pitched roars of pain, it kept coming, driven by whatever dark hunger drove it. 
 
    His team were still nearly a mile away when it reached them. 
 
    The pikemen held fast, and the monster threw itself on their spears, seemingly heedless of the danger. They could only scatter once their lances hit, lest they be crushed under its bulk. 
 
    The crossbow team followed suit, each of them sprinting to flank it and assume a new firing position. The beast howled and spun about in confusion, snapping the thick pikes like matchsticks in its rage. 
 
    It fixed its gaze on— 
 
    “Shit,” Mark said. Wylese, like the stubborn old mule she was, yelled to get its attention. She was holding one of the pikes, its butt braced against the ground, daring it to try to eat her. 
 
    “Crazy old bat is going to get herself killed,” Jacqlyn shouted. “Hang on—” 
 
    Jacqlyn folded her wings by her sides and fell into a sharp dive, angled directly at the monster. Mark clung to her neck, so he wasn’t thrown off. It was a race, but the thing had a head start. It thundered toward Wylese, ignoring the stray crossbow bolts that peppered its hide or bounced off armored plates. Mark could hear them shouting now, telling her to move, to get out of the way. 
 
    The pike hit the creature dead on the chest, bouncing off an armored plate to find a fleshy connection just under its shoulder. The spear sank deep, then snapped, bent in half under its momentum. Wylese looked up at it, undaunted, as the monster opened its jaws— 
 
    Just in time for Jacqlyn to breathe fire into its face. 
 
    Flames washed over it as it reared back in confusion, its weird keening cry striking Mark as being more of annoyance than anger. Still, Jacqlyn persisted, whipping open her wings to halt her dive and raking its face with her claws as she flew over its head. 
 
    That got it mad. 
 
    Mark turned to look behind them to see the thing spin in place to pursue Jacqlyn. He formed his hand into a claw and shot a stream of water at it, to see if it would have an effect. The thing reared back in shock and surprise, shaking itself to get its bearings. 
 
    Amalica was next, strafing it with her concussive water-bolts, staying high in the air out of its reach. 
 
    Jacqlyn hit the ground skidding, sending dirt and mud flying up behind her. When their momentum ran out, Mark jumped from her back and spun to look at the beast. 
 
    “How do we beat this thing?” he asked. 
 
    “Normally they run once you poke them enough times,” Jacqlyn said, catching her breath. Her draconic throat heaved with each heavy intake of air, flying so fast had taken a lot out of her. “This level of aggression though? It's not normal.” 
 
    “Fire didn’t seem to work too well,” Mark said. “Have you ever heard anything about—” 
 
    “Pah!” Jacqlyn scoffed, puffing out her chest. “Fire always works if you use enough of it. Just watch—” 
 
    With a thrust of her hind legs and a beat of her powerful wings, she was off again. 
 
    “—about them being resistant to magic,” Mark finished. “I swear, some people…” 
 
    The villagers had moved away from the fighting, more than content to let their rescuers handle things from here. Amalica had led the monster away from the wagons, and some of the villagers were working to calm the horses. Wylese jogged up to Mark, dusting off her jacket. 
 
    “Wylese, you were amazing,” Mark said. “That was—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” she waved her hand dismissively. “Tell me what you’re going to do about this thing. It should have run by now.” 
 
    “Jacqlyn was saying, yeah,” Mark said, thinking. “Are there any stories about how these things interact with magic?” 
 
    “Not a clue,” Wylese said, running a hand through sweat-slicked hair. “When the Dragon Lords bother to show up and deal with these things, they don’t exactly bring regular humans along to watch the show.” 
 
    Between them, Amalica and Jacqlyn were able to keep the beast occupied. Jacqlyn would bathe it with fire, Amalica would drench it in water, then Jacqlyn would dive to rake it with her razor-sharp claws. 
 
    The creature, for its part, was reactive rather than active. It spun to meet each attacker, rearing up to try to swipe its claws at them but lacking any ranged weaponry. All the girls had to do was stay out of its reach. 
 
    “Stalemate,” Mark muttered. “How quickly can you get the caravan moving?” 
 
    “Already on it,” Wylese said, slapping his shoulder. “Give us five minutes to get ready, then we’ll take all the time you can give us.” 
 
    “What will happen if we let this thing live?” Mark asked.  
 
    “Probably wanders toward Mourningholme. That’s the closest Mana Condenser, anyway.” Wylese shrugged. “By rights, it should arrive right on time for the Reaping, at which point it’s the Scaleblade’s problem. Otherwise, Jonothall organizes a defense, and the village drives it away.” 
 
    Mark frowned. “That doesn’t sound like a good thing—” 
 
    “Jacqlyn! No!” 
 
    Mark turned to watch as the monster caught Jacqlyn with one massive paw, knocking her to the ground. A loud, sickening snap filled the air as she landed on one wing at a bad angle, and Jacqlyn roared in pain. 
 
    Mark burst into a sprint, yelling incoherently and blasting the beast with short staccato bursts of fireballs. The creature turned to look at him with a growl, then bounded at him. 
 
    “Amalica! Heal her!” Mark shouted. 
 
    As she flew to Jacqlyn’s side, Mark concentrated on running. The thing was faster, stronger, and bigger than him, and as much as his magical attacks annoyed it, they didn’t seem to be doing any damage. In fact— 
 
    Wait, he thought. Is this thing’s carapace glowing? 
 
    It wasn’t his imagination. Now that he was closer to it and paying more attention to where his attacks hit, the glossy black armored plates on its chest weren’t black anymore, but rather filled with a swirling iridescent energy, like gasoline spilled in a puddle. 
 
    They’re not armor, he realized. They’re collection sacs. 
 
    It was the last thought he had before the monster caught up to him and sent him flying with a swipe of its paw. 
 
    He flew five feet through the air and landed on his back. A little groggy from the impact, it took him a moment too long to get his breath back. When he opened his eyes, the creature was standing over him. 
 
    It stared at the Aether Crystals in their bag by his waist with its strange, misshapen eyes. 
 
    “You’re just trying to bring the mana home, aren’t you?” Mark said.  
 
    The creature opened its mouth, revealing row after row of razor-sharp teeth, each one a perfect triangular pyramid, stratified like a shark’s maw. Its tongue was purple and red and over a foot long, ululating with its cry of rage. Globs of spit landed on Mark’s face and chest, and the monster— 
 
    The monster was thrown to Mark’s left by an angry Jacqlyn, fully healed, hitting it like a freight train. 
 
    As Mark watched, Jacqlyn tore at its flank with her claws and ripped chunks out of its hide with her teeth. She snarled in rage, tearing strips off it and sending purple and black ichor flying. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Amalica said, fluttering her wings to land next to him. She lay her hands on his chest, sending healing mana through his body. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Mark said. “Listen. I know what it wants. And we have to give it to them.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Amalica said, confused. Satisfied with Mark’s condition, she removed her hands and helped him sit. 
 
    “The monsters, they’re trying to find the Aether Crystals and take them back to the Wastelands,” Mark explained. “I think it’s just the land trying to heal itself. 
 
    “But if you give this thing your Aether Crystals, how will we fight the Dragon Kings?” 
 
    “We’re not giving it the Aether Crystals,” Mark continued. “Notice how your water blasts weren’t really affecting it?” 
 
    “I just figured that was because it was so big,” Amalica said, her draconic face frowning. 
 
    “I think it’s absorbing any magical attacks,” Mark said. “We shouldn’t be trying to hurt it. We should be trying to heal it.” 
 
    It was hard to read Amalica’s expression in her dragonkin body. Mark thought she looked confused, then concerned, then finally she nodded. 
 
    “It’s worth a try,” she said. “Tell me what to do.” 
 
    “Transform into your second self,” Mark said. “Use your healing magic on it, and hopefully once it’s absorbed enough, it’ll be on its way.” 
 
    He offered his hand and Amalica took it. With a flash of aquamarine light, Amalica was transformed. Her pale skin shone in the sunlight, her white dress trailed in the wind, and a gold belt hung off her hips. 
 
    She held out her hand and closed her eyes. As Mark watched, a staff grew from her clenched fist, as tall as she was and topped with an icon in the shape of a starburst inside a crescent. 
 
    “OK,” she said, as if she was reassuring herself. “OK. I think I’ve got this.” 
 
    “I know you do,” Mark said, touching her shoulder. 
 
    “Jacqlyn!” he yelled, trying to get her attention. She was locked in combat with the monster: she’d managed to get it onto its back and was hitting it with swooping dives to rake open its vulnerable stomach. At Mark’s call, she snapped open her wings and backpedaled, getting space between her and the beast. 
 
    “Get clear!” he called. She wheeled in the air and started to fly toward them. 
 
    The monster rolled over, getting to its feet. Streaks of purple gore lined its body, proof of the efficacy of Jacqlyn’s attacks. It shook its angular head, then focused its otherworldly gaze on Mark once again. 
 
    “Medela Rain!” Amalica shouted, holding her staff in front of her. 
 
    It started slowly at first, a few raindrops falling from a clear sky. But soon, the rain intensified, falling faster and faster, until the monster was being bathed by a gentle spring shower. 
 
    Jacqlyn landed on Mark’s left, watching in shock as the wounds she’d fought so hard to cause started to knit back together. 
 
    “What the hell, Mark?” she snapped.  
 
    Mark put one hand on her flank. “Trust me,” he said. “I think it’s just trying to find the mana that was stolen from the land. If we feed it—” 
 
    “—then it will fuck off to where it came from,” Jacqlyn finished. She was trying not to let it show, but she was breathing hard, and was bleeding where the beast’s claws had caught her during the fight. “Fine. How can I help?” 
 
    “Can you think of some positive thing your fire affinity could do?” Mark asked. 
 
    “Uh…it keeps us warm?” she guessed. “Wait, I might have something.” 
 
    With a flash of ruby light, Jacqlyn transformed into her Second Self. Her olive-skinned body was taut and powerful, the red of her halter-neck bodysuit bold and bright against the deep black of her hair. Her wings were broad and spread wide as she stretched one arm out to the wasteland monster. 
 
    “Celeritas Haze!” 
 
    The air around the monster started to shimmer, reminding Mark of hot air rising off summer asphalt. The creature shook its head, but when it did so, its movements were much faster than Mark was used to. 
 
    “Fire moves fast,” Jacqlyn explained. “Uh, I think this makes it move faster?” 
 
    “Keep it up,” Mark said. He could see the swirling, multi-colored effect spreading throughout the monster’s armored plates. After a minute or two, he waved his hand, and the girls stopped their spells. 
 
    The creature was standing stock still. Its fur was still black, but now its body was covered in shifting, slick swirling patterns of gold, blue and purple light where the carapace had absorbed the mana. 
 
    Its eyes, its wrong, painful to look at eyes, regarded the three of them with sublime indifference. 
 
    The beast turned on the spot and started lumbering away. 
 
    “Well fuck me sideways,” Jacqlyn said. She sighed, and with a flash of ruby light, returned to her normal human body. She looked exhausted, and Mark went to her side, draping her arm over his shoulder to hold her up. 
 
    “Not in front of the villagers, guys,” Amalica said with a giggle as she transformed. She staggered over to them and wrapped Mark and Jacqlyn in a big, warm hug. “Sorry, that was maybe a bit inappropriate—” 
 
    “Now I’ve seen everything,” Wylese said. The three of them stood up straight and turned to look at her. She stood a few yards away, her arms folded across her chest. Behind her, the three wagons—with the caravan guards atop of them—sat and stared. 
 
    “Very impressive,” she continued. “But is there a reason you girls have to parade about in your altogethers? There’s children on this wagon train, you know.” 
 
    “I saw dragon boobies!” a pubescent male voice piped up. Mark looked over—it was Twixt, peeking up over a stack of sacks. Deontah was next to him, and playfully cuffed him on the back of the head. 
 
    Mark sighed. “I swear I didn’t pick the clothing.” 
 
    “I happen to think it makes a statement,” Amalica said, standing up straight and putting her hands on her hips. “I’m a proud, powerful and independent woman, and I’m not ashamed of my body.” 
 
    Mark could feel a headache coming on. “Uh, let’s just get back to camp.” 
 
    “Mine is practical and athletic,” Jacqlyn pointed out. “Also, what she said.” 
 
    Mark just sighed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The journey back to The Orphan was uneventful, at least in terms of monster attacks. Mark still had to deal with a pair of curious and excited children. 
 
    “So, Daddy says I have to go hide until the dragon people go away because they want to make me into a dragon people,” Twixt said to Mark. “But you guys are dragon people too. Are you going to make me into a dragon person?” 
 
    “Uh, no?” Mark said, not sure what answer the boy was looking for. “We don’t have a spare Aether Crystal for you, and I’m not going to put a child in danger by asking you to fight.” 
 
    “Aww man!” Twixt said, sitting reclining into the back of the wagon with a pout on his face. “I wanna be a fire dragon! Set things on fire! Whoosh! Burn!” 
 
    Deontah fended off his wild spell-casting gestures. “Mr. Magic Man,” she said. “If I turn into a dragon lady, do I have to wear clothes like that? Because I don’t think that would be appropriate. For me, I mean, I guess it’s OK if Miss Jacqlyn and Miss Amalica want to—” 
 
    “Kid,” Jacqlyn cut in, turning to face the children on the bed of the cart. She and Amalica were sitting on each side of Mark, while Wylese handled the draft horses and failed to keep from smirking. “You can wear whatever the hell you want. Don’t let anybody tell you different.” 
 
    “I just like feeling pretty,” Amalica said. “But there’s lots of ways to do that. Besides, you don’t even have to be a dragon lady if you don’t want to.” 
 
    “But I have powers, right?” Deontah asked, thoughtfully. “I mean, that’s why the Scaleblade want to take us away. To teach us dragon powers.” 
 
    “Yes and no,” Mark said, glad to be back on more practical and less salacious ground. “You have a strong Dragonsoul, which means you could become Bonded with an Aether Crystal. But it also means you can learn magic the proper way.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Amalica said. “I studied healing under my village’s wise woman before meeting Mark. The Slow, Careful Path is very rewarding, and you won’t have to hurt the land to use it.” 
 
    “That’s boring,” Twixt moaned. “Who wants to fix things and heal people when you can blow stuff up?” 
 
    “Anyone can hurt people,” Jacqlyn said, and something in her tone made the young boy take notice. “Hurting people is easy. Fixing things? Fixing people? That’s something to be proud of.” 
 
    The cart trundled along for a full five seconds in silence. 
 
    “Omigosh Jacqlyn you are so cool.” 
 
    Mark couldn’t help but laugh. “He’s got you there.” 
 
    Jacqlyn blushed. “I mean it kid. What we do…it might be necessary, but it’s not glamorous.” 
 
    Twixt just kept staring at her admiringly until Deontah bopped him on the back of the head. 
 
    “Anyway,” Deontah said as her friend rubbed the back of his head. “The Dragon Lords must have a reason for taking the children. I don’t know, maybe it’s to keep the villages safe from children unable to control their magic, or something.” 
 
    “Where I come from,” Mark said, “people like the Dragon Lords sometimes recruit children to be soldiers. Kids about your age. They make them—they make them do terrible things, they fill their heads with lies to make them forget their families and make them dependent on the warlord. They break the kids and turn them into weapons. Weapons who commit atrocities just to feel like they belong.” 
 
    Again, another five seconds of silence as the children absorbed this. 
 
    “OK,” Deontah said, nodding. “That makes sense.” 
 
    “Don’t sugar coat things for kids, will you,” Wylese said over her shoulder. “In fact, maybe you should be harsher.” 
 
    “Sorry Wylese,” Mark said. 
 
    “Don’t apologize to her,” Jacqlyn said. “I wasn’t that much older than them when the Scaleblade killed my parents. They deserve to know the kinds of risks they’re facing.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Wylese grumped. “Just saying, until a week or so ago they were normal kids. Ease them into it.” 
 
    “When I grow up I’m gonna punch Lord Andon in the dick!” Twixt declared, lifting his arm to the heavens. “And I’ll keep punching him until he stops being a dick! Which he will have to! Because his dick will hurt! From the punching!” 
 
    “…yeah, I think they can handle it,” Mark said, laughing. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Home are the conquering heroes!” Liberty proclaimed, lifting her cutlass high over her head as the convoy finally rolled into the clearing. “What news from the hunt, comrades?” 
 
    “Ignore her,” Wylese said, rolling her eyes as she dismounted from the driver’s seat. “I find it’s easier to respond to her as if she had said something a normal person would say.” 
 
    “I think we learned something,” Mark said, following Wylese down to the ground. Liberty waved a hand, and the rest of the crew helped the villagers unload the supplies from the wagons. Jacqlyn, Amalica, and Mark walked over to Liberty and explained what happened during the fight with the wasteland monster. 
 
    “Interesting,” she said, stroking her chin. “So, do you think this means we could heal the wastelands by giving the monsters raw mana?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Mark said. “But that’s a long-term problem. Right now, we have to work out how to pull off this thing with the Reaping.” 
 
    “You should have seen them!” Twixt yelled, running up to the group and wrapping his arms around Liberty’s waist. “They were so awesome! It was all like, ‘fwoom! Swoosh!’ and then Mark was like ‘Stand back! I know what to do!’ and then—!” 
 
    “It was loud and violent and scary,” Deontah said, her arms crossed. 
 
    “Loud and violent and awesome—” 
 
    “You can tell me all about it at dinner, kiddo,” Liberty interrupted, ruffling the boy’s hair. “But that’s only Act One. We’ve still got to repair the ship and save your village.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not worried about that,” Twixt said with a beatific smile. “As far as I’m concerned, you guys can do anything!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Repairing The Grateful Orphan’s masts was no small task. 
 
    The crew spent the week hanging pulleys from the stoutest branches they could find in the canopy, running ropes through them to hoist sections of each mast high in the air, to be lowered into the holes in each deck. 
 
    Mayvelle called the action and used her prodigious strength to push the bulky masts into position. She stood astride the mast ports like a colossus, stripped to the waist bar a chest wrap and arms bulging with the work. Jacqlyn and Amalica assisted in guiding the mast from the air using their dragonkin bodies. 
 
    Meanwhile, Mark and Liberty stood by the mast heel—located in the cargo deck for the fore and aft masts, and the steerage deck for the main mast—to make sure the massive wooden poles settled in properly. 
 
    Mark had been surprised to learn that a mast wasn’t just a single pole. Rather, the masts were each made from two sections. When the base was installed, or ‘stepped’ into the block set into the ship’s keel in the cargo deck, the next section was hoisted up and stepped into a socket on the top of the base section. 
 
    While they were stepping the main mast, the last to be done, Mark was puzzled to see Liberty drop a pair of brass scale coins into the mast heel and mutter something under her breath. 
 
    “What was that?” Mark asked, and Liberty looked up at him, startled, as if she’d forgotten he was there. 
 
    “Oh. Nothing really.” She ran one hand through her red hair. “Superstition, I suppose. Two coins for the ferryman, if worst comes to worst, and we’re called beyond the void.” 
 
    “Huh,” Mark said. “Come to think of it, I haven’t really seen anyone being…spiritual around here. Religion is important where I’m from, but nobody in the crew prays or anything.” 
 
    “You can thank the Kings for that,” Liberty said and spat on the ground. “Way it was told to me, the Dragon Kings brooked no rivals to their power, not even the Gods themselves. They saw to it that anyone who knew the names or rituals of those who came before started preaching the Gospel of the Wings, worshiping the Dragon Kings themselves. Anyone who refused…” 
 
    “I get the picture,” Mark said. “Still though, you can’t just…erase an entire culture like that.” 
 
    Liberty shrugged. “Bits and pieces survive as local superstitions. My father was a fisherman, and whenever we stepped a new mast, we’d toss in two coins just like this, just in case.” 
 
    “Look alive!” Mayvelle shouted from above them. Mark and Liberty looked up the mast ports in the decks to see that she was about to lower the mast. The two of them took a step back and looked up, ready to grab on once the mast reached them. 
 
    “So…what do people think happens when they die?” Mark asked, curious and unable to shake the thought from his head. “What does ‘called beyond the void’ mean?” 
 
    Liberty sighed, and her voice was wistful and melancholic when she answered. “Well, I can’t speak for everyone, and the Gospel is obviously trash propaganda, but my dad told me that when we die, our souls are called beyond the void that separates our world from the next. That when we die, we all go to hell.” 
 
    “Whoah,” Mark said, eyes widening. “That seems pretty fucking dark. Everybody goes to hell?” 
 
    Liberty spared him a glance, looking surprised, before turning her head to look up. On the deck above them, Pamoledes and Tallister were steadying the mast, making sure it would settle into the mast heel properly. 
 
    “Sure,” she continued. “Maybe it means something different where you’re from, but to us, hell is like…a gray, featureless desert, as far as the eye can see. On the other side of the desert, there’s a green and pleasant land. Kind of like how you’d imagine the real world to be before the Dragon Kings sucked the life out of it. All anyone has to do to get there is walk through the desert. “ 
 
    “Doesn’t seem fair,” Mark replied. “Some murdering asshole gets the same shot as someone who fed and clothed the poor and downtrodden?” 
 
    “Ah, that’s the beauty of it,” Liberty shot back with a smile. “Every shitty thing you did in life, every bad deed, every selfish act…you carry that weight. Each of your sins is a link in the chains you have to carry through hell. Live a good life, be good to other people, you don’t spend so long in the desert as a murdering asshole. Live a bad life…” 
 
    “I get it,” Mark said. “Reminds me of a story. ‘I wear the chain I forged in life, I made it link by link, and yard by yard, I girded it on of my own free will, and of my own free will I wore it.’” 
 
    “So, you have heard of it?” Liberty asked. The mast peeked past the cargo deck’s mast heel, and Mark reached up to touch the best of the mast with his fingertips, getting a better grip as it was slowly lowered. 
 
    “Not me,” he said with a grunt. “It’s from Dickens. Story about a greedy businessman having a change of heart after some ghosts tell him off for being a dick.” 
 
    “Whatever works I guess,” Liberty said. The mast was low enough now that she could hold it too, and together they guided it into the block, crushing the ferryman’s coins under its weight.  
 
    “Right!” she said, brushing her hands against one another. “That’s the easy part done. Now to install the yards, string up the rigging—” 
 
    “Wait, that was the easy part?” Mark moaned, wiping sweat off his brow. “Fuck me sideways.” 
 
    “Ah, I think Amalica and Jacqlyn have dibs on that, eh?” Liberty said with a smirk as she elbowed Mark in the ribs. He just rolled his eyes and groaned. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Once the masts were up, there wasn’t much that Mark, Amalica and Jacqlyn could do to help. The crew of The Orphan could work faster without having to direct untrained amateurs, and the volunteers from Mourningholme were skilled craftsmen themselves. 
 
    The crew and the villagers from Mourningholme worked around the clock, driven by the awareness that the Reaping was coming. 
 
    The work would have taken a shipyard three weeks, assuming a full staff, ample tools and proper hoists. 
 
    Somehow, they had to get it done in one. 
 
    “Besides,” Liberty had said, pushing Mark away from the work site despite his protests that he knew one chisel from the other, “you’re going to need all the hocus-pocus training you can get before our big debut.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about some other things I’d like to try,” Amalica told Mark as they, along with Jacqlyn, made their way to the Tomb’s throne room. “The Forgotten King said I should be able to give my allies boons using my Way of Calming Waters. Healing, obviously, but if you think about it, water also conceals. Right? Like when you’re trying to see through a glass of water, everything looks like it’s in a different place from where it really is.” 
 
    Your minion is correct, the King intoned in Mark’s mind. Full invisibility might be a bit beyond her at this stage but distorting the vision of your enemies should be within her capabilities. 
 
    “Bones says you’re on the right track,” Mark said. With a touch, the gold door to the throne room slid open, and the trio walked into the chamber they had commandeered as their training ground. The magical lights flickered into life. 
 
    The King’s corpse loomed over the room, as always. Mark spared it a glance before focusing his attention on warm-up stretches. It was a constant reminder to him of what he was up against, what his ultimate foes would be like. 
 
    Defeating Lord Andon was just the first step. If he really, truly wanted to set the people of this world free, he would need the power to defeat…whatever the hell the voice in his head was. It was a sobering thought. 
 
    “So, we just, what, think magic thoughts and say some made-up words, and we can do whatever we want?” Jacqlyn asked. She wore a pair of tight shorts and a fitted wrap around her chest to give her more freedom of movement. That it gave Mark an excellent view of her stomach as she twisted and stretched was just a bonus. 
 
    He shook his head. He hadn’t had a chance to talk with either of the women about what happened before rescuing the Mourningholme caravan. Hell, he hadn’t had a chance to sort out his own feelings. 
 
    Not quite, the King explained, and Mark repeated his words aloud. Your intention must resonate with your elemental affinity. You could not ask fire to knit together broken bones or restore lost flesh. You could ask it to burn and cauterize, but healing is not in fire’s nature in the same way it is with water. 
 
    “When I cast that healing mist,” Amalica said, “it was less like a conscious thought and more like a…feeling. You know? Like, we don’t think about how to walk, or decide which foot to put in front of the other. We just do it.” 
 
    This is a good sign, the King said. This means your servant is in tune with her element, is starting to embrace the power you’ve given her. Your other minion, however… 
 
    “He says you’re doing great,” Mark said, choosing to omit the rest of the King’s commentary. “Jacqlyn, how did you do what you did with the wasteland monster?” 
 
    “I dunno,” she said with a shrug. “It just came to me. Whenever I’m fighting, I’m always pushing myself to move faster, and it seemed like a very fire-like kind of thingy.” 
 
    To use the technical term, the King said snidely. Mark ignored him. 
 
    “Maybe we can build on that,” Mark said. “But your Way of Constant Hunger is meant to be more aggressive, isn’t it? What’s some bad stuff fire does that isn’t just burning things?” 
 
    Jacqlyn scratched the back of her head. “Exhaustion, maybe? Like, when it’s summer and the days get so hot you just want to lie very still until someone turns down the sun?” 
 
    Enervation is within fire’s remit, yes, the King confirmed. Have your servants transform into their Second Selves, and we can begin. 
 
    “You’re on the right track,” Mark said, holding out his hands. The girls walked toward him and touched his palms. With the customary flash of light that signaled their transformations, they changed into the half-human, half-dragon bodies that represented their idealized selves. 
 
    Curious, the Forgotten King said. You shouldn’t need to physically touch them to spark the transformation. That is, if your bond with them is strong enough. 
 
    “That would be useful,” Mark said as he pulled his shirt over his head. 
 
    “What would be useful?” Amalica asked, spinning her staff in her hand. 
 
    “Apparently we don’t need to touch to transform,” Mark explained. “Maybe we should try that first?” It had become something of a habit to touch them to transform them. 
 
    All you need to do is send the energy along the strands of fate and duty that tie you together, the King said. Mark held up his hands, indicating to the girls to wait. They are your instruments, to carry out your will. The form they take is yours to command. 
 
    Mark closed his eyes and reached for the part of his soul that he’d come to think of as representing his bonds with his friends. Friends? Lovers? What were they, exactly? 
 
    He put the thought to one side and found the links between himself, Amalica and Jacqlyn. They appeared to him like cords of blazing light—aquamarine for Amalica, ruby red for Jacqlyn. Curiously, there were more links there…fainter, but still present. This one, lit in sky blue light, felt like Liberty, while the other of bold, hearty earthen brown must be Mayvelle. 
 
    Diving deeper into himself, he found more strings of various hues and colors. Wylese’s was barely there and hardly glowing at all, while thin cotton strands of red and brown seemed like the beginnings of friendship with Twixt and Deontah. Beyond that… 
 
    Take care not to lose yourself, little King, Mark’s ghostly tutor reprimanded him. 
 
    “There’s just so many,” Mark said breathlessly. 
 
    “Is he broken?” Jacqlyn asked Amalica. “Should I hit him? That fixes most things.” 
 
    “I’m fine, Jacqlyn, I’m not a busted jukebox,” Mark said. “Just got a bit preoccupied there.” 
 
    Before you ask, the King interjected, no, you cannot necessarily send energy to someone you barely know. The recipient must be someone you have forged a strong connection with, someone who has sworn fealty to you and pledged themselves to your cause. Acts of devotion and protestation to your might strengthen the bonds and allow you more control over the energy you grant them. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound right,” Mark said quietly. “Liberty and Mayvelle…” 
 
    I do not know these people, so could not tell you. In times of old, it was required that our servants undergo rituals of service to prove their loyalty. I can instruct you in them— 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Mark said. 
 
    “You ever feel like you’re missing out on half a conversation that’s about you?” Jacqlyn asked Amalica. 
 
    “I think it’s great they’re getting along,” Amalica replied. “It must be so lonely for Mister Bones here all by himself.” 
 
    “Are you seriously giving the ghost of a centuries-dead tyrant a cutesy nickname?” Jacqlyn asked, exasperated. 
 
    “Too much?” Amalica asked her, cocking an eyebrow. “It just feels weird calling him Forgotten King all the time.” 
 
    “Too much,” Jacqlyn confirmed. “Look at this fucking thing. I’m not going to call a creature from the depths of the nightmares of humanity everywhere Mister freaking Bones.” 
 
    “It’s no use,” Mark said finally with a sigh. “Sorry guys. I think we need a stronger bond before we can do the transforming-without-touching thing.” 
 
    “That’s OK,” Amalica said, touching Mark’s left arm. “Besides, I quite like touching you.” 
 
    Jacqlyn made a sound of suppressed amusement. 
 
    “I’ll say this,” she said out loud. “He’s definitely in my top ten of people I’ve touched. Top three, maybe?” 
 
    “I can’t say as though I’ve got many other people to compare him to,” Amalica said quickly, turning to look at Jacqlyn. “But I do have to say that in terms of the ‘touching’ we’ve shared, I’ve never been anything less than completely satisfied.” 
 
    “Girls…” Mark said, but Jacqlyn cut him off. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure you have been,” she said, raising one eyebrow. “But there’s only so much an inexperienced woman can do, before the novelty wears off. A woman of experience has so many more things they can bring to ‘touching’ that a man of culture can appreciate.” 
 
      
 
    “Anyway!” Amalica continued, ignoring Jacqlyn’s snort and Mark’s blush. “We were going to work on some techniques, weren’t we?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Mark said, clapping his hands. “Who wants to start?” 
 
    “I’ll see if I can get the concealment spell working,” Amalica said.  
 
    Jacqlyn locked her fingers together and stretched her arms up over her head until her shoulders popped. “I’m feeling like a workout. You think you can get—” she dropped her hands to her side and sighed theatrically “—Billy up and running?” 
 
    The dragonkin skeleton they’d been using as a sparring partner was lying in a pile at the feet of the Forgotten King. Somehow, despite being inanimate, Mark fancied the pile of bones had the look of an eager puppy running in circles, ready to play fetch. 
 
    “No, I need to get some training time in myself,” Mark said, shaking his head to rid himself of the ridiculous vision. He reached down to the hem of his shirt and drew it up over his head, throwing it to one side and rolling his shoulders to loosen up. “Jacqlyn, you mind if we go a few rounds?” 
 
    She raised one eyebrow. “Really? It won’t be like last time, champ. Full contact, powers on?” 
 
    Mark smirked and snapped his arms to his sides, summoning water and fire blades in his right and left hand respectively. “Wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    “Whoa whoa whoa, hold on,” Amalica said, panic in her voice.  
 
      
 
    “Anyone home?” 
 
    Liberty’s voice interrupted them, her airy breezy tone a stark contrast to the tension in the air.  
 
    Mark, Jacqlyn and Amalica turned to face the captain, who was leaning against the door to the King’s throne room, miming knocking on the doorframe. 
 
    The three of them looked at her, then at each other, then back at her. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt,” Liberty continued, the twinkle in her eye belying her innocent tone. “I was just hoping to have a word with Mark about the plan for Mourningholme’s Reaping?” 
 
    Mark pushed his sweat-slick hair back on his head and pulled his neckerchief back into position. “Sure, Liberty, what’s up?” 
 
    “Well, I was hoping to have this conversation away from…” she waved her hand at the looming skeleton of the Forgotten King. “Do you mind if we talk outside?” 
 
    “Outside!” Amalica trilled, clapping her hands. “Fresh air! Physical distance! Yes, these are good things! Let’s go! Outside!” 
 
    In a flash of blue light, she transformed from her Second Self back into her civilian garb, her hair neatly pulled back in a ponytail. Her cheeks red, she rushed out of the temple. 
 
    Jacqlyn rolled her eyes then did the same, throwing her red scarf over her toned tanned shoulders and following her down the stairs. 
 
    “Trouble in paradise?” Liberty asked with a grin. 
 
    “Don’t you start,” Mark mock-warned her. He walked over to her and the two of them started walking down the stairs, Liberty chuckling all the way. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You want to who with the what now?” Mark asked, flabbergasted. 
 
    The four of them had taken a walk away from the crash site, picking their way through the black, lifeless jungle with no small measure of trepidation. The daily patrols hadn’t found any signs of wastelands monsters, but nobody wanted to take any chances. 
 
    A few minutes of pushing their way through disquieting colorless foliage later, they had come to a small clearing. The jungle floor was bare dirt and covered in snapped branches and fallen leaves. The canopy above them was still thick with uncanny intertwined trees, the sun somehow filtering through the greedy, lifeless tree limbs to cast dappled shadows on the people below. 
 
    “It’s simple really,” Liberty continued. “We need to convince the Scaleblade who comes to the reaping that Twixt and Deontah died, and I’m easily the best liar we have. If anyone can convince them, it’s going to be me.” 
 
    “No, that part I understand,” Mark said. “It’s the part where you want me to turn you into a dragonkin if shit goes sideways I’m not so sure about.” 
 
