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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    John’s blade was in his hand so quickly it was as if it had been summoned by magic. The broken yet unbreakable sword had been the last thing he’d set aside before jumping into the stream, right next to his boots. He pointed it at Nemissa Forestbane, heedless of his nudity, knowing only that a viper had managed to make it into the heart of his inner circle. 
 
    “Quite impressive,” the red-haired High Elf said with a knowing sneer. “The magic was pretty good, too, Devonte.” 
 
    John wasn’t about to let a woman like Nemissa get under his skin.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” he snapped, both hands on the hilt of his broken blade. “Answer me!” 
 
    Nemissa scoffed at the question. “You destroyed my Seeker Glass,” the High Elf said, crossing her arms beneath her ample breasts. “I lost my ability to contact you in Heatherhill, so I had to do something drastic in response.” 
 
    John’s gaze traveled from the High Elf in their midst to the other women. Aoryl looked somewhat relaxed, while both Emily and Petra glared at Nemissa like she was a venomous snake they’d found in their boot. What did the elf know that the other two didn’t? 
 
    “Back away from my companions,” John said, stepping over the pile of clothes he’d left near the bank. “Step back, Forestbane!” 
 
    The look on Nemissa’s face told John exactly what she thought of that. “Oh, do put that sword down,” the High Elf groaned, rolling her eyes like a petulant youth who wasn’t getting her way. “You can’t hurt me, John. I’m not really here. This is an astral projection.” 
 
    John stared at her for a long moment. He seized a smooth rock from the riverbank, then cocked his arm back and chucked the stone at Nemissa Forestbane’s face. She didn’t even flinch as it sailed right through her, tumbling into the dirt at the edge of the clearing. 
 
    “See?” Nemissa shrugged. “Nothing you can do about it. So why don’t you put some clothes on and join me around the fire? Unless you’d rather strut around showing yourself off some more for me—which I wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    Yet again, the High Elf showed an appreciable talent for needling John. Yet again, he refused to let it show on his face or in his manner.  
 
    Rather than get upset, or rage at the creature standing before him, he calmly put down his sword and began putting on his clothes.  
 
    A short distance away, Fiona did the same. Her new youthful body hadn’t dulled her senses, and she knew when to be quiet and follow his lead. 
 
    “Tell you what,” John said, tossing his shirt over his head once his pants were laced. “Seeing as you’re not really here, Nemissa, what’s keeping me and my women from continuing on our journey like you don’t even exist? It’s not like you can stop us, being an ‘astral projection’ or whatever you’ve taken to calling yourself…” 
 
    Nemissa made a face. “You’re going to want to hear what I have to say,” she said, gesturing back the way he’d come. “If you want to leave, though, it’s your funeral. As I say, I can’t stop you.” 
 
    With that, the shade of Nemissa Forestbane made her way through the trees, wandering in the direction of their morning campfire. She didn’t seem to care whether John and his women followed her, though he could tell that deep down it bothered the High Elf that he didn’t dance to her tune. 
 
    He gathered it had been a very, very long time since Nemissa Forestbane hadn’t been able to pull a human’s strings. 
 
    As soon as Nemissa was gone, John scooped up his sword and gathered up the women. “You should have warned me what I was walking into,” he told Aoryl, searching the elven woman’s eyes for any sign of worry. Now he understood why she’d been calm earlier—unlike the other women around the fire, she knew the Nemissa who’d joined them was merely smoke and mirrors. 
 
    “My lord, I did,” Aoryl protested. “You couldn’t hear a thing in that dome of water.” 
 
    “Holy shit, is that really Fiona?” As soon as Nemissa was no longer among them, Emily hastened to Fiona’s side, looking her up and down with naked awe. “All right, whatever you did to her you’ve got to do to me, John. Shit, she looks younger than I am!” 
 
    “Prettier, too,” Petra added, wiggling her tongue at Emily. 
 
    “Stop,” John snapped. If the two of them got into it, they’d never stop. The last thing he needed was for them to be making snide little comments to each other the whole meeting with Nemissa. “I’m not sure I can do what I did to Fiona again. But you’re perfectly beautiful already, Emily. I had no idea I was going to change her body in such a manner when I set out to heal her broken arm.” 
 
    Fiona allowed Emily to run her hands all over her body, looking far more comfortable with it than John would have expected. “Nemissa didn’t seem surprised at all to see me transformed, either,” she finally said, cocking a flawless blonde eyebrow in John’s direction. “I would have expected at least a tiny bit of surprise from her.” 
 
    John shrugged. “To her, you’re just my Wargear. After all, a warrior wouldn’t take tarnished or worn equipment into the heat of battle, so why should the True Dragon settle for anything but the very best Wargear? That’s likely how she sees it, at any rate.” While John would have normally seen it like that too, he had taken a liking to wielding this broken sword in battle.  
 
    “I was going to say, I resent being referred to as ‘tarnished equipment’.” Fiona’s youthful voice belied a hint of mirth. “I can’t stay mad at you, though, Devonte. Not after you did this for me.” She lifted a hand, apparently drunk on the sight of her own transformed body. “I’m going to have to give up my mayorhood and choose a successor. No one’s going to believe a stripling girl has control of Vismuth…” 
 
    John suspected Fiona wouldn’t have much time for politics going forward. Not that she appeared to mind in the slightest. If anything, the way she sized up Aoryl and Emily as they greeted her made him think that her new body already ached for a threesome. But they had to deal with Nemissa first, before they did anything else. 
 
    “You know I can hear you, right?” Nemissa’s teasing voice echoed through the trees, as if the High Elf had become one with the wind and the sky. “Hurry along, John. Lest I grow bored and decide not to share my knowledge after all.” 
 
    The group trudged through the woods, following the sound of the High Elf’s laughter. John drew up next to Aoryl and dropped his voice, though he had no illusions Nemissa wouldn’t be able to hear him no matter how quiet he was. 
 
    “Any idea what it is your former Mistress is going to spring on us?” John asked. “You seemed calmer than the rest when Nemissa showed up in camp—almost as if you expected this.” 
 
    He’d expected the elf to bristle at the insinuation she was disloyal, but Aoryl was too perturbed for that. “I’m not shocked at all, my lord,” she said, matching him stride for stride. “We lost the Seeker Glass in Heatherhill. Nemissa has no doubt been tearing her hair out at no longer having a convenient way to spy on us.” 
 
    That made sense to John. “Alright. Keep your eyes and ears open, just in case.” 
 
    Aoryl’s nod told him she already was. 
 
    John reached the clearing to find Nemissa’s astral projection resting on a log near the remains of their fire, one leg crossed over the other.  
 
    Only now did he notice that the High Elf was wearing a sheer, silken nightrobe of the sort noble women put on before going to bed in their palaces. It was practically see-through in the front, giving John a view of elven perfection that some men would have killed for.  
 
    But John was not just some man. 
 
    “There you are,” Nemissa snorted, gesturing at the other logs around the fire. “Sit, Devonte. I bring you glad tidings, and good advice. Relax.” Her grin widened. “I’m sure you could use a long sit after your exertions with the Vismuth bitch…” 
 
    “Fiona is not a bitch!” To hear such a vehement denial from Petra shocked the hell out of John, who watched as the blacksmith’s daughter set herself on a log across from Nemissa. “The only person in this clearing who’s a bitch is the one I’m looking at.” 
 
    Nemissa’s eyebrows shot up. Rather than get angry, however, the High Elf apparently decided treating Petra like she was beneath her notice was more humiliating than insults.  
 
    “Your women do you credit, John,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    “Thanks,” John said, returning the barb in the spirit it was given. The log beneath his ass felt hard and cold, which was just what he needed to deal with Nemissa. 
 
    The High Elf sighed. “I saved your life back in Heatherhill,” she said, pouting in a way that didn’t befit a creature of her age and stature. “I’m not saying you owe me or anything like that, but you could be a little bit nicer when it comes to what I have to say. Seeing as I’ve already warned you once to your benefit.” 
 
    As much as he didn’t like Nemissa Forestbane, John had to inwardly admit that she had a point. Technically, he owed the High Elf for providing him a warning about the monster lurking beneath the illusion of the town. Even if it had been a very late warning, and likely only given for her own devices. 
 
    “Very well,” John said, wishing the apparition could magic him up a mug of ale. “I’m willing to listen to what you have to say, Nemissa. As are my companions—though their tongues may be quite a bit sharper than what you’re used to.” 
 
    Nemissa gave an acid smile at that. “Good. Firstly, I have a few things to show you. Observe.” 
 
    With that, the shade of Nemissa rose and strode to the fire. At a snap of her fingers, spectral flames roared to life in the emptied pit, filling the clearing with light but no heat.  
 
    Deep within the flames, images began to coalesce, until John and the others felt as if they were staring into a makeshift Seeker Glass Nemissa had conjured. 
 
    “While you were out nearly losing your neck in Heatherhill, the groups of peasants you and Fiona split into squads have been busy.”  
 
    The scene resolved to a forest glen with a farm in front of it, a half-dozen riders rode unhurried down the lane. John recognized the men in front as some of those he’d sent from Vismuth. In their wake was a wagon heavily laden with goods. A farmer and his wife rode in the front, their oxen pulling the cart. 
 
    “That’s Clarkson’s Farm,” Fiona said. Her words assured John that what he was seeing was actually real, not some phantom Nemissa had conjured. “Looks like Old Clarkson and his wife looted their own storehouses before they headed back to Vismuth. Good. We’re going to need that grain.” 
 
    “They’re not the only ones,” Nemissa informed the group. “All around the countryside, refugees are flocking to Vismuth. Let me show you…” 
 
    The scene changed a half-dozen times, showing more farms, hamlets, and small villages dotted through the woods on the border of the Deadlands. Each time, Fiona correctly identified both the place and the group she’d sent from Vismuth, validating Nemissa’s vision as the truth. 
 
    “Are all of these groups heading back to Vismuth?” Emily asked, her eyes going wide as she did a bit of mental arithmetic. “That’s a lot of people, Fiona. I didn’t realize this region had such a high population…” 
 
    “I did,” Fiona replied. “I’d expected perhaps a third of the farms in this area to accompany our people back to Vismuth. The local farmers are stubborn, individualistic people, not given to turning tail and running when the going gets tough. I hadn’t counted on nearly everyone deciding to take refuge in my village…” 
 
    “There’s a reason for that,” Nemissa said with a smug little smile. “Would you like to see it?” 
 
    “Yes,” John said, cutting off any of his women before they could say something snide in return. “I appreciate this information, Nemissa. Thank you for sharing it.” 
 
    “Why, John Devonte!” The shade’s expression filled with shock. “You can be a gentleman sometimes! Just for that, I won’t even make you beg.” 
 
    Nemissa waved her arms, manipulating the shape of the spectral flames in the campfire. Now the scene changed to a hillside overlooking the valley, with the Deadlands far off in the distance. Less impressive than the landscape, however, was the army of figures in burnished bronze armor staring across the valley, with a man like a giant at their head.  
 
    He was so large and imposing that he seemed to block out the sun itself, his massive helm carved in the shape of a thousand writhing snakes. Far behind him, mages in golden robes conjured spectral dragons over the hillside, which flew back and forth in formation over the assembly. 
 
    Fiona gasped at the implications of what they were seeing first. “By the Gods.” Her eyes widened. “The Draconic Emperor didn’t just send a squadron to pacify the Deadlands. He brought an entire bloody army!” 
 
    “That,” John said, leaning in to peer at the lead figure, “must be this Lord Jagannath I’ve heard so much about.” 
 
    “Indeed it is!” Nemissa looked pleased, like a teacher with a particularly bright pupil. “When he was chosen for the Draconic Emperor’s mission, Lord Jagannath rode to his own demesne and summoned his mages. Along with every spare man he could afford to bring with him on his crusade.” She pursed her lips. “Lord Jagannath takes the Draconic Emperor’s commands very seriously.” 
 
    “Even more seriously than most,” Aoryl said dryly. Even through her shield of humor, however, John could see she was terrified. “That’s not a small team sent to accomplish a mission, my lord. That’s an occupying force.” 
 
    John could see the pieces clicking together in front of him. The picture they formed was one he didn’t like one bit. “Now I understand why all the farmers and villagers are on the run.” 
 
    Nemissa’s shade was already nodding. “News of the Draco King’s arrival has outrun his army. His ravens fly to the borders of the Deadlands, and scouts report his forces growing closer by the day. He’s slowed down now, conducting a survey of the landscape before he decides where to spend his forces. He might not come himself, choosing to simply send a Wyrm Lord, but such beings would still outmatch you.” 
 
    “Those farmers are caught between a beast and a blade,” John surmised. “Right now, the barrier around Vismuth looks like the only safe place in the whole world to these people.” He swallowed hard. “Except, I’m not there to conjure it.” 
 
    “Let’s head back,” Petra said quickly. “Heatherhill was our mission, and we showed up too late to do anything but avenge the dead. So we get back to Vismuth as quick as we can and save the day.” 
 
    “I concur, my lord,” Aoryl said smoothly. “We should turn back and prepare to confront this Lord Jagannath. Possibly we can engage him in some manner of diplomacy, or Fiona can. The man can’t be a total zealot.” 
 
    “There are lots of things he can and can’t be,” Nemissa said smugly. “And I doubt Fiona would get very far with our Lord Jagannath.” 
 
    John rose from his seat. “You warned us about Jagannath. That’s much appreciated. We’ll head back to Vismuth by the quickest road, and warn the people before his arrival—” 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt,” Nemissa said, not looking sorry in the least. “But that’s no longer possible.” 
 
    John was caught flat footed. “What? Why?” 
 
    Even as he asked it, the scene in the fire pit began to dissolve. Nemissa stoked the spectral flames higher, conjuring a new vision for them to feast upon. As unpleasant as the last one had been, this was far worse. 
 
    Beastmen. Not dozens of them, the way Lord Jagannath’s lieutenants had been arrayed upon the hill, but a horde large enough to devour cities. Thousands upon thousands. The creatures spread like an inky black stain across the landscape, Nemissa’s vision having to soar higher and higher into the air just to keep all of them visible. 
 
    Then Nemissa clapped her hands, and the fire vanished. 
 
    “That,” she spoke into the silence of its absence, “is what lies between you and Vismuth.” 
 