    “I’m with Mark on this one,” Jacqlyn said crossing her arms. “Me and Blondie have the most experience with this dragon shit. We’re still new, but it makes sense to have the people most familiar with this crap on the front line.” 
 
    “Which is why I want you there with us, Jacqlyn,” Liberty said. “I’m the mouth, you and Mark are the muscle. Between the three of us, we can easily handle one Scaleblade and the soldiers sent to haul the tributes. If it comes to that.” 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Amalica said, concern in her voice. “If violence breaks out, people will be hurt. With my healing magic, I’ll be needed—” 
 
    “Which is why we will have this,” Liberty said, drawing a small metal tube with paper seals on each end out of a loop on her belt. “It’s a signal flare. Touching a flame to the base causes a firework to fly out the other end, which will be the signal for the Grateful Orphan to sail to the rescue. There’s a dell less than a minute’s flight from the village. In a worst-case scenario, backup is only moments away.” 
 
    Mark started rubbing his temples. “OK. Right. But why just Jacqlyn and I? Why not all three of us?” 
 
    “I don’t want too many unfamiliar faces in the crowd,” Liberty said. “The Scaleblade tend to send people to the same villages every year. We’re lucky in that this year isn’t a census year, so we won’t have to justify our presence to the census takers.” 
 
    “Fine,” Mark said. “Tell me honestly though, how confident are you that we can pull this off without a fight?” 
 
    Mark had half expected Liberty to brush him off with her customary optimism and was surprised when her shoulders slumped and she looked at the ground. 
 
    “Honestly? It’s a coin toss.” She looked up and fixed Mark with a serious gaze. “They’re not the first people to try and hide children from the Reaping. Lord Andon’s men will probably try to search the village and interrogate Twixt and Deontah’s families. If I didn’t know these people, if I had any doubts about their commitment to hold up under questioning, I wouldn’t be taking this chance. But we have to try.” 
 
    Amalica put one hand on Liberty’s shoulder for support, and Liberty squeezed her hand in response. 
 
    “OK,” Mark said. Liberty’s doubts, strangely, made him more comfortable with the decision. Overconfidence was the mark of the incompetent, in his experience. That Liberty was willing to say she might be wrong showed she had more of a handle on her capabilities. 
 
    “In any case,” he continued, holding out one hand for her to take, “we should get you some flight time. What do you say to some dragonkin practice?” 
 
    Liberty’s face instantly lit up. “Yes!” she said with a small gleeful squeak. She took Mark’s hand, and he closed his eyes, feeling the flow of energy from the smaller Aether Crystal and directing it along the bond between them.  
 
    He noticed that the strand between them seemed thicker, ever so slightly, than it had just a moment ago in the temple. He wondered if it might be in response to the increased trust this conversation had given him, then pushed the thought from his head. Time enough for that later. 
 
    The clearing was filled with the flash of light blue light that signaled Liberty’s transformation. As soon as Mark opened his eyes, Liberty took to the air, springing off the ground to complete a loop in the air before settling back on her feet. Her dragonkin body was slender, with the same incongruous chest bump that all female dragonkin seemed to possess instead of breasts, with sky blue scales and Liberty’s trademark pirate hat perched between the straight horns that swept back from her temples. Some magic seemed to keep the damn thing from slipping from her head despite her acrobatics. 
 
     “Oh, this is wonderful,” she gushed. “It’s one thing to sail through the air on a ship, but this is just exhilarating.” 
 
    Jacqlyn rolled her eyes. “Let’s see if you still think that way after some bastard Scaleblade’s taken a chunk out of you.” 
 
    Liberty waved off her interjection with her left claw. “So, what should I work on first?” 
 
    Mark furrowed his brow. “I guess we start with the basics. Try using your breath weapon.” 
 
    Liberty nodded and turned to face the treeline, taking a deep breath in with her hands on her hips. Liberty opened her mouth wide— 
 
    And breathed out with a raspy sound like a smoker exhaling, with no visible elemental effect. 
 
    “…well that was disappointing,” Liberty said. 
 
    “No no no,” Jacqlyn said quickly. “It’s more of a diaphragm thing. You’ve got to put some feeling into it, you know?” 
 
    “I feel my element more in my chest,” Amalica said, touching her sternum. “If I close my eyes I can feel it, kind of like a second heartbeat. Focus on that and you should be able to manage it.” 
 
    “You realize those are two completely contradictory pieces of advice,” Liberty said, slightly irritated. 
 
    “Listen, we’re all kind of making this up as we go along,” Mark said in a mollifying voice. “It’s a little different for everyone. Um.”  
 
    He was struck by a sudden thought. 
 
    “You’re an actor, aren’t you? Try and act like you can do this. What’s your motivation?” 
 
    Liberty’s lizardlike eyes rolled into the back of her head, but she turned back to face the trees and took another large breath. This time, when she exhaled, a stiff breeze followed, causing the fallen twigs of the underbrush to stir in its wake. 
 
    “That’s more like it!” Amalica said, jumping on the balls of her feet and clapping. 
 
    “What was different that time?” Mark asked as Liberty turned back to face the group. 
 
    “I felt… something… in my chest,” she said slowly. “Kind of a swirling sensation in my lungs. If I focus on that…” 
 
    She opened her jaw again and a light blue nimbus of elemental energy started gathering at the back of her throat. Mark and the girls dived for cover as a stronger whirlwind of air cut through the space where they had been standing. 
 
    “Sorry!” Liberty exclaimed as the three of them stood up, brushing bracken from their clothes. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Mark said, cutting off Jacqlyn before she could chew her out. “Are you getting a feel for it now though?” 
 
    “I think so,” Liberty mused. “What else could I do with it, though?” 
 
    “Well,” Mark mused, as he reached for the elemental affinity being linked with Liberty gave him. The energy had a different feel than the fire and water he was used to. Fire made him think of the dry heat of wood stoves and campfires, while water reminded him of the weightlessness of lying on his back in a swimming pool. The feeling of air, however, reminded him of nothing so much as grabbing a handful of buttered popcorn, for some reason. 
 
    “Most of the tricks we’ve been using come from compressing and concentrating the element when we summon it,” he continued. He thought back to his time in the machine shop, how compressed air had been used to power wrenches, punches and rivet guns. “You can get a lot of force out of compressed air.” 
 
    He reached out with two fingers and took aim at a large stone sitting on the ground a couple of feet away. Using a similar technique to his water-jet cutters, he concentrated elemental energy into his fingertips for a few seconds before letting loose. The air stream Mark unleashed crossed the distance near-instantaneously, sending the stone ricocheting into the undergrowth.  
 
    “You’ll need some practice intercepting other people’s elemental attacks too,” Jacqlyn chimed in. She reached out to Mark. “If you would be so kind?” 
 
    “You sure you don’t want Amalica to do it?” Mark asked, curious that Jacqlyn was volunteering to transform despite her discomfort with all things dragon-related. 
 
    “A chance to set Liberty on fire?” she replied with a grin. “Are you kidding?” 
 
    “Now hang on a minute—” Liberty protested as Jacqlyn transformed into her drake body in a flash of ruby light. 
 
    Mark and Amalica took a step back as Jacqlyn started to gather elemental energy in her throat. Liberty made a small ‘eek’ sound and did the same, letting loose a burst of air right as Jacqlyn unleashed a small fireball. The gust of air impacted the flames and scattered them harmlessly. 
 
    “Not bad,” Jacqlyn said. “Now let’s see if you can handle when I do this—” 
 
    She leaped into the air from a standing jump, her wings carrying her to the canopy where she started to circle the clearing. Liberty craned her next to look up at her, just in time to see a small fireball heading her way. Rather than intercepting it with her own breath weapon, however, she scampered out of the way, the projectile narrowly missing her wing. 
 
    “Oh, come on!” Jacqlyn taunted. “That was barely hotter than a matchstick. You can do better than that!” 
 
    “Should we, um, do something about this?” Amalica asked Mark, placing one hand on the small of his back. 
 
    “Nah, let them blow off some steam,” Mark said, turning his head to give his lover a small kiss. “Besides, it’s good to see Jacqlyn getting into it, you know?” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” the nurse replied. “I don’t know if she’ll ever be completely OK with her powers, but she can’t deny how useful they are.” 
 
    “One day, when we’ve killed the last Dragon King, we’ll be able to let the power go,” Mark promised her. “No gods. No masters. Just people, free to be themselves.” 
 
    Amalica sighed and pulled him into a close side embrace as Liberty and Jacqlyn continued to run and fly about the clearing, trading elemental bursts of magic. 
 
    “It’s a nice dream,” she said, her voice full of longing. “And when I hear you say it, I almost believe it’s possible.” 
 
    Mark let his left hand drift to her waist and squeeze her, planting a kiss on the crown of her head. “Just wait and see, love. These bastard lizard kings don’t know what’s coming for them.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The week passed quickly. The crew and the delegation from Mourningholme worked twelve-hour days, pausing only for food and sleep. Mark, Liberty, Amalica and Jacqlyn trained just as hard, joining the others for meals. 
 
    Gradually, the Grateful Orphan grew to resemble her old self. Fresh, newly varnished timbers gleamed in muted jungle light. Proud masts and booms stood tall and proud. Freshly patched sails hung ready to be filled by the wind. 
 
    That night, the camp held a muted celebration. As much as they were relieved the work had been completed in time, the knowledge that the Reaping was coming still weighed heavily on them. After a few rounds of ale, everyone turned in for a well-earned sleep. 
 
    In the morning, the workers from Mourningholme led the horses that had drawn their carts aboard the ship, leaving the carts to collect another day. The crew took their places on the ship. Marchello had volunteered to look after Twixt and Deontah while the rest of the crew sailed to Mourningholme. Mark suspected that this babysitting would look more like Marchello reading the books in the tomb’s library while the children ran through the tomb’s corridors playing at being dragonkin soldiers or something. 
 
    Nevertheless, when it came time to depart, Mark, Amalica and Jacqlyn stood beside Liberty as she placed her hands on the ships’ control globes with the air of a proud mother holding her children for the first time in months.  
 
    “Welcome back,” Liberty said softly, before raising her voice. “Everybody! Listen up!” 
 
    The crew stopped talking amongst themselves and turned to face the sterncastle. Liberty drew herself up to her full height, a determined look on her face. 
 
    “Thanks to your tireless efforts, the Grateful Orphan is whole once again,” she said, projecting her voice to carry the length of the deck. “The Resistance cannot exist without brave men and women such as yourselves, and your commitment brings warmth to my heart. Together, I know, anything is possible.” 
 
    She paused for a moment, then continued. “We sail to Mourningholme. We sail to protect these people from the depredations of the Dragon Kings. We sail to save their children. We do these things not for a promise of reward or the call of glory. We do so because it is right. Because nobody should have to sacrifice their young for the greed of monsters. We do this because we care.” 
 
    Mark couldn’t help but feel a warmth in his chest. It might be sentimental, but he admired Liberty’s compassion just as much as her conviction. 
 
    “With luck, our deception will work, and we will win this fight without bloodshed. But if it comes to it, then we will not hesitate to draw swords and do what must be done. Our enemies believe themselves strong, but true strength comes from our comrades, from our willingness to reach out a hand, not to keep another down but to lift them up.” 
 
    With a flourish that Mark was sure she had practiced in a mirror a hundred times, Liberty drew her cutlass and held it aloft. 
 
    “For the Resistance!” she cried. “For Mourningholme!” 
 
    “For Mourningholme!” the crew cried as one, lifting their fists in the air. Carried along by the emotion, Mark joined in whole-heartedly. 
 
    “Now get to your stations, you bilge rats!” Liberty called out with a jovial tone. “Let’s get our girl back in the air where she belongs!” 
 
    With a chorus of “Ayes!” everyone followed her orders. Liberty sheathed her sword and put her palms back on the steering globes. 
 
    “Not bad,” Mark told her with a grin. “You’re quite the rabble rouser.” 
 
    “Oh please,” she replied off handedly. “What kind of actor would I be if I couldn’t handle a small heroic speech? Now, brace yourselves…” 
 
    She closed her eyes and the deck of the ship shuddered as the elemental energy imbued in the planks of the hull started to activate. He couldn’t see it from his vantage point, but the outer hull started to glow with a faint sky-blue light, and the ship shook as the Orphan started to lift from the makeshift cradle she had been stuck in these past few weeks. 
 
    Slowly, inch by inch, the airship gained altitude, until she was hovering thirty feet above the ground. The crew burst into a spontaneous cheer. 
 
    “Oh, you haven’t seen anything yet,” Liberty muttered to herself. Fortunately, the ship’s crash landing had left a gap in the canopy, easily big enough for Liberty to steer the ship through. 
 
    With a sigh, she adjusted her hands on the globes, and the Orphan rose even higher, up through the upper reaches of the jungle until the ship cleared the black-leafed foliage completely. 
 
    It was the first time in weeks Mark had seen the full light of the sun. The entire deck was bathed in clear sunlight, warm on his face. He closed his eyes and breathed in the fresh, clean air. It wasn’t until he had left the jungle that he realized quite how stifling the lifeless, mana-drained forest was. 
 
    "Full sail!” Liberty called, and the crew scrambled to comply. The Mourningholme contingent raced to the gunwales to gasp and gawk over the side, never having flown in their life before. 
 
    “So, hero,” Liberty asked Mark. “You ready to save a village?” 
 
    Mark bristled at the label. He didn’t like to consider himself as anyone special, preferring instead to think that most men would do the things he did if given the ability and opportunity.  
 
    Still, if he thought about everything he had seen and done over the last few weeks… it still felt like yesterday he was just another carpenter working too many hours building apartments for assholes who would use them like Monopoly pieces and never actually live in them. 
 
    “I’m ready to do my best,” he allowed, finally. “That’s all anyone can really say, truthfully.” 
 
    “Pah!” Liberty scoffed, turning the ship’s wheel to orient the Orphan to her final destination. “You’re a fine man but a poor dramatist, Mark. Where’s your sense of adventure?” 
 
    Amalica leaned against Mark’s body, wrapping her arms around him. “You’ll do fine, love. I know it.” 
 
    Mark returned her embrace, resting his hand on her waist and kissing the crown of her head. 
 
    “If it’s all the same,” Mark said finally, “I’ll settle for a nice, quiet successful deception over any heroics. Heroics generally tend to get people killed.” 
 
    “Well,” Liberty countered, “if it’s the right people getting killed, maybe that’s not so bad.” 
 
    Mark just shook his head as his lover held him tight. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This had better work,” Jacqlyn muttered, her hood pulled low over her face. 
 
    “It’ll work,” Liberty said, similarly disguised. “When have any of my productions failed to achieve spectacular results?” 
 
    “Oh, you did not just go there,” Jacqlyn said, her voice rising to almost normal conversational levels. “Remember that fiasco in Haverford? With the stampeding cattle and the fireworks?” 
 
    “Ladies,” Mark said. “Save it for later, maybe?” 
 
    The three of them were standing in the crowd of villagers back in Mourningholme. It was the day of the Reaping, and Jonothal had spent the morning getting everything ready. The crates, barrels and caged livestock that were being sent as this year’s tithe were set before a raised wooden stage that the villagers had erected the day before. Four men from the village stood on either side of the path leading into the village square, holding instruments—two flutes, a drum and a lyre—ready to herald the arrival of Lord Andon’s men. 
 
    The village’s Aether Crystal rested on a red velvet pillow sitting on a stone plinth carved in the shape of a dragon’s grasping claw. The plinths took pride of place on the stage, reminding everyone of what their ruler wanted from them. What they starved themselves for, what they sacrificed of their land to give him. 
 
    The two remaining eligible children had been dressed in clean, white linen robes, and Cait’s brown hair had been braided along the side of her head in a manner meant to evoke dragonkin horns. 
 
    Mark had been nervously checking Caitillion and Benjolyles’ Dragonsouls all yesterday and today. Their inner dragons remained small, dull, docile, no matter how many times he unfocused his eyes. He was still fairly sure they were safe from the Reaping. Reasonably sure. Possibly. 
 
    “I said spectacular results,” Liberty said. “I never said anything about those spectacles being intentional.” 
 
    Jacqlyn rolled her eyes. 
 
    Mark was saved from having to referee round two by the blaring of trumpets in the distance. Suddenly, everyone in the village, even the smallest children, stopped what they were doing and turned to look at the source of the sound. 
 
    “That’s our cue,” Liberty said with a smile. “Places everyone! Break a leg!” 
 
    Jacqlyn and Mark nodded, and drifted away, losing themselves in the crowd. 
 
    The plan, such as it was, was fairly simple. Jonothal would explain that Twixt and Deontah had taken ill and died during the winter, and that Cait and Ben were the only surviving children of age. If necessary, Liberty was ready to step in and talk more about how she had personally ministered to the poor urchins as they wasted away—leave it to Liberty to give herself the starring role, Jacqlyn had said—and if worse came to worst, Jacqlyn and Mark were on standby to intervene if things turned violent. 
 
    “Normally it’s just two Scaleblade and a troop of soldiers,” Liberty had explained. “Nothing the two of you can’t handle, especially with the element of surprise. And The Orphan is on standby, just in case.” 
 
    Mark fingered the small flare rocket in his cloak’s pocket. A single spark of magic fire would light the fuse, sending a phosphorescent light into the sky that The Orphan would see from their perch beyond a nearby hill. They shouldn’t need it, but if they did… 
 
    He put the thought from his mind. Better to focus on the present than dwell in hypotheticals.  
 
    The horns sounded again, closer now. Mark looked up to see… 
 
    “Well,” he muttered to himself. “Fuck.” 
 
    At the head of the delegation from Tannerith was a large, muscular, brown-scaled drake, followed by a pair of dragonkin, one colored dark blue and the other red. Six men accompanied them, wearing Tannerith city watch livery, carrying spears and shields with short swords at their sides. Behind them were half a dozen horse-drawn wagons, plodding slowly under the direction of six more guardsmen. 
 
    The drake must have an Earth elemental affinity, Mark thought. And the dragonkin must be lightning and fire users. I haven’t fought an Earth user before, let alone one as powerful as a drake… 
 
    Let’s just hope Liberty’s plan works. 
 
    “Welcome to Mourningholme!” Jonothal cried with a perfect impression of a man who wasn’t hiding anything. The musicians sprang into action, playing a jaunty melody that rang through the air. 
 
    “Stop,” the drake growled in a voice like boulders grinding together. The musicians came to a shuddering halt in their playing, the last notes of a flute trilling upward into an ear-piercing screech. 
 
    The drake stalked toward the stage with careful, deliberate steps. Mark couldn’t help but see how the creature’s bulging muscles rippled under his scales. Everything about him suggested solid, granite-like strength. Bigger than a Clydesdale horse and half again as wide, with an angular face and snout with prominent brow-ridges and straight bone-colored horns. 
 
    “Lord Andon has sent me to this village,” the drake announced once he had taken up center stage, “because he suspects you of disloyalty. In the wake of the insurgent attack on Tannerith, a cell of rebels was pursued to the wastelands near this village. Even though the rebel scum were effortlessly crushed by Lord Andon’s own hand, our Lord wonders if, perhaps, the rebels were seeking refuge in this village?” 
 
    The crowd started muttering amongst themselves, and Jonothal hurried up to the stage, holding out his hands in a pleading gesture. 
 
    “I assure you, noble drake, that Mourningholme has had no congress with rebels,” the village headman explained in a pleading tone. “We stand in awe of Lord Andon’s power, and are grateful for his protection—” 
 
    “If that is the case, then why did we not see any wasteland monsters in your vicinity while we approached?” the drake said with a smirk. “We would have expected to see at least one, and yet the perimeter is clear. Unless you expect me to believe you pushed them back yourselves, unaided by draconic might?” 
 
    “My lord,” Jonothal said, and Mark heard the panic in his voice. “I swear—” 
 
    “Moreover, there are only two prospects here on the stage before me,” the drake interrupted. “Our census stated there should be four children of eligible age?” 
 
    Mark started moving slowly through the crowd, trying to get closer to the stage. He could tell this was going to go sideways, it was just a question of when. 
 
    “Two of our children were taken by illness,” Jonothal explained. “During the winter. We tried everything we could to save them—” 
 
    “No matter,” the drake snorted, cutting him off. “Let’s get this over with. Scheinfell, bring the device.” 
 
    The dark blue dragonkin saluted. “Yes, Commander Radha.” 
 
    Scheinfell strode to the back of one of the wagons and lifted a square wooden box about a foot and a half long on each axis. It was stained dark brown, with brass corners and a push clasp in the shape of a dragon’s claw. 
 
    Mark tried to take Scheinfell’s measure while they walked. He was fairly sure Scheinfell was a woman—she had a slightly more slender and sinuous build than the dragonkin he had fought in Tannerith, and a slightly curved chest area. She walked with purpose, her back straight and proud. 
 
    The red dragonkin, whose name Mark hadn’t caught yet, stood with his arms folded across his chest, looking down his snout at the villagers. His mouth was a crooked sneer, exposing sharp yellow teeth. Small plumes of smoke escaped his nostrils with every breath. Mark figured this one was more bored by the proceedings, while Scheinfell took her duties seriously. 
 
    Scheinfell walked onto the stage and set the box down with a small amount of reverence. The musicians looked at each other like they would normally be playing something during this moment, but the other dragonkin stopped them with a guttural growl from deep in his throat. 
 
    Scheinfell unlatched the box and reached inside to bring out a device that reminded Mark of the original housing of his first Aether Crystal, only more elaborate and ornate. 
 
    The base of the device was a brass platform about four inches thick, with a hollow oval opening on one side. Four gleaming steel arms rose from each corner, supporting a hollow glass retort, a globe with a spout at the bottom that led into the topped with a wooden lid. Inside the glass globe was a sphere composed of a material that Mark didn’t recognize, a pearl-colored semi-opaque substance that reminded Mark of nothing less than a baby’s milk teeth. 
 
    Hold on, he thought, reaching for the silver mesh bag concealed beneath his cloak. He fingered the larger Aether Crystal through the material. Is this an empty Aether Crystal? 
 
    The device looked different from the diagram Marchello had shown him. He got the impression that it was…older, somehow.  
 
    “You should be honored,” Radha said, his booming voice cutting through Mark’s contemplations. “Lord Andon has decreed that your prospects will be tested according to the old ways. This relic dates back to the Kings’ War, and—” 
 
    Radha paused, then shook his head. “Bah. Peasants. How could you understand…” he trailed off. 
 
    “I’ll skip the formalities, then,” Radha said. “You. Boy. Come here.” 
 
    Ben was frozen to the spot, his face ashen white. Jonothal shuffled across the stage until he was behind him and gave him a gentle push between his shoulder blades. 
 
    With the older man’s help, Ben walked to where the device was placed on top of the box it came in. He looked up at Jonothal with obvious fear on his face, but at the headman’s nod, Ben placed his hand inside the brass base plate. 
 
    Mark swallowed and held his breath. 
 
    The opalescent sphere started to twitch and rattle in its housing. Mark frowned, then unfocused his eyes, hoping that the same sense he used to see Dragonsouls would shed light on what was happening. 
 
    A small wisp of Ben’s faint Dragonsoul was being drawn away from the light inside him, winding like unspooled thread down his arm. From there, the energy was drawn up the glass pipe and into the sphere where the empty Aether Crystal rested, and the energy was being sucked into the empty gem, causing it to move. 
 
    Fuck me, Mark thought. They’re draining the life from him… 
 
    Ben was in obvious discomfort, his brow furrowed and beaded with sweat. He started to withdraw his hand, but Jonothal gripped his wrist, keeping him in place with a whispered, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Radha’s scowl deepened as the device failed to deliver whatever results he was hoping for. After the longest minute in Mark’s life, he growled, “Enough.” 
 
    Jonothal let the boy’s wrist go and Ben yanked his hand out of the infernal device, shaking his hand. Jonothal gave his shoulder a pat, and Ben blinked back tears as he walked back to his position on the stage. 
 
    “Disappointing,” Radha said. “No matter. The girl next.” 
 
    Scheinfell gripped Cait by the shoulder and pushed her toward the device. She stumbled at first but straightened her back the closer she got to the center of the stage. 
 
    The dark blue dragonkin released her, and before Radha could say anything, she thrust her hand into the box while glaring at him defiantly. 
 
    Despite her resolve, the girl still gasped in pain as the machine began its work. To Mark’s magical sight, the same process was repeating—a tendril of her life force being sucked into the machine, where the apparatus fed the energy to the empty orb. Unlike with Ben, the energy from Cait was enough to cause the ball to rattle with more enthusiasm, spinning around the bottom of the glass like a ball in a roulette wheel. 
 
    “Come on,” Mark said under his breath. He had been so sure Cait’s Dragonsoul wouldn’t be strong enough to pass the Reaping, but then again, he didn’t have much to compare her to. He found himself grinding his teeth and forced himself to relax. 
 
    The sphere sped up until it left the walls of the glass sphere entirely and started hovering in the air, still rotating on its axis. Cait’s face was beaded with sweat, and she bit her lip, obviously trying not to cry out from the pain. Next to the monsters that were Radha and Scheinfell, the twelve-year-old girl looked so small, but her defiance belied her years. 
 
    Radha’s lips curled, and Mark wasn’t able to read his expression. Was he pleased? Exasperated? 
 
    The spinning ball seemed to stabilize, still rotating but no longer accelerating. Mark wasn’t sure what was supposed to happen next, but whatever it was, it wasn’t happening. Time crawled on, the girl’s face growing more and more pained while Radha’s scowl deepened. Blood started to leak from Cait’s lip, causing Jonothal to grip her shoulder as if to lend her his strength. 
 
    Finally, Radha spoke. “Enough.” 
 
    Cait whipped her hand from the device and sighed. The sphere clattered back into its housing, rocking against the glass until it finally came to rest. Jonothal patted Cait on the shoulder, and she slowly walked back to her place next to Ben. 
 
    Mark let out a breath he didn’t realize he had been holding. 
 
    “I don’t know what I expected,” Radha growled. “Weak, all of you.” 
 
    “My apologies, Commander,” Jonothal said, clasping his hands in front of his waist and hanging his head. “I hope our harvest makes up for the lack of suitable candidates to join Lord Andon’s court.” 
 
    “Perhaps the next candidates will prove stronger,” Radha growled. 
 
    He looked up, his eyes wide. 
 
    “My…my lord, I don’t know what you mean—” he started, only for the drake to cut him off. 
 
    “You think you’re the first to try and hide prospects from me?” Radha snarled. “Bring out the other two children to be tested, or you’ll be the first to die.” 
 
    Fuck, Mark thought, and looked about the crowd to see where Jacqlyn and Liberty were. Liberty had been making her way to the front of the crowd, while Jacqlyn positioned herself to attack the guards if necessary. Cursing himself for not sticking closer to them, he started pushing his way through the villagers, trying to get close enough to Jacqlyn to trigger her transformation. 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean,” Jonothal stammered, sweat breaking out on his forehead. “Twixt and Deontah died, everyone will tell you—” 
 
    “Those poor children died in my arms!” 
 
    It was Liberty, seizing the spotlight with a shout. She pushed back her hood, revealing her red hair, braided modestly behind her back. 
 
    She was playing the part of the village nurse and was dressed in a modest pale blue dress under her cloak, her makeup subtle and demure. Mark had to admit, if nothing else, she was a capable actress—her voice, her body language had completely changed, and it was hard for him to see her like this and think of her as the brash air pirate he’d come to know. 
 
    “Twixt was a strong lad,” she continued, “spirited and joking even as he coughed up blood into the shallow bowl I held to his lips. Deontah faded away slowly, the light in her eyes growing dimmer with every passing day. I tried…I tried everything, every herb and tincture I knew of, but nothing worked!” 
 
    Mark caught Jacqlyn’s eye through the crowd, and the two of them started to move closer as everyone’s attention was on Liberty’s performance.  
 
    “If you’d ever lost a child,” Liberty continued, her voice full of passion, “you’d know what you were asking, Sir Radha. If you desire our children, I’ll be happy to dig up their graves and present you with their corpses, but I beg of you: Leave us to our grief. Take our offerings with our thanks to our Lord, and let us alone to mourn.” 
 
    “Hell of a speech,” Mark said under his breath as he came close to Jacqlyn. 
 
    “He’s not buying it,” she replied. “It was worth a shot, but he came here to fight regardless. What’s the plan?” 
 
    “I hate to ask again,” Mark started, but Jacqlyn cut him off. 
 
    “Shut it. We both knew this was going to happen. I’m…going to have to come to terms with the whole being a dragon thing, but I’m not going to leave these people to die just because it hurts my feelings.” 
 
    Mark nodded. “You take Radha. I’ll send up the flare, get to Liberty, and we’ll take on the rest.” 
 
    Radha’s laughter sounded like an avalanche. “A fine performance, Liberty Belle. But you can drop the charade. After all, your band of rats is who we really came here for.” 
 
    The entire village was silent, as everyone present held their breath. 
 
    “Well, fuck me sideways,” Liberty said eventually. “Still, it’s always nice to meet a fan.” 
 
    Mark and Jacqlyn reached out and touched each other’s hands, allowing Mark to channel the power of the larger Aether Crystal to her. In a flash of brilliant crimson light, Jacqlyn assumed her drake form and, pushing past a cluster of panicked villagers running away from the stage, rushed toward the drake. 
 
     Mark was maybe six yards away from Liberty, too far to reach her before Scheinfell could. The dragonkin spread her wings wide and with a single leap, she was upon Liberty. 
 
     Liberty wasn’t entirely defenseless, however. She threw off her cloak and drew her cutlass, backing away from the Scalebladeswoman and brandishing her sword. 
 
     Mark pushed fleeing villagers out of his way, fighting toward her. If he could touch her, he could trigger her transformation— 
 
     Jacqlyn had taken to the air with a beat of her wide, powerful wings, getting just enough height to fall on Radha with claws extended. Radha reared up on his hind legs, batting his forearms at Jacqlyn, his claws glancing off her scales with a noise akin to nails on a chalkboard. 
 
     Jonothal had already started to shoo the children away from the fighting, practically pushing them to jump off the ramshackle stage to join the fleeing crowd. Unfortunately for them, the City Watch had dropped their spears and drawn their swords, charging into the mass of innocents and attacking, wounding and maiming indiscriminately. 
 
    They did it with such ease that Mark doubted it was their first time. 
 
    He focused on Liberty, who was doing her best to parry Scheinfell’s wild claw-strikes. She was mostly successful, until Scheinfell growled and forced her way through Liberty’s guard, ripping the bodice of her dress and leaving four jagged lines of blood on Liberty’s torso. 
 
     The crowd had pushed past Mark at this point, giving him an opening. He reached out with his right hand and fired a blast of focused fire at the Scaleblade, which hit her wing and seared the delicate membrane. With a yowl of pain, Scheinfell turned to face this new threat, leaving Liberty to back off. 
 
     A whoosh of combustion drew Mark’s attention skyward. The red-scaled dragonkin had taken to the air and had chosen this moment to unleash his breath weapon. An indiscriminate wash of fire danced through the crowd, and the air was filled with screams and the scent of cooked flesh. 
 
     Scheinfell roared with anger and leaped toward Mark, who extended his right hand before him and summoned the white-hot blowtorch. Until he could touch Liberty, he was limited to just using fire. It would have to be enough. 
 
     He juked to his right to avoid Scheinfell’s claws, letting her momentum carry her past his position. He slashed out with his own weapon but failed to land more than a glancing blow that left carbon scoring on the woman’s right arm, but did no real damage. 
 
     Still, this put him closer to Liberty. She took four quick steps toward him, stretching out her hand. Mark turned his back to his foe and reached out to take it— 
 
     In a brilliant flash of pale blue light, Liberty the meek village healer was gone, replaced by Liberty the powerful dragonkin warrior. 
 
     Slender yet strong, and still with the ridiculous pirate hat somehow affixed to her head between her horns, Liberty opened her mouth and blasted Scheinfell with a whirlwind of air from her throat, sending her flying until she crashed into the side of the stage. 
 
     “Tally ho, and let slip the dogs of war, eh?” Liberty said, brandishing her cutlass. “Have at thee, villain!” 
 
     “Liberty!” Mark yelled. “Your sword won’t work, use your—” 
 
     “Have at thee, I say!” Liberty repeated, ignoring his advice, and she lunged at her foe. 
 
     “It’s like herding cats,” Mark muttered. 
 
     The villagers had either dispersed or been cut down by the City Watch. The soldiers were smiling, almost gleeful as they worked. They left bodies littered across the grass of the village common, left like so much rubbish. 
 
     Mark had heard the expression “his vision turned red,” but had always thought it an affectation or colorful turn of phrase. In this moment, however, he felt as though the edges of his vision closed in, his world narrowing to just himself and these monsters before him. 
 
     He held out both his hands and reached for the fire that his connection to Jacqlyn granted him. The warmth of the element wound around his hands, and ochre flames started to dance between his outstretched fingers. One of the guardsmen noticed him, and shouted incoherently, pointing at Mark in warning. 
 
     It wasn’t enough for any of them to save themselves. He didn’t give them the time. 
 
     Two streams of pure flame shot out from Mark’s hands and washed over them. The flames turned from orange to blue as Mark channeled his anger, his disgust at these people fueling the elemental fury to match his white-hot rage. 
 
    The smell of burning meat filled the air as the soldiers’ skin was singed. The guards’ flesh melted under the force of his rage. When a man tried to run, dropping his weapon as if changing his mind at this stage might stay Mark’s rage, he waved one hand to focus on him, ensuring that none of the guilty would escape this judgment. 
 
    He was only shocked out of his rage by the red Scaleblade stepping into his field of view, mouth open and already summoning a ball of fire in his mouth. Not wanting to suffer the same fate as the City Watch, Mark cut the flow of flame and pivoted to face the dragonkin, just in time to send a counterblast of air to intercept his foe’s own attack, the condensed cone of wind dispersing the flames before they reached him. 
 
    “Lord Andon told us to expect someone like you,” he said, his deep voice carrying laconic amusement. “Still, it’s quite impressive to see it in person.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Mark asked, trying to slow his breathing. “And did Lord Andon tell you what I am? Why I can do what I do?” 
 
    The dragonkin shrugged. “He didn’t say, and I didn’t ask. It’s not like I need to know in order to kill you.” 
 
    “Better men than you have tried,” Mark said, his mind racing. He needed to get close in order to use his blowtorch weapon but doing so would mean getting past the monster’s breath weapon. 
 
     “That’s cute,” his opponent replied. “Anything else you want to say, or can I just get this over with and kill you?” 
 
    Mark responded by running at the dragonkin, sending a volley of three small fireballs ahead of him. The dragonkin responded by taking to the air on broad powerful wings, backpedaling to get distance from Mark and buying time to charge his breath weapon. 
 
    Just what Mark intended. 
 
    Still running toward the dragonkin, Mark extended his left hand and summoned a swirling vortex of elemental air. The compressed cone of concentrated wind moved faster than the Scaleblade could fly and impacted his right wing, mid-beat. 
 
    It unbalanced the creature’s flight, spinning him in an ungainly pirouette in mid-air. With an outraged roar, he crashed to the ground with a heavy thump. 
 
    Mark caught up to him just as he was getting to his knees. Seizing the opportunity, Mark ignited his blowtorch, stabbing out with his outstretched forefingers— 
 
    He wasn’t quite fast enough. The flame cut through and punctured the dragonkin’s shoulder, but the draconic soldier still had enough presence of mind to grip Mark’s wrist with his other hand and use his prodigious strength to yank Mark off his feet and over his back, tossing him a good ten feet away to crash onto the ground himself. 
 
     “That hurt, meat,” he spit, turning his head to look at the wound. “It’s been a long time since someone hurt me like that. I’ll have to make your death especially painful.” 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Mark could see Jacqlyn and Radha locked in close combat. The weight of their bodies had shattered the stage into splinters, and they were each reared on their hind legs, using their forelimbs to try to rake at each other’s eyes, not unlike two tomcats fighting in an alley. 
 
    The Aether Crystal was nowhere to be seen, presumably lost in the rubble. 
 
    Mark groaned. His head hurt, and he was lying on something hard and painful— 
 
    The flare. Of course. 
 
    Exaggerating his exhaustion, he got to his knees, letting his cloak drape off his shoulder to hide the motion of his arm. He found the inner pocket containing the tube— 
 
    Just in time for the Scaleblade’s right fist to hit him in the chest. 
 
    Mark hit the ground again, this time landing on his back. His ribs ached and his head swam from the impact. 
 
    “See, that’s the thing,” the dragonkin drawled, walking toward Mark. “You might be some kind of freak, using the elements without Bonding to an Aether Crystal like the rest of us. But you’re still just a man. A fragile hunk of meat hung on a skeleton.” 
 
     Fuck’s sake, Mark thought. Trust me to get the talkative one. 
 
    The flare. Mark could see it laying there just out of reach. 
 
    Unfortunately, the dragonkin could see it too. 
 
    Mark rolled to his feet just as his enemy took off toward him. He got his fingers around the tube just in time for the burly dragonkin to stand on his forearm, damn near breaking his bones. Mark yelled and lashed out with a cone of compressed air that hit the Scaleblade in the face and drew blood from his eye socket, making him stagger back with a cry of rage. 
 
    Mark fought through his pain and rolled over onto his back. Pointing the flare straight up into the air, he ignited it with a small flicker of his magic fire. The small rocket inside the tube hissed into life, shooting into the air and bursting into colorful confetti of red and gold sparks visible for miles around and sounding like a thunderclap. 
 
    Everyone fighting stopped and looked up, pausing for a moment as the import of what happened sunk in. 
 
    Mark flexed his right hand, moving through the pain on his forearm, and got to his feet. 
 
    “I might be a freak,” he told the dragonkin, “but I’m a freak with friends.” 
 
    “Londel!” Radha yelled at the red scaled Scaleblade. “Stop playing and end him!” 
 
    Mark’s opponent growled deep in his throat, and Mark ignited a blowtorch in each hand. He turned side-on to present a smaller target, his rear foot braced to receive a charge or spring forward. 
 
    “Yeah, Lonnie,” Mark taunted. “Quit fucking around and show me what you’ve got.” 
 
    “I’ve got a better idea,” Londel said with a grin, his dagger-like teeth wet with spit. 
 
    He unfurled his wings and took to the sky with a mighty leap, his tail whipping behind him in the air. Before Mark could dismiss his torches and attack him with another air burst, Londel let loose with a torrent of fire, targeting the houses surrounding the village square, fleeing villagers, even a bale of dry hay that was meant to be part of the tribute. 
 
    Mark cursed and lashed out with bursts of air and fire, anything to get Londel to focus on him again. The Scaleblade laughed as he rolled and dodged through the air, Mark’s attacks barely missing him. 
 
    Seemingly satisfied with the chaos he caused, Londel alighted on the ground a few yards from Mark and grinned his shit-eating grin. 
 
    “I hope your friends brought buckets,” he snarled. 
 
     Mark screamed with pure anger and charged. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mark’s flames flashed before his eyes as he slashed at Londel, forcing the Scaleblade to give ground, laughing in Mark’s face. 
 
    All around him, Mourningholme burned. From the corner of his eye, he could see some of the villagers organizing to form bucket chains, hastily attempting to use the village’s central well to fight the fire, but it was a holding action at best. 
 
    Their homes, the food they’d worked all year to produce, all of it was burning.  
 
    It’s like Tannerith all over again. 
 
    Mark knew it wasn’t his fault, but being the man he was, he couldn’t help but feel responsible. These people had come to him for help, and now their lives were turning to ash all around him. 
 
    He couldn’t stop it. But he could make sure the bastard who did this to them wouldn’t hurt anyone else again. 
 
    Mark pressed the attack, closing the distance between them and forcing Londel on the defensive. The dragonkin instinctively started using his forearms to parry Mark’s blows, and if Mark had been using an ordinary weapon, this would have been an effective defense. As it was, every time Mark’s blowtorches struck Londel’s forearms, they left deep grooves in his scales and made the air smell of charred carbon. 
 
    Londel snarled and opened his mouth wide, bringing his own fire to his throat while swinging his claws at Mark, trying to buy time to retaliate. Mark ducked under his wild attack and extinguished his left-hand blowtorch, instead firing a condensed cone of air that hit Londel in his chest and lower jaw. Londel’s snout snapped shut with an audible crack as the large dragonkin was sent flying ten feet in the air to collapse painfully on the ground, landing on his right wing with a sickening snap. 
 
    Mark didn’t give him a chance to recover. He took a few quick steps and pounced, landing on Londel’s chest. Without hesitation, he plunged his twin blowtorches into Londel’s chest. 
 
    The Scaleblade screeched in pain and grabbed Mark’s wrists. Mark strained against the dragonkin’s superior strength, determined to keep the blowtorches burning. The red flame shifted to blue with the force of Mark’s will, and ever so slowly, Mark angled his wrists to guide the flame-cutters in an angled V shape toward Londel’s shoulders. 
 
    With a heave, Londel jerked Mark’s arms up and away from him— a mistake, as all it meant was that Mark’s weapons finished their work sooner. The blue flames sizzled through Londel’s scales and meat. Mark must have severed a nerve or a tendon, because Londel’s left arm fell limp by his side, freeing Mark’s right hand. 
 
    With an inarticulate cry of rage, Mark thrust his blowtorch into Londel’s unprotected lower jaw. The intense elemental flame effortlessly punched through the dragonkin’s soft palate and cooked his brain in seconds. 
 
    Londel’s left arm fell limp and fell away, leaving Mark free. He extinguished his flames and got to his feet, taking a moment to take stock of the situation around him. 
 
    The village was probably beyond saving at this point, but that didn’t stop the villagers from trying. Jonothall was shouting directions and encouragement as people hurried about, doing their best to stop the spread of fire or getting children to relative safety. 
 
    Jacqlyn and Radha were still locked in combat. The two drakes had left a path of destruction behind them, their desperate melee carrying them from the ruined stage to crash into the village’s meeting hall. Snarls and cries of rage and pain signaled that neither side was willing to ask for nor give quarter. 
 
    Liberty, meanwhile, was in bad shape. She had dropped her cutlass at some point, and her beloved hat was singed where Scheinfell’s lighting had clipped her. The captain was bleeding from a number of shallow cuts and breathing heavily. 
 
    Scheinfell was in better shape, though not completely unharmed. Mark could see bite marks in her shoulder oozing blood and a jagged tear through the Scaleblade’s left wing membrane. Still, Scheinfell was the more experienced combatant, and it showed. 
 
    Scheinfell landed a heavy swipe of her claw on Liberty’s head, sending Liberty sprawling on the ground. Scheinfell grinned and opened her jaw, gathering her lightning in her throat— 
 
    Mark yelled and charged toward her, sending a volley of fireballs toward his foe. The first one smacked her in the head, causing her to release her lightning harmlessly into the air. 
 
    Scheinfell turned her head to see the source of the attack and growled, backing away to keep Mark and Liberty in front of her. 
 
    “Figures,” she snarled. “Londel was always more talk than action.” 
 
    “You OK Liberty?” Mark asked, skidding to a stop next to her. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine,” Liberty said, getting to her feet. “Not exactly an auspicious debut performance as a dragonkin, but I can only improve from here, no?” 
 
    “Depends,” Scheinfell cut in. “Is being a corpse an improvement?” 
 
    “Hang on,” Liberty said indignantly. “That’s a terrible line, I refuse to—” 
 
    Mark dived at her, grabbing her by the waist and pulling them both out of the path of a lightning bolt Scheinfell shot at them. They hit the ground, Mark landing on top of Liberty. 
 
    “Mark, please,” Liberty said while batting her lizard-like eyes. “We’re in the middle of a fight, we can’t be doing the ‘hero lands awkwardly on top of the heroine for cheap romantic thrills’ gag.” 
 
    Mark considered talking back, but decided against it, instead wordlessly rolling off her and scrambling to his feet. 
 
    Just in time to see Scheinfell summoning another bolt of lightning in her mouth. Mark quickly fired a stream of fire at her head, causing her to dismiss the elemental charge as she ducked out of the way. 
 
    Mark summoned a flame cutter in his right hand and charged, leaving his left hand free in case he needed it. The dark blue dragonkin curled her upper lip and brought her hands together, summoning a two-handed shock baton. 
 
    Mark got his weapon up just in time to catch the dragonkin’s overhand slice and fired a fireball point-blank with his off hand into Scheinfell’s chest. She grunted in pain as the flames scorched her scales and washed across her chest, singing her flesh at the joints. 
 
    She retaliated by pushing Mark backward with her weapon and swung it hard against his midsection. Mark was able to get his flame cutter around to block the attack, but the length of the shock sword meant it still grazed him, delivering a nasty electrical shock that made Mark recoil and fall to the ground. 
 
    Before Scheinfell could capitalize on Mark’s fall, Liberty stepped between them, blasting Scheinfell with a burst of lightning that crackled over her body. Scheinfell clenched her jaw and rode through the pain, spinning to swing her shock sword at Liberty’s head. 
 
    The agile air pirate bent almost double at the waist to avoid the strike and sprung forward, under her foe’s reach. Her claw slipped across Scheinfell’s stomach scales before finding purchase on the edge of one just under the Scaleblade’s ribs. 
 
    Mark watched in open-mouthed surprise as Liberty planted her feet on the ground and ripped the scale away from Scheinfell’s chest, leaving a torn and bloody hole behind. 
 
    Infuriated, Scheinfell dismissed her weapon and grabbed Liberty by her shoulders and sunk her teeth into Liberty’s neck. Mark shuddered as his friend cried in pain. 
 
    But she had given Mark an opening. Launching himself from the ground, he ignited his flame cutters and plunged them both into the bloody mess Liberty had left behind when she’d ripped Scheinfell open. 
 
    Scheinfell’s scream was the most blood-curdling thing Mark had ever heard. Scheinfell dropped Liberty and swung her right arm at Mark, sending him flying with a heavy backhanded slap that connected with the force of a dropped anvil. Mark took more of his enemy’s flesh with him, ensuring his flame cutters cut through more of the dragonkin’s flesh as he was forced away from her. 
 
    Mark got to his knees quickly, just in time to see a massive chunk of dragon meat fall out of Scheinfell’s flank. 
 
    “You…” the dragon-woman said in disbelief. “I’ll… I’ll kill you—” 
 
    “You people keep saying that,” Mark replied. “And yet, I’m still alive. I just keep leaving bodies behind.” 
 
    Liberty was still on the ground, blood leaking from the tooth-marks on her shoulder. Mark frowned, igniting his fire-cutter on his right hand. If Amalica got here soon, his friend would be fine— he just had to keep the Scaleblade busy until then. 
 
    Scheinfell fired a bolt of lightning at him as he charged, which Mark intercepted with a burst of compressed air. He imagined it billowing out in front of him like an umbrella, forming a shield he could sustain with continued elemental energy. 
 
    Still, it was hard going. Scheinfell did not relent, keeping the electricity coming and slowing Mark to a standstill. He felt his feet digging into the grass under the pressure of the Scaleblade’s assault. A stalemate— 
 
    One that Liberty broke. 
 
    Unseen by Scheinfell, Liberty had gotten her feet under her. She leapt at the woman who’d hurt her and sunk her teeth around the bloody wound she and Mark had caused earlier. Scheinfell snarled as she stopped her attack on Mark, sinking her claws into Liberty to throw her off— 
 
    Suddenly, Scheinfell’s torso started to swell. In a panic, she tried to push Liberty off, but it was no use— 
 
    With a loud, wet explosive sound, the dark blue dragonkin’s body popped like a balloon. Blood and chunks of flesh went flying, shot through the air in the wake of the whirlwind of elemental air coming from Liberty’s mouth. 
 
    Covered in gore, Liberty shut her jaw and collapsed on the ground. Mark dismissed his weapon and ran to her side. 
 
    “Liberty! Are you— that was—” 
 
    “Spectacular?” she asked, a theatrical twinkle in her eye. 
 
    “Fucking disgusting,” Mark answered. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Liberty responded with a cough, her eyelids fluttering as she spoke. “Mark… I’m done for… my wounds… go on without me…” 
 
    Mark rolled his eyes. “Yeah yeah, you’re fine. Most of your wounds will heal when you turn back anyway.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Liberty protested. “You couldn’t have gone along with the scene for just a little bit? Throw in a little ‘Yes, And’ energy for me?” 
 
    “Liberty…” Mark said, exasperated. 
 
    “You’re a terrible scene partner.” Liberty rolled out of Mark’s arms and got to her feet, wincing a little. “How’s Jacqlyn doing?” 
 
    The two of them looked around, seeing Jacqlyn and Radha still locked in claw-to-claw combat. Jagged tears and carbon scoring dotted Radha’s scales, while Jacqlyn’s hide was bleeding from a dozen cuts, some deeper than others. 
 
    Their fight had carried them through several small buildings, now reduced to smoldering kindling. As Mark watched, Radha clamped his teeth around Jacqlyn’s right foreleg and spread his wings, getting a few feet off the ground. Jacqlyn retaliated by flipping her body under his and raking her claws at the commander’s underbelly, but without solid footing her claws only glanced him. 
 
    At once, Mark and Liberty fired a rapid volley of compressed air spheres at Radha, which hit him on his right wing. His flight disrupted, the two of them crashed to the ground, rolling free from each other. 
 
    The two drakes stood up and stared at each other, breathing heavily. 
 
    Before anyone could say anything, the air was filled with the sound of a loud trumpet. 
 
    It was the Orphan, the airship announcing their approach into the village’s airspace with a triumphant call. The villagers not on the bucket brigade stopped in their tracks and looked up, hope in their eyes. 
 
    “Liberty,” Mark said urgently, “you have to get me up there to link up with Amalica.” 
 
    “Say no more,” Liberty said, standing behind Mark and wrapping her arms around his chest. “A captain’s place is with her ship, after all—” 
 
    With a powerful beat of her wings, the two of them took to the air, closing the distance to the ship. However, they weren’t alone. 
 
    Mark turned to look at Radha, only to see the drake had also taken to the air, Jacqlyn behind him. The red drake was sending bolts of fire to try to dissuade Radha from his course, but the more experienced flier was more than able to avoid her attacks, banking and rolling out of the way of every attack. 
 
    Liberty tried to fly faster but was too injured to put in more effort. Mark watched as the brown drake opened his mouth, a swirl of light brown light hovering in his throat for a moment before a three-foot-long jagged spike of rock shot out of Radha’s jaws, aimed straight at the airship. 
 
    The crew must have seen it coming, as the Orphan hove to port in response, but not fast enough to avoid the missile entirely. It impacted the lower deck at an oblique angle, tearing wooden planks apart in a glancing blow. 
 
    “Hey!” Liberty yelled. “We just fixed that!” 
 
    The ship wasn’t defenseless. Mark watched as the forward ballistae fired thick Dragon Ivory tipped spears at their attacker. Radha furled his wings against his body and allowed himself to stall momentarily, sending him under the path of the missiles, before snapping his wings open again. 
 
    A maneuver that left him open to Jacqlyn’s breath weapon. The fireball hit the drake square in the back, causing him to scream and veer off to the right. 
 
    This gave Liberty just enough time to draw level with her ship’s top deck. With a final push from her wings, Liberty dropped Mark on the ship’s floor and collapsed on her side, panting. 
 
    “Flying… is definitely… easier… without a passenger…” Liberty managed between breaths. 
 
    “Mark!” 
 
    Mark looked up to see Amalica racing toward him. He had just enough time to get to his knees when the worried blonde tackled him back to the deck. 
 
    “Ouch, ouch, ouch,” Mark protested as his lover squeezed him hard. Amalica backed off and grabbed his shoulders with a look of shock on her face. 
 
    “I’m so sorry! Oh, gosh, let me heal you—” 
 
    “Liberty got it worse,” Mark said, waving at her. She curled her lip back in a sardonic, draconic grin. 
 
    “You should have seen the other guy,” she drawled. “Mark, should I change back now?” 
 
    He nodded, and they touched hands. In a flash of light, Liberty was back to normal, if a little beat up with cuts and scratches on her arms and chest, and her pirate hat covered in blood. 
 
    Amalica took his hand and with a nod, Mark channeled the energy from the smaller Aether Crystal to her. She materialized in her Second Self, her robes pooling under her legs on the deck and her staff at her side. 
 
    She reached over and touched Liberty’s shoulder, bathing her body in a pale blue glow. In a second, the last remaining cuts on her body had closed. 
 
    “Right,” the captain said, tipping her hat at Amalica. “Time to get these bilge rats moving again. Wylese! Status report!” 
 
    All business, Liberty strode away, leaving Mark and Amalica alone. 
 
    “Mark…” the nurse said, her eyes full of concern. 
 
    “We need to get you to the village,” he said. “To put out the fires. But first—” 
 
    The ship rocked underneath them, and they clutched each other for stability. They turned to see Radha, peeling away after delivering another rock missile, Jacqlyn following in hot pursuit. 
 
    “Right,” Amalica said, touching Mark’s shoulder and sending healing energy into his body. Mark sighed in relief as he felt wounds close and the burns from Scheinfell’s lighting fade under her touch. 
 
    “So,” she asked when she was finished. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “Somewhere down there is another Aether Crystal,” Mark said plainly. “At least as big as the one Jacqlyn is using. If we get our hands on it…” 
 
    “…then we can use it to kick this guy’s big brown butt.” 
 
    “Hopefully if he sees us going for it, it’ll draw him off Jacqlyn too,” Mark continued. “If you get a chance, heal her. She’s been taking a beating.” 
 
    Amalica nodded, a determined look on her face. 
 
    They stood up, and Mark moved to the sterncastle, where Liberty had taken the wheel over from Wylese. Liberty was barking orders to the crew, who were split between running the rigging and working the bolt-throwers. 
 
    “What ho, Mark!” the captain yelled. “You’re looking better. What’s our next move?” 
 
    Mark pulled himself up the steps two at a time, skidding to a stop next to Liberty. Wylese greeted him with a grunt and a nod. 
 
    “Where’s Mayvelle?” Mark asked, and Liberty pointed to the forecastle, where the muscular blacksmith was spinning a ballista, tracking Radha for her next shot. 
 
    “OK,” Mark said. “Liberty, Amalica and I are making a play for the village’s Aether Crystal. When we get it, I’ll have a spare gem.” 
 
    “Better her than me,” Liberty said. “I think I’ve had my full of dragon shenanigans for one day.” 
 
    “Can you get us closer to where the stage was?” Mark asked. “And can you spare anyone to help with the firefighting?” 
 
    “All hands on deck, I’m sorry,” Liberty said. “But I can get you right over the stage, no problems.” 
 
    “Great,” Mark said, clapping her back. “We’ll head to the front. And Liberty?” 
 
    The redheaded woman looked up from steering the ship, and just for a second, Mark saw the weariness in her eyes in an uncharacteristically unguarded moment. 
 
    “You did good down there,” he said. “Truly.” 
 
    Just like that, Liberty’s smile returned, and the debonair pirate persona she wore like armor returned. 
 
    “Of course I did,” she quipped, tossing her hair back. “I’m not known as the deadliest sword on the Sevenfold Seas for nothing.” 
 
    “Nobody calls you that,” Wylese interjected, and Liberty laughed. 
 
    With a parting smile, Mark took off toward the forecastle, taking the steps two at a time while Amalica used her wings to fly ahead of him. 
 
    “Show off,” Mark muttered. 
 
    He looked to starboard as he ran to see Jacqlyn and Radha circling each other in the air, each trying to get a good angle for a breath weapon burst. 
 
    He hurried up the stairs and reached Mayvelle’s side just as Amalica was finishing explaining the plan. 
 
    “All right,” Mayvelle grunted as she spun her ballista to keep a bead on Radha. As they watched, Radha nailed Jacqlyn with a chunk of rock, causing her to fall away. Seeing an opening, Mayvelle took the shot. 
 
    The spear flew through the gap between the ship and the drake, but Radha was already circling around to face the ship, so Mayvelle’s shot went wide. 
 
    “May as well go digging in rubble for all the good I’m doing here,” the blacksmith grunted. 
 
    Mark reached into the ammo barrel and grabbed one of the ivory-tipped spears. “Chances are he’ll come for us, so you’ll get a chance to use this up close and personal.” 
 
    Mayvelle smiled. “Thanks, but I’ll stick with what I know.” She leaned down and grabbed her massive hammer just under the head, straightening up with a determined smile. 
 
    The ship started to descend, and Radha drew closer. Mark reached for the elemental forces within him—Jacqlyn’s fire, Amalica’s water—feeling them with the reassuring presence of an old friend. 
 
    Radha spread his wings, braking in the air with his mouth wide. A thick column of stone shot out of his mouth, hurtling toward the ship. A pair of ballista bolts answered the attack, forcing him to veer off, but his missile still came. 
 
    Mark reacted without thinking, holding out both hands with his fingers curled to send twin torrents of water to meet the oncoming obelisk. 
 
    It wasn’t enough. The missile had enough inertia behind it that it pushed through the water. It wasn’t until Amalica joined in that their combined efforts caused it to dip, sending it hurtling to the earth, missing the bow of the boat by inches. 
 
    “Mark!” Liberty called from across the ship. “Time to move!” 
 
    “Amalica,” Mark said, turning to look at Mayvelle. “Fly Mayvelle down—” 
 
    “No need,” Mayvelle said bluntly. While Mark was preoccupied, she’d fastened a rope to a gunwale on the side of the ship. Without another word, she wrapped the other end around her forearm and threw herself off the side of the ship. 
 
    Amalica stepped behind Mark and wrapped her arms around his chest, flapping her wings to carry them off the ship and into the air. They were maybe forty feet off the ground, the Orphan barely clearing the flaming roofs of the remaining buildings in the village. 
 
    The air was hot and dry on Mark’s face as Amalica glided to the ground. The villagers had done their best, but Mourningholme would never be the same after today. 
 
    Mark and Amalica reached the ground first; Mayvelle had dropped her hammer to the ground and was rappelling her way down to the ground in mid-air, jerking to a stop every few feet then letting out more rope, lowering herself in stages. 
 
    “Where do we start?” Amalica asked as Mark’s feet touched the ground. She let her wings carry her a short distance before alighting on the ground herself. 
 
    The stage was a mess. The platform had been splintered from the two drake’s fighting, and the splinters had been driven into the dirt from their weight. 
 
    “The gem was in the center of the stage,” Mark said with a shrug. “I guess that’s as good a place as any—” 
 
    A roar from the sky caused them both to turn around. Radha had seen them, and was diving from the air to intercept them, Jacqlyn hard on his tail. Radha opened his jaw, brown elemental energy coalescing in his mouth. 
 
    Mark and Amalica brought their arms up, sending four fountains of water speeding toward the commander. Radha folded his wings around himself and rolled out of the way, dropping to the ground, landing on four clawed feet. 
 
    “So, your whore has some talent,” Radha shouted. “It won’t be enough.” 
 
    “You’re outnumbered and outgunned,” Mark shot back. “Surrender and—” 
 
    Radha just roared and charged toward them. 
 
    Mark and Amalica separated, running to either side of the charging drake. Mark shot off a fireball as he ran, to little effect- it washed across his scales, and Radha turned to bear down on him for his troubles. 
 
    Mark snapped his right wrist, summoning his water saw. He brought it up in a guard position, steadying himself to receive the charge. 
 
    Radha snarled, his stocky neck shooting forward with his teeth wide open. Mark stepped to one side and swung his saw, the edge of his weapon aimed right at the drake’s mouth. 
 
    At the last second, Radha summoned a block of stone and held it in his jaw, letting the water saw hit the stone with a grinding whine. Mark didn’t have time to react before the full bulk of Radha smashed into him, sending him crashing into the destroyed stage. 
 
    “No!” Amalica cried, firing a flurry of needle-sharp spines of solid water with a wave of her staff. The projectiles hit Radha in his flank, a couple of them finding gaps in his scales and causing the drake to turn to face her. 
 
    He roared, and a pillar of earth shot out of the ground at her feet, catching her in the chin and sending her sprawling to the ground. 
 
    Radha chuckled as he loomed over a stunned Mark, spit dripping from his jaw. 
 
    “I’d ask for your surrender,” he gloated. “But all I want is your corpse.” 
 
    Radha reared back, his mouth open and ready to bite— 
 
    Mayvelle’s hammer hit him in his lower jaw, causing his mouth to close with a snap. 
 
    The drake staggered back, and Mark pushed himself up to see Mayvelle standing over him, hammer held in front of her with both hands. 
 
    “You gonna lie around all day or what?” she asked, eyebrow cocked. 
 
    Radha roared again, and Mayvelle stumbled back as the ground under her started to shift. Mark scrambled to his feet just as a spear of stone shot out of the ground where Mayvelle had just been. 
 
    “Armatus lake!” Amalica shouted, and Mayvelle’s chest and arms were covered with gel-like bubbles of water. 
 
    “Thanks,” the blacksmith called back at her, hefting her hammer up onto her shoulder. 
 
    Radha charged, his feet sounding like thunder as he galloped toward Mayvelle. She stood her ground, looking for all the world like a pinch-hitter at bat staring down the world’s heaviest, ugliest fastball. 
 
    Mark shot streaks of fire and water at the drake, but he was moving too fast. Mayvelle was strong, but there was no way she could stare down something like this— 
 
    She didn’t have to. Before Radha reached her, Jacqlyn crashed into him from the air, her claws tearing through his scales as he rolled over and over on the ground. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Mayvelle complained. “You couldn’t just let me—” 
 
    “Jacqlyn!” Mark shouted. “Go to Amalica. Mayvelle, start looking for the Aether Crystal. Amalica—” 
 
    “On it,” the nurse called back as Jacqlyn limped toward her. “Armatus lake!” 
 
    Mark felt a chill on his body where the watery armor manifested. With a nod, he summoned his water-saw and turned to face the battered Radha. 
 
    The drake had several hundred pounds on him but was bleeding from several deep cuts and was looking worse for wear. Besides, Mark figured he had his measure. Radha was a blunt instrument, brute force and not much else. 
 
    Radha’s eyes narrowed as he pushed off the ground, going from a standing start to stampede speed in an instant. Mark could feel the ground under him tremble with every footfall. 
 
    “Celeritas Haze!” 
 
    It was Jacqlyn—freshly transformed into her Second Self and casting the spell that increased Mark’s speed and reactions. He could feel his body moving, his heart beating faster, as the heat-haze settled around him. 
 
    Radha opened his mouth, the brown elemental energy swirling in his jaw even as he closed the distance between them. Mark side-stepped, taking three steps in the time it would normally take for one. He felt like he was floating as he drew the saw along Radha’s right flank, the tip of the saw separating the scales and drawing a deep gash as it went. 
 
    Radha twisted his neck to follow him, launching a stone spear at Mark’s back. The projectile smacked into the summoned gel armor, the water absorbing the impact so that instead of being skewered, Mark felt the impact as no more than an especially hearty slap on the back. 
 
    Mark continued his attack, the saw leaving a spray of blood as it cut through muscle, Mark keeping the blade embedded in Radha’s side as he ran, under the monster’s wing. 
 
    The water saw severed it, ripping through the dorsal bone a few inches above the joint and ripping the membrane like paper. The drake howled as the limb hit the ground, cantering in a circle to stare at the lump of flesh and bone that had until now carried him through the air, high above the peasants it was his task to keep in line.  
 
    Mark pivoted on one leg, launching a fireball to try and take advantage of Radha’s pain. He might have been in shock, but the veteran commander still had enough battlefield awareness to react, stamping his foot and erecting a stone barrier that shot up from the ground to protect him from the projectile. 
 
    Amalica and Jacqlyn both attacked at once, gouts of flame and gushing water smacking Radha in his unprotected left side. With another frustrated growl, Radha summoned another wall of stone to protect him from their assault. 
 
    His enemy ensconced on two sides by stone, Mark circled around to find an opening, His hastened steps covered the distance in fractions of a second, but what he found once he had a clear sight line to his foe chilled him. 
 
    Radha was humming, and a nebulous brown light was emanating from the gash on his side. As Mark watched, the wound started to knit itself back together, muscular tissue weaving itself to fill the gap. 
 
    “He’s healing himself!” Mark called, and fired a font of flame in Radha’s direction, only for the drake to erect another rock shield to protect himself. 
 
    Jacqlyn spread her wings and took to the air, trying to get an above-ground angle to take a shot, but as she got high enough to unleash a gout of blue-hot flame, Radha sealed off the roof of his improvised bunker, causing the stone from the top of each of his walls to rapidly grow to form a roof. 
 
    “Fuck,” Mark muttered to himself, his mind racing as he circled Radha’s rocky redoubt, looking for an opening, but the three walls he had built were now seamlessly joined. 
 
    He skidded to a stop next to Amalica as Jacqlyn landed next to her. 
 
    “Are you OK?” Mark asked Jacqlyn. “That was quite a beating you took—” 
 
    The dark-haired rogue ran her hand through her hair between her horns with a smirk. “Oh please, I’ve been through worse, besides Blondie fixed me up in no time. The real question is what we’re going to do about this.” 
 
    Mark looked toward the ruins of the stage to check on Mayvelle’s progress. The blacksmith had left her hammer on the ground and was tossing broken fragments of planks behind her with both hands with single-minded determination. She’d managed to clear a small area toward the center of the pile and was making an effort to broaden the cleared area. 
 
    “Why do we have to do anything?” Jacqlyn said with a shrug. “Wait for him to make a move or just keep him sealed up in there.” 
 
    “I don’t want to give him the initiative,” Mark replied. “Amalica?” 
 
    “The walls are maybe three inches thick at most,” the blonde woman mused. “We could punch through that with compressed water jets?” 
 
    “We’ll have to aim at the same spot, but that should work,” Mark said. “Jacqlyn, stand by and take a shot if you can.” 
 
    Jacqlyn nodded. Mark and Amalica braced themselves and held up their hands, summoning thin powerful jets of water aimed at a point in the center of one of Radha’s walls. 
 
    Chips of stone immediately started flying from the point of impact, drilling a hole about the width of a pencil. Mark poured on the power, keenly aware that every second Radha had to himself was undoing the damage Jacqlyn and he had worked so hard to inflict. 
 
    For five seconds and the combined jets of water broke through the shell, punching through the rock to hit Radha’s body. The drake roared as the four compressed beams of water lanced through his scales. 
 
    In response to his cry, the walls of Radha’s cell shattered, sharp fragments of stone turning into flechettes fired with all the force of a nail bomb. Mark and Amalica quickly reconfigured their elemental summons from streams into shields, but not before a handful of stony missiles pelted them, lacerating their flesh. 
 
    From the explosion of stone, Radha charged, mouth wide and preparing for his next elemental attack. Most of his wounds had closed, leaving smooth fleshy lumps where once scales had been. His missing wing was a healed-over stump, twitching as he moved as if Radha was trying to move a phantom limb. 
 
    Jacqlyn and Amalica took to the air as Mark ran to try and flank the drake. The stone shards had shredded the last of the water-armor Amalica had given him, but Jacqlyn’s speed spell still held. He was able to get a blast of fire off at Radha’s right side, scorching the skin where his wing once was— 
 
    But Mark wasn’t Radha’s target. The drake was focused on Amalica, and a volley of sharp gravel shot from his mouth like a shotgun blast, knocking her from the air. As she hit the ground, Radha fired an elemental blast of undifferentiated energy that coalesced into a craggy rock, trapping her legs against the ground. 
 