    John and Aoryl shared a look. The elf looked stricken, as if this had been what she’d feared the whole time they were speaking with Nemissa. The rest of his group stared into the embers of the dead fire, quietly contemplating what it would be like to try and break through that horde. 
 
    “Vismuth,” Emily said, making the word a strangled cry. “It’s trapped! Stuck between a horde of beastmen and Lord Jagannath’s mages.” 
 
    “Like an anvil before the hammer,” Petra said fiercely, showing her teeth. “They’ll be smashed to pieces, John! We have to do something!” 
 
    Indeed they did. But what? If the path was truly blocked, as Nemissa told them, then there was no way to retrace their steps back to Vismuth. Not before Lord Jagannath arrived in the town, at any rate. Once that happened, they’d no longer have any ability to sway the course of future events. 
 
    John stared into the dirt where the visions had formed, thinking.  
 
    Finally, he spoke, “You must have a reason for showing me all these things.” His gaze rose to Nemissa. “Unless you merely wish to taunt me—which I suppose is possible—you’ve warned me of all this for a reason. I’d like to know what that reason is.” 
 
    Nemissa looked at John like he was finally asking the right questions. “You have no reason to trust me. I know that. Just as I know I have no reason to trust you. There is no love lost between us, Devonte. But the True Dragon must ascend. Nothing else matters if you’re not where you need to be when the time comes, John. Which means both of us need to put our personal animus behind us if we’re going to get you to Vismuth.” 
 
    “So there is a way,” John said. Relief thrummed in his veins, as rapid as his pulse. 
 
    The High Elf scoffed. “Of course there is. You’re not going to like it, though.” 
 
    John had been under no illusions that he would. “As long as it gets us where we need to be in time to raise that barrier,” he said, shaking his head. “We both know any plans we’ve made will come to ruin if I don’t get it up in time.” 
 
    “How many women have heard you say that?” Nemissa asked with a smug little twist of her lips. “Well, no matter. Observe.” 
 
    The High Elf clapped her hands once more. This time, a beam of brilliant white light erupted from her outstretched palms, soaring across the forest like an arrow in flight. It arced over the stream, sailing out until it struck a spot in the hills a few miles away, where the trees were thickest. 
 
    “That’s where you need to go,” Nemissa said, nodding. 
 
    “That’s the exact opposite direction,” Petra protested. The blacksmith’s daughter lifted her hammer, having apparently forgotten she could do no physical damage to the shade. “What game are you playing at, Forestbane?” 
 
    Nemissa was already shaking her head.  “No games, child. Only a way for you and your party to do what needs to be done. Up near the top of that hill, right at the point I have indicated, is a mansion.” 
 
    Aoryl did a double-take at this.  
 
    Something about what Nemissa is saying has Aoryl perturbed, John thought, watching her shift nervously from one foot to the other. I’ll have to ask her about it later. 
 
    “A mansion,” John said. “In the middle of the forest?” 
 
    Nemissa flashed a secretive smile. “It belongs to a former… devotee of mine,” she explained, looking firmly pleased by this knowledge. “A woman named Fringilla, a collector of things strange and macabre. She served me well, once upon a time, but no longer. Yet she owes me a favor. And no matter how long it has been since last we met, a favor to Nemissa Forestbane is not a favor easily forgotten.” 
 
    John didn’t bother asking how they could be sure this Fringilla person would do them a favor. He got the impression pissing off Nemissa was the last thing they’d want to do, whether they were free of her or not.  
 
    “Your favor will be to have her open her doors to us,” he guessed. “I’m sure her hospitality is fine, Nemissa, but it won’t get us past the beastmen.” 
 
    “I’m getting to that part. One of the devices my former protégé took with her when she left my service is something called a Shadowstepper. I’m certain none of you save for Aoryl will have heard of such a thing, but it’s capable of sending a person over quite long distances —like the legendary pair of seven-league boots. It lies in the bowels of her manor, and should you demand in the name of Nemissa Forestbane to use it, Fringilla will have no choice but to allow you access.” 
 
    There was no chance it would be that easy. But John nodded all the same. He’d figure out the details once they mattered.  
 
    “It sounds like a better plan than fighting our way through a horde of beastmen,” he admitted. 
 
    “Quite. Use the Shadowstepper to come to me, John Devonte. I’m waiting for you, in the heart of the Deadlands. Together, we can fulfill your true destiny!” 
 
    John made a face. “The Deadlands? I intend to use your shadowstepper to go back to Vismuth, High Elf.” 
 
    Nemissa scoffed like she couldn’t believe he’d be so silly. “The beastmen don’t matter,” she explained patiently. “All that matters is that you come to me, John. I won’t even take your little pets from you—I like that you have so many of them.” 
 
    “Thanks for the offer,” John said. “But given that you’re, as you said, an inchoate spirit, I suppose you can’t stop me from doing what I want anyway.” 
 
    Irritation flashed across Nemissa’s face. “You think you can save them!?” the High Elf said incredulously. “Lord Jagannath is merely the tip of the spear, John. The Draconic Emperor has become aware of the Deadlands for the first time in centuries. Doors that have remained shut for as long as the Empire existed are beginning to open again, and if the right man steps through, he can change the world to suit his whim!” 
 
    “I’ll come to that door when I get to it,” John shot back. “If I get to it. Right now, we have some people to save. I’d appreciate you letting us get to it.” 
 
    John didn’t think he’d ever had the opportunity to see an elf so offended.  
 
    “Very well,” Nemissa said after a pause, puffing herself up with vanity. “I can’t force you, as you’ve said. But you’ll regret this, John Devonte. Mark my words—you should have come running to me when you had the chance…!” 
 
    The spirit faded away, leaving John and his party around an empty campfire. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    John and his party were halfway to their destination when the landscape began to change. 
 
    There’d been a slight argument before they’d set out toward Nemissa’s much vaunted manor in the woods, namely regarding whether or not they should go at all. Fiona, Emily, and Petra all voiced their doubts as to whether they could trust Nemissa Forestbane—doubts which John easily agreed he had, as well. But he didn’t see that they had any other options. John might not have trusted Nemissa as far as he could throw her, but he knew she wasn’t lying about the horde of beastmen between them and Vismuth.  
 
    The only way to get back in time, before Vismuth was destroyed, was to use the shadowstepper. 
 
    So it was with great unease that the group packed up and headed into the wilderness. The remains of a broken path lay on the opposite side of the stream, leading into the hills, and John followed it with the women fanned out around him in formation. Eventually they had to move in a single file, as the underbrush became thicker and thornier the deeper they got into the forest. 
 
    Even though it was midday, the sun could hardly be seen. Through the thick canopy of trees, only a wan, dim light managed to penetrate all the way to the forest floor. John was used to seeing odd flora and fauna in such dark, dank spaces. But the weirdness suffusing  these woods went far beyond natural oddness. 
 
    It started out slowly enough. John stepped over a mossy log, issuing a warning to the women behind him to be careful around it, when a tendril of something green and filled with ichor crunched beneath his feet. The resulting spray nearly ate through John’s boot, and forced the group to navigate far off the trail to avoid any other unfortunate accidents. 
 
    Shortly after that, Aoryl spoke up. “The closer we get to this manor, the more cautious we need to be,” she informed the group during a short break. “Don’t touch anything. My former Mistress once warned me this part of the forest changed greatly once Fringilla left her service and took up living here.” 
 
    “You seem to know a lot about this Fringilla,” John said, peering up the path. Long strings of something darkly purple hung from the branches of the nearby trees, looking almost alive. “Who was she, exactly? Did you and she ever work together?” 
 
    Aoryl looked offended by the question. “No, never,” she said, standing up a little straighter. “She was my predecessor. Fringilla called Nemissa her Mistress long before I did, though she’d been out of the Forestbane’s service for years before I came along.” A faint smile lit up her features. “Nemissa once told me that she’d sworn off taking apprentices after what happened with Fringilla, but once she found me in the forest, everything changed.” 
 
    “It certainly did,” John agreed. “How worried do we need to be about Fringilla? I’m assuming things didn’t go well between her and your old Mistress, considering she no longer works for her.” 
 
    A flush rose to Aoryl’s cheeks. “Fringilla’s feelings toward Nemissa are complicated,” she said, her words strangely hesitant. “While I was Nemissa’s apprentice for many years, I never had a physical relationship with my Mistress. Fringilla did. A quite intimate one, from what Nemissa told me a time or two when she’d had too much to drink.” 
 
    The revelation froze John in his tracks. “So she’s Nemissa’s ex-lover,” he realized. 
 
    “Oh great,” Emily groaned. “That bitch Forestbane sent us to her ex’s house to ask her for a fucking favor?” 
 
    “It was likely her only option,” Aoryl explained. “Nemissa does not have many friends left in this part of the world. Certainly none with a shadowstepper to lend, or with the power to send us either to the Deadlands or to Vismuth. Even someone as powerful as my former Mistress is limited by the people they surround themselves with.” 
 
    A good lesson for John to remember. The implication wasn’t lost on him.  
 
    “Alright,” he said, “so things are going to be thorny when we get there. What kind of magic does this Fringilla have at her beck and call?” 
 
    Does she have the ability to obliterate all of us? Was the question he’d wanted to ask. 
 
    The corners of Aoryl’s mouth turned downward. “Just look around you,” she said, gesturing at the dark forest which surrounded them. “This place is Fringilla’s power.” 
 
    It didn’t take long before John understood what she meant. 
 
    The further they traveled into the forest, the more distorted their surroundings became. Rather than being strange outliers in the forest, the green tendrils full of messy ichor became the norm. Strange fungus and lichens spread between the trees like a thick, alien rug, so deep that John had to turn Aoryl into Wargear at one point and use a wave of force to carve a path to continue moving forward. 
 
    “This certainly doesn’t look like we’re in civilization any longer,” John muttered, using his claymore to cut a path through the underbrush.  
 
    What he didn’t say was that the forest around them no longer looked like the world he knew at all. It felt as if they’d stepped through a magical portal and arrived on some other world. 
 
    The sense of unreality deepened when John came upon the first mushroom. Ten feet tall and covered in fungal fringes, it stood between two half-decayed trees as if demanding it had just as much right to be there as they did.  
 
    When the party walked beneath it, John swore the fringes began to wriggle and writhe, stretching out toward them like fingers. They quickened their steps and moved on, only to find more mushrooms in the path. 
 
    The ground sloped sharply upward beneath their heels. Even trees were becoming rare at this point—the natural foliage of the forest was being replaced right before their eyes, stolen away by more of the tall, hideous mushrooms. Thin ones, thick ones, fat ones with rolls around them like a baker who ate too many of his own creations—they studded the landscape, forming a forest that had no trees to speak of. A green mist covered the marshy ground, ankle-deep wherever John and his party walked. 
 
    When they finally found the manor, it took some time before John and his women recognized it for what it was. It stood upon four massive, trunk-like legs, one at each corner of the building, and fungus had covered it to such an extent that it looked like a sort of mushroom that had decided to change its own architecture. Mottled white and green splotches covered the walls, dotted here and there with thick vines of garish, technicolor hues. 
 
    Give a child every conceivable shade of paint, John thought, staring up at the manor, a brush, and a canvas the size of a house. The mess they make could be nowhere near as colorful as this. 
 
    “Is this it?” John asked, pausing before the front of the structure. For all the color used to adorn the manor, the ground around it was a soupy gray filled with fog and unnamable things. A smell like rotting meat hung in the air, leaving John’s nostrils feel as if they’d been singed. “Tell me this isn’t our destination, Aoryl. Tell me this is the lair of some monstrous, psychotic beast…” 
 
    “It very well may be,” Aoryl said dryly. Then the elf gestured at the trees. “Forestbane has lit our way. The beacon points here, John.” 
 
    She was right. Though very little light was able to penetrate through the treetops, the High Elf’s magical beacon was made of sterner stuff. It touched the side of the massive fungal building and glowed in a way that had nothing to do with the swamp gasses surrounding them all. This was the manor, alright. 
 
    Gods help them all. 
 
    “Let’s find this shadowstepper as quickly as possible, then,” John said, wiping a piece of fungus from the sleeve of his jacket. “I don’t want to spend any more time in this place than what’s strictly necessary.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” Emily hugged herself, a disgusted look on her face. “I feel like I’m catching an exotic disease just looking at this place.” 
 
    Petra chuckled at that. “I don’t know,” the blacksmith said, sticking out her bottom lip as she appraised the structure. “It’s colorful, at least. Couldn’t say that about any of the buildings in Heatherhill…” 
 
    “It’s also not on fire,” Fiona said, her arms crossed beneath her breasts. “You couldn’t say that about the buildings in Heatherhill, either.” 
 
    She had them there. John was still trying to get used to Fiona’s new look. The woman’s clothes no longer fit properly after her transformation, so Aoryl and Emily had used a needle, some thread, and a bit of ambition to try and make her more comfortable until they could procure her a new wardrobe.  
 
    Apparently, they’d decided a more risque cut was better than one that wasn’t risque enough, because they’d practically cut Fiona’s staid outfit into tatters. She looked amazing, to be sure, but her clothing didn’t give her much practical coverage out in nature. In a fight, it would be even worse for everything besides distracting the enemy. 
 
    “Everyone stay close,” John said, taking his steps slower the closer they came to the building. “There’s no telling what we might run into inside this place.” 
 
    Between the pillars holding the manor over the swampy ground, a narrow set of stairs had been carved into the stone. They extended with no handholds on either side, giving the impression they’d just been left there unfinished by some craftsman. Several of the stairs were cracked and shot through by fungal plants, which prompted John to warn the women to watch their footing as they made their way up. 
 
    John found himself before an enormous door. To his surprise, it was totally free of the plant matter and fungus that had colonized the rest of the area. The sight of an ordinary wooden door seemed so strange after the weirdness he’d been wading through that it caught him off-guard.  
 
    A knocker in the shape of a skull hung from the center of the wooden pane. John took it and rapped three times, sharply, dreading what he might or might not hear from inside. 
 
    “Just a moment!” The voice that issued from within was human, if a little too gurgling for John’s liking. “Still yourselves, travelers! Lotho is coming for you!” 
 
    “Lotho?” John asked, glancing over his shoulder at Aoryl. The elven woman shook her head, having no more idea than him who that name might refer to. “Fringilla wasn’t known to have any partners when she worked for Nemissa.” 
 