    “Amalica!” Jacqlyn cried, unleashing twin jets of flame onto Radha’s back from her vantage point in the air. Mark followed suit, adding his own gout of flame, not wanting to get too close while Jacqlyn’s raging fire roared. 
 
    Radha snarled in defiance as the beams hit him, turning on his four legs to try and position his un-scarred left side to absorb the blasts as he prepared for another attack. Suddenly, Jacqlyn seemed to realize was coming and ceased fire, diving for the ground, but too late—a second shotgun-like burst of stone sent her tumbling to the ground. 
 
    “You bastard—” Mark cried, as his friend cried in pain from the impact. Radha ignored him and his flame attack, instead repeating the imprisonment trick on Jacqlyn’s midsection. 
 
    Mark cut off the fire, unsure of what to do. Amalica was already trying to use water-cutters to free herself, while Jacqlyn seemed to have been dazed by the fall. Radha, bleeding from the hole the water-jets had put in him and his newly-healed exposed skin blistering, nevertheless drew himself to his full height and smirked at Mark. 
 
    “A noble effort,” he sneered. “But doomed to fail, as all rebellions are. You’re too weak, too undisciplined. This was always—” 
 
    “Mark!” Mayvelle shouted, and Mark’s head whipped to look at her. She was kneeling in the middle of the wreckage of the stage, holding the village’s Aether Crystal aloft in one hand. “Catch!” 
 
    Mayvelle threw the orb like a shot-put, her powerful arm flexing as she launched it through the air. With all the enhanced speed Jacqlyn’s power lent him, Mark ran to intercept the object, leaving Radha speechless behind him. 
 
    The gem fell into his hands like it belonged there. 
 
    All at once, he felt the power within it course through his arms, reinvigorating his body and soul. All the fatigue from the battle fell away. The air tasted sweeter, the sounds of the village burning around him seemed sharper.  
 
    “Why you—” Radha exclaimed, and Mark turned on the heel of his foot to look at him. The raging drake seemed… silly, now. A spluttering, angry little functionary with ideas above his station. Barking at his betters. A toy dog dreaming it was a wolf. 
 
    Lazily, sleepily, arrogantly, Mark pointed at Radha’s chest with one finger, and said a single word. 
 
    “Burn.” 
 
    A lance of flame shot from his finger, white-hot and needle thin. It punctured Radha’s sternum with surgical precision, sizzling as it sliced through bone and scale to burrow into his heart. The drake’s soft tissue cooked as the beam traveled through his body and out the other side, drilling him through. 
 
    His will done, Mark dismissed the beam. Radha stood stock still for as long as it took Mark to draw a breath, then collapsed on the ground, dead. 
 
    The giddy rush of power drained from Mark’s head almost as quickly as it came. He took a staggered step, shaking his head, trying to shake the rush of vertigo he was feeling. 
 
    Mayvelle caught him before he could fall, draping his left arm over her broad shoulders. Mark gave her a weak smile of thanks. 
 
    “You look like shit,” Mayvelle told him. 
 
    “I feel worse,” he replied.  
 
    A loud crack came from where Amalica lay, and they looked up. She had managed to weaken the rock imprisoning her enough that she was able to break free, and she was scrambling to get to her feet. 
 
    “Help with the fires!” Mark called out to her. “I’ll get Jacqlyn free.” 
 
    Amalica hesitated, clearly concerned at Mark’s weakened state, but eventually nodded and took to the air to help. 
 
    Mayvelle helped Mark over to where Jacqlyn was, and he fell to his knees beside her. The stone was rough and uneven, pocked with air bubbles from its rapid formation. 
 
    “You look like shit,” Jacqlyn remarked. 
 
    “See?” Mayvelle added. “It’s not just me.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah…” Mark moaned. “Just… gimme a second.” 
 
    “You earned it,” Jacqlyn said kindly. “That fucker deserved a lot worse for what happened here.” 
 
    Mark looked up at the carnage around them. During the fight, the villagers had been fighting to contain the flames, and Liberty had been directing her crew to pour some of the ship’s water supplies onto buildings from above. Amalica hovered above one particularly stubborn fire, summoning water from her hands to quell the blaze. 
 
    Even so… it was clear that this place was almost irreparably damaged. Even if the village was repaired, it was clear that Lord Andon would come again, seeking revenge for the Scaleblade Mark and his friends had killed. 
 
    Try as he might, Mark couldn’t shake the guilt settling in his stomach. 
 
    “Oh no,” Jacqlyn said. “I know that look. Don’t you dare blame this on yourself, Mark.” 
 
    “I know,” he sighed. “I know. It’s not my fault. But it is our responsibility. What do you think is going to happen when Lord Andon sends another goon squad to check up on the first one?” 
 
    Jacqlyn’s eyes widened as she followed along with his train of thought. “Fuck. But… we can’t— how would we feed everyone?” 
 
    “What are you two talking about?” Mayvelle asked, a concerned tone in her voice. 
 
    “We have to take them with us,” Mark explained. “The entire village. We can’t let them stay here and get slaughtered.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once the fires had been put out and the citizens of Mourningholme had a chance to take stock of their situation, it hadn’t taken much to convince them to relocate to the Resistance camp at the Forgotten King’s temple-tomb. Given a choice between certain death once Lord Andon sent a squad to investigate why his men had not returned with his tribute, and uncertain conditions deep in the Wastelands near an ancient ruin, the latter option won out. 
 
     The villagers spent the afternoon gathering their belongings and storing what remained of their harvest in the Orphan’s hold. Mark could tell from the looks on their faces that they didn’t expect what they could salvage to last the winter. 
 
     Three hundred people and as many animals as could be convinced up the Orphan’s gangplank made for the most cramped journey Mark had made on the airship. Conversations were muted and grim, broken only by intermittent sobs of traumatized people saying farewell to the only home they’d ever known. 
 
     The children stopped crying once the Grateful Orphan came close enough to the wasteland jungle for the passengers to see their new home. Mark could feel the air shift as the ship started to descend, the fresh clean air they sailed through replaced by something indescribably arid yet musty, devoid of life and light. 
 
     Under Liberty’s shouted directions and expert steering, the Orphan settled back into the drydock the crew had built, and the passengers disembarked. Twixt, Deontah and Marcello were waiting for them, but even the irrepressible Twixt’s mood fell once he saw everyone he ever knew coming down the gangplank. 
 
     When he saw Mark, Liberty and Jacqlyn stepping off the boat, he broke free from Marchello’s grasp and ran toward them, stopping in front of Jacqlyn and looking up at her with tears threatening to spill from his eyes. 
 
     “What… what happened?” he asked. Jacqlyn sighed and couched down onto her haunches so she was at eye level with the child. 
 
     “It was a setup,” she told him, her voice serious. “Fuckers sent a dozen soldiers, two dragonkin and a drake. They were going to massacre the village for being traitors no matter what we did.” 
 
     “But you stopped them, right?” the boy asked, his voice breaking. “How come… how come…” 
 
     “There was a fire,” Mark said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “We did what we could, but even if we could rebuild, Lord Andon would just send another goon squad to kill everyone. I’m… I’m sorry.” 
 
     Twixt tried to blink back his tears, but this only caused them to fall down his cheeks. “I…” he stammered. “I just…” 
 
     “Twixt!” 
 
     The voice came from a middle-aged woman with wide hips and narrow shoulders who was pushing her way down the gangplank. As she got closer to the ground, she jumped off the side, landing with a thump. 
 
     “Mom!” Twixt yelled and ran toward her. The two embraced in a fierce hug. 
 
     Mark, Jacqlyn and Amalica exchanged a look and walked over to meet them, only for Twixt’s mother to stand up holding her son and fix them with a killer glare. 
 
     “You stay the hell away from my son!” she exclaimed, settling Twixt on her hip and turning to keep him away from them. 
 
     Mark held up his hands in surrender and took a step back. “I’m sorry, we didn’t mean—”  
 
     “Mom! These people are my friends!” Twixt cut in. “They’re heroes!” 
 
     “They’re monsters!” the woman snapped, taking a step back. “They’re just like the Dragon King’s men. Worse. At least Lord Andon doesn’t pretend that he’s trying to help us. If it wasn’t for them, our homes wouldn’t have burned down, and, and—” 
 
     “Ma’am,” Mark said, trying to keep his voice level and reasonable, even if part him of agreed with what she was saying. “I know you’re grieving, and in pain. I’m sorry about what happened. We did our best, but they left us no choice—” 
 
     “They hell they didn’t,” Twixt’s mother said, spitting at Mark’s feet. “Stay away from me and stay away from my boy.” 
 
     Mark just sighed as she walked away, taking her son with him. 
 
     “Mark…” Amalica said as she reached out to both him and Jacqlyn, bringing them in for a group hug. Jacqlyn was quiet, her face troubled, but even she relaxed into Amalica’s embrace. 
 
     The three of them stood there for a long, quiet moment. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
     Wylese and Jonothall took responsibility for helping the refugees set up camp. 
 
     Mark had offered the barracks inside the Forgotten King’s temple, but unsurprisingly, none of the villagers were keen on sleeping in a spooky tomb surrounded by dead dragons. The clearing around the tomb quickly turned into a tent city, cramped and noisy, while a team was delegated to trying to find room for the sheep, pigs, cows, and chickens that had made the trip from the village. 
 
     Mark felt something at a loose end. He’d volunteered his expertise as a builder to Wylese but she had ignored him; Jonothall politely suggested that he and his friends would be better off talking to Liberty. Liberty, in turn, was busy getting her ship ready to fly again, and had tersely suggested that unless Mark wanted to muck out the droppings that were stinking up her cargo hold, he had better find something to keep himself out of the way. 
 
     And so, he had found himself back in the Forgotten King’s tomb, back at the feet of his enormous skeleton. 
 
     I take it your battle did not go as you had hoped, the King intoned in his mind, his sonorous voice dripping with sarcasm. 
 
     Mark adopted a cross-legged sitting position, leaning back against the steps of the skeleton’s throne, and let out a frustrated huff. 
 
     “It wasn’t supposed to go down like it did,” Mark said, thinking aloud. “The plan would have worked, if Andon hadn’t sent a goon squad looking for us. And now all these people…” 
 
     Rulers have a responsibility to their subjects, the King said. Your actions have dispossessed these people, and as such they are now yours, with all of the rights and privileges that entails. 
 
     “Heavy hangs the head that wears the crown, huh?” Mark said. “I think I saw that on a show once. But honestly, I wouldn’t have pegged you as someone who gives a fuck for the peasantry.” 
 
     Your subjects are a resource, and they cannot be expected to be at their most productive if their needs are not met. It behooves a wise ruler to keep their population fed and satiated so that they may be of the most utility. 
 
     Mark rolled his eyes. “Of fucking course.” 
 
     You are a Dragon King, Mark, the voice continued. Your deeds shape the world whether you want them to or not. It’s not just you that has to live with the consequences. 
 
     “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, I know that.” 
 
     Do you? You said your plan would have worked if your enemy hadn’t done anything to oppose you. Did you honestly think your will would be unopposed? A King exerts his will with enough power that any opposition is futile and meaningless. Did you fail because your enemy overwhelmed you, or did you fail because you lacked power? 
 
     “OK, stop,” Mark said forcefully. “I know what you’re doing. Tempting me to abandon my principles with the promise of power. That’s some Villainy 101 shit and I’m not having it.” 
 
     You wound me, the King said petulantly. I merely offer my advice as a friend, one monarch to another. 
 
     “Sure, buddy, whatever you say,” Mark said with a shrug.  
 
    When you decide what to do next, the Forgotten King replied, come and see me. There is one thing I can show you that will ensure you will not fail. 
 
     “Whatever.” Mark got to his feet and brushed the dust of the tomb from his pants. “Thanks for the pep talk. You’re a real pal.” 
 
     Whether I agree with your ideals or not is immaterial, the King told him as Mark turned to leave the throne room. The only truth at the end of the day is power, and the will to use it. 
 
     Mark stopped at the threshold of the throne room, as if he was going to say something, but thought better of it. He walked down the steps slowly, leaving the looming bulk of a dead tyrant behind him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “All in all,” Liberty told the group, “this isn’t the worst mission I’ve been a part of.” 
 
    “That’s not exactly an encouraging statement,” Jacqlyn shot back. “You get how that sounds bad, right?” 
 
    Later that evening, the group that Mark had begun to think of as the Resistance planning committee had gathered in the Orphan’s state room. Liberty, Wylese, Mayvelle, and Marchello represented the crew of the Grateful Orphan, joined by Mark, Jacqlyn and Amalica as the resident Aether Crystal users. Jonothall had joined the group as the headman of the refugees from Mourningholme. 
 
    The refugees had prepared a surprisingly hearty dinner for everyone, trying to use up the perishable food they had brought with them. Conversations were less than happy, though, and the mood amongst the people was teetering between anger and despair. Even people who had been the most supportive of the plan to try and deceive the Scaleblade to save Twixt and Deontah from the Reaping were now grumbling that the sacrifice hadn’t been worth it. 
 
    “So, I’m an optimist, shoot me,” Liberty retorted. 
 
    “Don’t tempt me…” Jacqlyn muttered. 
 
    “Ladies, please,” Jonothall interjected, holding out his hands in a placating gesture. “I agree, the situation is less than ideal. But we need to be looking for solutions, and the first step is assessing what our resources are. Wylese, you said you had taken an inventory of what we were able to save from Mourningholme?” 
 
    The older woman cleared her head and got to her feet, holding a piece of parchment close to her face so she could read it. “We took what we could but feeding three hundred people is no easy matter. With rationing we can maybe hold out a fortnight, but fresh water is going to be an issue. We will have to start making supply runs just to stock up on river water within the week, and we don’t know what Lord Andon might deploy in terms of scouts. I would hate to take the ship out and give away our position…” 
 
    “I’ve been working on a concealment spell,” Amalica offered. “It’s still a work in progress, but I’m sure if I try I could hide the ship, or at least make it harder to spot.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Liberty said. “There are a few villages in our network we can ask for supplies from too, if we need to, but things are going to be tight for everyone this year.” 
 
    “Do any of the villages you’re in touch with need more hands?” Jonothall asked. “I know it would be… difficult to re-home everyone at once, with the Scaleblade checking village populations against the census every year, but even if we could re-settle some of the families with young children…” 
 
    “I can ask,” Liberty said. “It will take some time to coordinate everyone, though.” 
 
    “This is no place for people to live,” Mark said suddenly, staring at the table. 
 
    Everyone turned to look at him. 
 
    “You can feel it, can’t you?” he said, looking up at each person present as he spoke. “The air, the ground, everything about this place is dead. Even if we wanted to, we can’t grow crops here. There’s nothing to hunt or forage. And the longer we stay, the worse its going to get.” 
 
    Mark paused, and the group was silent, waiting for him to continue. 
 
    “These people need more than just food and water. They need hope, and without it we’re going to descend into squabbling, backbiting and worse. So, I say we give them something to take their anger out on.” 
 
    Jonothall arched his eyebrows. “I take it you have a target in mind?” 
 
    Mark took a deep breath. “I say we liberate Tannerith.” 
 
    The group erupted into a cacophony of objections. Mark leaned back in his chair, letting them get it out of their system. Finally, Liberty banged her fist on the table, and everyone quieted down. 
 
    “Let him speak,” she said. “Then we’ll go round the table, one at a time, and tell him why it’s a bad idea.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Mark said, and got to his feet, pushing his chair behind him. 
 
    “I know it’s a big ask,” he said. “There’s an entire city of soldiers and Scaleblade there, not to mention Lord Andon himself. It’s not going to be easy and some of our people will die. But, if you can get me near Andon, I know I can take him down, and once he’s out of the picture the rest of his troops will surrender.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Liberty asked. 
 
    “That’s it,” Mark said with a shrug. 
 
    “Fine.” She took a big breath. “Who wants to go first?” 
 
    Mayvelle raised one of her thick, calloused hands. “What makes you think you can kill a Dragon Lord?” 
 
    “Back when we were fleeing Tannerith,” Mark said, “I was able to take an Aether Crystal right out of a dragonkin’s forehead. This gem.” 
 
    He reached into the mesh bag that was always by his side, now holding both of the drake-sized Aether Crystals as well as the smaller one. He took the smallest gem out and held it up between his thumb and forefinger. 
 
    “Once I took it, I was able to use it,” he continued. “The dragonkin fell over stone dead. I figure, if I can get Andon’s gem out of him, it’s game over.” 
 
    “That’s a big if,” Mayvelle said. 
 
    “I said it wouldn’t be easy,” Mark shrugged. “But I know I can do this.” 
 
    “Next question,” Liberty said. Jonothall stuck his hand up, and Liberty nodded toward him. 
 
    “How the hell am I supposed to convince my people to go on this damn fool suicide mission?” he said angrily. It was the first time Mark had seen the normally cordial headman so animated. “I just got their homes torched to ash. They’re not looking for heroics, they just want to survive.” 
 
    “We’ll only need a small team,” Mark said. “And I wouldn’t want anyone who didn’t volunteer. If this turns into a pitched battle we’ll lose, but even then I’ve got a few tricks we can pull if needed.” 
 
    “Speaking as the only person here who has actually broken into Tannerith’s central keep,” Jacqlyn interjected, “it’s not easy and it’s only a matter of time before we would get made. You can’t just conk someone on the head and pinch their uniform.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re going to try something different,” Mark countered. “Because we have something that Andon’s goons haven’t had to deal with before.” 
 
    He tossed the small Aether Crystal in the air and caught it. Jacqlyn’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Oh. Oh fuck no.” She shook her head violently. “You are not suggesting what I think you’re suggesting.” 
 
    “Where I come from, aerial assaults are… not commonplace exactly, but it’s a thing that happens,” Mark replied. “We use Amalica’s spell to hide the Orphan—” 
 
    “—Nope—” Jacqlyn said, but Mark just continued talking. 
 
    “—We sail right over the keep’s courtyard—” 
 
    “—Nope—” 
 
    “—We drop three Aether Crystal powered people and myself into the keep—” 
 
    “—Super nope. No, nope, no way—” 
 
    “—Then we drop a shitload of Billies in behind us to keep Andon’s troops busy.” 
 
    “—No— wait,” Jacqlyn said as Mark’s last sentence caught up with her mouth. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “What’s a Billy?” Jonothall asked. 
 
    “Oh, Billy’s a real darling,” Amalica piped up. “Um. He’s, uh, he’s…” 
 
    She trailed off, suddenly realizing that Mark’s ability to reanimate dragonkin skeletons might be more than a bit alarming. 
 
    “One of Mark’s… sorcerous abilities…” Liberty said, choosing her words carefully, “involves using the bones of deceased dragonkin as animated fighting men.” 
 
    Jonothall’s mouth opened and closed, as if he was looking for something to say and coming up empty, but eventually he just sat back, silent and shaking his head. 
 
    “There’s actually some precedent for this,” Marchello cut in, enthusiastic to share his research. “Some of the legends of the King’s War tell of the fallen rising again to fight for their liege. If Mark has tapped into the same magics, it should be very effective.” 
 
    Jonothall did not look convinced, his face becoming even paler. 
 
    “You’re staking a lot on Amalica’s concealment magic,” Liberty said next. “How confident are you in pulling this off, Amalica?” 
 
    “It’s… a work in progress,” the nurse said, winding a lock of her blonde hair around her finger. “But I know I can do this. I’m certain of it.” 
 
    “Liberty…” Wylese said, looking at her captain’s face. Liberty was uncharacteristically serious, her lips pursed and thin as she thought. “Susan. I’m begging you. Don’t do this.” 
 
    “What the hell else can we do?” Liberty said, turning to look her old friend in the eyes. “Mark’s right. There’s no future for them here. Besides, think about what it will mean for the movement if we can capture Tannerith. The first free city! People from all over will be inspired—” 
 
    “We’ve survived this long because we don’t take and hold territory,” Wylese replied. “Marchello, tell her. How many peasant revolts have been crushed over the years?” 
 
    “It’s… a lot…” Marchello said slowly. “But those revolts didn’t have someone like Mark. If he manages to capture Lord Andon’s Aether Crystal, he would be as powerful as anyone the Kings would send to us in retaliation. More powerful, even.” 
 
    The shy scribe looked up at Mark with an earnest expression. “Since meeting this man, I’ve seen him perform feats that I’d only ever read about. When you study history, you start to see patterns. Some say history is shaped by the deeds of great men. Some say history is just the story of social forces, the material conditions of the age driving people to action. I couldn’t tell you which is true. But.” 
 
    Mark felt his heart drop into his chest as Marchello spoke. He had always admired the boy. He wasn’t a fighter. He was a scholar. He wasn’t a leader, he wasn’t the man to lead a charge or throw down with an enemy soldier. But in his own way, he was every bit the firebrand Liberty was, contributing what he could to a cause he believed in. 
 
    Having the faith of a man like that, Mark quietly resolved that he wouldn’t let him down. 
 
    “What I can tell you,” Marchello said, not missing a beat. “Is that this feels like one of those turning points in history. We have something, someone on our side that I’ve never seen in any of the histories I’ve read. We have the opportunity, the tools we need to make this attempt. I don’t know if Mark is one of history’s great men, and I don’t think it matters. What matters is that we have a chance, one people almost never get. The chance to make a difference.” 
 
    Yes, Marchello wasn’t a warrior, he didn’t contribute a strong sword arm. What Marchello contributed was knowledge. 
 
    And knowledge was power. 
 
    Wylese smacked her forehead. “Spirits help me, you’re seriously going to do this.” 
 
    “I’m not asking anyone to do anything I wouldn’t do myself—” Mark began, but Wylese stopped him with a gesture. 
 
    “But you’re, well, you,” she said bluntly. “The rest of us are a lot squishier.” 
 
    “That’s not fair,” Mark said, wounded. “Everything I’ve done since I met you I’ve done for the cause—” 
 
    “Calm down,” the wiry woman said. “I don’t say that to attack you. I’m just saying, most of us can’t do what you can do.” 
 
    “And I don’t take that lightly,” Mark retorted. “Believe me. But this is the best move we have. We can’t run forever. We can’t hide forever. If this movement means anything, we have to strike back. We have to make a place that’s safe. A place where people can just, just… be.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong,” Wylese conceded. “I just don’t know if we can do it. If it’s a price we can pay if we succeed.” 
 
    “May I say something?” Amalica said, her timid voice cutting through the silence left after Wylese was done speaking. 
 
    Liberty nodded. “It’s an open meeting, Amalica. Say your piece.” 
 
    “I’m not…” she swallowed, then continued. “I’m not a warrior. I’m a nurse. I put people back together when the warriors are done with them. I don’t… I don’t want to fight.” 
 
    She sat up straight in her chair and looked directly at Mark. “But I will fight. Because I want a world where I don’t have to fight any more. Where nobody has to fight. And if Mark believes this is the way to get to that world, then I believe him.” 
 
    Wylese looked like she was about to say something, but she bit her tongue when she saw the looks on everyone else’s faces. 
 
    “But more than that…” Amalica went on, “I believe in us. I used to work in Lord Andon’s keep, put up with…him, because I didn’t think there was another choice. But since I met all of you…” 
 
    She stopped for a second and took a deep breath to steady herself. “You make me feel like a better world is possible. And that is something I want to fight for.” 
 
    Mark felt like he would burst. He’d never had anyone believe in him like that in his old life, and to have someone as sweet and loving as Amalica speak so passionately on his behalf… 
 
    It was a feeling he could get used to. 
 
    “Fuck it,” Jacqlyn said, breaking the silence. “You wouldn’t stand a chance without me, and this clown show might even pull it off. I say we go for it.” 
 
    “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Mark said flippantly. Jacqlyn smirked and raised her two forefingers in a v-shape, the back of her hand turned to him—Mark guessed that was this world’s version of flipping the bird. 
 
    “Then I guess we take a vote,” Liberty said. “Jonothal, the way we do things, this committee just decides whether to take the plan to the rest of the crew, and then the crew as a whole decides whether we go ahead with it. We can’t make your people do anything, but we will ask for volunteers if the motion passes. How does that sound to you?” 
 
    Jonothal nodded. “Seems fair.” 
 
    “All right,” Liberty said. “All in favor of mounting an attack to kill Lord Andon and take control of Tannerith, raise your hands.” 
 
    Mark’s arm instantly shot up, to be joined by Liberty, Amalica, Jacqlyn, Marchello, and to Mark’s surprise, Mayvelle. After a moment’s hesitation, Jonothall also raised his hand, leaving Wylese the only person objecting. 
 
    “The rest of you I understand,” Wylese said as the others lowered their hands. “But you too, Jonothall?” 
 
    The old man shrugged. “I feel it’s only right to give everyone the opportunity to vote, is all. I share your concerns, but the alternatives don’t look good either.” 
 
    The quartermaster sighed. “If the crew votes to go ahead, you can count on me, Captain. I believe in the cause, I just… I’m not sure this is the right call.” 
 
    Liberty put one hand on the older woman’s shoulder. “I understand. And that means a lot. Thank you.” 
 
    “Just don’t turn this into one of your farces.” 
 
    “Madam!” Liberty exclaimed, switching back to her theatrical mode. “I am shocked. Shocked and appalled that you would have such a critical and entirely justified opinion of me!” 
 
    Wylese hung her head off the back of her chair and groaned. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask you something,” Mark said. 
 
     Ask away, the Forgotten King replied. As always, I am entirely at your disposal. 
 
     Mark pulled out the Aether Crystal he had recovered from Mourningholme. Immediately after the battle, the gem had felt… dimmer, as if the power inside it had dissipated. It reminded him of the fight with the wasteland monster, how after filling it with magic the Aether Crystals he carried had felt partially drained, but over time the gems had returned to their full power. 
 
     “When I first touched this gem,” he said, bouncing the Aether Crystal up and down in his palm, “I felt this… surge of power, a rush of energy that let me use the elements more powerfully than I’d been able to before. But when it was over, I had the worst hangover I’d ever had.” 
 
     During our training, we have focused on Linking the Aether Crystals with your subordinates. But there is another purpose that the gems can be turned to. 
 
     “Why do I feel like I’m not going to like this?” Mark asked rhetorically. 
 
     There are three uses for Aether Crystals, the Forgotten King continued. Linking you are familiar with. The King can direct the energy of his Aether Crystals along the bonds he shares with his minions, granting them temporary power. Alternatively, an Aether Crystal can be Bound to his subjects. By permanently implanting an Aether Crystal into a follower’s physical body, they are able to access the power of the Aether Crystal directly and are granted a measure of autonomy—the King is not required to maintain the Link, and his agents can carry out his will at a greater distance. 
 
     “With the bonding thing,” Mark asked, “is that why all the Scaleblade I’ve been fighting have had Aether Crystals in their heads?” 
 
     Correct. 
 
     “Can I access the elemental affinity of someone I’ve Bound an Aether Crystal to?” 
 
     No. Nor can you remove the power you’ve granted to your agent, not without removing the Aether Crystal itself. 
 
     “Is that why I’ve been able to yank Aether Crystals out of people’s heads?” 
 
     That is correct. A remnant of your past life as a Dragon King must be giving you the subconscious tools to do so. Ordinarily, this would be an advanced technique that takes many months of training and meditation to master. That you can do this now, is proof of your will to power. 
 
     “Uh-huh,” Mark said. “If you say so.” 
 
     He really didn’t feel like another long argument about ethics in draconic monarchical power, so he let that last comment slide. 
 
     Which brings us to the third purpose of Aether Crystals: Integration. 
 
     Mark caught the Aether Crystal in his palm and stared at it. It’s translucent surface shimmered in the dim light cast by the tomb’s magical torches, and the power within seemed to pulse in time with his heartbeat. At the mention of the word, Integration, his stomach growled as if hungry for the power the gem contained. 
 
     Integration is the process by which the King takes the power of the Aether Crystal and brings it into himself. This is how a King grows in power: by consuming and interweaving the mana inside an Aether Crystal with their own soul, the prospective Dragon King increases their own strength and comes into their own. 
 
     “That’s why the land is so fucked, isn’t it?” Mark asked. “The King’s War. All you greedy rapacious fucks were draining the land of its mana just so ya’ll could make your dicks bigger.” 
 
     It is a matter of perspective, the Forgotten King said with a mental smirk. From my perspective, I was merely exercising my right to self-actualization. If gaining power were immoral, it would not be possible, or someone would stop me. In the absence of opposition, I was able to achieve my goals; as such, my actions were permissible. 
 
     “Most psychopaths aren’t so blunt about it,” Mark mused, still staring at the gem. 
 
     As I told you: I am not a liar. 
 
     “So… Aether Crystals aren’t an infinite resource, then? They can be used up?” 
 
     Mana is a funny thing, the King said. Mana breeds mana. Left alone, a concentration of mana will regenerate itself. Think of it like a wellspring: Draw a modest amount of water from the ground, and over time, the well will replenish. Drain a well dry, and it will be barren forever more. 
 
     “That surge of power,” Mark said, following this train of thought. “That was my body trying to Integrate some of the mana of the Aether Crystal. And in the days since, the Aether Crystal regenerated the mana I took.” 
 
     Exactly. 
 
     “OK. For right now, I think Linking the few Aether Crystals we have is the way to go.” Mark decided to shelve the ethical implications for now and focus on tactical matters. “I can definitely see a future when we have more Gems to play with, that I’d want to Bind some to Amalica and Jacqlyn—if she wants to, that is.” 
 
    Don’t neglect your own power, the Forgotten King warned. Your underlings should not feel like they can even think about challenging you for your throne. 
 
    “Yeah, I think I’m OK on that front.” 
 
    For now. As your kingdom grows, you won’t have quite the same personal relationship with your subjects that you enjoy now. Whether you wish to admit it or not, the rabble respect strength and cruelty more than they respect kindness. 
 
    “Let’s agree to disagree.” 
 
    Mayvelle’s voice came from the entranceway. “Does he talk to himself a lot?” 
 
    Mark turned to face the entrance to the throne room. Mayvelle, Jacqlyn and Amalica were coming up the stairs for their training session. 
 
    “Oh, that’s just Mark talking to Mister Bones,” Amalica answered. “The Forgotten King talks to Mark in his head and it seems super creepy, but Mister Bones is a really just a teddy bear.” 
 
    “You call a giant undead tyrannical Dragon King, ‘Mister Bones?’” Mayvelle said skeptically. 
 
    “Don’t encourage her,” Jacqlyn said. “If we just ignore her intense desire to apply inappropriately cute nicknames to all the horrific shit we go through, it’ll just go away.” 
 
    Mayvelle shrugged as the three of them reached the center of the room. “I kinda like it actually. Really cuts down on the looming aura of menace.” 
 
    “Thanks for coming,” Mark said before Jacqlyn could retaliate. “I really appreciate you volunteering for this.” 
 
    “We’ll need every edge we can get if we’re going to pull off this mad scheme of yours,” Mayvelle said. “So, should we get started?” 
 
    "Sure.” Mark reached into the bag at his hip and pulled out the other two gems, one at a time. It was a bit awkward to cradle two in one hand, but he managed. 
 
    “Just a quick recap, for Mayvelle’s benefit,” Mark said. “Sorry if you know any of this, I just find it useful to start at the start and go from there.” 
 
    The burly blacksmith shrugged. “I’m more of a learn-by-doing type, but sure, a little theory never hurt.” 
 
    “All right.” Mark gave her a lopsided grin. “The short version then. Aether Crystals, balls of concentrated mana. I can Link you to the Aether Crystal, using the strength of our relationship as a conduit. Once you get Linked to the mana, you can transform into a draconic body. More powerful Aether Crystal, bigger dragon body.” 
 
    “So, I guess the better we get to know one another,” Mayvelle mused, “For, what, a more efficient energy transfer?” 
 
    “Yes, it gets easier for me to Link you to the gem the better I know you, yeah,” Mark answered. “A lot of this is fuzzy-wuzzy, feelings-based vibes rather than anything I can quantify, sorry.” 
 
    Mayvelle shrugged again, and Mark couldn’t help but admire the movement of her muscles in the dim light. He’d never really gone for the bodybuilder type back on Earth, but he had to admit—between her casual self-assuredness and the obvious pride she took in her strength—she kinda had something going on he found compelling… 
 
    God’s sake Mark, he chided himself. You already got caught between two women, you want to add a third to the mix? 
 
    “That’s OK,” Mayvelle said, oblivious to Mark’s internal monolog. “What I do is eighty percent engineering, twenty percent gut cogitation. I get it.” 
 
    “Thanks. So, to continue…” Mark forced himself to blink to get back on track. “The Element you have an Affinity with, we think is based on your personality or your soul or something. It’s part of you, rather than a part of the Aether Crystal.” 
 
    There are exceptions, the Forgotten King intoned in Mark’s mind. Rare Aether Crystals can contain and Elemental Affinity, and an Aether Crystal that’s been Bound with someone for many years starts to take on the Affinity of its bearer. 
 
    “He’s doing that thing again,” Jacqlyn commented, taking a step forward as if to bump him on the head to wake him up. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Mark said, heading off any offers of percussive maintenance. “Mr. Bones says some Aether Crystals have an element in ‘em, is all. We can cross that bridge when we come to it.” 
 
    “He said it!” Amalica said excitedly. “Yay!” 
 
    Jacqlyn rolled her eyes at her in an exaggerated fashion. 
 
    “Jacqlyn having a Fire affinity makes sense,” Mayvelle said. “Brash. Impulsive.” 
 
    “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Jacqlyn replied. 
 