    “Other than Nemissa,” Petra said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    Just then, the door opened. The foyer within was dimly lit and smelled so deeply of fungus that John had to fight the urge to turn away and cover his mouth with the hem of his shirt. A light flared to life within, bathing the stones in a wan, ethereal glow. 
 
    “Visitors,” the man hissed. “Many visitors! The Mistress won’t like this, no, not at all…” 
 
    John stared at the man. At first, he thought he was looking at a boy, a youth not old enough to grow whiskers, then he realized the servant standing in the doorway was merely very short. Perhaps earlier in life he’d been as tall as a normal man, but his back arched sickeningly into a hideous hump, nearly folding him in two. His leather clothing was ill-fitting and covered in patches of fungus, some of which spread onto his hands and face. One of his eyes drooped like a man who’d had a stroke, though when he smiled at them, it was even on both sides. 
 
    “You must be Lotho,” John said, matching the piteous figure with the words spoken from the other side of the door. “This manor belongs to Fringilla, does it not? This ‘Mistress’ you’re talking about?” 
 
    He shouldn’t have expected sense from the man. Lotho shook his bedraggled head back and forth, looking at each member of his party in turn like he couldn’t count that high. “Too many visitors! The Omphalos will hate it! The Mistress will not allow you to walk our halls!” 
 
    Better to handle this before the creature had a meltdown.  
 
    “We’re here to see your Mistress,” John explained, putting a hand on the claymore stretched across his back. This servant seemed like he’d be unable to kill a fly successfully, but looks could be deceiving—particularly in this part of the world. “We mean you no harm. We simply wish to talk with Fringilla.” 
 
    The servant looked to be on the verge of slamming the door on their face when Aoryl stepped forward. “We come in the name of Nemissa Forestbane,” the elf explained, crossing her arms over her chest with a sharp look. “She wishes to call in the favor your Mistress owes her, and in doing so square things between them at long last.” 
 
    The servant’s one good eye widened to almost twice its former size. “The Forestbane!?” he gasped, looking at Aoryl like she was a figure from his darkest nightmares. “Oh, woe be upon our heads! The Mistress will not like any of this at all!” 
 
    “Your Mistress doesn’t have to like it,” John growled, unconsciously emulating Nemissa herself. “She just has to open her home to us and grant a smidgeon of hospitality. Trust me, Lotho, we won’t be here long. We have no more desire to trouble you than you do to have us beyond your doors.” 
 
    The man shook himself. Gradually, he seemed to come to a decision. Like a man who’d resolved to do a greatly unpleasant task, he grabbed a torch from the wall and turned toward the interior. 
 
    “Come along,” Lotho said, so brusquely that it bordered on an insult. “I shall have to explain all of this to the Mistress. Oh, Lotho will be in so much trouble, yes he will! He has brought danger to the house of the Mistress…!” 
 
    Then the man shuffled off into the darkness with his strange, almost inhuman steps. 
 
    John watched him go, weighing his options. “I don’t like this at all,” he said, peering into the dark manor. “Maybe we ought to try our luck with the beastmen.” 
 
    Aoryl stepped around John, giving him a baleful look. “We’ve come this far,” she said firmly. “The shadowstepper lies within. Now that we’ve trekked all this way through the forest, it would be foolish to turn around.” 
 
    “I agree with the elf,” Fiona said, the steely firmness of her tone at odds with her youthful voice. “I don’t relish the thought of getting that ichor all over my clothing. Though you might like it if I had to make the second half of our journey in the nude.” 
 
    Now that was a thought. “Fine,” John said. “But we get out of here as quickly as possible.” 
 
    Together, the group entered the manor of Fringilla and Lotho. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Considering the strangeness they’d waded through in order to reach the manor, John thought he’d grown used to strangeness. It took less than a dozen strides into Fringilla’s home to realize how wrong he was. 
 
    Whoever had designed the manor must certainly have been a madman.  
 
    As Lotho led them into the receiving room of the manor, John saw stairwells sticking out in random directions, covered in patches of red fungus. It could have been a trick of the dim light, but he could have sworn he saw the fungus move as they walked. 
 
    The air within stank of rot and decay, like a flooded building that had been poorly remediated. When he glanced over his shoulder, he saw Emily and Petra both holding their noses with disgusted looks.  
 
    Their boots sank into the carpet as they walked, the floorboards spongy and all too giving beneath their heels. It did nothing to ease John’s fears that this building was a living thing—and that they were walking into its stomach. 
 
    Lotho led them to a room better cared for than most of the rest, where the triumph of the fungus had not yet been total. The servant lit the fireplace, then shuffled toward a door in the rear of the chamber, hidden between two moss-stained tapestries.  
 
    “I will bring the Mistress,” he announced in a too-loud voice, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    “Don’t sit down,” Aoryl immediately said. “That couch isn’t safe.” 
 
    John hadn’t been planning to in any case, but his curiosity had been piqued. He leaned in, peering into the darkness between the cushions. A black stain had spread across the seats of the couch, crusting and flaking almost like blood— 
 
    The black stain moved. Okay, that was not blood. It was far worse. 
 
    “Everyone stay right where you are,” John said, straightening up. “Gods only know what kind of traps there are in this place. The whole thing feels alive, like it’s the maw of some great creature that lives in the woods….” 
 
    He had hoped that his companions would laugh at such a flight of fancy. But Aoryl looked around the room thoughtfully, considering his words.  
 
    “It’s not beyond Fringilla’s power to enchant some beast,” she said, running her fingers over the speckled wallpaper. “Though if she had, I wonder if she’d be able to control it for this long…” 
 
    Aoryl’s musings were cut off by the same door Lotho had slammed opening back up. The man stood at the side of the doorway, looking chastened as he guided a slender figure into the receiving room. 
 
    “The Lady Fringilla,” Lotho cried in a reedy voice. As quickly as he was able, the man withdrew, leaving them with the Mistress of the Manor herself. 
 
    John could hardly see her face. Fringilla wore a long cloak with a hood, which wrapped around her body as tightly as a corpse’s shroud. Unlike him or his companions, she showed no fear of the couch sitting by the fireplace. She sat down primly, then pulled back her hood to reveal the face of a middle-aged woman, covered here and there with patches of that same red, ruddy fungus that grew all over the place. Her eyes were a piercing violet that fixed John to the spot. 
 
    Fringilla sized John up, then moved her gaze to his companions. “You come in the name of Nemissa Forestbane,” the woman spat, literally spitting the words onto the carpet next to her. Her saliva sank into the floor and disappeared, as if it had been consumed by the house itself. “Which would make you her new plaything, I think.” 
 
    “I am no plaything,” John said, his hackles rising at the sight of the strange woman. “My name is John Devonte. I’ve come from the town of Vismuth, which is under attack by forces from the Deadlands—” 
 
    “I know who you are,” Fringilla said, chuckling to herself. “And you shouldn’t be afraid of what’s coming out of the Deadlands, John Devonte. You should fear what travels to the Deadlands.” 
 
    That could only mean one thing. “Lord Jagannath?” 
 
    Fringilla looked as if she’d never heard the name. She shrugged expansively, shaking the robe that hung around her shoulders. Only now did John realize it wasn’t a robe at all—it was some kind of chitin, like the covering around an insect’s eggs. An ootheca. Which had always turned his stomach. 
 
    Fringilla smiled as if she could read his thoughts and knew his disgust. “Many seek the treasure at the heart of the Deadlands,” she explained in a bored tone, as if her new visitors disappointed her. “The Omphalos is ever hungry for travelers, as it remembers its past much better than those who walk the earth calling themselves historians. It longs for the glory of bygone days, even if such glory be reflected and distorted.” 
 
    Omphalos. John had heard that word before, from Lotho.  
 
    “Your servant says the Omphalos will be angry with me,” John said, wondering what the word meant. 
 
    Fringilla sneered at that. “Lotho should not have thoughts of his own,” the dainty woman said, crossing one leg over the other beneath the ootheca. At least John hoped it was a leg. “I’ve tried my best to cure him of that, but the man remains stubbornly sentient. Alas, perhaps one day I’ll have the perfect servant I dream of.” 
 
    “That sounds hideous,” Fiona said, making no effort to hide her disgust at Fringilla’s words. 
 
    Another shrug. “Life here is delightfully unlivable, rejuvenated. Your bondage to your Dragon-charged man blinds you to that reality, but it will creep up on you soon enough. No, the Omphalos is not angry with you, John Devonte. It longs for the same thing your companions do.” A smug smile spread across her face. “To be penetrated.” 
 
    John let that remark lie. “What is this Omphalos?” he asked, wondering how any of this related to the shadowstepper he needed to get back to Vismuth. For now, he was willing to entertain Fringilla in her madness—but soon, they’d need to get moving. 
 
    A sad look spread across the woman’s face. “The navel of the world.” She gestured at the fungus-stained walls around her as if they were the splendid buttresses of a palace. “Long before the Deadlands became dead, John Devonte, this was the center of industry and culture for the entire world. People traveled from every nation to visit the Omphalos, carrying their dreams along with them. Some longed to be famous, some to be rich. Others merely to be respected in their fields, to be able to make the art they saw when they closed their eyes at night. So long ago…” 
 
    The way Fringilla spoke of it made it sound as if she’d experienced such things firsthand. Although that was impossible. That would have made this woman sitting before him thousands of years old, and so powerful that she never would have indentured herself to a creature like Nemissa Forestbane. 
 
    “All that died with the coming of the Draconic Emperor,” Fringilla said, her tone filling with sudden bitterness. “His dream was stronger than all the rest. It lives still, dominating all the rest. Until very, very recently.” 
 
    Her words didn’t make any sense to John, but when Aoryl heard them she gasped. “Fringilla,” the elven woman said, taking a step toward the figure on the couch. “Are you saying the Draconic Emperor was born in the Omphalos?” 
 
    The dainty woman smiled, the line looking like a scar across her fungus-stained face. “Few were born in that city,” she explained, taking pleasure in every word. “But our divine Draconic Emperor, may his deathless name reign for a thousand years, was one of those rare few. Long may the city that birthed him rue the day he was born, hahaha…” 
 
    Pieces snapped together in John’s brain. “The Draconic Emperor is the reason the Deadlands are dead,” he said, the answer so plain before his face that even Lotho could have seen it. “He killed his homeland in order to gain his power. Didn’t he?” 
 
    Fringilla looked as if she’d only now realized she’d said too much. “Why don’t you tell me why you’re here?” she snapped, leaning against the back of the couch like she could sink into it and disappear. “Long have I owed Nemissa Forestbane a favor. Nothing would please me more than finally evening the score with that dread bitch.” 
 
    John sensed an entire ocean of hurt behind those words. No doubt Fringilla would gladly pontificate at length about Nemissa’s failings and frailties—but doing so would take up most of the day. The army of beastmen was already on the move, and Lord Jagannath would be arriving at Vismuth any day now.  
 
    If he hadn’t already. 
 
    “We’ve come for the shadowstepper,” John said, bracing himself for the woman’s reaction. “We need to get back to Vismuth in a hurry, and there’s a horde of beastmen between us and our destination—” 
 
    His words were cut off by laughter. 
 
    Fringilla clutched the folds of her ootheca, her face as mirthful as a painted doll designed to show an eternal smile to a child. Her laughter rattled from her like a bag of old bones being shaken, sending a chill down the spines of every person watching her in that faded, fungus-filled room. 
 
    “You want the shadowstepper?” Fringilla wiped a tear from her eyes. “Best of luck to you, John Devonte. Of course you may have it. You merely have to find it first.” 
 
    John felt his expression collapse. “You’ve lost it?” 
 
    “Lost?” Now Fringilla looked confused. “Oh, you don’t understand the facts of life here at our manor. I see. No wonder Nemissa Forestbane sent you to me. You’re like suckling babes, trying to eat your way out of the womb—” 
 
    “Tell me where the shadowstepper is,” John said harshly. He didn’t want to hear any more of the perversities and complaints Fringilla was capable of producing. 
 
    In response, the slender woman gestured vaguely behind her. “Somewhere within the manor,” she whispered, rolling her eyes. “Gods only know where. Ever since the Rust took hold, the floor plan has ceased to be stable.” 
 
    “Rust?” John asked. 
 
    “You see it all around you,” Fringilla said, nodding at a nearby wall. “The fungus, the red crust that covers everything—the people who once lived in this swamp called it the Rust. It is alive, and it exists not only in our dimension but in several, simultaneously. It shifts the world around it, twisting my home into a manor of infinite forms. Why, I can hardly find a place to lay my head at night!” 
 
    John stared at the woman in confusion. If what she said was true, then their quest to find the shadowstepper and making their way back to Vismuth could take just as much time as fighting through the beastmen.  
 
    “That makes no sense,” John said, peering at the strange woman. “You’re telling me you don’t even know where your own room is?” 
 
    Suddenly Fringilla seemed very, very tired. Either that or she was over their audience—she’d grown tired with them, not exhausted.  
 
    “Perhaps Lotho can show you the way,” she said, pointing feebly back in the direction of the hallway. “He’s undoubtedly been to the Terminal Chamber a time or two in his travels. He may even be able to journey through the Rust without incident. I would ask him, but as I said: I have no interest in the thoughts of my servants. Just their loyalty.” 
 
    “I think you’re mad,” Emily said, sizing the woman up frankly. “I think you just don’t want to tell us where you stashed your Mistress’s teleportation device.” 
 
    A sickly smile spread across Fringilla’s face. “Then it should be easy enough for you to find it, shouldn’t it?” She cackled, though little more than wheezing sounds issued from her throat within a few moments. The wet squelching sounds coming from her chest made John think uncomfortably about his women in the bedroom. “Best of luck, little girl. You and your party will need it…” 
 
    Fringilla’s words trailed off then, as the woman seemed to suddenly shrink. She laid back against the fungus-covered couch, sighing into the chitinous folds of her ootheca, her body diminishing. Within moments, Fringilla was the color of a winter morning, gray and unthreatening. 
 
    A piece of her flaked off and blew away on a phantom wind, turning to dust within moments. 
 
    “That,” Fiona said, looking at the wreck of the woman, “is damned disturbing.” 
 
    “Agreed,” John said.  
 
    He hadn’t felt right since they’d arrived at the manor, and each passing moment seemed to reveal some new strangeness about the place in which they’d found themselves. The mistress of the manor was merely one part of it.  
 
    “Let’s find that servant. I want to hop in the shadowstepper as soon as possible and put this place behind us all.” 
 