    “It’s not. It’s just a thing.” Mayvelle curled her bottom lip between her teeth and chewed on it, thinking. “Amalica’s a healer, and I heard once that healers usually have a Water or Earth affinity. That tells me there must be a connection between dragon stuff and hedge magic.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised,” Mark said. “I get the impression a lot of this stuff was suppressed or kept secret by the Dragon Kings, to keep power for themselves. Marchello’s been reading some of the books in the library, we could pick his brains at some point if you’re interested.” 
 
    “Later. So. That one time you transformed me, I had brown scales like that drake bastard at Mourningholme. That makes me an Earth affinity, right?” 
 
    “That’s one of the reasons I’m excited to get experimenting with you,” Mark answered. “That guy was doing some crazy shit we’d never even thought of. We’ve just been blasting elements from our fists and mouths, but he was summoning rock from the earth, trapped people in stone, rapid healing…” 
 
    “I was there,” Mayvelle said. “Don’t get your hopes up though. I mostly just like to hit things.” 
 
    “Hey now,” Jacqlyn said. “That’s not fair. You’re doing things with Dragon Ivory nobody ever thought of before.” 
 
    “That’s different,” she said dismissively. “That’s just physical stuff. Solid objects I get. Flashy magic stuff…” 
 
    She waved one hand in circles in front of her, trailing it upward to signify smoke or rising steam. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Mark reassured her. “I think that covers the theory, you ready to give this a go?” 
 
    Mayvelle took a deep breath, held it, then let it out slowly. “Sure. No time like the present, right?” 
 
    Mark nodded and busied himself with putting the Aether Crystals back into the bag by his waist. When he found a spare moment, he had to test just how far away the gems could be from him, and still be able to channel their energy along the Link with his friends. For now, this would have to do. 
 
    “It’s OK,” Amalica was saying to Mayvelle, trying to reassure her. “It’s just like riding a horse, you get the hang of it in no time.” 
 
    “I been kicked off every horse I ever sat on,” Mayvelle told her. 
 
    Even better,” Amalica replied with a grin. “Everyone knows how to fall off horses! Think of it like that.” 
 
    “If you’re ready,” Mark cut in before this conversation could devolve any further. “Shall we?” 
 
    He held out his hand, and Mayvelle took it, her strong fingers were a reassuring pressure on his skin. 
 
    Mark closed his eyes and reached inside him for the tangled web of connections within him. He would have had trouble describing this to anyone else, but when he was in this frame of mind, these connections looked for all the world like his grandmother’s yarn basket after her cat got into it—multi-colored strings, extending everywhere in a tangle inside a featureless void. Unlike the yarn, though, he had an instinctive knowledge of where each string led. 
 
    The bond with Mayvelle was thinner than the one with Jacqlyn, Amalica or Liberty, but then again he hadn’t spent as much time around her. Inwardly, he took hold of the strand, and guided the energy from the smallest Aether Crystal along its length. 
 
    A flash of light later, and Mayvelle’s strong fingers became claws. She let go of his hand as he opened his eyes. 
 
     Ordinarily, Mayvelle was built like a linebacker. However, as a dragonkin, she was stacked. She loomed. Mark wasn’t a small guy by any means, but Mayvelle’s shoulders were half again as wide as his. She stretched her wings experimentally, moving them slowly and deliberately as she swung her arms in circles to get a feel for this new body. 
 
     Earth dragons tend to be physically powerful, the Forgotten King confirmed. Even so, your minion is an impressive physical specimen. She would have been an excellent shock trooper in my armies. 
 
     Mayvelle made an appreciative grunting noise, then focused on Mark, looking down her snout at him. 
 
     “So. What next?” she said in a voice exactly like rocks grinding together. 
 
     “Now you get to kick some ass,” Mark said, turning to look at the pile of bones that Amalica had dubbed Billy. He cleared his throat, narrowed his eyes to focus on him, and spoke in the Praetor’s Voice. 
 
     “RISE.” 
 
     Billy did as he was commanded, his skeletal appendages quickly reassembled themselves, held together by the sheer force of Mark’s will. Billy’s bony talons curled in and out, forming and releasing fists. 
 
     “You ready?” Mark asked Mayvelle. She nodded. 
 
     “ATTACK.” 
 
     Billy sprang into action, crossing the stone floor of the throne room quickly, talons extended and jaws held wide. The deadly points of his claws blinked in the light as he swung both arms to rake Mayvelle’s hide— 
 
     Only for the skeleton to meet Mayvelle’s mighty fist, which caught him square in the sternum with enough force that his ribcage and spinal column were utterly disconnected from the rest of him, pushed out of alignment with sheer brute strength. Billy collapsed back into a scattered pile of bones, which twitched for a moment, then lay still. 
 
     “Well, that was pretty awesome,” Jacqlyn said after a small pause. Mayvelle just grunted and crossed her arms. 
 
     “OK then,” Mark said. “I guess we can move past the small stuff and go straight to the advanced course. Do you girls want to give her some tips on using her breath weapon while I pop out for a second?” 
 
     “Sure,” Amalica said with a smile. Mark held out his hands, and Amalica and Jacqlyn stepped forward to touch him. A brief slash of blue and red light later, both women had assumed their Second Selves. 
 
     “Huh, that’s a thing,” Mayvelle said as Mark moved to the exit to the throne room. “What’s it for, though?” 
 
     “The dragon bodies are good for fighting, but the dress-up-doll-with-wings thing lets you do magic tricks,” Jacqlyn explained. 
 
     “That and you can do this,” Amalica cut in. With a wave of her hand, the white split-front corset-body dress she wore shimmered with sparkling light. When the light faded, she was now wearing a gold bandoleer-style backless halter top dress with the same hip-length thigh slit. 
 
     “…and the tactical implications of this are… what, exactly?” Mayvelle asked, sarcasm dripping from every syllable in her rough voice. 
 
     “It’s pretty?” 
 
     “It doesn’t have to be dresses,” Jacqlyn said in a helpful tone. She scrunched her eyes and in a similar dance of sparkling light, her red corset and black tights morphed into a skin-tight leotard paired with black mid-thigh shorts with a red stripe up the side. “See?” 
 
     “…spirits save me,” Mayvelle muttered. “Anyway. What were you supposed to show me?” 
 
     “Right, so, the breath weapon thing,” Jacqlyn replied. “Different people feel this in different ways, but you should be able to sort of sense your connection to the elements within you—” 
 
     “Because you’re already a hedge witch, with your crafting, it might be a bit easier,” Amalica cut in. “But basically, you’re trying to find that connection and bring that energy into the world.” 
 
     “Huh.” Mayvelle closed her eyes. “All right. I think I know what you mean. Let’s try—” 
 
     She opened her mouth, and a swirl of energy formed in the back of her throat. With a small coughing sound, Mayvelle’s eyes popped open, and a fist-sized chunk of stone shot out of her mouth and hit the floor, skittering across the stone floor and hitting the base of the plinth the King’s throne sat on. 
 
     “Woohoo!” Amalica said with a celebratory clap. “Well done!” 
 
     “That felt weird,” Mayvelle said rubbing her throat. “Like a cat coughing up a hairball.” 
 
     “You’ll get used to it,” Jacqlyn said. “Hang on, do you hear that?” 
 
     The three women stopped talking. There was a sound, faint at first but growing louder, coming from the open door to the throne room. A rhythmic clacking sound, as if a thousand abacuses were being shaken in time, the wooden beads sliding and hitting the frame with a high-pitched staccato clink. 
 
     “That’s weird,” Amalica said. “It kind of sounds like when Billy walks—” 
 
     She didn’t get a chance to finish the sentence, as another skeletal dragonkin marched through the door— followed by another and another, a column of them marching up the stairs in perfect synchronization. They each held a broad-bladed single-edged sword nearly as tall as a man in one hand, curved and weighted for chopping. 
 
     As they entered the room, the skeletons seemed to fixate on the girls, their eyeless heads turning eerily as if locking on to a target. Their spindly bodies pivoted, paused, then burst into a deceptively fluid charge, swords raised to attack. 
 
     “The fuck—” Jacqlyn exclaimed, spreading her wings and flying backward just in time to avoid the lead skeleton’s falchion. Two balls of flame manifested in her hands, and she threw them at the thing’s skull, leaving a pair of scorch marks on its surface but not seeming to slow it down much at all. 
 
     Meanwhile, Amalica squeaked as the second skeleton attacked her, quickly backpedaling, and retaliating with a two-handed double-barrel water blast that knocked the skeletal marionette to the floor. She didn’t have time to celebrate, however, as it was quickly replaced by two more. 
 
     Behind them, the marching horde of dead dragonkin didn’t stop. Mayvelle uttered a full-throated roar and waded into the thick of them, her fists flying left and right, dropping skeletal soldiers with each punch. Not without cost. For every skeleton she knocked down, two more were able to strike at her, the heavy swords bruising the skin under her scales or slashing jagged lines on the unprotected joints of her body. 
 
     “Oh, I knew these things were bad news,” Jacqlyn exclaimed from her vantage point near the ceiling of the throne room. She fired off a volley of fireballs, but to no greater effect than her first attack. “Just a matter of time before they turned on us.” 
 
     “Switch to spells!” Amalica called out, following Jacqlyn’s lead and taking to the air, narrowly escaping a skeleton’s sword which swished just under her feet. “Medela rain!” 
 
     A small patter of raindrops started falling on Mayvelle, and the stocky brawler could feel the damage she had taken repairing itself. With another guttural battle cry, she grabbed two of their attackers at once, palming their skulls in her wide palms. With almost casual grace, she smashed them together, their bodies falling in a pile of bones as the skulls cracked. 
 
     “Having fun girls?” 
 
     Mark was leaning in the doorway to the throne room, a smirk on his face and his arms folded across his chest. 
 
     “Oh, you utter shit,” Jacqlyn drawled, sending a small dart of flame in his direction. Mark saw it coming and ducked his head, letting the projectile splash against the tomb’s wall. 
 
     “HALT,” Mark intoned in the Praetor’s Voice. The skeletons still standing immediately froze, several of them in mid-strike. Mayvelle, in the process of cocking her arm back for another punch, paused in response— then threw the punch anyway, sending another of Mark’s minions clattering to the ground. 
 
     “STAND AT ATTENTION,” Mark barked, and the skeleton warriors did as they were told, standing up straight and shouldering their blades. “FORM RANKS” was the next command, and they did as they were told, forming three rows of ten troops, lined up against the far wall of the throne room as if presenting themselves for inspection. 
 
     Amalica and Jacqlyn slowly let themselves settle onto the ground. 
 
     “You jerk,” Amalica said to Mark with only a small hint of annoyance. “You really scared us!” 
 
     Mark shrugged as he walked over to her and wrapped his right arm about her waist. She mock pouted as he planted a kiss on her cheek, careful to avoid conking his head on her horns. 
 
     “I knew you could handle it,” he said with a smile. “I figured this was a good chance to practice giving the Billies more complex commands.” 
 
     “I really hate that this is catching on,” Jacqlyn interjected. 
 
     “They seem to be able to pick up on my intentions rather than just my spoken words,” Mark continued, ignoring her. “I told them to attack you, but I didn’t want them to go too hard. Looks like they did just that.” 
 
     “That or they just suck,” Mayvelle growled. “Glass jaws, all of them.” 
 
     “STEP FORWARD,” Mark said by way of reply. One of the skeletons obeyed. “ATTACK MAYVELLE.” 
 
     The dragonkin did as it was told, sprinting at Mayvelle with its sword held in both hands. The burly blacksmith backpedaled, barely avoiding the agile swipes of its sword which it seemed to wield with no regard to the massive weapon’s weight or momentum. Caught off balance, Mayvelle wasn’t able to get close enough to strike, forced on the defensive. 
 
     “HALT,” Mark commanded, and the skeleton did so. In a fit of pique, Mayvelle punched it in the jaw, causing it to fall into a heap. 
 
     “Fine, fine,” she grumbled. “You proved your point.” 
 
     “That’s not even the best part,” Mark said with a grin. Clearing his throat, he spoke a single word. 
 
     “RISE.” 
 
     The piles of bones that had once been skeletal soldiers stirred, then shot into the air, re-forming themselves under the force of Mark’s will. The ones that Mayvelle had knocked down might have been missing ribs or their skulls fractured, but this didn’t seem to slow them down as they picked up their swords and joined their fellows in the line-up parade Mark had ordered earlier. 
 
     “Will they take down any of Andon’s drakes? Probably not,” Mark said, filling the silence from the women as the implications of this sunk in. “But they will take care of the City Watch for us and tie up the Scaleblades while we push through into the main keep and confront Andon ourselves.” 
 
     “How are you going to stop them from attacking our guys?” Jacqlyn asked. “You’ll be too busy to keep too close an eye on them.” 
 
     “We give our people a distinctive mark or piece of clothing,” Mark said with a smile. “I can command them to view people with that emblem as allies and view people in City Watch uniforms or non-allied dragonkin as enemies.” 
 
     Jacqlyn quirked an eyebrow, clearly not entirely convinced. 
 
     “Anyway,” Mark continued. “How did you get on, Mayvelle?” 
 
     Mayvelle responded by opening her jaw and crossing her eyes as the elemental energy gathered in her mouth. With a huge effort, Mark watched as her stomach compressed and the energy coalesced into another fist-sized chunk of rough stone, hitting the floor roughly twenty feet away. 
 
     “…it’s a work in progress,” she concluded with a shrug. 
 
     “Then we’d better get back to it,” Mark said, upbeat. He planted another kiss on Amalica’s cheek and stepped back, giving her some space. “ATTACK.” 
 
     The girls groaned as the first rank of skeletal dragonkin advanced, ready to strike. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After spending close to eight hours in the throne room punching, blasting, and—in Mark’s case—ordering the troop of dead dragonkin about, Mark and the girls were exhausted. 
 
    Jacqlyn hadn’t been too happy that her fireballs were less effective against the skeletons than the physical elements and had grumbled the entire time about being forced to use her speed-boost techniques in a support role. Even so, after the tenth time she helped Mayvelle shoulder-barge a group of Billies into flying bones with the speed of a frightened doe, she had to admit that it was useful. 
 
    It was all Amalica could manage to heal up the last cuts and scrapes everyone was sporting before Mark held out his hand for the girls to touch, each of them returning to normal with their respective lightshows. 
 
    “You did good, girls,” Mark said with a beaming smile on his face. 
 
    “Sounding pretty chipper for a guy who didn’t just get wailed on by monsters for several hours,” Mayvelle groused, but even she was smiling. “See you guys at chow.” 
 
    She waved over her shoulder as she skipped down the steps out of the throne room, leaving Jacqlyn and Amalica alone with Mark. 
 
    “Don’t think I didn’t see you checking her out,” Amalica said suddenly, poking Mark in the arm. 
 
    Mark felt a bolt of panic shoot up his spine. A sentence like that back home would have been the start of A Talk in any of his previous relationships. 
 
    Instead, Jacqlyn and Amalica just started laughing. 
 
    “Oh spirits, the look on your face,” Jacqlyn said finally. “You’re really not from around here then, huh?” 
 
    “I could have told him a while back but he’s just so cute when he makes that face,” Amalica said with a smile. 
 
    “Uh, you’ve lost me,” Mark said, obviously confused. “What just happened?” 
 
    “Let’s just get dinner,” Jacqlyn said with a sly smile. “I’m kind of enjoying this.” 
 
    Amalica giggled and sauntered off down the stairs with a wave, Jacqlyn following her close behind. 
 
    “You have any idea what they’re on about?” Mark said. 
 
    The minds of women are beyond even the wisest of Dragon Kings, Mark, the Forgotten King intoned in his mind. 
 
    “Some help you are.” 
 
    Some things are best left for the supplicant to learn for themselves. 
 
    “Now you’re just doing the thing where you rely on vague platitudes because you don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about,” Mark remarked as he set off out the door. 
 
    The wise man knows the limits of wisdom, his undead mentor remarked as Mark headed down the steps. 
 
    “You’re not exactly helping your case here buddy,” Mark muttered. 
 
    The seeker need not know the destination, the King continued, unable to keep his amusement from his mental voice. He need but know there is a destination to be reached. 
 
    “Oh for fuck’s sake—” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The mood at dinner could best be described as ‘tense.’ 
 
    Liberty had briefed the crew of the Grateful Orphan on the outcome of the planning meeting and was giving them a day to mull things over before voting on the plan. In the meantime, Jonothal had been approaching people to discuss the situation with them and listen to their concerns. It was hard for him to keep the proposal to attack Tannerith from them, Mark knew, being someone who preferred to give his people the information and respect their autonomy. 
 
    Dinner tonight was a thick stew and day-old bread, with a scattering of other food that needed to be used. While the stew was filling, it was a grim preview of the rationing to come. 
 
    Mark took his bowl from the ship’s cook, Quan and looked about the clearing. Some crude tables and benches had been thrown together since yesterday as the villagers tried to make their—hopefully temporary—camp a bit more comfortable. 
 
    Jacqlyn, Amalica and Mayvelle were sitting at a table with Liberty and Wylese, and his first instinct was to join them, but there weren’t any free seats and the way they were glancing in his direction and laughing to each other gave him the impression he’d be intruding. 
 
    Marchello on the other hand was waving in his direction, sitting at a table with Tallister, Calvary and Pamoledes. He hadn’t spent as much time with these members of the crew, so he decided now was as good a time as any and he joined them, settling his plate on the black wooden table and parking himself on the bench between Marchello and Tallister. 
 
    “Oh, hi Mark,” Tallister said by way of greeting. Tallister was a lanky lean man in his forties, with a mop of brown hair that was starting to go grey at the temples. He tore off a chunk of bread and dipped it in his stew. “How’d your day go?” 
 
    “Uh, fine,” Mark said, uncertain how to explain just what he’d been up to. “Just working on some dragon magic training with the girls.” 
 
    “I have no idea how the fuck you can spend all day in that creepy thing,” Pamoledes said. She was a bit younger than Tallister but not by much, an auburn-haired woman with thick arms, wide hips and a bit of a belly. “When Tal and I are helping Mayvelle on the Dragon Ivory, I can’t stand to be in that place more than a couple of hours at a time.” 
 
    “I guess I just got used to it,” Mark said, spooning a mouthful of soup and lifting it to his face. 
 
    “I don’t really notice it any more myself,” Marchello said. “The library isn’t so bad.” 
 
    “Yeah, but once you stick your nose in a book, Lord Andon himself could bite your balls off and you wouldn’t notice,” Calvary said, punching the bookworm in the arm and causing him to spill some soup on himself. 
 
    “I’m just glad I spend all day up in the trees,” the brash ginger lookout continued, oblivious to Marchello’s attempts to clean up the spill with a cloth napkin. “The air’s just a little bit fresher up there, you know? It’s not much but it helps.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” Mark said. “This place is…” 
 
    “T’aint right,” Tallister said firmly. 
 
    The group ate in silence for a long moment. 
 
    “So, uh,” Mark finally said. “What do you guys think about liberating Tannerith?” 
 
    “Nuh-uh,” Calvary said. “No shop talk at the dinner table. Besides, you have more pressing problems than the fate of the world, my friend.” 
 
    “Oh?” Mark asked, confused. 
 
    “Yep,” Tallister confirmed. “Everyone knows Amalica caught you and Jacqlyn in the cargo hold, and everyone’s been taking bets on how it’s all going to shake out.” 
 
    “From the looks of things, the gals seem to be plotting something too,” Pamoledes added with a mischievous grin. 
 
    “Lay off him guys,” Marchello said, trying to come to Mark’s defense. “He’s had a lot on his plate—” 
 
    “You’re just saying that because you didn’t throw any money in the pot,” Calvary said. “Come on, this is the best piece of gossip we’ve had since Wylese confiscated Liberty’s pantomime horse costume. Live a little.” 
 
    Mark groaned and put his head in his hands. “Guys, I have no idea how this happened. I love Amalica, I do, but it was just in the heat of the moment…” 
 
    He trailed off, and nobody responded. When he looked up, all he could see was confusion on their faces. 
 
    “Uh, guys?” Mark asked. 
 
    “Hold up,” Calvary said. “What do you think is happening, here?” 
 
    “Um, I cheated on my girlfriend and she’s going to dump me?” Mark replied, in a very confused tone. 
 
    Pamoledes groaned. “Mark, you dumbass. Has Amalica looked all that upset with you since it happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know?” Mark answered. “With everything we haven’t really had a chance to talk about it, and we’ve just been too tired to make love lately, so, I don’t really know what’s going through her head right now.” 
 
    “More to the point,” Tallister added in his slow drawl, “you notice Jacqlyn acting funny around you?” 
 
    “Not… really…” Mark said slowly. “I figured she was just being professional.” 
 
    “You don’t have clusters where you’re from?” Marchello said, as if he’d finally clicked to what the issue was. 
 
    “No?” Mark said. “In some ways I had a fairly small-c conservative upbringing and was working too hard to date much.” 
 
    “I kind of don’t want to tell him now,” Calvary said with a grin. “This is too precious. I’d hate to be the one to spoil the surprise.” 
 
    Tallister and Pamoledes shared a knowing, conspiratorial look and nodded. 
 
    “Guys, come on,” Marchello complained. “That isn’t fair. How is he supposed to know—” 
 
    “You tell him, and I’ll put burrs in your socks,” Calvary warned. “You see if I don’t.” 
 
    “I’m lost,” Mark confessed. “You’re, what, saying that cheating isn’t a thing in this world?” 
 
    “I mean it,” Calvary said, glaring at Marchello. “You wouldn’t believe the kinds of spiky shit that’s up in them trees.” 
 
    Marchello held up his hands in surrender, dropping his spoon in his bowl. “Fine! Fine. Sorry Mark, you’re on your own.” 
 
    “Look,” Tallister said. “I will say this. I don’t understand monogamous people and I don’t approve of their lifestyle, but, well, if it works for them, I ain’t gonna stick my oar in their business. Live and let live I say.” 
 
    Pamoledes patted his hand. “Now, now, honey, don’t go giving the game away. I want to see what happens.” 
 
    Tallister just hummed in agreement and went back to his food, leaving Mark just as bewildered as before. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After dinner Mark helped with the washing up, and it was quite dark by the time he made his way back to the cabin he shared with Amalica aboard the ship. 
 
    His head still full of questions, he untied his neckerchief and placed it on the table beside his bed, kicked off his shoes then stripped off his shirt and threw it in the corner. 
 
     That done, he un-hooked the mesh bag holding the Aether Crystals and gently placed it in the top drawer of his bedside cabinet. 
 
    Dressed only in his breeches, he fell back-first onto the bed and closed his eyes. 
 
    How do I feel about Jacqlyn? 
 
    Well, obviously, she’s hot, he thought. His mind slipped to their time together, how hungry and desperately they’d devoured each other. He shook his head to clear it. 
 
    But more than that… he thought. She’s a strong ally. A good friend. Someone with strong principles and the willingness to fight for them. 
 
    He admired that. He was drawn to her conviction, her strength. 
 
    But he was drawn to Amalica too. 
 
    Her warmth, her compassion, her heart, even her silly moments, they brought him joy and warmed his heart when things seemed tough. He’d only known her for a handful of days but already he couldn’t imagine his life without her. 
 
    Mark rolled over onto his stomach, buried his face in his pillow and groaned. 
 
    “Something wrong, Mark?” 
 
    Amalica’s voice, coming from the doorway. The churning in Mark’s stomach intensified. He’d been putting this conversation off for long enough, he decided. Time to man up. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, levering himself up off the bed so his voice wasn’t muffled. He kept speaking as he flipped himself back over. “Listen, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about me and Jacqlyn—” 
 
    When he caught sight of Amalica, however, he was struck speechless. 
 
    He had always known she was beautiful. She had the kind of body that would have driven a Renaissance sculptor into a frenzy of despair, for try as they might, they could never shape the block of dumb marble in front of them into a close approximation of her heavenly curves and soft, pillow-like breasts. 
 
    However, seeing her now, dressed as she was in a sheer cornflower-blue babydoll negligee that hung down her chest like the world’s most inadequate theater curtain, his heart stopped. Underneath, she was wearing a loose set of bloomers that gathered at mid-thigh, the drawstring digging in ever-so-slightly to her soft thighs. A pair of white silk leggings, held up by garter belts looped into the top and buckled around her lower thigh, a few heavenly inches below her undergarments, completed the look. 
 
    “Oh?” Amalica said in her sweet, friendly voice. She walked toward the bed and Mark swore her hips were swinging more than usual. “What were you going to say about Jacqlyn, honey?” 
 
    “Well, uh, um,” Mark stammered. “Ah, that time you found us in the hold. I’m so sorry. I don’t know what came over us. It didn’t mean anything—” 
 
    “Aw, now, that’s just going to hurt my feelings,” Jacqlyn said from the doorway. 
 
    Mark looked up, surprised to see the athletic woman leaning against the frame. Like Amalica, she was dressed to impress— in her case, wearing only her trademark red scarf and chest bandoleer, wrapped around her breasts and flowing out behind her, the scarlet fabric a delightful contrast with her taut brown skin. 
 
    “Jacqlyn?” Mark said, shocked. He felt like his eyes must be bugging out of his head. 
 
    “It certainly didn’t feel like just nothing,” Jacqlyn said, cocking her right eyebrow as she sashayed to the bed. 
 
    “And it certainly didn’t look like nothing,” Amalica confirmed as she crawled up on the mattress. Her breasts hung low under her, the fabric of her lingerie swaying in time with her movements. 
 
    “I’m, I’m sorry, I don’t—” 
 
    “Aww, you look so cute when you get confused,” Jacqlyn smirked as she walked toward the bed. 
 
    “I don’t think he’s too confused though,” Amalica supplied as she sat back on her thighs, her right hand stroking up from mark’s knee, up his thighs, to find the rapidly growing tent in his pants. “At least one part of him seems to know what’s going on.” 
 
    "We figured you’d be too slow on the uptake, so we talked it out,” Jacqlyn said as she sat down on the opposite side of the mattress. “She likes you. I like you. She even likes that I like you. I swear, for someone who was a virgin until like a week ago, she’s a real horny bitch.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ve forgotten what it’s like, Jacqlyn,” Amalica said, in a mock-stern voice, “but before a woman has her first time she spends a lot of her day imagining what she’s going to do once she gets the chance…” 
 
    While she spoke, Amalica untied the drawstring holding Mark’s pants together and pushed the waistband down—Mark instinctively lifted his hips to help—and a sly smile spread across her face as his shaft sprung into view. 
 
    “Hold on,” Mark said, shifting up the mattress until he was sitting up, his back on the headboard. “Marchello was saying something about clusters at dinner? Is this what this is?” 
 
    “I told you he’d have no idea what it was,” Jacqlyn said to Amalica triumphantly. The blonde just stuck her tongue out at her. 
 
    “Well anyway,” Jacqlyn continued, turning to look Mark in the eyes while Amalica started to stroke his cock with slow, gentle motions. “I guess it could be. If you want to that is.” 
 
    “You’ll have to explain it to him,” Amalica said, licking her lips. 
 
    “Why do I have to— oh.” 
 
    Amalica had lowered her head to Mark’s cock and wrapped her lips around the flared purple head, moaning as she slowly slid half his length in and out of her mouth. 
 
    “Anyway,” Jacqlyn continued, as if her friend wasn’t slurping on Mark’s cock right next to her. “Cluster relationships, or just clusters, are a fairly common family structure in this world. The old religions taught that love was something to be shared and cherished, so, if everyone in the relationship would agree, they’d sometimes share that love.” 
 
    Mark’s head was spinning, and he wasn’t sure if it was from the culture shock or the way Amalica’s tongue was swirling around him like his cock was a lollipop. 
 
    “That’s, uh, not what I’m used to,” Mark said finally. 
 
    “Well, you’d better get used to it, champ,” Jacqlyn smirked as she leaned forward to kiss him. “Because I’m not letting Blondie have all the fun.” 
 
    Jacqlyn was an aggressive kisser at the best of times, and the presence of another woman seemed to spur on her competitive instincts. She gripped the back of Mark’s head, her knuckles white as she yanked on his hair, her tongue wrestling with Mark’s in and out of their mouths. 
 
    Amalica looked up at them from her perch down the bed and moaned in approval, her hands stroking the inside of Marks’ thighs as she pushed her head lower and lower on his cock. 
 
    Mark’s hands went to Jacqlyn’s hips and stroked the curve of her waist on his way to her breasts, rudely pushing under her bandoleer to get to her firm breasts and their hard nipples. He rubbed them between his thumb and forefingers like he was tuning a car radio, and the moans and squeaks of pleasure she made were the elusive signals from the station. 
 
    Jacqlyn broke their kiss. “Shuffle down,” she commanded them both. Amalica reluctantly ceased her quest to see how many licks it took to get to Mark’s creamy filling and complied, yanking away Mark’s pants and throwing them heedlessly over her shoulder as Mark lay flat on his back. 
 
    He didn’t have to wait long to wonder why Jacqlyn made her request—as soon as she could, she flung her leg over his head and knelt above him, facing his crotch. Mark, never one to disappoint a lady and seeing that Jacqlyn had gone commando for just this reason, took her toned ass in both hands and started licking, his stiff tongue finding her already primed for pleasure. 
 
    “Spirit’s sake Blondie,” Mark heard Jacqlyn say. “Is that really how you’ve been sucking dick all this time?” 
 
    Mark heard a popping sound as Amalica withdrew his dick from her mouth. “Mark seems to like it,” she said defiantly. 
 
    “Yeah, but he’s too polite to say anything,” Jacqlyn replied. 
 
    “Girls,” Mark said, momentarily pausing in pleasuring Jacqlyn’s pussy. “You don’t have to fight, I—” 
 
    “Shut up, Mark!” both the women said simultaneously, and Jacqlyn bounced her crotch lower to demand he get back to work. 
 
    “Look, you’ve got the basics down,” Jacqlyn continued. “And you’re eager, sure, but there’s more to sucking cock than just bobbing up and down like you’re looking for apples at harvest fair. Here, let me show you—” 
 
    She leaned forward, giving Mark a little more breathing room and more space to get creative— he took the chance to lift his head and fasten his lips on her erect clit, sucking on it for dear life— while Jacqlyn took his dick in her hands. He felt her broad tongue travel from his frenulum to his balls, and he moaned as she sucked one of his nuts into her mouth. 
 
    “Pah,” Jacqlyn said when she released it. “Mark, I’m sorry but you’re gonna start shaving down there. Amalica, your turn.” 
 
    Mark nipped at her clit with his teeth, prompting a yelp from Jacqlyn which turned into a moan as he dug his tongue as deep as he could inside her. 
 
    Meanwhile, Amalica brushed a lock of her hair behind her ears and bent down to follow Jacqlyn’s lead, trailing the tip of her tongue down the underside of Mark’s shaft. He couldn’t help but twitch appreciatively and moan into Jacqlyn’s pussy as she sucked on his balls. 
 
    Jacqlyn leaned forward again to take the tip of Mark’s cock in her mouth while Amalica started lapping at the shaft. Overwhelmed, Mark’s head fell back on the bed, his eyes closed so he could concentrate on the pleasure. 
 
    “Hey!” Jacqlyn said, releasing Mark’s dick and waggling her hips. “Did I say you could stop?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s fucking it,” Mark growled, pushing himself backward out from underneath her and slapping her ass, leaving a red handprint on her brown skin. “If we’re doing this, I am not gonna be your permanent pussy pillow. 
 
    Amalica made a small mewl of disappointment as if her favorite toy had been taken away from her, but her face lit up when she saw Mark kneeling behind Jacqlyn, her hips clenched tight in his hands. Jacqlyn was looking over her shoulder, daring him to do his worst with her eyes. 
 
    Mark, never one to disappoint a lady, thrust his cock into her with one strong, firm thrust. Jacqlyn moaned and arched her back, presenting herself for him to use, to fuck, to breed like a bitch in heat. Amalica’s eyes sparkled as she watched her friend’s face contort in ultimate pleasure, watched her man take another woman, claim her, mark her for all time as his. 
 
    Some primal part of his hindbrain kicked into gear and Mark’s hips methodically worked their magic, his long cock drilling in and out of the tight, dripping walls of Jacqlyn’s cunt. Mark’s vocabulary reduced to little more than grunts, he fucked his lover with full, hard, aggressive thrusts, knowing she wanted nothing less. 
 
    Jerked back and forth on his cock, Jacqlyn’s arms gave out and she collapsed on her chest, her face on her cheek between Amalica’s thighs, her eyes glazed over. Amalica’s mouth fell open, mesmerized at Mark’s display of strength. She found herself stroking Jacqlyn’s hair and staring at him, at the way his chest glistened with sweat, his rhythmic grunts, and the slap of his thighs on Jacqlyn’s ass seeming to travel straight to the heat between her legs as her lust dripped out of her. 
 
    Mark’s head swam with the hormonal rush of fucking, the electric thrill of of feeling the skin of his cock slide against Jacqlyn’s secret places, the satisfaction of finding the limits of her as his cockhead touched her cervix with every thrust. His fingertips dug into the firm skin of her waist, his fingernails turning white with the pressure. This feeling, this ecstasy— 
 
    Almost without noticing, he found his consciousness slipping into the half-awake meditative state he used whenever channeling energy from the Aether Crystals to his allies. The web of connections unfolded before his inner eye, tangled as ever, but two threads blazed brighter than he’d ever seen them before. 
 
    The bright, brilliant ruby light he shared with Jacqlyn. The bold, blue-green aquamarine that bound him to Amalica. 
 
    He’d never seen anything so beautiful in his life. 
 
    The lights were pulsing with their own heartbeat, fading from merely scintillating to blinding radiance. Calling to him, to that fundamental part of him that craved connection, that craved intimacy, that needed, needed— 
 
    He reached out with both hands, enthralled. With just the slightest touch— 
 
    The twin flashes of aquamarine and ruby light brought him back to the present. He snapped his eyes open to find Amalica kneeling before him in her Second Self, the same diaphanous lingerie draped over her magnificent bust, but with her horns sweeping up from her temples to frame her blonde hair and her wings folded behind her back. 
 