    They left the desiccated body of Fringilla behind, vines of fungus already reclaiming her corpse. Though it looked to all the world as if she’d expired, John had no illusions that the Mistress of this manor was dead. No doubt this was another of Fringilla’s tricks. Or the body they’d seen was no more real than the ootheca that surrounded it—just another carapace, a false front to startle her new visitors. 
 
    Lotho waited just beyond the door. He gave a start as John stepped out into the hall, and instantly he knew the little man had been listening at the keyhole, while they conversed with his Mistress. 
 
    “I suppose you heard her instructions,” John said, trying not to touch the walls. 
 
    Lotho nodded. “I’m to take you to the Terminal Chamber,” he said, imbuing the words with capital letters the same way Fringilla had. “It moves around quite a bit—wriggles like an eel, that one does! But old Lotho can find the way for you, young Master. Yes, now that you have the Mistress’s blessing, I’m happy to serve you in any way you desire…” 
 
    John tried not to think about what other effects the ‘blessing’ of Fringilla might have upon him and his party. “My only command to you is to lead us to the shadowstepper as quickly as possible,” he said, peering down the hallway. “So get to it, little man.” 
 
    With a rattling chuckle, Lotho hustled off into the darkness. John and his party followed, heading deeper into the fungal manor of the hideous Fringilla. 
 
    John no longer wondered why Nemissa Forestbane had released this creature from her service. He only hoped that he, too, would be able to put her behind him and his group without incident. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, this is all wrong,” Aoryl said, holding a glowing palm before her face. “We just passed this painting two hallways ago. We’ve turned ourselves around again…” 
 
    Though it couldn’t have been more than fifteen minutes since they’d left the wreck of Fringilla and her strange carapace, it felt to John like he’d been spelunking in the depths of the Manor for hours. And spelunking was truly what it was, for the dimensions of the building Lotho led them through defied both basic mathematics and good sense. 
 
    At first, the place had seemed ordinary enough. The hallways stretched on, curving in on themselves at angles with a gentle swell of rot and decay. Lotho had taken them through dozens of the things, moving so swiftly that it appeared the strangeness of the place bothered the servant not at all. John wished he could share in Lotho’s enthusiasm, but that would likely mean he’d have to share in the little man’s other qualities as well.  
 
    He’d really rather not. 
 
    “Are you sure?” All the paintings looked the same to John.  
 
    The former masters of Fringilla’s Manor stared down at them from oil and canvas as they passed, fixing the group with perturbed expressions across the mists of time. Or maybe it was Fringilla’s family—John didn’t know and didn’t care to ask. The faces all looked the same, the manner of dress so strange that he wouldn’t have been shocked if he’d been told this clan came from another world. 
 
    Aoryl frowned. “As sure as I can be.” Her forehead wrinkled with worry as she looked up and down the hall. “How close are we to the Terminal Chamber, Lotho?” 
 
    To his credit, the servant had been nothing but helpful since their meeting with Fringilla. He walked with a spring in his step. He had even hummed a jaunty little tune a time or two as they made their way through the crumbling halls of the manor. Now, he turned around and grinned at them, his teeth the only thing visible in the darkness. 
 
    “Not far now,” Lotho said. “This is the longest hallway in the house.” 
 
    It certainly seemed so. John had lost track of how long they’d been walking without a single turn to the left or right.  
 
    The same maroon carpet stretched out beneath them, with the same table sporting a desiccated fern every few feet, as if copied endlessly by the hand of some insane god. John suddenly felt very tired, and like he wished he’d turned around when he had the chance. 
 
    “We’ve got to make it to the shadowstepper,” he reminded Lotho. “As long as we’re making progress in that direction, then lead the way, Lotho.” 
 
    The servant nodded, so rapidly it seemed as if his head might snap off of his neck. “Almost there, young Master!” the creature chortled, slinking deeper into the darkness. “We’re growing close to the Terminal Chamber now…!” 
 
    They didn’t make it much further, when Petra pushed toward the front of the group. She nudged John, frowning deeply as she ran her fingers over the dried leaves of one of the potted plants with a disgusted expression.  
 
    “I don’t like this one bit,” the blacksmith’s daughter said, her face filled with worry. 
 
    John kept his eyes on Lotho. The little man was almost so far ahead of them as to no longer be seen, and if they lost track of him, they’d truly be up a creek without a paddle.  
 
    “I don’t like it either,” John admitted. “But we’re in it too deep to back out now. I doubt we could find our way back to Fringilla’s chamber, in any case.” 
 
    “You could turn me into a shield,” Aoryl suggested from behind him. “And rip the walls down.” 
 
    A tempting thought. However, the further they walked through the Manor, the more loathe John was to consider it. The sensation that they were sinking further into the belly of some great dark beast hadn’t lessened after leaving Fringilla’s chambers—if anything, it was stronger than ever. John truly felt as if he’d stepped into another world: one whose rules were subject to change without reason or purpose. That frightened him more than he wanted to admit. 
 
    Stay strong, John told himself, marshaling his courage. Your women need you. Emily, Petra—even Fiona and Aoryl will lose their cool if you do. You have to be their leader. Their rock. 
 
    But their rock was feeling mighty unsteady. 
 
    The door snuck up on them before they knew it. Suddenly John was no longer peering into an endless gloom, but staring at a solid oak doorway, in front of which Lotho stood looking a bit lost. The same knocker John had seen on Fringilla’s front door hung from the center, its skull shape more worrying this deep into the Manor itself. 
 
    “This is… not what I expected,” Lotho admitted, cocking his head so far to the side John feared it might snap off. Where would they be then? “Perhaps the hallway has shifted. The long hallway always connects to the Terminal Chamber… it’s been one of the few constants of the Rust…” 
 
    “Perhaps it doesn’t like visitors,” Fiona said darkly. “I think you’d better activate your Wargear, John.” 
 
    The grotesque servant couldn’t have looked more horrified if John and his companions had suddenly burst into flame. “No! Don’t!” 
 
    Fiona frowned. “Why not?” she asked, crossing her arms beneath her perky breasts. 
 
    John answered before the servant could. “Because we’ve wandered inside of something alive, haven’t we?” he asked, fixing the little man with a glare that could have peeled paint. “And turning on my magic this far in would alert it in ways it hasn’t been alerted yet. It would mean terrible danger for all of us.” 
 
    “You said it,” Lotho hissed. “Not me!” 
 
    An unexpected surge of anger filled John’s chest. “Open the damned door,” he commanded the man, kicking at the bottom of the oaken frame. “Now!” 
 
    Lotho looked peeved, but did as John commanded.  
 
    On the other side of the door lay a hallway identical to the one they’d been walking through, with the same paintings on the wall and the same tables with their long-dead plants. Perhaps the fungus here was a little thicker, but that was all. 
 
    Fiona groaned. “It’s the same,” she said, clapping her forehead in a way that made her look as old as she was in truth. “It’s exactly the same.” 
 
    Lotho let out a burbling spurt of laughter. “This is the longest hallway in my Mistress’s house,” he said, like he’d quoted the words from some script. “Perhaps it’s grown even longer since the last time I came here!” 
 
    John looked forward, then backward. A seemingly endless expanse of decaying hallway stretched in either direction, and he didn’t feel like trying to retrace their steps.  
 
    “Let’s keep at it,” he told the group, hoping to dissuade their worries by staying in control. “There’s got to be an end to this. This Terminal Chamber has to be somewhere.” 
 
    “You have been to the Terminal Chamber, right?” Petra asked the servant sharply. 
 
    Lotho reacted as if he’d been struck. “Of course! How dare you accuse me of falsehood! My Mistress will hear of this—!” 
 
    “Your Mistress is rotting on a couch,” Emily said dryly. “Miles away, at that.” 
 
    “Oh, she can still hear you.” Lotho giggled, his one drooping eye looking this way and that. It reminded John of a cat pawing at dust motes, and made him wonder what that eye might be seeing that they couldn’t. “The Mistress is everywhere. She’s part of this Manor, just as it’s part of her. Infinity is contained within its walls! The Terminal Chamber is but a speck of dust in an endless ocean of discovery, which is but the smallest part of my Mistress’s Kingdom…!” 
 
    “Enough!” John roared. If he had to keep hearing the madman’s ravings, he might very well join him in his insanity soon enough. “Lead the way, damn it. We need to reach Vismuth before Lord Jagannath does.” 
 
    Thoughts of Vismuth steadied John. Inside that endless hallway, it had become hard to remember there was a Vismuth, or a Lord Jagannath, or a Draconic Empire. The Manor truly did seem infinite, as if it encompassed the entire world. Like everything John had ever seen or done was merely a single room within it, and the endless stretches of fungal hallways the true world that had always lain outside of his experience. 
 
    Lotho’s eyes narrowed. “Of course, young Master,” he said, stilling his tongue. “We wouldn’t want to be accused of reneging on a favor, no—of course we wouldn’t. To the heart of the Omphalos, and the center of the known universe. We shall take you wherever you wish to go!” 
 
    “We want the shadowstepper to go to Vismuth,” John said. 
 
    Lotho grinned. Then the little man took off with a surprising speed, slamming the door behind him as he ran. 
 
    Damn it! John grabbed the heavy knocker on the door and tugged, but the door refused to open. He heard faint laughter from the other side, fading swiftly as Lotho no doubt put as much distance as he could between himself and John’s group. 
 
    “He ran,” John spat, feeling absurdly betrayed. “Open the goddamn door, you little sneak!” 
 
    “At least he can’t hide,” Emily said dryly from John’s shoulder. “There’s only one hallway in this entire Manor. He’s got to be somewhere up ahead, right?” 
 
    Maybe. John didn’t want to think about what it would mean if he were wrong. “The door doesn’t want to open,” he growled.  
 
    He took a step back and delivered a mighty kick to the wood. Had this been a tavern in Vismuth or one of the outlying villagers, the door would have splintered to bits at that kick. This one refused to budge. 
 
    Suddenly there was a hand on John’s shoulder. “Step aside, my lord,” Aoryl said, sweetening her tone to take the sting out of the words. “Let me see if there’s something I can do to break the seal the manservant placed on this door…” 
 
    With a grunt, John stepped aside. His boots sank even deeper into the carpet than usual as he moved backward, the marshy floor covering squeaking beneath him. Without the lure of forward momentum to steady him, it was impossible not to notice how decayed and horrifying the world around him had become. 
 
    “This place is a fucking madhouse,” John said, feeling less in control of himself than he had at any time since traveling to the Empire’s border. “We can’t still be inside this Manor. We must have walked a mile down this hallway since we left Fringilla behind. The building can’t possibly be that large.” 
 
    “I’m working on it, my lord,” Aoryl said. Her soothing tone had the opposite effect of what she intended—the attempt to calm him down just made John angrier.  
 
    He felt like attacking the walls, of turning the elf into his shield and bashing her into the fungus-torn wallpaper until they broke through to the light of day. Only a great effort of will allowed him to hold himself back. 
 
    After trying several times without success to wedge her fingers in the door frame, Aoryl turned her attention to the skull-shaped knocker on the front. She passed her palm over it, her skin faintly glowing with magic. She let out a little ah sound when a responding flash came from the skull.  
 
    “It’s a spell,” she whispered. 
 
    “No shit it’s a spell,” Petra said, looking as nervous as John felt. “Every single thing in this fucking Manor is a spell. Fringilla’s probably not even a person at all, just some fucking spell Nemissa left behind to try and break our brains…” 
 
    Aoryl straightened up. “I want to try something,” she said, her voice firmer and more professional than before. “Could you summon Emily as your Wargear, my lord? Don’t use her, lest we upset the beast whose guts we’ve been wandering through for these last hours, but keep her at the ready in case she’s needed?” 
 
    The bow and the enchanted arrows. Yes. Holding those would make John feel more secure. They most certainly would. 
 
    “I can,” John said, reaching out to Emily. “You ready?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” Emily snorted. “I’ll be glad to no longer smell this place.”  
 
    White light already cascaded over her skin, breaking her silhouette into an inhuman form as she moved closer to John. By the time they touched, she was no longer a woman at all, but a tall longbow covered in runes. The Roc’s feather arrows lay in a quiver next to her, which John strapped to his back along with his two-handed claymore. 
 
    John notched an arrow to the bowstring and held it at the ready. The conjuring hadn’t changed the tenor or the size of the hallway in which they stood, which meant whatever they traveled through hadn’t noticed him summoning his Wargear. He’d like to keep it that way if at all possible. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” he asked Aoryl. 
 
    The elf gave the door a final once-over, then reached for the knocker. “Be ready for anything,” she whispered, glancing not just at him but at Fiona and Petra, too. “You have that hammer ready, just in case, child?” 
 
    “I’m not a child,” Petra growled, lifting the blacksmith’s hammer. “If something comes through that door, elf, it will be my pleasure to smash it to pieces.” 
 
    Aoryl nodded firmly. “Alright. Here we go.” 
 
    She rapped at the door once with the knocker, a hard and fast crack against the wood, then opened the door just as quickly. The fungus-covered hallway John expected to see when the door opened was nowhere to be found. Instead, what lay beyond the doorway was a massive stone cavern, filled with the sound of running water and dripping droplets. 
 
    John stared into the darkness, stunned. 
 
    And Aoryl closed the door just as quickly. 
 
    “Hey!” John sprang forward, but the door was as firmly secured as before. Though the wood paneling looked as if it would give with a slight tug, the whole thing refused to budge. “That was different. That looked like somewhere else.” 
 
    “Indeed it did,” Aoryl said, the corners of her lips curling in a faint smile. “I think Lotho may have inadvertently revealed how he manages to get around the Manor without losing his way, my lord.” 
 
    John froze, the pieces snapping together in his head. He reached for the skull knocker, running his fingers over the material, and realized only now that the heavy thing had a texture unlike any metal or stone he’d ever felt. What were these damned skulls? If they were truly from a living thing, then it was the skull of a creature unlike anything that had ever walked the world with men. 
 
    John rapped once on the door with the skull-shaped knocker. This time, the door opened easily—and led to the same humid, mossy cavern as before. 
 
    “The knocker controls it,” Aoryl said with a smile. “I think we just figured out how to get out of here, my lord.” 
 
    Before John could step through, the elf gently closed the door. “Let’s try this,” she said.  
 
    Aoryl took the knocker and slammed it twice against the door before John could protest. The whole group watched her do it, then watched as she opened the door to reveal the same endless hallway Lotho had run through, giving them the slip. 
 
    “This is where we were,” Petra blurted from behind them. “And where we are, I guess, because it looks the exact same as this hallway.” 
 
    “It could very well be an infinite loop,” Aoryl said, her eyes gleaming with the joy of discovery. “Perhaps Fringilla isn’t so keen on repaying her favor to Nemissa Forestbane after all. Or her servant grew tired of our irritations and decided to try and trap us within the belly of the beast.” 
 
    He’d almost succeeded. “I want to get out of here,” John said, summing up his feelings for the party. “But I want to find that shadowstepper even more. If we don’t find the means to teleport to Vismuth, then all we’ve done with this adventure is waste our time.” He looked at each of the women in turn. “Who’s with me?” 
 
    Aoryl nodded. “I am, of course, my lord,” the elf said, shutting the door and looking at the knob with a hungry expression. “I’ll follow you wherever you go. I am the True Dragon’s Wargear, and I belong to you the way a sword belongs to a warrior.” 
 
    “Thank you, Aoryl,” John said, meaning it from the bottom of his heart. “Anyone else?” 
 
    “Shit,” Emily snickered from inside his skull. “You know I’m still in. I’m not turning around until we get what we need to show that asshole Jagannath who’s boss.” 
 
    Petra was even more direct. “If we turn around now, it’s all for nothing,” she said, resting her blacksmith’s hammer on her shoulder. “Let’s find that shadowstepper and get to Vismuth!” 
 
    That just left Fiona to chime in. After their sojourn in the stream together, John was not particularly concerned about the beautiful woman’s loyalties, but the pause before she spoke still felt like it lasted for a lifetime. 
 
    “Let’s get this done,” she said, sounding less pleased with their course of action than the others but no less committed. “We have a village to save, John. I’d like to still be mayor of something once this is all over.” 
 
    That made all of them, then.  
 
    “Alright, Aoryl,” John told the elf, steeling himself. “Let’s see where else we can make this knocker take us.” 
 
    Aoryl rapped three times on the door, smartly, and then opened it. 
 
    On the other side lay a whole new world. 
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    Beyond the doorway lay a golden street, covered in jeweled cobblestones. 
 
    Just a foot or two of it would have been enough to buy an entire duchy, were they ripped free from the ground and brought to the right gemsmith. Gems of every conceivable color and size coated the thoroughfare on the other side of the fungus doorway, mixed in with the gravel, like someone had taken the richest man in the world and turned him upside down until his pockets were empty. The sight of it made John and his party gasp in surprise, along with more than a little bit of greed. 
 
    The glimmering street was a bright contrast to the sky that, dark as midnight, hung far above their heads.  
 
    Had the night truly grown so late while they toiled within the Manor? 
 
    It didn’t take them long to figure out the answer was no.  
 
    “Where are we?” Emily asked as she stepped through the doorway. She scuffed the street outside with her boot, as if expecting something so beautiful and valuable to be a trap in disguise. When nothing materialized to tear her apart, she relaxed and waved the others through. 
 
    “I don’t think the question is where,” Aoryl said in an odd tone, “but when. Look around you, my lord. Does this place remind you of anything?” 
 
    It felt like ages before John understood what she was saying. He stared at the streets and buildings for a long while, trying to figure out what the city and its contours reminded him of—only for the answer to slap him in the face without warning. 
 
    It wasn’t the city he needed to be looking at. It was the land. 
 
    “This is… where we are,” John said, frowning. “Those hills in the distance, those are the hills we climbed to arrive at the Manor. This valley the street runs through is the swamp that surrounds the manor where Fringilla lives. We haven’t gone anywhere.” 
 
    Yet everything had changed.  
 
    Beneath the leaden sky stretched a city unlike anything John had ever seen. He’d been to some of the great metropolises of the world in his travels, and thought he understood a bit more than most when it came to the architecture and planning of cities. But he’d never seen buildings like these before. 
 
    They towered over the landscape, ten times the height of even the finest buildings around the Imperial Palace at the Capital. While those were adorned with everything from gargoyles to false frescoes and buttresses, these buildings were disturbingly featureless. They looked like a child’s dominos, stretched up on their ends into the sky like straight gray fingers. Panes of glass set in them denoted each level of the structure, and counting them would have been the work of an entire day. 
 
    The landscape appeared practically alien to John and his group. Yet even as they looked at it, a single question lay heavy on his mind. 
 
    “Is this the Terminal Chamber that Fringilla spoke of?” he asked, casting the question in Aoryl’s direction. “Could this be where Nemissa’s shadowstepper is kept, or have we just found another dead end?” 
 
    For dead was exactly the word John would have used to describe the city. Despite its size and apparent wealth, there wasn’t a single soul to be seen. Red clouds roiled through the dark sky, and a chill wind blew down the streets like the cry of a mourner.  
 
    Whatever had happened here, it had been bad. Perhaps it was still happening. 
 
    For once, Aoryl appeared to be out of sorts. “I’m not… I’m not sure,” she said, looking up and down the wide, paved street. “This place is so big, my lord. Did the Omphalos truly represent a society this large and advanced?” 
 
    Just then, lightning split the sky.  
 
    It struck a silver pole atop a nearby building, absorbing the blast, but Emily and Petra jumped all the same.  
 
    “Let’s get moving,” the blacksmith’s daughter said after recovering. “This place is weird as fuck, and getting even weirder. We’re not going to discover anything sitting around staring at it, though.” 
 
    John couldn’t help but agree. “Keep the doorway in view, just in case,” he said, judging which direction they could move without leaving its sight. “Search these nearby buildings. Perhaps the shadowstepper is in one of them.” 
 
    The structure across the street had secrets galore. The interior ceiling was as high and fine as any within an Imperial Cathedral, only nothing had been carved there save tiny dots at intervals across the bare metal face. A thick carpet lay beneath John’s feet, with none of the sickening give he’d felt while navigating the Manor. 
 
    Were they still, in fact, within the Manor? Or had they truly moved into another world? 
 
    A large desk dominated the entrance way. Beyond it lay three silver doors, stately and silent, with no knobs or knockers to grant entry to them. John ignored these and was on the cusp of turning away when the center one opened, revealing a room no larger than one of the bedchamber at the tavern in Vismuth. 
 
    A figure in armor strode from the tiny room, their eyes widening when they saw John. 
 
    “You there!” The figure spoke in an accent John couldn’t recognize. The syllables were close enough to his own for him to make out the words, but the stresses were all strange. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    John froze. Fiona and the others were still outside the building, milling about the streets. They hadn’t noticed the stranger. Clearly this person—for John couldn’t discern their sex through the heavy armor they wore—was not the disfigured servant who’d led them on a merry chase through the Manor’s infinite hallways. 
 
    “Me?” John asked. “I’m looking for Nemissa’s shadowstepper. I need to get to Vismuth. Who are you, and what are you doing in the Manor?” 
 
    The figure stared at John, their expression unreadable. “We were told there’d be no one in this sector of the city,” they said, stepping to John quickly.  
 
    They pulled something from their pocket and John tensed up, expecting a weapon. It turned out to be some sort of wand, which they waved over John’s body like a magician performing a trick.  
 
    “You’re clean. What’s your name? You shouldn’t be in this sector—the whole city’s practically crawling with Draconic Energy. We’re getting so many incursions that Command can’t even keep track of them all…” 
 
    Half of the figure’s words made no sense to John. Rather, he understood their meaning, just not the way they all fit together. One phrase, however, rose the hairs on the back of his neck. “Draconic energy?” 
 
    The figure cocked their head to the side. “You’re not showing up as compromised on the scanner. If I give you one of my respirators, will you promise to head out of the city as quickly as possible?” 
 
    Not understanding, John nodded mutely. 
 
    The figure reached for their helmet and removed it, gasping as their face made contact with the air. Long brown hair made John think the figure was female for a moment, until he saw the contours of their face. And their ears. 
 
    “You’re an elf,” John said, understanding what he was seeing even less than before. 
 
    “Take this,” the figure said in that same, steely tone of voice. “Move as fast as you can. Command says there could be an incursion in this sector any moment—” 
 
    The figure fell silent as a scream came from out in the street. That was Petra! 
 
    “Petra!” John pulled the claymore from his back and raced into the street.  
 
    His companions were in danger, which was far more important than whatever the strange elf wanted to give him. He’d already begun to believe this world was just another one of the Manor’s tricks—some absurd kingdom of tall, thin buildings meant to confuse a man and drive him mad. He pushed through the door he’d come from, reaching for his inner magic as he sized up the scene. 
 
    It was worse than he feared.  
 
    His companions stood in a tight knot on one end of the street, while another doorway had opened on the other. This one was red and covered in wriggling vines, and through it a demon covered in horns and dreadlocks had just come snuffling out of the opening. 
 
    “Wargear, to me!” John roared, leaping between the women and the demon.  
 
    Whatever this thing was, he wouldn’t allow it to harm them. 
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    Aoryl and Emily began to glow. But then the elfen figure behind John spoke.  
 
    “Contact!” the figure roared, their voice amplified by no magic John could detect. As the single word faded, the air exploded with fast-moving particles. 
 
    John and his companions hit the ground screaming. The figure had just pulled out a long black weapon which spit flame, and each flame became one of those terrifying, faintly glowing projectiles. Dozens of them slammed into the side of the demon, ripping it to shreds before John’s eyes. 
 
    Such power, John thought, looking back at the figure and their strange alien weapon. If I had that, not even the Draconic Emperor himself would be able to stand against me… 
 
    Any thought of trying to take the strange weapon away from the figure was foolish, however. The elf appeared to be an expert in its use. The armored figure aimed with precision, punching more of those projectiles into the demon even as he fit his helmet back over his head. John didn’t think any of the women had noticed it was an elf—they’d been too busy cowering in the dirt. 
 
    The figure wasn’t idle. As soon as the demon collapsed, he raced toward the strange doorway, feeling for something tucked in his belt. “Closing the rift,” he growled, tossing a stone through the air. 
 
    The stone hit the doorway and exploded in a shower of sparks. The doorway shrank as the tendrils retracted, the street filling with an inhuman scream that could have come from no human throat.  
 
    As John watched, struck through with horror and awe in equal measure, the explosion coalesced into the form of a woman. She wore armor so tight it appeared to be painted on, and the sharp ears sticking out from her chestnut hair left no question as to the person’s race or gender. 
 
    “Got ‘em!” the new figure said, surveying the damage. “Well done, Madcap!” The female elf looked over her partner’s shoulder, her eyes filling with shock at the sight of John and his party. “Who the hell are those people?” 
 
    John, however, was overwhelmed with a different revelation. Wargear, he thought, his whole world reeling around him. That woman is his Wargear.  
 
    The elf who helped me is one of the True Dragons. 
 
    Now that he looked, he saw the insignia of a dragon on both figures’ armor. It appeared embossed into the steel, the creature across their breasts fearsome and ferocious. Was this the lost power John was heir to? Did he have elven blood he was unaware of, buried deep in the Devonte family line l? 
 
    It all seemed impossible. Yet he was looking at it. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” The True Dragon turned, taking in John’s companions for the very first time. “I scanned the man in the old Devonte building, and he’s clean. The others, though? I didn’t realize they were here.” 
 
    John’s mouth dropped open. The Devonte building? 
 
    His ancestors had never owned a building. They were rogues, vagabonds, nomads who roamed the world in search of women, gold, and adventure. They were not merchants or kings. Yet this man spoke of them as if they were. 
 
    “I… I don’t understand,” John managed, looking from one figure to the other.  
 
    Wargear, his mind kept screaming at him, repeating the word over and over again as if it were the key to everything. This man has Wargear! This woman is bound to him, just like Aoryl and Emily and Fiona are to you. You’re his kin, John, in occupation if not in blood! 
 
    The two figures shared a look.  
 
    “He speaks strangely,” the woman said to the man, looking as if she’d be more comfortable as a weapon on his belt than walking around as a person. “Are you sure he's alright, Madcap? You did check the scanner twice, right?” 
 
    The elf in the armor laughed. “We’ve got to get them out of here,” he said, making the kind of split-second decision John normally associated with himself. “There shouldn’t be civilians in this area. The whole city was supposed to be cleared out. The evacuation order went out days ago—everyone knew that Vanqueur Hellsbane’s demons were on the way.” 
 
    Shock left John reeling.  
 
    You could have knocked John and his party over with a feather.  
 
    “Did you say Vanqueur Hellsbane?” John asked. 
 
    It had to be a coincidence. Either that or this whole world was some clever trick put together by the Manor itself, to drive him mad. It had to be. 
 
    Because the name the armored elf with the Wargear had just spoken of as his enemy was the name of the Draconic Emperor himself. 
 
    “Yeah,” the woman said, her hands on her hips. John would have known she was bound to the armored elf as his Wargear even had he not seen her transform. The look in her eyes gave it away—it was the same way Aoryl and Emily looked at him.  
 
    “Do you not get the news or something? You were all supposed to be out of this city days ago! Now you’re putting our whole mission in jeopardy!” 
 
    “Let’s get them to the shadowstepper,” the armored elf told his companion. Unlike her, he seemed to have some compassion for them—or maybe he just sensed how dislocated John and his women were in this place, in this time. “Every moment we spend bickering is another Vanqueur Hellsbane could be opening another portal. Whole city’s got Drako Energy out the wazoo!” 
 
    The female elf rolled her eyes. “Fine. But I’m staying in this form until the job is done.” 
 
    The male elf grinned in a way that told John he’d had his companion in every position and scenario imaginable. “Never said you shouldn’t.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what we’re looking for,” Aoryl managed. Of John’s companions, she appeared to be the only one who hadn’t had the power of speech fully robbed from her by her shock at the situation. “The shadowstepper—we need to find it! We’ve been looking for it!” 
 
    That prompted a confused look from the armored elf. “You were right next to it,” he said, jerking a thumb toward the building John had been exploring a few minutes before. “Strike team’s got it set up right in there—” 
 
    Three more red doors appeared in the middle of the street. 
 
    “Holy shit, contact!” thel armored elf roared, pulling his strange black weapon off his back. “Vixen, time to go boom-boom!” 
 
    “Got it!” the female elf said with a cheeky wink, leaping into the fray. “Get those civvies to the shadowstepper, babe! Then we can party!” 
 