    “Mark,” Jacqlyn said breathily beneath him. “What the fu- fu- FUUUUCK—!” 
 
    Jacqlyn, too, had shape-shifted into her winged, horned body. Still naked, still bent double, her back arched in pleasure, her wings now spread wide and tense. 
 
    Indeed, her whole body was tensed, her athletic frame enhanced in this body. He felt her pussy pulsate around him, her fluids gush around his cock as she came. White fire shooting through every nerve ending, Jacqlyn cried out in obscene ecstasy as she convulsed in her climax. 
 
    Mark pulled out of her and fell back on the bed, stunned. 
 
     "Jacqlyn, shit,” Mark babbled. “I didn’t— I didn’t mean to turn you—” 
 
    Jacqlyn cut him off with a low, satisfied moan, furling her wings and rolling onto her side to gift him with a lazy, glassy-eyed smile. 
 
    “If that’s what you do when you’re not trying, I can’t wait to see what you can do on purpose,” she drawled. 
 
    “But, um, the wing thing—” 
 
    “I’m… getting used to it,” Jacqlyn replied. “Now stop talking and let me suck your dick.” 
 
    “Nuh-uh!” Amalica pouted, grabbing Jacqlyn’s ankle and dragging her to the foot of the bed. Jacqlyn yelped and clawed at the coverlet, succeeding only in bringing the blanket with her when she hit the floor. 
 
    “The whole point of this is that we’re sharing him, missy,” Amalica scolded her as she leaped onto the bed with a flap of her wings. A current of air buffeted Mark an instant before five-foot-something of jiggly blonde crashed into his chest and brought him to the mattress, her thighs on either side of Mark’s legs. 
 
    Amalica wasted no time, capturing Mark’s lips with a passionate kiss as she squirmed her hips to try and get Mark’s cock in the right position, something that caused no small amount of incidental stimulation to the object of her quest. 
 
    “Mmmph,” Mark managed, before she gave him a chance to speak. “Sweetie, if you just let me—” 
 
    “Nope, doctor’s orders,” she said, shushing him with one finger while her other hand reached between her legs and grabbed Mark by the base of his shaft. She rose on her knees and with a satisfied sigh, settled back down on her calves with Mark exactly where she wanted him. 
 
    “I thought you were a nurse?” Mark gasped as he sank into her, balls deep in her wet, dripping cunt. 
 
    Not to be outdone by her friendly rival, Amalica started rocking her hips in a back-and-forth motion while gathering her long hair up behind her head and her horns. The way she held her arms back pushed her breasts forward, and her hip motions caused them to sway in very alluring patterns. 
 
    Mark could only moan and reach up to try to cup her breasts in his hands, but Amalica batted them away, letting her hair fall behind her as she grabbed her own nipples, tweaking them and moaning in her sweetest, sluttiest voice. 
 
    “That hurt, Blondie,” Jacqlyn groused, getting to her feet. “Why did— oh spirits above…” 
 
    Jacqlyn trailed off, clearly unprepared for the sight of Amalica riding Mark like a vision straight out of his browser history. She perched herself on the side of the bed, mesmerized, licking her lips as her hand drifted between her legs. 
 
    Meanwhile, Mark was reaching his limit. Fucking Jacqlyn to orgasm was nearly enough to tip him over the edge; the second course of buxom blonde beauty bouncing on his cock was testing his endurance nearly to breaking point. At this angle, her repetitive grinding motion on his member was devilishly divine. 
 
    He grabbed her by her waist and lifted her up off his body and flipped her onto her back, eliciting a small yelp when she landed on her wing awkwardly. Mark apologized and moved backward, lifting her hips in a way to suggest that she should get on all fours. 
 
    Amalica obliged, looking over her shoulder with blonde hair falling over her face. 
 
    “Fuck me, lover,” she purred. “Fuck me harder than you’ve ever fucked me before.” 
 
    Mark’s dick twitched against her lust-slick labia, drawing the head between her lips. 
 
    “Just remember,” he growled. “You asked for this.” 
 
    And saying it, he drove his cock home. 
 
    “Oh fuck!” she shouted. “Oh, fuck my entire cunt—” 
 
    Mark knew he couldn’t last long at this pace, but he didn’t care. The slap of her ass against his thighs, the pendulum swing of his balls onto her clit, the staccato rhythm of fucking was all he cared about. Driving this woman he loved into a frenzy was the only thing that mattered. 
 
    “Pull…” Amalica managed. “Pull my horns—” 
 
    Never one to disappoint, Mark let go of her shapely hips and grabbed her horns from behind, pulling her back into a U shape. His cock started sliding against the front wall of her pussy, relentlessly rubbing against the spot he knew drove her wild. 
 
    It wasn’t long before her inner walls started twitching, a motion that sparked his own completion. White hot pleasure coursed through Mark’s veins as his cum filled his lover, her eager cunt ready and hungry for his release. 
 
    The room filled with Mark’s gutteral cry, Amalica’s shrill keens of pleasure, even Jacqlyn’s moan of appreciation as the two lovers before her climaxed. 
 
    Mark fell backward as Amalica collapsed on her chest. Head swimming with the afterglow, Mark forced himself to crawl next to her on the bed, wrapping her in a light, side-on hug. 
 
    Jacqlyn unfolded her legs and walked around the bed to join them, taking up the big spoon position behind Mark— a little awkwardly, as her wings got in the way. 
 
    “Freaking things—” her curse was cut off by a flash of ruby light, and she was back to normal— albeit naked. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said to Mark, pressing her chest to his back and his ass to her thighs. “Damn things were getting in the way.” 
 
    “T’wasn’t me,” Mark muttered sleepily, nuzzling his head into the crock of Amalica’s neck even though her hair was tickling his nose. 
 
    “Huh,” Jacqlyn mused. “Neat. So. What do you think, you wanna cluster up with us? We make a pretty convincing case, if I do say so myself…” 
 
    “Sleep time now,” Mark said with a yawn. “Talking time later. Markie go ni-night.” 
 
    “OK, we are going to have to work on your pillow talk,” Jacqlyn teased, but she closed her eyes and allowed herself to drift off to sleep with her new lovers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, when Mark, Amalica and Jacqlyn arrived ten minutes late to the crew briefing, they were greeted with a chorus of applause and wolf-whistles. 
 
    Mark blushed while Amalica giggled and Jacqlyn made a few mock bows, and the three of them took their place at the stateroom table. 
 
    “So kind of you to join us,” Liberty remarked in a mock-stern voice. “I take it we can settle the book, now?” 
 
    “How does that work, anyway?” Mark asked. “Were you all gambling on who I’d choose, or what?” 
 
    “More like a sweepstake on when the three of you would cluster up,” Wylese said. “It was a long shot, but I figured you kids were dense enough it would’ve taken you another couple of weeks at least.” 
 
    Jacqlyn rolled her eyes. “Please, you’re starting to sound like my grandma. She’s convinced I only joined the Resistance to get out of finding a nice boy and girl to settle down with.” 
 
    “Well, that’s ironic,” Liberty quipped, “because I joined because I was looking for people to settle down with. Hook up with. Anyway! Mark, you wanted to present your plan before the final vote?” 
 
    “Here’s what I’m thinking,” Mark said, grabbing a piece of parchment and a thick rectangular pencil from the table. He sketched out a very rough approximation of Lord Andon’s keep, relying on memories from seeing Tannerith from the air. A large square represented the outer wall, while a middle square with three circles representing the keep’s three towers stood in for the castle proper. 
 
    “The main keep is here,” he said, pointing to the middle square. “If I was a mono-maniacal dickbag, I’d set up my main office here, in the main tower. Dollars to doughnuts, that’s where Andon will be hiding.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t he just fly up and fight us in the air?” Wylese asked. “He’s the most powerful dragon there, and he almost killed us last time in one shot.” 
 
    “If he does, great,” Mark replied. “The girls and I just fly off the boat and take him head on. But I get the feeling he likes to let his underlings do his dirty work. Remember, he sent his flying monkeys after us before getting involved himself.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Amalica said. “I worked under Andon for years. He doesn’t like to get his claws dirty. Besides…” 
 
    She trailed off, and everyone looked at her. 
 
    “I think he’s scared of Mark,” she finished. “I’ve been thinking about when he first brought you in. He seemed… off, around you. I haven’t been able to put my finger on it until getting to know more about your abilities.” 
 
    Mark nodded. “If that’s the case, we can use that. But killing Andon alone won’t be enough. We will have to take control of the keep proper, and that’s where the Mourningholme militia comes in.” 
 
    “How do you figure we do that?” Liberty asked, curious. 
 
    “Marchello,” Mark asked. “How do you think Andon keeps control of the city?” 
 
    “Err,” the nervous scribe said, put on the spot. “Well, fear, mostly. Fear of the Scaleblades. Without access to Dragon Ivory, a dragonkin is basically an invulnerable, unstoppable killer to the common people. And even then, you never want to take one on in a fair fight.” 
 
    “But the Scaleblades can’t be everywhere, can they?” Mark asked. 
 
    “No, of course not.” Marchello replied, warming to the conversation. “That’s what the City Watch are for. Backed by the threat of the Wyrms, it only takes a pair of Watchmen to cover multiple city blocks.” 
 
    “So it’s not enough to take out Andon alone,” Mark said. “And it’s not enough to just take the keep. If the Watch and the Scaleblades can rally, we don’t have the manpower or supplies to dig in for a long siege, and I want to get this over with before anyone can call for help.” 
 
    “You’re not exactly inspiring me with a lot of confidence, here,” Wylese said. “As our resident naysayer, I feel a responsibility to point out just how tall an order you’re proposing here.” 
 
    “You’re not going to send the village Militia into pitched battle, are you?” Calvary piped up, concerned. “We already got their village burned down. I don’t feel good about throwing them into a meat grinder like that.” 
 
    “We won’t have to,” Mark said with a grin. “Is there a time when the bulk of the Watch will be at the keep?” 
 
    “Change of shifts is at dusk and dawn,” Jacqlyn said with a shrug. “Patrols report in at the keep and hand over anything they’ve learned to the next shift. Dusk was always the best time to move supplies around the city, dumb fucks never did figure out how stupid it was to have twelve hour shifts with obvious changeover points.” 
 
    “Then that will be the perfect time to drop some Billies on them.” 
 
    Mark leaned back and crossed his arms, only for most of those present to look at him blankly. 
 
    “Who is Billy, exactly?” Wylese felt compelled to ask. 
 
    “I can command the skeletons in the tomb to fight for us,” Mark said. “We put, say, thirty or forty of them in sacks on the side of the Orphan. When we get over the courtyard, we cut the ropes tying the sacks to the railing. When I follow them down, command them to reassemble and attack, and the skeletons just keep killing until they run out of targets.” 
 
    The room fell silent. 
 
    “I have some concerns,” Wylese said eventually. 
 
    “Let’s have ‘em,” Mark said, still confident. 
 
    “How do they know who not to kill, for starters?” 
 
    Mark unfolded his arms and untied the red neckerchief from around his neck. 
 
    “We give one of these to anyone on our side,” Mark said. “I’ll tell the skeletons to consider anyone wearing one a friend. We keep the gates of the courtyard closed, and we won’t have to worry about friendly fire.” 
 
    “What about the servants in the castle?” Amalica asked, suddenly worried. “Not everyone there loves working for Andon—” 
 
    “I’ll tell them to stay in the courtyard,” Mark replied. “We tell any civilians we find to stay inside and block their doors, just in case.” 
 
    “I’m not convinced that the skeletons are that good at fighting,” Mayvelle rumbled. 
 
    “That’s because you’re a six-foot-tall woman as strong as an ox, and that’s before you turn into a dragonkin,” Mark retorted. Mayvelle grunted, acknowledging the compliment. 
 
     “The thing about these skeletons is that they don’t stop, not unless they’re completely disassembled. I’m betting against ordinary humans who aren’t prepared for the literal walking dead, it’ll be enough.” 
 
    “So, we drop the skeletons in, massacre the City Watch, then what?” Wylese asked. “Just assuming for the sake of argument everything runs perfectly.” 
 
    “This first stage of the operation is about establishing control,” Mark said. “We need air superiority to keep the ground troops safe, and we need ground control to enable us to get into the keep and start the hunt. 
 
    “We keep the Orphan above the courtyard with the ballistae to shoot down any Scaleblade that want to take a crack at us. Jacqlyn, you’re our strongest flyer, so you stick with the ship at first to keep her safe and take out any stragglers who try to escape from the fight.” 
 
    “Got it,” she nodded. 
 
    “That done, we have the militia rappel down once we’ve established air superiority,” Mark continued. “Have them split into two teams. One team secures the gate and the battlements of the keep. Shoot any survivors in the courtyard, shoot any reinforcements from outside the keep.” 
 
    “And the second team?” Liberty asked. She had a tendency to keep her own counsel during these discussions, Mark noticed. 
 
    “Follows Amalica, Mayvelle and I into the keep,” Mark said. “We make a beeline for the main tower, fighting through whatever opposition we meet. It’s hard to say what we’ll be up against, but the goal is to secure the castle on our way to assassinate Andon.” 
 
    “Assassinate Andon, he says,” Wylese cut in. “Just like that, huh?” 
 
    “I’m not saying it’ll be easy,” Mark said. “But that’s the plan, anyway. We take his head and hold it over the battlements of the keep, and any remaining loyalists should surrender.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’ve got it all figured out,” the quartermaster said with a sigh. “Last question. We kill Andon, we kill or imprison his flunkies. Then what?” 
 
    Mark sighed. “That part, I haven’t figured out yet. I was kind of hoping to pick Jonothal’s brains on that score, but he hasn’t exactly been in a talkative mood lately.” 
 
    “He has a lot on his mind,” Wylese said. “He’s taken what happened to his village pretty hard. Understandable, really.” 
 
    Tolovar put his hand on the old woman’s shoulder, and she patted it, grateful for the support. 
 
    “So,” Liberty said, clapping her hands. “That’s the proposal. What do you say?” 
 
    “I’m game,” Mayvelle said, lacing her fingers together and stretching out her arms, cracking her knuckles. “I signed up for a revolution, and it’s long past time we gave Andon what’s coming to him.” 
 
    “What do you think, Marchello?” Calvary asked. “You’re the history buff. This plan make sense to you?” 
 
    “I…” the young man sighed. “Honestly, there’s not a lot of precedent in the books I have, for something like this. The tactics are similar to raids I read about in the Kings’ War, but that was two opposing forces of dragons fighting each other. If anything is going to work, this might, but again, the records are—” 
 
    “Then I’m in,” Calvary said confidently. “You only die once, right? Unless you’re a dragonkin skeleton, apparently.” 
 
    “Show of hands?” Liberty asked, then continued. “All those for a daring aerial assault on a Dragon Lord’s castle, risking life and limb in a heroic charge for liberty, fraternity, and equality?” 
 
    Everyone raised their hands without hesitation, even Wylese. 
 
    “What?” the old woman said when Mark looked at her. “I’m not going to let you idiots run off and get yourselves killed without me. Somebody has to have their head on their shoulders in this outfit.” 
 
    “You’re a grumpy old bitch and that’s why we love you,” Calvary said with a grin and locked her in a headlock, ruffling her hair to a strangled squawk of a protest. 
 
    “Motion carried then,” Liberty said with a smile. “Now, who’s going to tell our guests?” 
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    At dinner, after everyone had had a chance to eat, Jonothal stood on his bench and called for attention. 
 
    The crowd quickly fell silent. Most people had been expecting something like this to happen for a couple of days now and were eager to hear what he had to say. 
 
    “Friends,” Jonothal began. “You have been kind enough to trust me as your representative for many years now. Even now, after the destruction of our home after a decision I pushed for, many of you have come to me and assured me that they still trusted my judgment. That being said, I understand if you have lost faith in me.” 
 
    A mix of voices cried out both reassurances and jeers. Jonothal let them speak just long enough to feel as though they’d been heard, then raised his hands for silence. 
 
    “Tonight, I have two issues I wish to bring to you. First, I will be stepping down from my post in two weeks’ time. I feel it is only fair to give you all a chance to choose who should be your representative in light of recent events.” 
 
    Another chorus of loud reactions, which Jonothal cut short much more quickly. Mark’s admiration for the old man was only growing— whatever else, he knew public speaking, and it took a certain strength of character to acknowledge their own faults and missteps. 
 
    “The second issue,” Jonothal said, raising his voice to cut through the crowd. Once the noise died down, he continued. 
 
    “The second issue is that our hosts wish to ask our assistance in a plan that, if successful, will secure shelter and a new home for all who wish it. If this plan fails, however, we will be left to our own devices and need to forge our own path.” 
 
    More muttered, quizzical murmurs. Mark couldn’t get a read on their reaction quite yet though. 
 
    “My friends, please consider this carefully. I will not seek to sway you one way or another.” Jonothal gestured toward Liberty. “Captain, if you would take the floor…” 
 
    Liberty gave Jonothal a deep, respectful bow with her hat in her hand. When she stood up on the table and replaced it on her head, all eyes were fixed on her. 
 
    “People of Mourningholme,” she said, voice projecting all across the clearing. “You have suffered. You have lost your home. The Resistance sought to protect your children, and while we have saved them from the clutches of Lord Andon, there are some who say that the price was too high. In truth, I don’t know that I could gainsay them.” 
 
    The dissident voices in the crowd grumbled for a moment but fell silent when Liberty continued her speech. 
 
    “Tomorrow, my crew and I will set sail to rectify this error. Tomorrow, we depart for Tannerith. We will slay Lord Andon, and we will liberate the city from his rule.” 
 
    The clearing erupted in frenzied shouting. Doubt, disbelief, and panic roiled through the people. It was only when Jonothal raised his voice and shouted for quiet that the noise died down. 
 
    “This is not a mission we undertake lightly,” Liberty said. “But it is a mission we know we can achieve. For too long we have all lived under the oppressive heel of the Dragon Kings, sacrificing our lives, our children, even the health of the very land itself to feed their greed and lust for power. But now, we finally have the power to strike back.” 
 
    This was Mark’s cue. He closed his eyes, finding the strands that connected him to Jacqlyn and Amalica, and sent the energy from the two larger Aether Crystals to them. 
 
    In a twin flash of red an aquamarine light, their human forms were replaced with drakes. The girls both roared triumphantly, reared on their hind legs with their legs spread, and fired a blast of fire and water into the air. 
 
    “With the power of the Aether Crystals at our side,” Liberty continued, “we can finally turn the weapons of our oppressors against them. We have already proved that we can kill Andon’s Scaleblades, something that once cost many lives. Finally, we can take the fight to the tyrants, and make Tannerith a free city that welcomes all.” 
 
    The crowd seemed to mull this over. 
 
    “We ask only for volunteers,” Liberty said. “Any brave men or women willing to risk their lives for freedom. If we succeed—no, when we succeed, you will all be welcome, whether or not you come forward now.” 
 
    She held out a hand, outstretched, as if offering it to the crowd to take it. 
 
    “So, who’s with me?” 
 
    “How do we know we can trust your dragons any more than we can trust Andon?” 
 
    The voice came from a middle-aged woman at the front of the crowd, brown hair starting to be streaked with gray. The kind of woman, Mark imagined, who brooked no fools. 
 
    “Millifleur…” Jonothal started to say, but she cut him off. 
 
    “It’s a fair question,” she continued. “The Dragon Lords scrap amongst themselves all the time. Who’s to say your fancy man isn’t working for one of them, running a trick to win power for himself, and he’ll turn around and put us back to work for him when he’s done?” 
 
    “You’re right,” Mark called out before Liberty could answer. 
 
    He stepped onto the table beside Liberty, leaving Jacqlyn and Amalica to stand behind him on all fours. 
 
    “You don’t know me,” he went on. “I’m a stranger from a strange land, possessed of strange magics. Hell, I wouldn’t trust me either.” 
 
    “Flattery won’t work on me, young man,” Millifleur said scornfully. 
 
    “But I will tell you this,” Mark said, not missing a beat. “I’ve lived my whole life beholden to greedy men. Men who would trade lives for money, men who would withhold lifesaving medicine from millions if it meant they could charge more for those who could afford it. Men who would rather see the world burn than watch their profits fall one inch. And now, now when we have the chance, the power to take the fight to them? You’re goddamn right I’m going to take it.” 
 
    Mark reached into the bag at his waist and held up the Aether Crystal he recovered from Mourningholme. 
 
    “Your village sacrificed much to make this gem,” he said, holding it out at arm’s length for them to see. “Lord Andon might look at it and see a weapon. But when I look at it, I see nothing less than the unity of purpose of the community that gave so much to bring it into being. 
 
    “That unity makes us strong,” Mark continued, warming to the theme. “Alone, could any of you have tilled the fields, felled the trees, or harvested the grains that would sustain you through the winter? Without the help of your neighbors, would any of the riches that Lord Andon has taken from you, even exist? Everything the Dragon Kings have comes from us, and they leave us standing outside the gates, outcast and starving amidst the wonders we have made! 
 
    “Alone, we do not have the strength to fight back. But when we stand together in solidarity, that union makes us strong. When I carry this gem to Tannerith, when I carry that manifestation of your collective efforts, I will not go alone. Alone, even with this magic, I would be weak. But with the crew of the Orphan, with my friends by my side, and with any of you who wish to stand with us… that is the strength that I know will be able to bring about a new world from the ashes of the old!” 
 
    “So. Why should you trust me? You shouldn’t, maybe you can’t,” Mark let his hand drop to his side. “You should trust yourselves, your friends, your neighbors. You should trust that together we can triumph, that together we can tear down the Dragon Kings and build a better, freer world.” 
 
    Millifleur had fallen silent with a contemplative look on her face while she digested what Mark had to say. 
 
    “Thank you, Mark,” Liberty said softly, stepping forward to re-take control of the meeting. “Again, I ask you. Anyone who wants to volunteer, please, step forward.” 
 
    The gathered people fell silent, each looking at each other to see who—if anyone—would step forward. 
 
    To Mark’s surprise, Deontah stepped forward. 
 
    “I’ll go,” the young girl said simply. “All of this, you did it for me. The least I can do is fight for you.” 
 
    “No,” Mark said with a smile. “You fight for us.” 
 
    “Hey!” Twixt yelled. “No fair! I wanted to say the cool thing!” 
 
    The boy scrambled forward to stand next to his friend, who simply cuffed him lightly on the back of his head. 
 
    “If you’re serious about this,” Millifleur said, stepping forward, “you’ll need someone who knows what the hell they’re doing. But cross us and I’ll bury my sword in your back myself.” 
 
    “If I cross you, then I’ll fall on your blade myself,” Mark promised. 
 
    One by one, people stepped forward to join them. Slowly at first, in ones and twos, then all at once, the majority of the able-bodied of Mourningholme volunteered to serve. 
 
    “Thank you,” Mark said, the bottom of his stomach having fallen away leaving him filled with nothing by pride and hope. “Thank you, everyone.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In the end, fifty men and women from Mourningholme volunteered for the fight. 
 
    Most of them had served in the Mourningholme Community Defense Force at one time or another. While the village was ostensibly under the protection of Lord Andon and his Scaleblades, the Guard were notoriously lax in keeping up regular sweeps and patrols for Wasteland monsters and roving bands of outlaws. Most villages, Jonothal had explained to Mark, maintained a volunteer part-time militia. 
 
    Normally, these volunteers would be armed with simple spears or whatever hand weapons they had lying around. Fortunately, between Mayvelle’s work crafting new Dragon Ivory weapons and the existing gear in the Forgotten King’s armory, the volunteers were able to equip themselves with steel swords, shields, Ivory-tipped spears, and armor made from overlapping two-inch long strips of metal forged in the shape of dragon scales. 
 
    Mayvelle, Palomedes and Tallister worked together to get each of the volunteers outfitted. Once equipped, the volunteer would report to Mark, Amalica and Jacqlyn for a brief demonstration of anti-dragonkin tactics. 
 
    “Ideally, you want to hit them in the joints, where the protection from their scales is weakest,” Jacqlyn said. Amalica was in her dragonkin form, while Jacqlyn was using her Dragon Ivory-edged short sword to model attack forms. 
 
    “Armpits, elbows, knees…” Jacqlyn continued, whipping her sword to lightly strike each point on Amalica’s body as she spoke. “If you can get up and in between the overlapping scales on the body then that’s great, but the joints are going to be easier targets and reducing their ability to retaliate as well.” 
 
    “I think you’re enjoying this a little too much,” Amalica said nervously as Jacqlyn’s sword strayed a little too close to her throat. 
 
    “Play nice girls,” Mark said with a grin. “I’m going to sort something out in the Temple, will you be OK without me?” 
 
    “Oh, I can play nice, don’t worry,” Jacqlyn shot back, prompting Amalica to gulp nervously. 
 
    Mark had asked Calvary and Marchello to find thick hemp sacks to use to transport the dragonkin skeletons and lay them out next to some of the sarcophagi in the Tomb. He’d reassured them they wouldn’t have to open the coffins, much to Calvary’s relief and Marchello’s academic disappointment. He’d wanted to handle that part himself. 
 
    He passed the two youngsters exiting the tomb as he reached the entrance. 
 
    “Ah, there you are,” Calvary said with obvious relief. “All done. So glad you’re doing the messy part. I don’t know how this one can stand to be in there all day, reading those books.” 
 
    “It’s not that bad, really,” Marchello said. “Besides, it’s fascinating. Quite apart from anything else, this complex is the archaeological find of the century. There’s so much we could learn from this place!” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m picking the date destination next time,” Calvary teased. “There’s a cabaret in Tannerith that serves the best Tulip Death Drops. After this, if it hasn’t burned down, you’re buying me at least three.” 
 
    Marchello blushed. “Uh, I don’t know what that is, but it sounds decidedly toxic.” 
 
    “That’s the point, man!” Calvary exclaimed. “Come on, live a little!” 
 
    Mark just thanked them and left them to it. It was obvious to everyone except Marchello that Calvary had a crush on the shy young clerk, and it was just as obvious that if Calvary was waiting for him to make the first move, she would be waiting a long, long time. 
 
    I had hoped you would come to see me before you departed, the Forgotten King said as Mark turned left from the entrance and made his way to the first sarcophagus. If you hope to survive your confrontation with Lord Andon, there are two things that you must learn. 
 
    “I just came to pick up the Billies,” Mark said simply. “So, make it quick.” 
 
    As fond as I am of the blonde one, the long dead dragon said, I do have to confess that I find this nickname… demeaning. These were brave, noble warriors. They deserve respect. 
 
    “No, they were the jackbooted thugs of a would-be dictator who sucked out their souls in a failed quest to become a god,” Mark replied. “They’re lucky I’m not pissing on their graves.” 
 
    Two things can be true at once, little King. True monarchs embrace such ambiguities, and advance which truths suit them in any given moment. 
 
    Mark bristled at the Forgotten King’s new moniker for him but decided not to press the issue. 
 
    In any case. I am pleased with how accomplished you have become in imposing your will on the dead. But the Praetor’s Voice is capable of much, much more. 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it,” Mark snapped. He closed his eyes. 
 
    During his drills with Mayvelle, Jacqlyn and Amalica, Mark had found that the skeletons responded just as much to his un-voiced intentions as they did to his actual words. When he commanded them to fight, for example, he started noticing that the skeletons were doing things like adopting tactics and stratagems he had been considering, splitting into small groups to pick on one or the other of his friends or forming ranks to meet their charges. 
 
    He visualized the skeletons rising from their tombs, pushing aside their coffin lids, stepping into the sacks then lapsing into piles of bones once again. This was marginally more complicated than the battle drills he had been running, but it was worth a shot. Worst comes to worst, he would just load the sacks by hand. 
 
    With this image in mind, he shifted his throat and spoke his command. 
 
    “RISE.” 
 
    The sound of forty heavy stone slabs grinding against their housing echoed through the wing of the temple, followed by a nigh-simultaneous crash when those slabs hit the ground, many of them shattering. 
 
    As one, forty skeletons levered themselves up out of their resting place, clutching the swords they had been buried with. Mark hadn’t thought to instruct them to do this, it must have been another subconscious impulse. 
 
    It was unnerving, watching them move in perfect synchronization as they found the sacks put next to their coffins, fanned out the neck of the sack then step inside. Once the last Billy was in place, they laid down their swords, then fell into a pile of bones, just as instructed. 
 
    Astounding, the Forgotten King said, a note of pride in his mental voice. You’ve come so far in such a short time. 
 
    “Flattery will get you nowhere,” Mark said as he walked over to start tying up the first sack. I’ll have to ask some of the militia to give me a hand hauling these sacks out of here, he thought, pulling the first sack’s drawstring tight and tying the first knot. 
 
    The Voice will work on the living, too, the King continued. Even on others imbued with the power of an Aether Crystal. Simply be resolute in your goal, unshakeable in your will— 
 
    “I said I didn’t want to hear it,” Mark said. “When I kill Andon, it will be done honestly. Not because I’m a bigger asshole than he is.” 
 
    Why do you balk at such a power? The King asked, genuinely confused. You desire his death. What does it matter what tools you use to obtain it? 
 
    “Because I’m not like you,” Mark spat. He finished the knot, stood, the walked to the next sack to repeat the process. “Everyone has their own free will, even scumfuckers like Andon. What you’re talking about, mind control? It’s just evil.” 
 
    The King just chuckled. Mark, please. People like us, we are beyond good. We are beyond evil. We are beyond your wildest imagination! Morality is what we decide, what is just are the actions we take. The will to power is the only moral code that exists. 
 
    “I’m not having this argument again.” Mark’s voice was as cold and certain as steel. “People have to be free to make their own choices, even when they chose poorly. That’s the whole point of being human.” 
 
    That’s the issue, isn’t it, Mark, the King retorted. You and I are no longer merely human. 
 
    Mark finished tying his knot, pulling the string tight in anger, and moved on to the next sack. 
 
    In any case, the King continued. If you wish to survive your confrontation with Lord Andon, you will need to increase your personal power. As you are, one blow from Andon would shatter your body. You will have to start integrating the power of Aether Crystals into your own self. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Mark said. “Like that time in Mourningholme, when I first touched their Aether Crystal.” 
 
    It won’t be enough to borrow the power, the King advised. You’ll need to fully drain many Aether Crystals and bind their strength to your own soul. Anything less risks annihilation. 
 
    “But that’s going to leave my friends defenseless,” Mark said. “I can’t drain the gems we’re currently using. We’re running pretty lean as is. Unless…” 
 
    Sacrifices need to be made, Mark, the King said. 
 
    “I can just take more Aether Crystals from Andon’s goons,” Mark countered. 
 
    Integration takes time, the King warned. Taking on that much power without preparation— 
 
    “I’m not going to sacrifice my people.” Mark said angrily. “If you have to have an asshole reason, doing so compromises our tactical effectiveness.” 
 
    That’s your prerogative. 
 
    Mark continued about his task, working in silence. He could feel the King in the back of his mind, like someone lurking behind his shoulder at a party, wanting to get his attention. 
 
    After several interminable minutes, he finally gave up. “What is it?” 
 
    I trust you haven’t forgotten our bargain? 
 
    “To kill you when I’m done with you?” Mark said. “Trust me, it’s never far from my mind.” 
 
    You’ll be fulfilling your obligations before you leave, I trust, the King said. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Mark asked. “Not confident I’ll come back for you?” 
 
    I’m simply considering possibilities. If you die, then you won’t be able to keep your word. 
 
    “Then you’d better hope I don’t die then,” Mark said smugly. 
 
    The King let him finish his work in silence after that. 
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    “I don’t want to sound ungrateful,” Jacqlyn said, in the tone of someone acutely aware that what they were about to say is incredibly ungrateful, “and I definitely wouldn’t rather just sail up to Tannerith. But does our disguise have to be so… damp?” 
 
    Amalica’s concealment spell, Occultatio Mist, turned out to summon a literal, actual mist that extended far enough to envelop the skyship in a thick cumulus cloud. Liberty had been careful to keep the boat moving at a slow, gradual pace no faster than the wind. 
 
    For her part, Amalica was in the shape of her Second Self, and straining to maintain the magic keeping them from being spotted by Tannerith’s guards. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad…” she panted, her body tense and sweat beading on her brow, “you’re not being… ungrateful…” 
 
    “Easy, Jacqlyn,” Mark counseled her, placing a hand on her shoulder. “We’re all on edge. Just keep it together a little longer.” 
 
    The sun was starting to set, and the Orphan was about fifteen miles from Tannerith proper. The sprawling slums that lay outside the city’s walls was faintly visible through the mist. 
 
    Mark and the girls were standing next to Liberty’s post at the wheel of the ship. Below them, the volunteers from Mourningholme stood, armed and armored in the gear they’d taken from the King’s tomb. 
 
    Millifleur, it turned out, was a chief marshal of the Mourningholme Community Defense Force. She still hadn’t fully warmed up to Mark, and if anything, Mark respected her more for that. Nevertheless, she moved amongst the troops, checking on them and making sure they were ready. 
 
    “Not long now,” Liberty said. She was focused on sailing the ship, her gaze constantly moving to check the position of the sails, judge the turning of the wind, making occasional minute adjustments to the ship’s wheel. “If the wind keeps up like this, we’ll be right over the castle in less than an hour.” 
 
    "Thanks Liberty,” Mark said. “Amalica, you’re doing great. Jacqlyn, do you have that bag I asked you to bring?” 
 
    “Sure,” she replied, grabbing a small sack from the deck of the ship. “Want me to start handing them out?” 
 