    This is insane, John thought, his whole body feeling numb. None of this can possibly be real. Our history, our past… it couldn’t possibly be like this… 
 
    Then the armored elf was grabbing John by the shoulder, tugging him toward the building as a dozen demons ripped through the trio of doorways. 
 
    The sounds of shouting filled the thoroughfare as more armored figures appeared, throwing themselves into combat with the demons. Each of them carried strange weapons like the fire-spitter John had seen the armored elf wield—and each of them carried Wargear.  
 
    John watched many of them transform, each becoming a gorgeous elven woman with different abilities as they fought by their partner’s side. One of the armored figures was even a woman whose summoned weapons became men, though John got the distinct impression she was a rarity. 
 
    Then he was through the door, being led across the thick carpet toward the tiny room the armored elf had sprung from. His companions followed in his wake, alternating between repelled and spellbound by the battle going on outside. Because they felt what he felt. 
 
    The call of the Wargear. It sang in their veins like a siren’s song, making them feel as if they needed to run berserk onto the frontlines and start ripping apart demons like there was no tomorrow.  
 
    John could hardly resist it, and he knew the armored elf leading him didn’t realize he could feel it as well. To him, John was merely a civilian—someone who needed to be removed from the area as soon as possible for his own safety. 
 
    He wasn’t about to correct the elf, but the box he dragged them to would hardly fit them, and had no room for a shadowstepper. 
 
    “We won’t fit in there,” John said, tugging away from the tiny room. “Where are you taking us?” 
 
    “Just shut up and get in!” the elf roared, clearly as affected as John was by the carnage outside. He tossed John onto his ass at the back of the small room, then shoved each of the women in a turn at a time. “Go to the third floor and use the shadowstepper. I can’t watch over you any longer. You should have run while you had the chance!” 
 
    John’s last view of the armored elf was him turning to race into the danger as the silver doors closed behind him. They all stared in silence at it for a long moment, then let out identical yelps of surprise. 
 
    The room they were in had begun to accelerate. 
 
    It lifted into the air for a span of a dozen heartbeats or more, then stopped. The silver doors opened, and John realized he and his party were now on the third level of the strange place the elves had referred to as the Devonte Building.  
 
    This section of the structure had been carved into several tiny spaces with broad lanes between each, all decorated according to individual taste and custom. John could have spent hours examining them for secrets and understanding, but what caught and held his eye was something entirely different. Something that stood at the rear of the chamber, near the glass windows overlooking the fight down in the street. 
 
    A Seat of Power. 
 
    “This has to be it,” John said, racing forward.  
 
    As he drew nearer to the seat, picking his way through the rubble littering the lane, he noticed the glyphs drawn in the floor surrounding it. The more he looked, the more he was certain this was the shadowstepper of which Nemissa spoke. Once the Seat of Power activated, the glyph would light up, providing them with transport… where, exactly? 
 
    If this were the ordinary world still, then to Vismuth, certainly. But if this were not all some conjuration of the Manor, some scenes played along the inside of the guts of the belly of the beast? 
 
    In that case, there was no telling where the Seat of Power might spit them out. 
 
    Aoryl’s assessment of the situation was even blunter. “It needs a Soul Gem,” she said, running her hands over the mechanism. “Fringilla didn’t warn us—I’d bet anything she was hoping we wouldn’t have one, that we’d make it all this way just to find out we were completely out of luck.” She looked up at John, grinning fiercely. “But she’s wrong. We have two.” 
 
    Indeed they did. So which one should he use? 
 
    One Gem amplified his defensive abilities, and was linked to Aoryl and her Shield Bash special attack. The other altered the strength of John’s healing magic, and had a charge of that strange ‘Rejuvenation’ spell that had yet to be unleashed.  
 
    John vaguely remembered Fringilla referring to Fiona as a ‘rejuvenated one,’ wielding the term as if it were one of scorn. He didn’t like that one bit—prejudice made his teeth itch. 
 
    He took both Gems out and weighed them against each other, thinking. Down below, the fighting across the streets had elevated onto a whole other level. More of those heinous projectiles flew from the ground, piercing the glass window, causing holes to spiderweb on the surface of the pane.  
 
    Fiona and Petra threw themselves to the ground within the glyph surrounding the Seat of Power, hissing and whimpering at the apocalyptic sound. 
 
    John wanted to look over and see if the True Dragons were defeating the demons, but he didn’t dare. One look and he’d be mesmerized by the call of battle, unable to look away until the fight was done. They needed to flee.  
 
    Fuck it, John thought. Just make a decision! 
 
    He tossed the pearl Gem with the Healing Magic into the Seat of Power, tucking the one centered around defensive magic back into his pocket. No sooner had the orb sank into the mechanism of the Seat of Power than the whole thing blazed to life, lit by some illumination that was neither torchlight, sunlight, or magic in origin. The glyph across the carpet ignited, cutting the room from floor to ceiling with a whisper-thin portal to nowhere. 
 
    Beyond the portal lay chaos. Static filled the void, screaming in unknown frequencies. He’d done something wrong—aimed the shadowstepper somewhere it shouldn’t be. Now they were all in danger. 
 
    “John!” Aoryl screamed, already beginning to transform as the static swept over the glyph. “My lordp, do something!” 
 
    John readied himself for battle. As he reached for his blade, however, words flickered along the corners of his vision. They were both like and unlike the strange words that had guided him through his inner magic and his Wargear—these were thicker, with a different font that made his eyes water as if he were meant to be viewing them through some kind of filter. Yet they made sense all the same. 
 
      
 
    Terminal Online! Please Input Destination! You have ten (10) seconds to pierce the Void and select your location! 
 
      
 
    Terminal? Void? It was all a foreign tongue to John, but he recognized the map that emerged across the Seat of Power as the words faded.  
 
    The natural landmarks remained in the same place, even though cities that John had never seen before were spread across the landscape. The world shared hardly a whit with the one he’d grown up in, yet he reckoned its contours well enough to see where he needed to be. 
 
    As the static washed over his group, John stabbed his thumb at the tiny glowing ember that represented Vismuth. 
 
    The static erupted with light, rippling over John and his group like the world itself being torn apart at the seams. John screamed silently. The darkness consumed everything. 
 
    At the last moment, John felt the tendrils of the Manor itself scream as it lost its grip on him and his group. They sailed from its clutches, escaping the belly of the beast as the shadowstepper overwhelmed whatever entity animated the Manor. John wasn’t sure if he’d killed the place, but he’d definitely dealt it one hell of a blow. 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    Then the world dissolved, and they were gone. 
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    John awoke in the mud. The sun beat down on his neck and back, and he felt like he’d swallowed an entire distillery. 
 
    It took long moments for him to remember who he was and what he was supposed to be doing. When his memories snapped into place, everything came back to him in an pulse-pounding rush, and he sprang up, gasping. 
 
    He was in a deep furrow carved into the ground. His companions lay around him in similar furrows, each slightly deeper or shallower depending on the size of the person. John’s was the deepest of all. 
 
    By all the Gods, John thought, scrambling over to the nearest member of his group. It looks as if we’ve been tossed onto the hillside like branches in a storm… 
 
    The closest furrow held Aoryl. The elf stirred slowly when he shook her shoulder, coming back to the world with less eagerness than he had. Her purple eyes opened up, and for a moment they reflected nothing but the surprise of seeing John over her and the possibility of some early-morning lovemaking. 
 
    Then he saw the elf go through the same process of memory he had, and her eyes widened. 
 
    “It’s okay,” John said, rocking back on his heels. “We’re home. At least I think we are. Is that Vismuth down there?” 
 
    Aoryl sat up. Her furrow was shallow, which allowed her to peer over the surrounding landscape without having to rise to her feet. When she saw where she sat, a relieved expression stole over her face. 
 
    “It is,” she said, sounding as if she’d just slipped into a warm bath. “Thank the Gods! I thought we’d never escape the Manor!” 
 
    Neither had John. The moment Lotho left them, he’d been worried they’d be stuck wandering its halls forever. Now that he knew they were safe, there was something he wanted to ask Aoryl. Before the others woke up, if possible. 
 
    “Aoryl…” John cleared his throat, unable to figure out how to begin. “You know more about the ancient world than any of us. You were apprenticed to Nemissa Forestbane, and she no doubt has uncovered many secrets that most civilized societies would consider heresy…” 
 
    The look on Aoryl’s face told John she understood. “You’re asking if that world we saw within the depths of the Manor was real,” she said, her voice turning it into a statement rather than a question. “Whether that city truly existed in the distant past, before the Deadlands became dead and the Draconic Emperor took his throne.” 
 
    “They used Wargear,” John said, still unable to believe it. “Those figures—they were elves, Aoryl, just like you. But their weapons turned into women. Which means they were also True Dragons, just like me.” 
 
    Aoryl’s lips formed a tight little line as John spoke. “I’m not certain,” she said, peering deep into his eyes. “Nemissa Forestbane sought knowledge about the True Dragons and their powers, certainly, but if she found anything that would confirm or deny the truth of the vision we saw, she didn’t share it with me.” 
 
    “Damn.” John shook his head. “They were fighting the Draconic Emperor, Aoryl. They said the man bringing demons to their world was Vanqueur Hellsbane. It couldn’t really be the same man, could it?” 
 
    With a groan, Aoryl climbed out of her furrow. John helped her to her feet, his hands roaming over her body in a way that left the elf very pleased as she regained her footing. 
 
    “I suspect I will be pondering what happened to us in the Manor for a very long time,” Aoryl finally said after some thought. “Whatever it was, I’m inclined to believe that it was at least a partially true, if not a true reflection of the way civilization was long ago. Fringilla told us that the Rust distorts everything—that it shapes time and space into unrecognizable figures, turning them against themselves…” 
 
    “Fringilla also turned into a huge bug carcass and sank into a sofa,” John said, laughing at the absurdity of it. “I don’t know that we can trust everything she told us.” 
 
    Together, the two of them roused the rest of the party and lifted them from their furrows. Each of them were as disoriented as John and Aoryl and just as pleased to see the shadowstepper had taken them to Vismuth. No more doors, no more Manor. Good riddance. Although he made a mental note to return to the strange forest one day and see whether the place held any more secrets. 
 
    In saying that, he wouldn’t ever feel truly even with Lotho, until he saw that fungal manor burn.  
 
    The walls of Vismuth had been repaired as well as possible in their absence. Sentries along the top spotted them long before they came within hailing distance of the village—by the time they reached the gates, they were open and a large crowd had gathered. The same field where John used Aoryl’s Shield Bash for the first time against the invading beastmen thronged with people, all of whom crowded over each other in their haste to be the first to speak to him. 
 
    “John! John Devonte!” The cry rippled through the crowd, spoken almost like a prayer. “The True Dragon has returned!” 
 
    Their words shocked John. The women of his party, however, took his newfound heroism with more grace.  
 
    “Listen to them,” Aoryl said, turning around with a big grin on her face. “They know who you are, my lord. They speak the name of the True Dragon.” 
 
    “I’d much rather they were speaking it a little quieter,” John said, peering up at Vismuth’s walls. “We don’t want Lord Jagannath to hear it, if there’s any way at all of avoiding that.” 
 
    But the crowd thought otherwise. The closer they came to the walls of Vismuth, the louder the cheering became.  
 
    John felt as if he were riding home from a long, victorious campaign—not coming back to the village to warn them about the hell making its way to their location. The groundswell of popular support filled him like a strong drink, made him feel like he could fly. So this is how kings feel all the time, he mused, ducking into the shadow of the gate. Kings and Gods. 
 
    A familiar face waited for them at the entrance. John had wondered what became of the young man named Hawk when Fiona took his place in John’s traveling party, and now he had his answer.  
 
    His leather armor looked scuffed and worn, and a new scar ran from the corner of his chin to the flesh just beneath his ear. On any other youth, it probably would have harmed their romantic prospects, but somehow John knew the young man was running around with even more noblemen’s wives now. 
 
    “John!” Hawk’s expression filled with relief as John and his party walked through the gates. Without an ounce of self-consciousness, he raced forward and threw his arms around John, clapping his back like he wanted to thank the man for everything he’d been given in life. “You’re back! When the other parties came back but your group didn’t, we worried something had happened to you.” A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Several of the town elders were saying you’d all been killed, and we needed to elect a new mayor. As if we could hold an election in all this chaos!” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Fiona said from next to John. “The village elders can put away their knives for now, Hawk. They won’t need them to backstab each other—not yet, at least.” 
 
    For a long moment, the young man’s face filled with confusion. “Who’s this?” he asked, looking with obvious interest at John’s new, blonde companion. Then the resemblance became clear, and his eyes nearly fell out of his head. “Fiona!?” 
 
    Fiona started to laugh. “That’s right,” she said, putting her hands on her hips. “Turns out a little ride through nature did me a world of good, young man. Practically melted the years away.” 
 
    John had a hard time keeping a straight face at the look on Hawk’s face.  
 
    “B… but, mayor! You look… you look…!” 
 
    “She’s become part of my arsenal,” John said, sparing the youth further sputtering. “My Wargear. Apparently the transformation came with some additional benefits. You understand?” He elbowed the young man, no longer willing to tolerate the look on his face. 
 
    Hawk got a hold of himself just in time. “Of course,” he said, snapping back to John. “She’s with you now, then, Devonte. You’re probably going to need every piece of Wargear you can get your hands on, too. Lord Jagannath sent a raven this morning—he should be at our gates before nightfall. With his scalemancers.” 
 
    Scalemancers. Even though John had seen them clearly in Nemissa’s vision, a part of him hadn’t wanted to believe the Draconic Emperor would really send his most elite cadre of mages along with Lord Jagannath. Feared throughout the Empire for the force of their magic, the scalemancers tied themselves so tightly to the power of the Dragon that there were those who whispered they had more Draconic blood than human in their veins.  
 
    Even their appearance took on inhuman aspects—which reminded John of the night scales spread over Aoryl’s flesh as she rode him in their sleeping bag. Was the power of the scalemancers and the magic of his Wargear linked? It was the kind of thing he’d love to do some research into, if he ever got the time. 
 
    Any kind of spellcaster among Lord Jagannath’s retinue was bad news for Vismuth. But scalemancers leveled cities. Taking the village would be child’s play for them, with or without the magical barrier protecting the people. The barrier would merely prolong the fight. 
 