    Mark touched the red neckerchief at his throat. He’d been fitted for one of the scale-mail cuirasses but had insisted on leaving his arms just in his shirt-sleeves so he could use his elemental powers freely. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks,” Mark said. “Just let me explain it to them first.” 
 
    Jacqlyn nodded and Mark walked to the bannister separating the sterncastle from the main deck and called for the attention of the Mourningholme troops. 
 
    “Friends!” he yelled, and the volunteers slowly ceased their chatter and turned in his direction. 
 
    “Comrades,” he continued. “Soon we begin our assault on Lord Andon. With your help, we will end his rule, and strike a blow against the Dragon Kings. I will be forever grateful to you. I would, however, like to ask one more favor from you.” 
 
    Mark reached up behind his neck and untied the neckerchief. He held it up in the air in one hand. 
 
    “My grandfather’s people once fought their own rebellion against the tyrants of their day.” He couldn’t help but start to feel emotional, relating this history. The history of another world, in another time, yet still somehow a history resonant with this world’s own struggle. 
 
    “They were miners in a land called West Virginia. They worked themselves to death for the profits of their masters, descending into the earth to wrench the raw fuel of industry from the darkness. For their troubles, they were starved, cheated, and when their work left them crippled and sick, their bosses cast them out from their homes to replace them with fresh grist for the wheels of progress. 
 
    “My grandfather was a young man when he fought in the Battle of Blair Mountain. The striking miners faced terrible weapons, even attacks from the air, but still they fought. And when they did, they wore these scarves on their necks, so that they would know each other. 
 
    “Sadly, my grandfather and his people lost that battle. But their courage and legacy lives on. In that time, West Virginians were called rednecks, a slur that referred to their sunburnt necks from toiling under the cruel demands of their masters. But my people wore these red bandannas around their necks with pride. Red for the blood that beats in all men’s veins. Red for the common man’s pride. Rednecks, for us, is the mark that binds us together.” 
 
    At a nod from Mark, Jacqlyn rushed down the steps to the main deck, and started to hand out red bandannas from the sack to the volunteers. 
 
    “In this fight, it will be hard to tell friend from foe,” Mark went on. “I will also be calling on some… supernatural forces to aid us, and I will ask them to view those who wear this mark as their allies. So please, my friends… wear these around your necks, and let’s show these bastards what rednecks can do!” 
 
    The group looked to Millifleur. She looked at the fabric in her hand, then back at Mark. He could see her eyes narrow, as if she was wrestling with a decision, then nodded. 
 
    She took the bandanna to her throat and tied it behind her neck, then pivoted on her heel. 
 
    “For Mourningholme!” she cried, punching a fist in the air. “For freedom!” 
 
    “For freedom!” everyone shouted, punching the air. 
 
    “Pretty words,” Mayvelle said, stepping next to Mark. 
 
    He shrugged. “My Dad was a Union man. You go to enough actions and you start to pick up how these things go.” 
 
    “We’re getting close,” Mayvelle said, almost sheepishly. “Should I, uh, get changed?” 
 
    “If you like.” Mark held out his hand and the large woman took it. 
 
    He closed his eyes. The bond between them had strengthened some during their practice drills, but it was nowhere near as thick and brilliant as the scintillating light that signaled his connection to his… what was the right word to use here? Girlfriends? Lovers? 
 
    He made a note to ask them later and focused on sending the energy from the smallest Aether Crystal to Mayvelle. Once the earthen light burst had faded, he opened his eyes to see her stretching her wings and arms wide with a grin. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said to herself, sharp teeth bare. “I could get used to this.” 
 
    “Slight problem,” Liberty said, her voice high pitched and urgent. 
 
    “What?” Mark snapped, turning to face her. 
 
    “The wind’s changing,” she remarked, pointing off the starboard side of the boat. “It’s going to start pushing away from the city, and we’ll look a bit conspicuous as the only cloud not following the air currents.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Mark muttered. “Any ideas?” 
 
    “We either keep the disguise up until we’re spotted, then charge ahead at full speed,” Liberty mused. “Or…” 
 
    “Or?” 
 
    “Or we charge ahead at full speed,” Liberty finished with a shrug. “I mean, as far as plans go, it has the benefit of simplicity.” 
 
    “Archers!” Mayvelle bellowed. “Bow, port and starboard!” 
 
    She turned to the rear ballista, already set up at the start of the voyage. Half of the Orphan’s crew scrambled to ready their crossbows, as Millifleur repeated the order to her volunteers, who took up positions on the sides of the ship with their own crossbows ready, one rank standing ready to shoot while the other kneeled behind them ready to fire a second volley when the first needed to reload. 
 
    “Fuck it,” Mark said. “Let’s kick in the door and start kicking ass.” 
 
    “I was hoping you’d say that,” Liberty said with a grin. “Amalica, you can drop the cloud now.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the exhausted nurse panted. She lowered her arms and the cloud around the ship started to dissipate, the moisture trailing behind the boat as it continued forward. 
 
    “All hands, prepare for combat!” Liberty called out and moved her hands on the ship’s control dials to increase the flow of energy to the ship’s hull and sails. 
 
    With a sudden jerk, the Orphan accelerated. The ground beneath them started to melt away, and Mark had to grab onto the railing of the sterncastle to keep his footing. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the city to notice them. Even at this distance, with the rush of air around them, the blare of warning horns was clearly audible. 
 
    Over the walls of the city, a flight of six dragonkin took to the air. Mark couldn’t tell their colors at first, but in short order, he saw three reds and three dark blues—three fire and three lightning-affiliated dragonkin. 
 
    “Steady!” Millifleur called out. 
 
    “Jacqlyn,” Mark said, and the brown-skinned rogue nodded. 
 
    Since forming their cluster, Jacqlyn and Amalica had begun to be able to transform without Mark physically touching them. The power still flowed through him—rather than Mark sending the energy from the gems to them, though, it was now more like Amalica or Jacqlyn was requesting access to the gem, and Mark mentally approving the infusion of energy. 
 
    A flash of ruby light later, and Jacqlyn was standing next to him in her winged, horned Second Self, clad in a tight red bodysuit and her ivory-edged sword in her hand. 
 
    Mark could feel the three elements his friends granted him—earth from Mayvelle, water from Amalica, fire from Jacqlyn—as a tingle in his fingertips, the deadly arcane force just waiting to be unleashed. 
 
    “Steady!” Millifleur called again. The dragonkin were drawing ever closer. Mark figured they were maybe three football fields away, now. 
 
    “Amalica, Jacqlyn, with me,” Mark barked. “We need to deflect their breath weapons. Mayvelle, stay here and protect Liberty. She’ll be a key target for them.” 
 
    “Got it,” Mayvelle grunted. 
 
    She had lifted the rear ballista out of its mooring, and she was carrying it like a regular crossbow, dragging the basket of bolts next to her. She took up position on the railing looking over the main deck, while Mark and his lovers jogged down the steps and ran toward the prow of the ship. 
 
    “Nice of you to join us,” Calvary said. She and Marchello were on station with one ballista, while Tolovar and his brother Neville were manning the other. The rest of the crew stood ready with their crossbows, eying the approaching Scaleblades warily. 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Mark said. He noticed that she and the other members of the Orphan’s crew were also wearing the red bandannas. “You doing OK, Marchello?” 
 
    “I’m much more comfortable reading about battles than fighting them,” the young man replied with a wry smile. “But I’ll be OK.” 
 
    “Don’t panic, cupcake,” Calvary said, swatting him on the ass. Marchello let out a small yelp. “I won’t let anything happen to you.” 
 
    “Um. Thanks?” the historian replied with a blush. 
 
    “Ah, young love,” Amalica mused. “You love to see it.” 
 
    “Save it for the after party,” Jacqlyn said with some amusement. 
 
    Mark summoned a ball of fire and water energy to his hands, the elemental essence fizzling in his palms as he eyed the approaching dragonkin. 
 
    “Any second now,” he muttered. “Get ready, everyone.” 
 
    The enemy was flying in a V formation, one red in front flanked by two blues, the other three spread out behind the second rank. 
 
    The waiting was the worst part. Mark couldn’t shake the feeling he was playing the world’s most deadly game of chicken. 
 
    “Wait for it,” Millifleur’s command came from behind him. 
 
    A hundred yards, Mark estimated. Eighty… fifty… 
 
    The leading dragonkin opened their maws and great gouts of fire and lighting shot toward the ship. Prepared for this, Mark fired a water blast toward the fire, while Amalica and Jacqlyn took care of the lightning bolts with attacks of their own. 
 
    Moving at such great speeds, the dragonkin were upon them in seconds. The three at the front were met with a volley of five crossbow bolts from the Orphan’s crew, and two spear-like bolts from the ballistae. One of the blue Scaleblade caught the worst of it, his hide peppered with bolts and a massive ballista shot catching him in the chest. 
 
    Carried back by the spear’s momentum, he started to drop like a stone, but Calvary didn’t have time to celebrate her successful kill. She was already cranking the string back when the red and remaining blue dragonkin landed on the forecastle deck. 
 
    Mark fired a pencil-thin condensed jet of water ahead of him as he charged at the blue Scaleblade, trying to draw its attention away from Marchello. The monster turned, only for the plucky scribe to stab it in the back with one of the ballista bolts. 
 
    Beside him, Jacqlyn charged the red dragonkin, a ferocious scream escaping her lips and her wings folded behind her back. It opened its jaws to bathe her in flame, only for Amalica to intercept the attack with a water blast from behind Jacqlyn’s back. Jacqlyn was able to take advantage of the distraction and come at it from a low angle, stabbing it in the stomach. 
 
    The cutting edge of her new sword slipped through a crease in the monster’s armored plates, the Dragon Ivory slicing through draconic muscle with ease. The creature howled in pain, possibly for the first time since it entered Lord Andon’s service. 
 
    A howl of pain Jacqlyn ended with a jet of flame through its lower jaw, her off-hand summoning a fire hot enough to melt steel burning right through its brain. 
 
    Meanwhile, Mark’s opponent had sent Marchello sprawling to the ground with a back-handed slap. Calvary cried out, but didn’t rush to his side until she’d finished cranking back the ballista’s bowstrings. 
 
    Mark summoned his water-saw and fire-cutter, catching the dragonkin’s attention. The Scaleblade pivoted on one foot and roared, swinging his claws at Mark as he charged forward. 
 
    A stupid move, but Mark figured the Guardsman had just never faced anyone like him before. Mark swept his saw up and around in a clockwise motion, catching his enemy’s left forearm from the inside. The rapidly moving water ripped through scale, tissue and bone in less time than it took to draw a breath, blood spraying in its path. 
 
    This caused him to stumble, giving Mark an opening. He drove the fire-cutter into the beast’s chest, hitting it in the center of its sternum, the white-hot flame cauterizing the wound as it went. 
 
    Stunned, the dragonkin fell to its feet. Quickly, Mark dismissed his weapons, and took advantage of its shock to try something new. 
 
    He touched the small Aether Crystal in its forehead, feeling the crackle of energy inside it against his fingertips. Mark was surprised to feel the taste of copper on his tongue, reminding him of when he once licked the terminals on a nine volt battery as a dare. 
 
    Just like that time in Tannerith, when he had stolen the Aether Crystal from Garmel’s severed head, he found his fingers sinking into the guardsman’s flesh. 
 
    The dragonkin looked up at him with panic in his eyes, his jaw slack. “What…” 
 
    “Do you yield?” Mark said with snarl, looking down on his foe with contempt. Once, this creature would have struck fear into the hearts of commoners, bullying those weaker than himself in the name of a tyrant. Mark would be lying if he said he wasn’t taking pleasure in his fear. 
 
    “I… I won’t…” the Scaleblade said, and that was all Mark needed to hear. 
 
    He took hold of the Aether Crystal and wrenched it out of the man’s forehead. The dragonkin instantly fell limp, crashing onto the deck of the ship. 
 
    Mark was transfixed by the small Aether Crystal in his hand. His palm was covered in blood, but the Gem itself was pristine, untouched by the gore around it. Mark felt its essence pulsing against his skin, a strong, steady heartbeat of power. 
 
    Mine, he thought, before a cry from the main deck behind him caught his attention. 
 
     The wings of the flying “V” formation had flown around to the sides of the boat, only to be greeted with a volley of crossbow fire. The red dragonkin had used a broad, short-range flame burst to try and burn up the missiles before they hit, but they had only been partially successful, and when the Scaleblade landed on the deck of the ship, it was with scores of crossbow bolts sticking out of their hides. 
 
    The archers had dropped their crossbows and grabbed Dragon Ivory-tipped spears, but not before the lightning users had let loose with arcs of electricity. Ordinarily the energy would have been enough to instantly kill a dozen men with every blast, but the strange armor from the Forgotten King’s tomb must have had some insulating quality. Millifleur’s volunteers were hurt and knocked prone, but only a few suffered mortal wounds. 
 
    When Mark turned, the situation on the deck had devolved into a general melee. The three dragonkin were laying about themselves with wild swings of their claws, sending militiamen flying. 
 
    Jacqlyn and Amalica spread their wings and sent themselves flying into the thick of things. Jacqlyn lead with her sword, not wanting to hit any friendly troops with flames, and caught the last lightning-user with a vicious cut to his shoulder. 
 
    Amalica took a different tack, hovering above the fray and casting medela rain, the gentle fall of water closing the wounds of allies and infusing them with fresh vigor. One of the two surviving red dragonkin saw this and retaliated with a blast of fire that narrowly missed Amalica, dissipating harmlessly behind her. 
 
    Mark hadn’t been standing still. Lacking wings of his own, he had vaulted over the railing separating the forecastle from the deck. Pushing his way through the chaos of the fight, he made a beeline to the larger of the two red Scaleblade. 
 
    The Guardsman saw him coming and chose to greet him with a gout of fire. On reflex, Mark held out his left forearm in front of his chest and summoned a slab of rock to form a shield to protect himself. The fire spread across the hard stone, wisps of flame curling around the edges to singe Mark’s skin, but no real damage was done. 
 
    Mark allowed the stone shield to fall away from his arm and lunged forward with a fire-cutter in his right hand. The dragonkin twisted his torso to avoid the thrust, then brought his arm down on Mark’s back, sending him staggering forward a couple of steps until he caught his footing and pivoted to face him. 
 
    “So, you’re the one,” the dragonkin snarled. “Lord Andon warned us about you. The human with the audacity to turn our King’s gifts on His chosen people.” 
 
    “I serve no king,” Mark retorted. “No gods, no masters.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” the Scaleblade sneered. “You can serve the worms with your corpse in the grave.” 
 
    Mark whipped his right hand out to his side, summoning the water saw as he did so. The Mourningholme volunteers backed away from them both, not wanting to get caught in the crossfire. 
 
    His opponent pounced forward with a growl, red elemental energy gathering in the back of his throat. Mark readied a counterblast of water, only for the dragonkin to close his mouth and swing a wild haymaker with his left claw, sharp nails racing for Mark’s face. 
 
    Mark stepped back, bringing his cutting saw around in a clumsy parry. The teeth of the weapon skittered up the dragonkin’s arm, meeting his shoulder but with Mark’s poor footing, he wasn’t able to press the weapon forward to cut through his scales. 
 
    His own shoulder flared in pain when the monster’s claws raked against his skin, leaving bloody tears in their wake. 
 
    Mark backpedaled, his mind racing, trying to think of a new approach. His fire-cutter and water-saw were excellent weapons but didn’t offer much ability to parry physical attacks. 
 
    Unable to think of anything else, he quickly re-formed the rock shield on his left arm, letting the earth coalesce in a round spiral, hardening to form a three-foot convex disc. It was just in time to catch another haymaker from the dragonkin. The shock of the punch reverberated through Mark’s forearm, causing him to take another hurried step back. 
 
    Mark cursed and swung his saw in an overhead slash. The Scaleblade merely skipped back like a boxer, letting the blade gouge the deck of the ship. 
 
    Liberty’s going to be pissed, Mark thought, before he was forced to raise his shield to block his opponent’s answering blast of fire. 
 
    One drawback to the shield was that it restricted Mark’s field of vision, something he found out when the flame stopped and the bulk of the dragonkin crashed into him. They fell to the deck, the water-saw vanishing as Mark’s concentration was broken. 
 
    Luckily, the shield was still in place, and was the only thing stopping Mark from being clawed open. It took all Mark’s strength to keep the creature away, his claws scrabbling for purchase, his jaws gnashing at Mark’s face. 
 
    Thinking quickly, Mark fired up a jet of blue flame on his free forefinger, jabbing it into the monster’s side. The guardsman reared back, howling in pain— 
 
    Only for Mayvelle to shoot it in the back with her ballista. 
 
    The sharp Dragon Ivory bolthead punctured the guardsman clean through. The bolt’s thick wooden shaft lodged in the middle of its chest. Blood sprayed over Mark and his shield, but Mark had never been happier to be showered with gore. 
 
    The monster fell onto its side, releasing Mark from its weight. He got to his knees and rapidly crawled to its side, leaving his shield behind. He reached for his enemy’s forehead… 
 
    …only to find that the Aether Crystal in his brow was now dead and inert, just a lifeless translucent pearl. 
 
    So, I can only steal the Gems while the bearer still lives, Mark thought. Makes a certain kind of sense, I guess. 
 
    Mayvelle loped to his side, extending one strong clawed hand for Mark to grab. He took it with a grateful smile, and she hauled him to his feet. 
 
    “Nice shot,” Mark told her. The taciturn blacksmith nodded. 
 
    “We’re coming up to the castle now,” she told him. “Your girlfriends took care of the other two. Might not look like much, but they’re killers, both of ‘em.” 
 
    “That’s just one of their many charms,” Mark replied. “Nothing sexier than a woman who can cut your throat and chooses not to.” 
 
    “Oh?” Mayvelle replied, one lizard-like eyebrow quirked. “So, what does that say about me?” 
 
    Mark was saved from further flirtation by Liberty calling out. 
 
    “Target approaching!” she cried, twisting her wrists to slow the ship down and bring it lower to hover over the courtyard. “Archers ready in ten, nine, eight…” 
 
    Millifleur started barking orders, and the un-wounded members of the volunteer force snapped into action, retrieving their crossbows and taking up position at the sides of the ship. 
 
    Jacqlyn moved to join Mark and Mayvelle in the center of the deck, while Amalica quickly moved amongst the wounded, using her magic to heal their wounds. 
 
    “We still following the plan?” Jacqlyn said brusquely. 
 
    Mark nodded. 
 
    Jacqlyn took a step back and triggered the transformation into her drake form, a ruby flash of light later and her powerful, four-legged draconic body stood proudly on the ship’s deck. She took a short run and leapt off the side of the Orphan, spreading her wings once she had enough velocity to begin circling the ship, looking for fresh targets. 
 
    “…Two…” Liberty shouted, coming to the end of her countdown. “One! Bags away!” 
 
    The ship jerked to a stop, hovering above the courtyard below. Millifleur barked an order, and the first rank of archers on each side of the ship fired into the crowd below, while the second rank hurriedly sawed through the ropes holding the sacks containing the dragonkin skeletons to the side of the ship. 
 
    “That’s our cue!” Mark shouted to Amalica, who was just finishing mending the cuts on the last of the injured volunteers. She looked over to him, then back at her patient. 
 
    “I’ll be fine, ma’am,” the soldier said gratefully. “You go kick some ass.” 
 
    Amalica gave him a sad smile, then got to her feet and jogged over to meet Mark. 
 
    “I don’t know that I’ll ever get used to this,” she told him with a sigh. 
 
    “I know, love,” Mark said, cupping her cheek in his hand. “One day… but in the meantime—” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, briefly touching his hand. She backed away and triggered her own transformation into a drake. Once the flash of light cleared, she knelt down on all fours to let Mark swing onto her back. 
 
    Mayvelle joined them, having reluctantly surrendered her ballista but now holding two of the short spear-like bolts in each hand. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked, a violent gleam in her eyes. 
 
    “Let’s rock,” Mark confirmed. 
 
    Mayvelle and Amalica bounded over the side of the ship and descended into the courtyard below. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A thick shower of arrows greeted Mark on his way down to the courtyard. 
 
    After the initial shock of the Orphan’s initial appearance, the City Watch below had rallied and armed themselves, forming ranks and firing in sequence at Amalica and Mayvelle as they descended to the ground below. 
 
    Mark fired a broad fan of flame ahead of them with both hands, burning the oncoming arrows to ashes. A few stray shots still hit Mayvelle, but without dragon ivory arrowheads, the missiles simply bounced off her scaly hide. 
 
    Amalica hit the ground and immediately fired a blast of water, turning her head from side to side to rock as many enemy soldiers off their feet as she could. 
 
    Mayvelle on the other hand, waded directly into the massed ranks of their foes, using her ballista bolts as clubs and spears to cause as much mayhem as she could. 
 
    Mark slid from Amalica’s back. The bags of bones were littered around the courtyard, waiting for Mark’s will to bring them back into his service. 
 
    Mark closed his eyes, trusting his friends to keep him safe. 
 
    The last time he had raised as many skeletons as this, he had found that they responded to more than just his spoken words. His intent, his unconscious desires, mattered just as much as what he said out loud in the Praetor’s Voice. 
 
    He wanted his minions to kill, yes. But that wasn’t enough. He held the image of Mayvelle, Amalica, and Jacqlyn in his mind, doing his best to think of all their forms and associate those images with the idea of ally. 
 
    At the same time, he needed to focus on the red bandannas, with the same framing and intention. The rednecks needed to fall into the same category, for their safety. 
 
    With all of this in mind, Mark opened his eyes, and spoke a single word. 
 
    “RISE.” 
 
    The skeletons sprung into motion, rapidly assembling themselves into humanoid shape, ghastly caricatures of what they were in life. Each sack had contained a short arming sword, which the skeletons quickly took up in their bony hands. A collective gasp rose up from the men and women of the City Watch, sounds of fear and shock echoed off the walls of the keep. 
 
    Mark allowed himself a brief moment of satisfaction, before speaking his next, lethal command. 
 
    “KILL.” 
 
    Mark’s skeletal legion burst into motion, the bony automatons moving with deadly precision. Mercilessly, mechanically, they moved between the soldiers, hacking and slashing with unnatural strength. 
 
    Bodies fell before their onslaught, some dismembered, some decapitated, others simply bleeding from deep gut wounds. The cheap chainmail of their uniforms proving insufficient against undead strength and ancient steel. 
 
    Guard captains started shouting in an attempt to restore order, and pockets of organized resistance formed amidst the slaughter. These only attracted more attention from Mark’s undead warriors. One corner of the yard was held by ten or so soldiers who had formed a rude shield wall and were holding their own against a pair of skeletons, using their spears to keep their attackers distant. 
 
    This only held up long enough for four more skeletal dragon-men to join the first two. Fearing nothing, they threw themselves at the line, tearing the shields from the grasp of the defenders and putting them to the sword. Mark watched as one man’s jaw was torn from his head by a skeleton who had been disarmed, the bony fingers simply gripping his upper and lower teeth and wrenching his head in half. 
 
    “Spirits save me…” Amalica murmured, looking on in shock. 
 
    “They chose violence when they put on that uniform,” Mark said, resolute in the face of the carnage he caused. “Nobody forced them to be stormtroopers for a tyrant.” 
 
    “Even so…” Amalica sighed. 
 
    Their conversation was interrupted by cries of rage above them. Looking up, Mark and Amalica saw a quartet of dragonkin taking to the air- two fire-users and two lightning-users. 
 
    The Orphan opened fire on them, a swarm of crossbow bolts greeting them as they took to the skies. A retaliatory blast of fire took care of most of the missiles, but Jacqlyn was quick to join the fight, bathing the four Scaleblades in an intense blue flame hotter than anything they could produce themselves. One of the attackers fell from the sky, his wing membranes shriveled and burnt, while the other three turned to face their new foe. 
 
    “Follow me,” Mark told Amalica, and broke into a run toward the falling dragonkin. His lover loped after him, and they reached the fallen Guardsman shortly after he had hit the ground. 
 
    “Surrender,” Mark demanded, summoning his flame cutter and pointing it at the defeated dragonkin’s chest. He had landed awkwardly, and it looked as though one of his legs was broken at the knee. 
 
    The Scaleblade growled, then raised his hands with a sigh. 
 
    “Fine,” he snapped. “But how will you guarantee my safety from your monsters?” 
 
    Mark extinguished the flame cutter, and reached inside himself for Mayvelle’s Earth elemental affinity. Remembering some of the tricks the drake in Mourningholme had pulled, he knelt on the ground and placed his palm on the dirt. Concentrating, he willed mana from his Aether Crystals into the ground, willing it to— 
 
    With a rocky grinding sound, the earth around the fallen dragonkin started to stir. Then all at once rock grew from the ground around him, encasing him up to the neck in hard rock. 
 
    Mark opened his eyes and got to his feet with a satisfied nod. “There. I’ll tell my troops to ignore you. But there is one more thing I need.” 
 
    “Oh?” his captive said with a sneer. “What else do I have to give? My dignity? My life?” 
 
    “No,” Mark intoned, reaching one hand out and laying it on his forehead. “Just this stolen power.” 
 
    The dragonkin screamed as Mark’s fingers sunk into his skull, and he kept screaming as Mark plucked the gem out of its housing. In a great flash of crimson light, the dragonkin vanished to be replaced by a thin, middle-aged man with a bald head and pale skin, his cry of shock fading from his lips. 
 
    More, Mark couldn’t help but think. Mine! 
 
    “Mark…” Amalica said, as softly as her draconic voice would allow. 
 
    “Right,” Mark said distantly, and shook his head. “Right. You—” he pointed at his captive—“Stay put. Amalica, give the Orphan the signal, then we need to collect Mayvelle and head inside.” 
 
    Amalica bobbed her head in acknowledgement, then turned her head to the sky and let loose a thick column of water, that broke into a gentle spray at the apex of its height. The Orphan responded with a trumpet, and twenty long ropes were flung over the side of the ship. 
 
    Mark looked around the battleground. The Billies had almost entirely wiped out the City Watch, with only two groups of the soldiers making their last stand in opposed corners of the courtyard. 
 
    Mayvelle and Mark spotted each other at almost the same time. The giant dragonkin woman was covered in blood. One of her short spears lay broken at her feet, while the other was buried in the guts of some hapless soldier, currently held aloft as a grisly battle standard. Mayvelle’s lips peeled back in a grin as she tossed the man and the spear to the ground and loped toward him in a quick jog. 
 
    “This is the most fun I’ve had in years!” she exclaimed, wrapping Mark in a big bear hug that smeared blood all over his clothes. “You really do throw the best parties.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself,” Mark said, while Amalica frowned behind him. 
 
    The Mourningholme militia slid down the guide ropes. The port side’s ropes terminated on the battlements of the keep’s west wall, while the volunteers on the starboard side alighted on the ground. Millifleur was with them, and directed her team to rally around where Mark, Amalica and Mayvelle were standing. 
 
    Mark looked up to check in on Jacqyln. While he had been busy, his lover had eviscerated her opponents— only one dark blue dragonkin was left in the skies, the others having either been killed or driven off. Lighting and flame clashed as he watched. 
 
    “Mark!” 
 
    It was Millifleur. Her squad, twenty fighters, was behind her. Mark couldn’t help but notice most of them looked decidedly pale, and considering the carnage around them, he couldn’t blame them. 
 
    “Your monsters did their work well,” the gruff woman told him. “I just hope you can keep them on their leash.” 
 
    “I don’t take any delight in this slaughter, Millifleur—” 
 
    “I do!” Mayvelle chimed in. Mark ignored her. 
 
    “—I promise, if it wasn’t necessary—” 
 
    “Save it,” Millifleur snapped. “We’re in the shit now, son. Let’s just get it over with.” 
 
    “Right,” Mark nodded. “Follow me.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The pair of them raced up the main stairs of the central tower, ignoring the side doors to different chambers. If Lord Andon was anywhere, Amalica had said, it would be at the top floor. The final door at the staircase was barred from the other side, but Amalica reared up on her hind legs and bash it down in one blow. 
 
    It opened into a lush antechamber, a high vaulted ceiling with wood-panelled walls. Tall mahogany double doors guarded by three drakes stood opposite the entrance, obviously the place where Mark would finally face his enemy. 
 
    The three drakes were each as big as Amalica, horse-sized dragon-like creatures with razor sharp teeth and broad wings. One was pale blue, and another dark blue— air and lightning users respectively. They stood on either side of a white drake, taller and broader than the others. 
 
    “So,” the white drake proclaimed in a deep yet feminine voice. “You’re the one that Lord Andon is so afraid of. I have to confess. I am impressed at the carnage your little stunt has caused.” 
 
    White meant ice, Mark thought. And if she’s larger than the other two, it must mean her Aether Crystal is stronger… 
 
    “Andon is right to fear me,” Mark said confidently. “Right to fear us. This is merely a reckoning long overdue for the suffering he has put these people through.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” the white drake said airily. “Revenge of the toiling masses, etcetera, etcetera. I’m a pragmatist, your self-justifications don’t matter to me. Lord Andon has power. You wish to take it. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    “Stop playing with the food, Messalina,” the pale blue drake said. She was pawing at the marble floor, leaving grooves in the stone with her talons. “Let’s just kill these idiots and get it over with.” 
 
    Messalina sighed. “I suppose you have a point, Aelia. Vortinian, did you have anything you wanted to add?” 
 
    The lightning-affiliated drake shook his head. “I have no words for scum like this.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry about him,” Messalina said to Mark. “He’s afflicted with an overdeveloped sense of duty.” 
 
    “That won’t be a problem for long,” Mark said darkly. The fire-cutter sprung to life in his left hand, and the water-saw in his right. “Now are you going to talk me to death or are we going to fight?” 
 
    With a snarl, Vortinian sprung forward, and Amalica charged to meet him. The two drakes collided with a mighty crash, each rearing on their hind legs to start clawing at each other. 
 
    Mark’s attention, meanwhile, was taken up by Aelia. She opened her jaw wide and blasted Mark with a twirling cone of air, pushing him back on his feet. He was forced to dismiss his elemental weapons and hold his arms about his head, planting his feet to try and resist the attack. 
 
    Suddenly, it stopped. 
 
    “Too easy,” Aelia snarled as she pounced at him, crossing the distance between them in one powerful leap. Mark threw himself to his right side, narrowly escaping her clashing jaws. 
 
    Fire won’t work, here, Mark thought as he got to his feet and pivoted to face her. His back was to Messalina, but he had the impression the arch-bitch would rather let her flunkies deal with him. I need to put something between me and her tornadoes. Maybe— 
 
    He didn’t have time to finish the thought. Aelia blasted him with another trumpet of air, keeping the pressure on as she charged again. Mark wasn’t so lucky this time, one of Aelia’s foreclaws catching him in the stomach as he tried to dodge. 
 
    He was sent sprawling to the floor. His armor thankfully stopped her claws from drawing blood, but his ribs were screaming in pain. 
 
    Aelia snarled and charged again, jaws wide and teeth dripping with saliva. Mark looked up to see bloodlust in her eyes, so certain that she had him right where she wanted him. 
 
    Mark placed his hand on the marble floor and pushed. 
 
    A giant slab of marble shot up from the ground, presenting a daunting wall that Aelia promptly crashed into. The stone cracked but did not splinter, giving Mark enough time to get to his feet. 
 
    He ducked around the marble shield to see the drake getting to her feet, shaking her head to clear it. Mark lashed out with a blast of flame that hit her in the side, causing her to yowl in pain and pivot to face him. 
 
    The drake fired another miniature whirlwind, only for Mark to counter with another marble wall summoned from the floor below them. 
 
    This time Aelia kept coming, using her forelimbs to crash through the barrier, but Mark was already moving. Another blast of fire wounded her again, further enraging the arrogant drake. 
 
    She spun to face him again, claws skittering on the floor. This time she stopped to stare at him, clearly calculating her next move. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Mark saw Amalica circling Vortinian. Both of them were covered in cuts, but Vortinian clearly had taken the worst of it. 
 
    And still standing in front of the final door was Messalina, calmly watching the proceedings without stirring a finger to help. 
 
    What the hell is she playing at? 
 
    Mark didn’t have time to wonder as Aelia took to the air, leaping off her hind legs and pumping her wings to get some height. Mark fired twin streams of fire and water at her, but she kept coming, snarling through the pain of the flame and undaunted by the pressure of the water. 
 
    Mark quickly side-stepped her charge and fired up the flame-cutter, lacerating her flank and leaving a gash just under her wing. Aelia planted her forelegs on the ground and kicked back at him like a mule, catching him in his injured ribs and sending him to the ground. 
 
    Not quite what Mark had intended, but close enough. 
 
    He put his hands on the ground and reached for the Earth energy inside him, pushing the mana flowing through his body from the Aether Crystals into the marble. The stone rose up— 
 
    Wrapping Aelia’s forelegs in strong, dense marble. 
 
    “The fuck—” 
 
    Mark ignored her, feeding more mana into his work. The stone started coalescing around her hind legs too, trapping her in place. 
 
    Mark sprung to his feet and leaped onto her back. Aelia squirmed as much as she could, flapping her wings to try and dislodge him, but Mark was resolute. 
 
    He was going to take what was his. 
 
    Aelia craned her neck to look at Mark, a crackle of pale blue energy forming in her throat, but Mark just blasted her face with a torrent of water, snapping her neck to one side. 
 
    While she recovered, Mark reached her neck, wrapped his legs around her throat. Ignoring her attempts to throw him off, he slapped his right palm on her forehead, embracing the Aether Crystal that was his by right. 
 