    Speaking of the barrier, it seemed to be the second or third word on everyone’s lips. John could hear the villagers whispering about it, trading the word back and forth like gossip as Hawk did his best to update his group on the situation around the village.  
 
    They’d been attacked several times by beastmen during John’s absence, though never with the ferocity of the battle outside the North Gate. So far, the town’s defenses had held, though the Gods only knew how long Hawk and the other guards could keep the people safe. They’d been stretched thin before John and his party arrived, and looked as if they took his return as the first sign that their fortunes were changing. 
 
    “Has everyone else managed to make it back?” Emily asked, taking her place next to John as they passed through the gates. “No one was lost, and there aren’t any stragglers still out in the woods?” 
 
    Hawk looked surprised to be addressed as the man in charge. “You five were the last group still unaccounted for. All the other groups dispatched to the outlying farms and hamlets came back days ago.” Hawk frowned. “You traveled back to Vismuth on foot!? Did you even make it to Heatherhill?” 
 
    “Oh, we made it to Heatherhill,” John told the man. “And a whole lot besides. Long story. For now, I’m just happy to see the streets of this town again.” 
 
    Those same streets were much as John remembered them. While part of him would always be a nomad at heart, preferring to roam the world around in search of new adventures and exciting experiences, he couldn’t deny how good it felt to come back to familiar environs after the last few days. Even the nameless tavern at the village’s center felt a little grander after sleeping beneath hedges and nearly being consumed by fungus. 
 
    Everything inside of John yearned to kick open the tavern door, climb upstairs to the nicest suite in the building, and sleep for a week—after spending an hour or two making his women scream his name. Were there not multiple threats bearing down on the town, he’d have done exactly that.  
 
    “Gather the town elders,” he told Hawk instead, peering down the lane as inquisitive villagers filled the street. “Your mayor will get everyone up to speed on what’s going on, and then we’ll make a plan to deal with Jagannath. Before that happens, I need a bath…” 
 
    “Master Devonte!” A figure broke through the crowd, an older man whom John didn’t recognize. “Surely you must go to the mayor’s house at once! We need you to raise the barrier around Vismuth!” 
 
    “The barrier!” Several voices joined in at once. “Raise the barrier!” 
 
    “It kept us safe from the beastmen,” a woman clutching an infant to her breast yelled over the crowd. “It’ll keep us safe from Lord Jagannath, as well!” 
 
    John sighed. Even if he explained it to these people, they wouldn’t believe it. They’d seen the barrier protect their land, and even the fact that the beastmen had managed to rip a hole right through the magical shield before being defeated didn’t deter their blind faith in it. The barrier might hold back Lord Jagannath, aye, John thought, sizing up the crowd. But it won’t stop the scalemancers. Other than to prove a fun diversion before they begin raining down fire and blood on the village… 
 
    Fortunately for John, the mayor chose that moment to step into her former role. 
 
    “We will raise the barrier if and when it becomes necessary to raise the barrier,” Fiona said, cupping her hands around her mouth in an effort to be heard over the crowd. “For now, Master Devonte would like to take the measure of this Lord Jagannath. I admit, I’d like to meet the man as well. Perhaps he does not mean us ill: after all, the Draconic Emperor sent him to purge the Borderlands of these fell invaders!” 
 
    The townsfolk fell silent, their faces scrunching up with confusion at the sight of this strange, beautiful young woman who spoke with such confidence for her age. Finally an old man cut through the crowd, the fineness of his robes making it plain that he was one of the town elders John had spoken about needing to meet with. 
 
    The man walked right up to Fiona and shoved her as if she were a common peasant. “I don’t know what privileges you think you gained from shacking up with the Devonte,” the man growled, his face filling with anger. “But in my town, young women listen to their elders and keep quiet when men are talking!” 
 
    The crowd fell silent.  
 
    Two distinct camps emerged in those few heartbeats after the man attempted to intimidate Fiona: those who had already figured out the true identity of the young woman standing before them all, and those who had yet to understand. The second group watched the argument with confusion—while the first watched like they wished they had a flagon of wine to drink while their mayor delivered a chastisement. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Fiona said in a mild tone, her body as taut as a bow string. “You may not recognize me, but I certainly recognize you, Gareth. And is this any way to welcome me? After all I’ve done for you? How many times did I need to step into the middle of a dispute between you and the madame of the Gilded Lily over non-payment?” 
 
    The man turned white as a sheet, all the color draining from his face. Slowly, his shock was papered over with rage, his fingers balling into fists. John didn’t think he’d ever seen a human being so angry. The man Fiona had called Gareth literally trembled with it, until it looked as if steam might start pouring from his ears at any moment. 
 
    “You…” the man repeated, as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You…” 
 
    “And as for respecting your elders,” Fiona purred, twisting the knife, “I may not look it, but I’m even older than you are. So it’s you who should be shutting up and listening to me, not the other way around.” 
 
    Reality finally sank in. John watched as astonishment bloomed on the man’s face, the much older woman hidden within Fiona’s youthful appearance finally coming out. 
 
    “Mayor!?” the town elder gasped, clutching his chest. For a moment John was worried the man might actually be having a heart attack, and prepared to activate Fiona as his Wargear to cast a healing spell. “By all the Gods, what happened to you—?” 
 
    Slap! Fiona had heard more than enough. She backhanded the old codger, giving him a disgusted look. “If I had known you were such a pig before I became young and beautiful, I would’ve demoted you a long time ago,” she said, shaking her head. As the assembled mass of townsfolk watched in surprise, Fiona climbed onto a nearby stack of hay bales and raised her voice. “Listen up, people of Vismuth! I may look like a watery tart with pink goo for brains, but I’m still the hardass you remember who forced herself onto this expedition. Just because I’m warming the bed of John Devonte, does not mean I’m going to go soft on you all in my old age. You hear me?” 
 
    Knowing chuckles met this pronouncement.  
 
    The more John thought about it, the more he realized these people weren’t upset at Fiona at all—all of this was more for show than anything else. Other than the elder, of course. That slap was real. 
 
    The humiliated man clutched his cheek, made as if to say something, then thought better of it and staggered away. The crowd swallowed him almost immediately, as they had more important things to focus on. 
 
    “John.” Fiona turned to him, fixing him to the spot before hundreds of people. “Be a dear and run the Soul Gem to the Seat of Power in the mayor’s house, would you? We should make sure it’s ready in case we need to raise the barrier in a hurry. The people of Vismuth won’t feel safe until it’s ready to be pulled up at any moment.” 
 
    Like her earlier boasting, John understood this to be part of the performance. Fiona wasn’t naive—she knew that with scalemancers in play, the barrier around Vismuth was unlikely to make much of a difference in a straight fight. But knowing it was there would lift the spirits of the townsfolk, give them hope, and make them more likely to stand their ground when the fight did come. 
 
    John had to hand it to her. Fiona was a good leader. Even if she looked like a nineteen year old barmaid now. 
 
    I’ll have to get her some outfits to match, John thought, his mind filling with some of the getups he’d seen in taverns and public houses throughout the Draconic Empire. Maybe one of those lacy numbers with the short skirt and the stockings that go all the way up her legs. Would anyone take orders from her seriously if she were dressed like my cheap little whore all the while? 
 
    He kind of wanted to find out. 
 
    Tucking away any further thoughts of dressing up the Mayor of Vismuth like his own personal pleasure maiden, John turned his attention to the task at hand.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The group decided to split up for the time being, and rendezvous back at the nameless tavern for Fiona’s meeting once their individual work was completed.  
 
    Petra needed to check in with her family back at the forge, and Emily had some task to complete with the town guards that John didn’t quite understand. Only Aoryl stuck by his side, unwilling to break away in this town of strangers. As an elf, she felt little kinship for the people of Vismuth, despite her warmness toward them. John quickly realized she intended to follow him on his errand: installing the Soul Gem in the Seat of Power located in the old mayor’s mansion. 
 
    “It’s amazing how little the town has changed, considering the circumstances.” Aoryl walked arm in arm with her man, her presence enough to give the crowds that would have thronged around John second thoughts about pursuing him down the thoroughfare. “These people don’t look like they’ve been preparing for an apocalyptic war.” 
 
    “That’s because they’re not,” John said. “If anything, they’re getting ready for a siege. They think they’re going to sit safe and sound behind that magical barrier, while Lord Jagannath patrols back and forth outside twiddling his thumbs.” He sighed, shaking his head. “They have no idea what war is really like.” 
 
    Warmth traveled up and down his arm. Aoryl laced her tanned fingers in his, batting her eyelashes up at him as they walked. “They don’t,” she said, her voice surprisingly fierce. “And that’s a good thing, John.” 
 
    “Is it?” He couldn’t help the bitterness in his voice. Perhaps he’d be lucky and the townsfolk still eavesdropping on his conversation wouldn’t see it for what it was. “I’ve been  to many, many places, Aoryl. Traveled through a large swath of the Draconic Empire. And I know that people need to be ready. It’s not just Vismuth that’s going to be changed by what’s happening in the Deadlands.” A vision of broken buildings assaulted him, the world covered in a dense fog. “The vision we saw in the Manor…” 
 
    Aoryl gave him a squeeze. “Was just a vision,” she assured him. Her amethyst eyes gave him comfort no matter the situation, and she was so pleasing on the eyes that it was easy to forget the cares of the day. “It was no more true or false than anything else we witnessed in that house of horrors, my lord. Even if parts of it were drawn from the real history of the Draconic Empire, there could well be portions of it that were embellished to try and harm us. Particularly the parts about the demons.” 
 
    That worried John as well. He’d heard tell of such creatures, but only in the darkest corners of the world. Even in his travels back and forth the continent, he’d never run into an actual demon. Though some of the beasts he’d contended with were every bit as fierce as such legendary creatures were rumored to be. 
 
    Chatting about the end of the world, they made their way to the mayor’s house. Most of the villagers who’d followed them had long since given up the chase, so the street in front of the fledgling mansion was quiet and still.  
 
    John and Aoryl stepped inside. He gazed out the big bay windows overlooking the street. In another life, a man like him could have settled down here, content to wine and dine the mayor while turning every woman in Vismuth into his personal weapon. But such an easy life would never have calmed the storm within John’s heart.  
 
    “Fiona has a pleasant home,” Aoryl said. “It’s too bad she won’t be spending much time here anymore. Not now that she’s your Wargear.” 
 
    “She still thinks she’s going to stay Mayor of Vismuth when this is all over, Aoryl. She’s like a woman who’s found a genie and thinks she can still shove it back into the bottle…” 
 
    Aoryl chuckled at that. “She knows. She’s perfectly aware that she can’t stay mayor of some small town after this. Fiona is a lot of things, but she’s assuredly not naive. She just wants to hold onto this place as long as possible.” 
 
    “Can’t imagine why,” John said. 
 
    “Most people aren’t like us,” Aoryl said with a shrug. “The thought of moving endlessly from place to place wearies them, rather than exciting them. They long for a place where they can rest their weary bones, where they can relax behind thick walls and let the world pass them by…” 
 
    As she spoke, the elf slid her hands around John’s waist. The signal was faint but unmistakable, and he stiffened in response. Aoryl nibbled her bottom lip, her long black hair shimmering over her shoulders as she beamed up at him. 
 
    “Sometimes an adventurer likes to rest his weary bones, too,” John said, his hands straying to the elven woman’s ass. 
 
    “Mmm hmm,” Aoryl purred. “One bone in particular, I’d bet. Go fit the Soul Gem into the Seat of Power, my lord, so we can give that bone the soft, warm resting place it deserves.” 
 
    Now there was an invitation! John’s feet felt as if they floated an inch or two off the ground as he made his way up the steps, taking them two at a time.  
 
    From what he remembered, the Seat of Power ought to be in the mayor’s dining chamber, directly behind his so-called throne. Unless some wag had gotten the bright idea to move it after he and his party left Vismuth, it should be a simple matter of slotting the orb into place and heading back downstairs. 
 
    He knew Aoryl would be waiting for him. She’d probably be naked, too. 
 
    John tried to decide which piece of furniture he’d throw the elf girl over as he made his way into the mayor’s dining chamber. Just as he’d expected, the Seat of Power lay against the rear wall. 
 
    The Soul Gem felt strangely heavy in his palm as he slotted it into the device, as if it didn’t want to leave his side. It sank into the carved holder with a gentle whirring sound, the clasps closing around it. 
 
    Words flashed in the air next to the device: 
 
      
 
    Soul Gem Accepted! Activate Daily Power (Barrier)? Y/N 
 
      
 
    John let the message stay there for now. Like a crossbow with the bolt already strung, the Seat of Power would be ready at a moment’s notice. For whatever good that would do them, if Lord Jagannath and his scalemancers attacked. 
 
    Stay positive, Devonte, John told himself as he turned back to the door. You’ve got a whole city on your side, the mayor transforms into a magical amulet for you on command, and there’s a gorgeous elf downstairs taking her clothes off so you and her can have some rough sex. I’d say life’s been moving distinctly in your favor lately! 
 
    “John?” Aoryl’s voice wafted up from the first floor. “My lord?” 
 
    “On my way,” he said, the primal part of his brain taking control as he prepared to give the elven woman every inch of his attention. “You’d better be ready for me, little forest girl. Because we’re about to make an even bigger mess of Fiona’s—” 
 
    “My lord!” Aoryl’s voice was not that of a woman about to have sex. 
 
    Suddenly John was racing down the stairs, his feet pumping beneath him. Something was wrong. Thieves? A strike team of invaders sent by Lord Jagannath to soften them up before an attack? 
 
    He kicked open the door into Fiona’s receiving room, his fingers reaching for the broken, enchanted sword at his belt. Magic thrummed through his fingertips as he reached for his arsenal of spells, calling them to his lips as he scanned the room.  
 
    No enemies lurked within the foyer.  
 
    Aoryl stood in the center of the room, her top draped over her shoulders and just barely covering the tops of her breasts. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” John asked, pulling out the blade. 
 
    “John,” Aoryl gasped, pointing out the window. “Look!” 
 
    He peered through the big bay windows looking out on the thoroughfare. The noonday sun beat down on the street, bathing it in a thousand different shades of brown and red. Deep shadows cut through the lane, spread between the buildings in alternating light and dark patches like a zebra’s stripes. 
 
    It all looked just the way John had left it a few minutes ago. 
 
    All save for the beastman standing in the center of the street. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Raise the alarm!” John roared, kicking open the front door of the mayor’s house. “The beastmen are here!” 
 