    He felt the same sizzle of power, only more intense. He welcomed the sensation. This pretender wasn’t worthy of his prize. He felt his fingertips sinking into her flesh, wrapped them around the gem, and pulled— 
 
    Aelia’s blood-curdling scream filled the hall, drawing everyone’s attention. As Mark wrenched the Aether Crystal from Aelia’s brow, her body twisted, trying to revert to human form but thwarted by the stone encasing her limbs. The bright blue flash of light temporarily blinded him, but when his vision cleared, he found he was sitting astride a twisted mockery of the human body. 
 
    Aelia’s torso was elongated and stretched beyond reason, her hands and legs still imprisoned in the marble in places that would have been reasonable for the quadruped drake but were untenable for a regular-sized person. Her bones contorted and weird in a way Mark couldn’t explain and didn’t care to. 
 
    Mine, was his only thought. 
 
    He slid off the thing that was once Aelia, still staring at the gem as the blood slid off it, still staring at the pulsing depths of mana inside it. 
 
    He didn’t notice as Amalica took advantage of Vortinian’s distraction to bite through his throat, tearing out his larynx in a strangled gurgle of blood. 
 
    Mine. 
 
    “Mark!” 
 
    He recognized the voice. It was… someone. Someone he knew. A thrall? A minion? 
 
    “Mark! Look at me!” 
 
    The room was filled with a bright blue flash of light. Mark turned to look at its origin, and saw a human woman. Blonde hair, blue eyes, wearing a tight white dress. Not a threat, then. Certainly not a threat to one such as him— 
 
    “MARK!” 
 
    This woman had a name. 
 
    Amalica ran across the room and wrapped Mark in a hug, holding him close, not caring that the blood that covered him stained her clothes. 
 
    “Mark, you’re scaring me,” she said softly, tears on her soft cheeks. “Come back to me. Please! Mark!” 
 
    Thoughts swirled in his head. This woman was his property. No. She was his friend. His follower. His soldier. His— 
 
    My lover. 
 
    “Amalica…” he said softly, blinking away tears from his eyes. “Amalica, I’m sorry. I don’t… I don’t know what—” 
 
    “I don’t care,” she said, sniffling. “Spirit’s sake, Mark, you looked so… so cruel. I can’t…” 
 
    Mark stroked her hair with his left hand, his right still holding the gem. “You won’t lose me, lover,” he promised. “Not now. Not ever.” 
 
    He buried his face in her hair, inhaling her scent. Sunflowers and baby powder, somehow. 
 
    Then he remembered where he was. 
 
    “Messalina,” he growled, and Amalica turned on her heel to look in the same direction he was. 
 
    The tall drake was watching them with a pensive look on her draconic face, her lower lip curled up over her bottom teeth. 
 
    She appeared to reach some kind of decision, and the room was filled with a cool white flash of light. 
 
    When his vision came back to him, Mark saw she had transformed into a human body, and was kneeling on the floor. 
 
    “I yield,” she said. 
 
    Messalina, it seemed, was a tall pale-skinned woman with white hair pulled up behind her head in a severe bun. Two glass hairpins in the shape of icicles held her hair in place, and she wore a form-fitting white dress with a flared collar framing her head. When she looked up at Mark, he could see severe dark purple eyeshadow framing her eyes, trailing off into black lines. 
 
    “Do you, now?” Mark said, walking toward her. “I imagine your master would have something to say about that.” 
 
    “Like I said, I’m a pragmatist,” the woman said, looking up at him. “I saw what you did to that dumb bitch Aelia. No, thank you. Way I see it, you and Andon deserve each other.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Mark said, still unconvinced. “And what if Andon wins, and asks why you didn’t die for him?” 
 
    “I tell him you overpowered me and let me live out of some sentimental, idealistic impulse,” she said dismissively. “He might not trust me, but he needs me. He can’t run his operation without my help.” 
 
    “If he can’t trust you, we can’t either,” Amalica said scornfully. 
 
    “We won’t have to.” Mark’s voice was stern. “Give me your Aether Crystal.” 
 
    Messalina’s pale face became even paler, somehow. 
 
    “No!” she said, finally flustered. “I’ll die! I’ll— Aelia—” 
 
    “If you surrender to me, removing the gem won’t kill you,” Mark explained. “Relinquish your power, and I’ll let you live. Don’t, and, well…” 
 
    He didn’t have to finish the threat. 
 
    “Fine,” she snapped. She raised he head and looked at him, somehow defiant in surrender. “Take it and be done with it.” 
 
    Mark reached out, his fingers finding the edge of the Gem. It loomed large in her otherwise small forehead, the fist-sized Aether Crystal taking up most of the space. 
 
    She made a small, strangled sound of protest when his fingers slid through her skin and into the bone, finding the curve of the opalescent gem by feel alone. When he removed it, smooth skin and bone was left behind, spattered with blood. 
 
    All her poise gone, Messalina sputtered and gasped, her hands scrabbling at her forehead where the gem now wasn’t. 
 
    Amalica pressed her hand on Mark’s chest, but she need not have worried. The manic, frantic possessiveness lurked on the edge of his consciousness, but wasn’t gripping him as strongly as it had only a moment ago. 
 
    “I’m going to need a bigger bag,” was all he said. He was holding both new Aether Crystals, one in each hand. He transferred one into the crock of his arm and started fiddling with the neck of the silver mesh pouch that was always at his side. 
 
    “Here, let me,” Amalica said, and reached down to open the neck of the bag. Mark managed to push one of the two new gems in, but there wasn’t space for the other. He shrugged and tucked it into his doublet, the pulse of energy a warmth against his skin. 
 
    “What… what are you?” Messalina said finally, horror in her eyes. 
 
    “When I figure it out, I’ll tell you,” he said with a shrug. “In the meantime, I want you to go to the cells and lock yourself up. Look for a woman named Millifleur, she’s in charge of the militia. Tell her I accepted your surrender and I need you kept safe until afterwards.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” she said, getting to her feet. She was maybe an inch shorter than Mark in flat feet, and still somehow managed to look as if she was looking down her nose at him. 
 
    “Oh, you will,” Mark said with a grin. “After all, how are you going to ingratiate yourself with your new boss if I can’t find you?” 
 
    “You make a compelling point,” she allowed, brushing herself off. “Well. I suppose I’ll see you, or I won’t. Either way, this has been a very unpleasant experience and one I do not want to repeat. Until we meet again, Mark.” 
 
    She stalked off, with all the poise of a panther on a fashion catwalk, waving over her shoulder as she left the antechamber and started down the stairs. 
 
    “What a thoroughly unpleasant woman,” Amalica said as soon as she left their sight. “Are you sure it’s a good idea, keeping her around?” 
 
    “If she’s as good an administrator as she says, she’ll be useful,” Mark said with a shrug. “And if she isn’t, she can dig latrines. Anyway, are you ready?” 
 
    “Always,” she said with a smile, and stepped back. Closing her eyes, she triggered her transformation into her Second Self, regal and elegant with her wide wings and proud horns. 
 
    “All right,” Mark said. “Time to end this shit-show and kill that son of a bitch.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mark and Amalica took a moment to prepare themselves. Amalica transformed into her Second Self and healed Mark’s wounds, while Mark made sure his Aether Crystals were secure in their pouch. 
 
    The Gem he had taken from Messalina was still inside his shirt, making fastening his armor difficult. It was… different. It felt cold against his chest. 
 
    Something to examine later. 
 
    Mark walked up to the double doors leading to Lord Andon’s chambers. They were three times his height, thick oak, with Andon’s likeness carved into them and varnished with a red stain. Large gold doorhandles were affixed at Mark’s chest height. 
 
    Glancing to Amalica for confirmation, he twisted them, and pushed the doors open. 
 
    On the other side of the door was a large high-vaulted stone chamber. In the center was a massive pile of gold— gold coins, gold statuettes, gold candlesticks, gold cutlery… all piled together, in a heap tall enough to qualify as a small hill. 
 
    At the top of this pile was a comfortable looking wooden chair, stoutly made and well upholstered. Mark had expected to find a monstrous dragon, curled around his horde; instead there was a thin man with patrician bearing, one leg folded over the other, his head cradled in one hand while his elbow rested on the arm of his throne. 
 
    His hair was jet black and fell down to his chin, obscuring his forehead, while his skin was milky-white and flawless. 
 
    “Ah,” he said, his voice carrying across the distance between them. “I should have expected Messalina would fail me. I suppose it was always going to come to this.” 
 
    “Lord Andon!” Mark shouted. “Your reign is over. Surrender, and I promise you will face a fair trial for your crimes.” 
 
    The man just laughed. It was possibly the first genuine laugh he had had in years, compelling enough to break his composure and cause him to double over, clutching his stomach. 
 
    “Did I say something amusing?” Mark asked, an edge to his voice. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” the tyrant said finally. “It’s just… a trial? Really?” 
 
    Mark bristled. “Yes. In front of a jury of your peers—” 
 
    Lord Andon broke down into mirth again. 
 
    “Is he always like this?” Mark asked Amalica, who shrugged. 
 
    “My— my peers?” Andon managed finally. “Oh, you stupid boy. Where on Phandar are you going to find my peers?” 
 
    Andon unfolded his body and stood up, picking his way down his mountain of gold with small, careful steps. He was dressed in a red robe with ermine trim, tied about his waist with a velvet rope. 
 
    “The gap between someone like me and the hoi polloi is fathomless. Surely you’ve seen it by now? For people like us, the common herd of humanity is as far below us, as an ant would be to the peasants.” 
 
    “I’m nothing like you,” Mark spat. 
 
    Lord Andon just chuckled. 
 
    “And as for you, Amalica. I’m disappointed you’ve thrown your lot in with the rabble. You could have been so, so much more.” 
 
    A shiver of revulsion ran down her back. 
 
    “Never.” She spread her wings wide and held her back ramrod straight. “You’re a monster, Andon. I could never have been with someone like you.” 
 
    “Is that meant to be an insult?” he sneered. He was halfway down his hoard by now, still taking his time to choose his footsteps carefully. “Monstrosity is what is required to survive, girl. Strength is monstrous, and only the strong survive. Wouldn’t you agree, little King?” 
 
    Mark twitched. 
 
    “Yes, I know what you are,” Andon continued. “I didn’t at first, but after that fiasco in Mourningholme, I knew. And I know who has been whispering in your ear. Are you so sure you can look down on me, knowing what you are, knowing the things you have done?” 
 
    “I told you. I’m nothing like you.” Mark’s voice steadied as he spoke. “I’m not here for personal glory. I’m not here for wealth and power. I’m here because people need me to be here, to do the things they can’t themselves.” 
 
    Andon arched one eyebrow and paused in his descent, seemingly amused by Mark’s little speech. 
 
    “I’m not here alone,” he continued, waving a hand to the exterior wall. “Brave men and women carried me here, united in purpose. That union makes me strong, Andon. Not the Aether Crystals, not magic, not my own will. Without my friends and allies, I’m just a man. But together, we will triumph.” 
 
    Andon started slowly clapping, chuckling softly. 
 
    “If that were true,” he said finally, “you would not have that pouch of stolen power at your hip.” 
 
    Mark touched the silver mesh bag at his side, feeling the fizzle of power they collectively held. 
 
    “When this is done,” he said at last, “I will put down these weapons. When the last tyrant falls and the people of this world breathe free air, this power will be returned to the earth. That’s what makes me different from you, Andon. I use this power as a servant, while you seek to put people in chains.” 
 
    “How droll,” Andon retorted. “It’s almost a shame that I will kill you. I would have loved to see if you would be true to your word.” 
 
    The despot brushed back his long fringe, revealing his Aether Crystal. It was massive, taking up almost the entirety of his brow, leaving barely any room for skin and bone. 
 
    The room was filled with a bright ruby-red flash. Even though Mark was prepared for the bright light, it was still intense enough to momentarily blind him. The sound of millions of gold coins cascading and tumbling to the ground filled the air, and when Mark’s vision cleared, he saw what was heavy enough to displace such a vast bulk. 
 
    Lord Andon, revealed in his true form. 
 
    Mark had idly wondered why this chamber was so large. As a builder, he was familiar with the sheer logistical complexities involved in large stone vaulted-ceiling construction, and that was with a modern technology base. He had just assumed that the chamber was built in this way for vanity. 
 
    Confronted with a giant lizard roughly the size of a Boeing 747, however, he had to concede that this might have served a practical purpose. 
 
    Lord Andon loomed above him. There was no other word for it. The dragon’s red scales layered over each other in an endless cascade, forming an impregnable layer of armor over slabs of thick, monstrous muscle. He filled Mark’s field of view, awesome and terrible: He inspired awe. He caused terror. 
 
    His sinuous neck supported a thick wedge-shaped head, smoke curling from nostrils large enough to encompass a child. Teeth each as long and wide as Mark’s arms promised pain, thick saliva dripping from Andon’s gums as his lips curled back in anticipation. 
 
    “It’s not too late,” he rumbled, his voice deep and distorted by the mana swirling through his body. “You can still swear fealty to me, and I will let you live.” 
 
    Mark responded by igniting a pair of flame cutters in his hands and charged. 
 
    “Armatus lake!” Amalica shouted, summoning the ablative gel-armor that kept Mark safe. They’d discussed this encounter in detail: Amalica was there to keep Mark healed and protected, freeing Mark to concentrate on pure offense. It had seemed like a solid plan in the safety of their room aboard the Grateful Orphan, but now… 
 
    Mark couldn’t let himself finish that thought. 
 
    He raced toward the overwhelming enemy before him, quickly reaching the pile of gold trinkets Lord Andon stood upon. His feet started to slip, but he forced himself to compensate. Faltering now would be a betrayal of everyone who had fought so hard to get him to this point. 
 
    Lord Andon’s head snaked toward him, mouth opened wide as if to swallow Mark whole. In his arrogance, even knowing what Mark was, he couldn’t conceive of a world where Mark posed a serious threat to him. 
 
    At the last moment, Mark dived forward, underneath Andon’s lower jaw. He twisted in the air so that he fell on his back, lashing out with his flame cutters at Andon’s vulnerable throat. 
 
    The weapons did their work, but Andon’s scales were thicker than any of the dragonkin or drakes Mark had fought so far. The air sizzled and smelt of burned carbon as Mark’s weapons carved tracks through Andon’s scales, but no real damage was done. 
 
    Andon reared up, bringing one of his forelegs down on where Mark was lying. Mark extinguished his cutters and rolled on his side, sliding down the mountain of coins and only narrowly avoiding the massive pad of the dragon’s foot. The force of Andon’s stomp sent treasure flying, and Mark was caught up in the monster’s wake, thrown clear across the room. 
 
    It was only the ablative magical armor he wore that saved him from serious injury. 
 
    Nevertheless, he shook his head as he got to his feet. He was standing against the far wall, surrounded in golden detritus. 
 
    “Armatus lake!” Amalica cried, and the gel armor re-formed around Mark’s torso. 
 
    To Mark’s horror, though, this just caused Andon’s attention to swing to Amalica. 
 
     Mark watched in horror as Andon opened his jaws, the swirling red elemental energy in his throat a sure sign of the firestorm to come. Mark broke into a dead sprint, screaming in an attempt to distract the dragon. 
 
    It didn’t work. Lord Andon unleashed a massive pillar of flame, searing hot even at this distance. 
 
    Amalica responded with a counterblast of her own, using both hands to summon a fountain of pure water. The two elements collided in a sizzling shower of steam, both of them continuing to pour mana into their attack, neither of them willing to be the first to falter. 
 
    In a panic, Mark flung a volley of firebolts at Andon, again hoping to get his attention. The flames merely washed off the dragon’s scales. 
 
    I need more power. 
 
    Try as she might, Amalica couldn’t hold off Andon’s attack for long. His flames inched ever closer to her, pushing back on her own torrent of water. Every step Mark took toward them brought Amalica that much closer to incineration. 
 
    The Aether Crystal in his shirt pulsed, waves of cold chilling his chest. 
 
    With a deep breath, Mark opened himself to the stolen Aether Crystal’s power. 
 
    No, that wasn’t quite right. He demanded it, pulling the mana from its pearlescent container and drinking from it deeply. He felt every nerve in his body sing with potential, his muscles swelling with renewed vigor. 
 
    Without thinking, he roared, his arms outstretched to give this new feeling a release. 
 
    Ice flew from his palms, a thick column crackling as it flash-froze the moisture in the air between Mark and the warring elements before him. The projectile crashed into the intersection between fire and ice, shattering into a storm of shards that caused both Amalica and Andon to flinch, ending their mutual assault in an explosive draw. 
 
    That got Andon’s attention. The massive lizard turned his head to face Mark and lunged forward, jaw open wide as if to swallow him whole. Mark summoned the newly integrated Ice element again, this time pointed like a stalactite. The sharp point collided with Andon’s soft tongue a yard before his teeth could close on his prey, causing the monster to rear back and snap his jaws closed, snapping the ice-missile in two. 
 
    Mark wasted no time, dashing to Andon’s left side and covering his movements with a volley of smaller icicles aimed at Andon’s eyes. He had to trust that Amalica would be OK, he didn’t have time to check on her. Once Mark made it around Andon’s bulk— 
 
    Lord Andon lashed out with one massive foreleg and kicked him clear across the room. 
 
    He crashed into the wall, the gel armor he wore taking the brunt of the impact. He still had the wind knocked out of him. He didn’t have time to hurt, he had to get up— 
 
    Andon roared and let loose another torrent of flame, aimed directly at Mark’s location. 
 
    On instinct, he lashed out with a counterblast of ice, pouring the energy from the Aether Crystal at his chest into it. For a brief moment, he felt that he was pushing Andon’s flame back, just long enough for him to catch his breath. He got to his feet— 
 
    Only for Andon to cease his attack and take to the air with a beat of his mighty wings, his bulk reaching the apex of the vaulted chamber instantaneously. Mark stumbled at the sudden lack of resistance to his own elemental attack and cut it short. 
 
    Just in time for Andon to rain more fire down upon him. 
 
    This time, Mark ran, pushing his body to the limit. Without the power of the icy Aether Crystal, he would have been too slow, but drawing this power into himself lent him speed. He ran toward Andon’s treasure hoard, reasoning that the monster would be reluctant to hurt that which he treasured most. 
 
    His gambit worked. Unfortunately, Lord Andon’s response simply dealt Mark another setback. 
 
    When Mark reached the edge of Andon’s hoard, he simply stopped his flame breath and allowed himself to fall to the ground. 
 
    The dragon’s bulk smashed into the pile of gold, sending priceless treasure flying everywhere. The shockwave and flying shrapnel sent Mark flying once again, landing on the floor and bashing his head on the marble floor. 
 
    This isn’t working, he thought, before Andon’s foot filled his field of view. 
 
    If it wasn’t for the new flush of power, the weight of Andon’s body would have crush Mark flat. As it was, the newly absorbed power made his body tougher, his skin harder, his bones and muscles denser. 
 
    It still hurt like fuck. 
 
    His hands pressed against the pad of Andon’s foot as the monster tried to crush him. The Aether Crystal in his shirt, now completely drained of energy, cracked and shattered. He could feel his ribs cracking and giving way. He had to do something— 
 
    He fired up a flame-cutter in each hand, the intense flame lancing directly into the pads of Andon’s foot. 
 
    The dragon howled in pain and reared off him. Mark quickly dismissed his attack and rolled to one side, pushing his protesting body up off the floor. Everything hurt, and he had no idea if Amalica was in any shape to heal him. 
 
    He needed more power. 
 
    He cradled the bag of Aether Crystals at his side in his right palm, his hand hanging down by his side. He settled on one of the small Aether Crystals he had stolen from a Scaleblade, and greedily sucked the essence out of it. It wasn’t as big a hit as the one he’d taken from Messalina had been, but it did the trick. 
 
    Renewed with strength stolen from the land itself, Mark looked at his foe. Lord Andon had recovered himself and was regarding him with flashing anger in his eyes. 
 
    “You hurt me.” Andon sounded more incensed by the concept than by any actual damage Mark had done to him. “Me! A Dragon Lord!” 
 
    “I’m going to do a lot more than just hurt you, you son of a bitch.” 
 
    The tingle of fresh mana was intoxicating. He felt like he could do anything. 
 
    So, he caved the roof in. 
 
    It was surprisingly easy. The Earth affinity from Mayvelle came to his fingers instantly. All it took was to reach out with his senses, find the stones he needed, then summon them to the ground with a snap of his fingers. 
 
    Tons of masonry fell from the vaulted ceiling and crashed onto Andon’s back. He roared in pain, in disbelief. 
 
    “Mark!” 
 
    It was Amalica. She was in bad shape, looking a little singed around the edges, but alive. She’d narrowly avoided being hit by the rubble, but— 
 
    Stupid. Stupid! How could I have forgotten— 
 
    “Medela rain!” she cried, and the healing mist surrounded him. His ribs knitted back into place, minor cuts and abrasions healed. 
 
    “Are you—” Mark started, but the sound of shifting rocks drew his attention. 
 
    Andon was still alive. Battered and bruised, but alive. Pinned between his treasure hoard and the loose stones from the ceiling, great rocks crushing his wings and sitting in a pile around him. 
 
    Before the dragon could do more than groan, Mark made his next move, commanding the stone to solidify and capture Andon in heavy marble shackles. He poured in more power, causing the stone to grow rapidly. 
 
    He walked toward Andon as he worked, the dragon seemingly too dazed to do more than moan. Just to be safe, he gestured at a couple of pieces of fallen masonry and used the Earth element to bind them to Andon’s mouth, shackling his jaw shut just as he reached where the monster lay. 
 
    He could have killed him, then. Should have killed him. 
 
    But he needed his Gem. 
 
    Not in the same way he had felt compelled to take the other Aether Crystals. This was a strategic necessity. In order to face Andon’s master, he would need Andon’s power. 
 
    As he approached, he watched the Dragon Lord warily. He couldn’t shake the feeling that this was too easy— 
 
    All at once Andon stirred, breaking free of his stony shackles. His neck lanced out, his massive jaws threatening to swallow Mark whole. Mark staggered back, hands raised to summon an elemental blast— 
 
    Before he felt two soft arms wrap around his chest, heard the beat of wings carrying him to safety. 
 
    Amalica snatched Mark out of danger just fractions of a second before Andon’s teeth clamped together. She carried him up to the upper reaches of the chamber, heading for the hole in the roof. 
 
    “He’s too strong!” she shouted in his ear. “We have to get help—” 
 
    “I can do this!” Mark shouted back. “I just need to get to the Aether Crystal on his head. Can you—” 
 
    “I can try,” Amalica replied, uncertain. 
 
    She whirled around, banking at the apex of the ceiling and turning to face Andon. The dragon had shrugged off the stone Mark had used to bind him and was turning to face them. Amalica drew her wings closer to her and fell into a dive. 
 
    His eyes narrowed into slits as his jaw opened once more to bathe them in fire. 
 
    Mark shot first, sending spear after spear of ice shards raining down on Andon’s mouth and throat. The monster fought through the pain and unleashed his fire, the flames curling and spilling from his maw. 
 
    Amalica redoubled her efforts, adjusting her wings to level out her dive. At the perfect time, she let Mark go, letting him fall dead on target, Andon’s fiery rage roared behind his back. 
 
    Mark landed dead center on Andon’s forehead. Using both hands, he planted his palms on the edge of the massive Aether Crystal implanted in Andon’s brow. His fingers sunk into Andon’s flesh— 
 
    Andon roared in defiance, shaking his head back and forth in an effort to dislodge his unwelcome guest. Mark felt his feet slip, and he scrambled for purchase even as he felt the power of Andon’s Gem flowing into his body— 
 
    Visions of a place and time he had never been flooded into Mark’s mind. Leagues of barren plains, host to legions of men and women flying his banner. Dragonkin, drakes, dragons all whirled through the skies in formation, tracing his symbol through the air. He stood above it all, regal and proud, his wings spread wide so that all present might witness his glory. 
 
    Ruler of all he surveyed. 
 
    “NO!” Andon roared, and Mark felt the Gem start to resist him. Pulses of power emanating from the pearl, searing his fingers and palms. Andon thrashed about and Mark lost his footing, only the painful grip on the Aether Crystal anchoring him in place. 
 
    The pain, the visions, all overwhelming. 
 
    “FUCK! YOU!” Mark yelled, falling back on anger, the same righteous anger that drove him to this quest in the first place. Anger at injustice, the oppression— 
 
    The anger at the usurpers who tore him from his throne— 
 
    Suddenly, a flash of incandescent pure light. 
 
    The burst of power radiated out from Mark, tumbling the walls of Andon’s treasure vault to the ground below, scattering his hoarded gold in all directions to rain down on the city Andon claimed for himself. 
 
    When the light cleared, Mark was… 
 
    He had wings. Ten of them, spreading out from his back like lines on a sundial. At once strong, yet fragile like the wings of sycamore seeds. Each wing was a different color: Aquamarine, ruby red, pale sky blue, dark brown, dark blue, bright orange, white, gray, and two shades of green, one oily and dark while the other vibrant and light. 
 
    Each wing, in the delicate curve at the apex of each one, contained an oval eye, gazing down at Andon with a scornful disdain. 
 
    Hovering in the air above the Dragon Lord, Mark’s body was that of a thin yet imposing dragon: He stood on two legs, with knees that bent backward, that were attached to a body that was covered in scales that radiated a brilliant, pure light. His arms were slender compared to Andon’s, but there was no doubt in the minds of anyone who saw Mark’s new body that he could snap the lesser dragon like a twig. 
 
    Mark’s dragon head was broad and wedge-shaped, his brow terminating in massive, curled horns that met above his head. 
 
    Embedded in Mark’s chest was a Möbius strip of swirling elemental energy, a ribbon swirling with every color of every element, rotating endlessly and forever. 
 
    Lord Andon gasped. “The Emperor Incandescent…” 
 
    The Emperor looked down at him, as if Andon’s exhalation had reminded Him of Andon’s existence. 
 
    The Emperor spoke just one word. 
 
    “DIE.” 
 
    The breath in Lord Andon’s throat turned sour, and the beast’s claws raked at his throat. As Mark watched, his scales started to shrivel and peel off his body. Moisture seemed to be sucked out of Andon’s skin, the scarlet flesh turning wrinkled and parchment thin. 
 
    Dessicated, Lord Andon fell to the ruin of his chambers and burst into dust. The Aether Crystal that once pulsed in his brow rolled out of the hollow in his forehead, then shattered into a thousand pieces. 
 
    The hall was bathed again in that brilliant, overwhelming, all-consuming light. 
 
    The Emperor Incandescent vanished, and Mark returned, albeit still several feet high in the air. 
 
    Amalica swept down from her perch amongst the shattered dome of the room, catching him in her arms. He was pale, barely conscious, and breathing shallowly. 
 
    She flew in circles and touched down on the floor, gently laying him on the ground. 
 
    “Oh, Mark you big, beautiful idiot, what have you done to yourself?” she murmured, laying her hands on his chest. She closed her eyes, reaching for the mana still flowing through her connection to Mark, and weaved that energy through his body, encouraging it to make itself whole again. 
 
    Outside, the sounds of the fighting started to slow, then stop. A ragged cheer broke out, obviously a signal of some major victory. Amalica allowed herself a soft smile. She was happy things might have worked out, but she wasn’t sure it was worth the cost the man she loved chose to bear. 
 
    After a long, slow moment, Mark’s eyes started to flutter open. 
 
    “Did… did we win?” he asked, his voice hoarse and cracking. 
 
    Amalica looked down at him, tears starting to well in her eyes. 
 
    “Yes…” she sniffled. “Yes, yes we did.” 
 
    Mark hauled himself up into a sitting position, ignoring the protests of his battered body, and took the back of her head in his hand, laying his forehead against hers. 
 
    They sat there for as long as they felt they could, before standing up, and dealing with everything that came after. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was two weeks before Mark was able to return to the Forgotten King’s tomb. 
 
    As it turned out, liberating a city involved a lot of administration. There were the remnants of Andon’s Scaleblades and members of the City Watch who weren’t present at the battle to deal with. 
 
    Some, hearing of the man who appeared from the rubble of Andon’s sanctuary holding a dragon’s severed head and proclaiming that Tannerith was now a free city, fled to the holdings of neighboring Dragon Lords. 
 
    Others accepted the Resistance’s offer of surrender. These were imprisoned in Andon’s dungeons, to await further deliberations. Five Scaleblades surrendered; Mark removed their Aether Crystals in front of a crowded throng of fascinated Tannerith citizens. 
 
    There was a speech. 
 
    Millifleur, with assistance from Mother Mercy—who had been just fine, thank you very much, oh no, don’t worry about an old lady locked in a cold damp cell with only rats for company, no sacrifice too great for the cause—got busy trying to pick up the pieces of the city’s administration, prevent opportunistic looting, and so on. In time, Mark and the Resistance would need to meet with city civic leaders and start playing the game of politics, balancing competing interests and so on. 
 
    Those civic leaders would not like what they would have to say, being unused to the more direct, democratic governance favored in Phandar’s rural communities. 
 
    But that was a problem for another time. 
 
    For now, two weeks after the Liberation, Mark had finally managed to catch a ride on the Orphan back to the Temple, as part of a mission to ferry the last of Mourningholme’s supplies and the last of its citizens back to the city. Jacqlyn and Amalica had wanted to come too, but Mark insisted this was something he had to do alone. 
 
    He brought one of Lord Andon’s mana condensers with him, and left it outside the Tomb, setting the silver mesh bag of Aether Crystals down next to it. 
 
    So, little King, the Forgotten King said by way of greeting when Mark made his way into the throne room. I see that you have returned victorious. 
 
    “Hail the conquering hero, and all that,” Mark said dismissively. 
 
    And I sense you have Integrated more power into yourself. Rushed, clumsy work, but obviously sufficient. Well done. 
 
    “Is that… pride?” Mark asked, incredulous. “Are you proud of me?” 
 
    Why not? You have proved a most apt pupil. Is a mentor not allowed to take joy in his student’s progress? 
 
    Mark shrugged. 
 
    You have come to release me, I trust, the King continued. Yet I do not sense your Aether Crystals with you, nor is your scholar with you to help prepare the ritual. 
 
    “Yeah. About that.” 
 
    Mark cleared his throat. 
 
    “See, I got to thinking,” he said. “You don’t exactly strike me as the suicidal type. You’re too up yourself for that, too convinced of your own importance and cleverness to want to die. Even after centuries of isolation and ennui.” 
 
    I am not a liar, Mark, the King said, hurt. The bargain we struck— 
 
    “So, I started to wonder,” Mark went on. “This ritual that put you in this mess in the first place. That was basically just siphoning all the mana in all your followers and blasting that energy right into your veins. I’m not much on this whole magic theory business, but what if what went wrong last time wasn’t that you got too much power, but too little? What if you’re just like a car with a flat battery, just needing a jump start to turn over?” 
 
    I don’t know what that is, but I assure you— 
 
    “Anyway,” Mark continued. “I figure I got better uses for any spare Aether Crystals I happen to have lying around. I figure, mana comes from the land. Why can’t I just put it back where it came from?” 
 
    The King fell momentarily silent. 
 
    This would be a tactical and strategic error— 
 
    “Settle down, Mister Bones.” Mark was grinning, happy that he’d managed to put the prideful poltergeist in his place. “I’m not done with you—and this place—quite yet. Lord Andon had a boss, and if there’s one thing I don’t like, it’s upper management scooping the cream from the working man’s milk and calling themselves Captains of Industry. One world’s pretty much like another that way, and whether you like it or not, you’re gonna help me shake things up around here.” 
 
    And if I refuse? 
 
    Mark turned on his heel and started walking out the door. 
 
    “What the hell else are you going to do to pass the time?” 
 
    Mark. The King’s voice sounded increasingly panicked as Mark walked out the door and down the long, long flights of steps that lead out of the nameless, dead tyrant’s monument to forgotten glory. Out of his gilded prison, alone in the center of a lifeless jungle. MARK! YOU NEED ME! MARK— 
 
    It was a relief when the voice faded from his mind, when he stepped out into the stifling, stagnant air of the jungle. 
 
    He started whistling, an old marching song his grandpa had sung to him once. It was one of his earliest memories. He’d been no more than three or four, time was a bit fuzzy that far back. His grandpa had been stick-thin and close to the end of his time, but he still had a twinkle in his eye, still proud of all he’d done, even with all the horror. 
 
    Mark reached the Mana Condenser. He’d asked Mayvelle to make a few changes. Superficially, it was still a big wooden box with a glass funnel in it, leading into the ground, but all the glass tubes filled with liquid were different colors and the wires were even more of a jumbled mess than before. 
 
    Mark leaned down and opened the mesh bag, selecting the smallest of the Aether Crystals. One he’d taken from a low-level Scaleblade, barely finished with his training and not yet fully indoctrinated. He had hopes for the kid, but that was a problem for another day. 
 
    Right now, he dropped the pearl into the glass funnel. It rattled around the sides of the device, spinning in circles until it settled in place. 
 
    He stroked one of the tubes in the manner Mayvelle had showed him. He jumped back when the machine whirred into life, shaking in its housing as the mechanism went to work. 
 
    Slowly at first, then all at once, the light was drawn out of the gem and greedily sucked up by the black, dead ground. Mark could have sworn his ears were tricking him, but it sounded almost exactly like slurping up the last leftovers of a milkshake. 
 
    The machine clattered to a stop. 
 
    Mark waited. And waited. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    With a sigh, he picked up the mesh bag and tied it to his waist, then gripped the machine by its wooden housing and lifted it up. Before absorbing the Aether Crystals during his fight with Andon, this might have been a two-person lift, but now he could manage it with only a little strain. 
 
    He took a step back and, looking down to make sure he kept his footing, he saw it. 
 
    A single blade of bright, green grass. 
 
    He allowed himself a smile, then set off back to the ship, humming an old marching song as he went.  
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