    How had the beasts managed to make it over the walls without attracting the notice of the guards? A sinking feeling filled John’s chest as he realized it might be the fault of his party. They’d caused such a commotion when arriving at the North Gate that the guards had grown distracted. Only any other day, it’d be alright—but with the beastmen lurking in the forest, this could prove to be their last mistake. 
 
    As his shout echoed over the town, John turned to face the creature. The beastman gave a start, surprised to have found a defender lurking in the mayor’s home. They assumed it was empty, John realized. 
 
    How many of the beasts lurked within the walls? Only one stood in the center of the street, but they moved in packs. There would be more. John felt mildly surprised that no other cries had filled the streets.  
 
    Then, ice filled his stomach when he thought about what that implied. 
 
    The beastman’s beady red eyes smoldered with primal hatred as he turned toward John. It was a male of the species—he’d never seen a female in combat, and assumed they kept them back in their lairs or dens or whatever subterranean dwellings they made their homes.  
 
    Like all their fighters, the beastmen were a mish-mash of different fierce animals. John could see bits of wolf, deer, bear. and tiger in the features of this warrior, with a face that was nearly human as it glared across the street at its prey. 
 
    The beastman wielded a thick club covered in short spikes. Before the creature could lift it, John threw himself across the street, swinging madly with the ragged, broken edge of his enchanted blade. He roared like a berserker as he charged, hoping to strike enough fear in the monster’s heart to keep it from striking out with the heavy weapon. 
 
    His gambit worked. The beastman did a double-take, sinking almost unconsciously into a defensive posture rather than going on the attack. As the creature rocked back on its haunches, John doubled down on aggression, slipping under a fist and getting up in the beastman’s face and under the range of its club. 
 
    John’s blade struck home, sinking into the beastman’s shoulder. The arm holding the club dropped it, and the creature leapt backward. At the same time, the beastman swung out and landed a fist at John’s temple. 
 
    The impact sent John sprawling to the dirt. His head spun, vision shaking with black blurs in the vague shape of a snarling beastman.  
 
    Moving on instinct, he rolled across the dirt, staggering back to his feet as the thing swiped at him. It missed, but tore something in its wounded flank and began hissing in pain, as John’s rattled brain worked to sort out the fog. 
 
    By the time the beastman thought to seize the initiative, it was already too late. Aoryl leapt into the fray, her body twisting and dissolving as she gave herself over to the form of her Wargear in mid-air.  
 
    The heavy shield snapped into place on John’s wrist, a wave of power rushing through him that left him feeling refreshed and ready to fight. He grinned at the beastman, nodding at the creature in approval as it leaned down and picked up its gnarled weapon. 
 
    John lunged forward and gave it a face-full of shield. Light flared from the leather cover on the front of the shield as he knocked the beastman over. A quick downward slam with the weapon finished the job, the weight of the Wargear crushing the beast’s jaw and windpipe. 
 
    One down, John thought gravely. Gods only know how many left to go. Please don’t let them have reached the center of town yet… 
 
    As if in sarcastic answer to his prayers, the sound of screaming rose into the air. Cries of pain and horror filled the streets, emanating from the square at the center of Vismuth. 
 
    “Damn it!” John raced down the street, holding on tightly to Aoryl. He tucked the broken blade into his belt—he needed something more powerful to deal with multiple threats—and unlatched the big two-handed claymore from his back.  
 
    “Master,” Aoryl spoke within John’s skull. No my lord euphemisms when she was in Wargear form—here, if nowhere else in polite society, the elven woman could be what she truly was. “I can sense the other members of your arsenal. Would you like me to summon them?” 
 
    John was shocked. “You can do that?” he asked aloud. 
 
    “I believe I can,” Aoryl said within him, sounding a little surprised by the knowledge herself. “Both Fiona and Emily are near the source of the shouting at the center of the town. From what I can feel of them, they’re both running into where the fighting is thickest.” 
 
    “Of course they are,” John said, gritting his teeth. “They are fighters. They’re protecting the people.” 
 
    It was strange—he could feel Aoryl nodding inside of his head. The gesture felt subtly different than words, in a way that he would have been hard pressed to describe.  
 
    “As well they should,” she said, “And the best way for them to do that is to activate their Wargear forms and join us.” 
 
    John couldn’t argue with that. “Lead the way,” he commanded the elven woman, blinking sweat out of his eyes. 
 
    He expected Aoryl to give him verbal instructions to find the other two members of his Wargear. Perhaps she could see through their eyes to a faint extent, and would be able to give John a rough description of the area they were fighting in. 
 
    Instead, the shield in his hand shimmered—and a glowing line illuminated the thoroughfare. It stretched across the dirt in a faintly glistening aura, broken in places like the dotted line on a treasure map. In fact, it was a map. 
 
    “By the Gods,” John said with a dry laugh. “That’s amazing, Aoryl!” 
 
    “There’s only one line,” the elf explained. “Fiona and Emily are very close together. They might be back-to-back by the time you get there. But, Master? I would recommend running. I’m detecting an extremely large number of beastmen infiltrating the square…” 
 
    “On it,” John said, quickening his pace. The people of Vismuth needed him. 
 
    And so did his women. 
 
    A few moments later, he turned a corner into the town square and beheld chaos. 
 
    The center of Vismuth lay at the intersection of its two widest streets, and over the years had morphed from a communal garden into a market square for Vismuth and neighboring towns. Farmers, fisherman, and leather workers from the surrounding areas came to hawk their wares, spread the latest gossip, and spend their coins in the tavern. 
 
    All that had been upended by the beastmen.  
 
    Market stalls lay in shambles, little more than rubble strewn this way and that across the intersection. Human beings fought with the beasts, fighting and screaming and dying in droves. John caught sight of Hawk just as the young man slammed a dagger beneath a beastman’s chin. He fought well but not quick enough to save the older guard a few feet away from him from being mauled. 
 
    John did a quick bit of mental math and shuddered. So many, he thought, realizing just how badly outnumbered Vismuth’s defenders really were. How did they manage to get into the city undetected? 
 
    A very good question, but one to be asked later. Where were Fiona and Emily? 
 
    The line glowing across the pavement held the answer. Near the center of the fracas, two women stood back-to-back, the glowing line leading to them. Emily wore armor and wielded a short bow, punching arrows into the advancing range of beastmen with brutal efficiency.  
 
    Left unprepared, Fiona had been forced out into the carnage in little more than a simple light dress, which was now drenched in blood. She held a long dagger in one hand and one of the beastmen’s clubs in another. 
 
    John wasted no time. He plunged into the crowd, channeling energy through the shield strapped to his wrist. Beastmen flew left and right, flying over each other like bowling pins as John cut through them. There was only one goal on his mind: reaching the two women at the intersection before the beastmen overwhelmed them. 
 
    Finally he judged he was close enough. “WARGEAR! TO ME!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    John’s voice reverberated like the sky’s wrath over the crowded market square, stunning foes and friends alike. For a moment, the fighting stopped, both sides simply staring at him as if he’d opened a rift in the heavens and brought the lightning along with him. 
 
    Then Emily and Fiona changed. The transformation was heartbeat-swift, both women leaping from their combat positions like wives greeting their husband after a battle. Only they were heading into a fight, not leaving it. As they ran to embrace him, their bodies transformed into Wargear. 
 
    Fiona reached him first. The gorgeous older woman with the body of a nineteen-year-old barmaid shimmered as she dissolved in his arms, becoming a jeweled amulet that granted healing magic. John tossed it over his head in mid-stride, the jewel thumping against his collarbone as he reached for the already-transforming Emily.  
 
    As he reached for her, his fingers tangled in her long, brown hair, which instantly turned into the downy feathers of an arrow’s fletching. He tugged, grinning, and hauled his quiver full of magical arrows onto his back. 
 
    The bow felt good in his free hand. He shunted Aoryl to his shoulder, holding the massive iron shield the way a lesser soldier would a buckler as he notched the first arrow to the bowstring. All three members of his Wargear sang in his head, their voices entwining with pleasure and battle fury as they gave themselves over to their Master. 
 
    With them in his arms, John was unstoppable. The horde of beastmen within the walls suddenly seemed small, like straw dolls that could be torn apart or tossed aside. So easy to defeat. 
 
    One of the defenders lost his balance and tripped over a cobblestone, hitting the intersection hard between his shoulder blades. A beastman with the thick antlers of a prime buck roared triumphantly, gripping a short spear as he thrust it at the downed man’s heart. 
 
    It never landed. 
 
    With the speed of a lightning strike, an arrow sang from John’s string, then a second right after the first. The first struck the wrist of the beastman, knocking his weapon from his hands just before the killing blow. 
 
    The second sank into his throat, punching through the other side in a gout of blood. 
 
    John didn’t even wait to watch the beastman fall. He grabbed the amulet around his neck and reached for his magic, calling up his mystical Healing abilities.  
 
      
 
    John has cast Healing Aura! 
 
      
 
    As John’s fingers gripped the amulet, an aura of golden light spread across the square. Within moments, it was as if the defenders fought the beastmen beneath a dome—a miniature version of the barrier so many of them hoped John would summon to protect Vismuth from danger. In addition to bathing the intersection in a warm, golden light, it spread John’s healing magic across the town.  
 
    He watched as a stab wound in a nearby soldier began to close of its own accord, the wounds and scrapes of his companions melting away as if treated by a skilled healer and weeks of rest. 
 
    John’s heart leapt into his throat. “Fight on!” he roared, lifting his shield high. “Your wounds will be healed! Destroy the beastmen!” 
 
    Having realized they were now bathed in a constant area-of-effect heal, the defenders of Vismuth turned ferocious in their counter attack.  
 
    John had his pick of easy targets. Emily’s bow-form sang in his hand, punching arrow after arrow through the air as he struck the beastmen. The tide had turned, and they were winning.  
 
    But John wasn’t satisfied with mere victory.  
 
    Battle rage screamed through his bloodstream, filling him up like a heady drink. His own cries of rage as he fired an arrow between a beastman’s eyes sounded foreign to his ears, like the screams of a legendary berserker riding across the battlefield of the end of days itself. 
 
    More and more beastmen fell, stacked on top of each other like cordwood. Finally John reached for an arrow in his quiver and found it empty. His Wargear required more time to summon more arrows, but John couldn’t wait.  
 
    A beastman approached with its claws held high. He tossed the bow at it and swung his shield, slamming the enchanted steel into the side of the creature’s head. 
 
    His fury roiled higher and higher, boiling over like steam pouring from the kettle. The tide of battle shrank his vision, until it seemed as if he saw all through a long, narrow tunnel. He killed and killed, his enchanted shield slamming into foes as the big two-handed claymore decapitated beasts and hacked off limbs. 
 
    As he fought, something grew within him. It felt almost sexual in origin—like a pressure behind his eyes, a wineskin inflating long past the point where it should have popped. He knew his women felt it too. His skull echoed with their cries, their moans of ecstasy warring with the battle fury pumping through each piece of his Wargear.  
 
    Something was about to happen, and when it did, John felt as if he’d never be quite the same. 
 
    Finally, amidst carnage he’d painted through the streets, John came across a creature that did not fall from a single blow. This beastman stood over eight feet tall, covered in muscles and fur. Its skin swelled like a bear preparing for hibernation, having gorged itself on easy meat to fatten itself for the winter. Red eyes glared at John over a pile of fallen beasts. The creature’s jaws were big enough to swallow a hog, its teeth hanging beneath its chin like those of the northern walrus. 
 
    One glance at the beast and John knew this had to be the leader of the pack. A trail of broken bodies lay behind the creature, only some of which were healing slowly beneath the ministrations of his Healing Aura. This thing had killed today, had tasted human blood, and would taste more if John didn’t slay it. 
 
    The thing looked at him and howled, a bestial sound that froze all and sundry in the square in their tracks. Men and beasts who’d been locked into fatal combat only moments before turned away from each other, each wanting to see what would happen when Vismuth’s champion met the leader of the beastmen in single combat. 
 
    The giant beastman grunted and pointed at John, its words a harsh guttural string of syllables. Yet somehow, John understood what it wanted. 
 
    A duel, he thought, the words echoing across the pleasure-soaked brains of his women. The beastmen are losing, so this guy wants to bet everything on a one-on-one fight. 
 
    If the leader of this hunting party had done that to begin with, John probably would have accepted. Right now, however, after so much carnage and loss of innocent life, he felt like accepting the creature’s terms would be a betrayal of the people of Vismuth. Like it would be spitting in the face of the dead. 
 
    That’s what he was about to tell the beastman.  
 
    Then the bastard beat his chest and, deliberately while looking at the crowd, tossed his weapon to the ground. 
 
    Fuck. John had just been called out. The thing wanted to fight—and it was throwing away its weapon. In discarding the only thing that kept it from being fully a beast, it expected John to do the same. He could spring on the leader and destroy him with a Shield Bash, of course—but it would be dishonorable, now. Even if he slaughtered the beastmen, destroying them all and keeping them from spreading the story to their people, John would know. 
 
    And all the while, that pressure built behind his eyes. Telling him he was on the precipice of something truly awesome.  
 
    Something that required an anvil. 
 
    Something he could refine in this duel. 
 
    John looked around the square, meeting the eyes of the men who fought beside him. Seeing the light in their eyes, he nodded. 
 
    Then he tossed his shield to the ground. 
 
    “Master?” Aoryl’s shocked voice echoed in his skull. “What are you doing? The creature just disarmed itself—you should press the advantage and destroy it…” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m doing,” John said, shaking his head. “Don’t worry, Aoryl. You’ll be fighting at my side, no matter what. But this is something I have to do myself. Don’t you feel it? Can’t you feel that thing that’s inside us right now?” 
 
    He didn’t need to ask. He knew Aoryl could feel the growing pressure within herself, even as it spread within all his women. His skull felt as if it might crack open any moment, spraying rainbows in all directions. Something wonderful was about to happen, if he could only trust in his abilities and reach for the power within. 
 
    “Let’s make a show of this,” John said, grinning. “An exhibition. Man versus beastman.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Taking his time, John placed his two-handed claymore on the ground, setting it next to the shield. After that, he reached into his belt and removed the shattered yet unbreakable half-sword and added it to the pile. He stretched and laughed, tossing his arms over his head as he removed his enchanted quiver (which had summoned two arrows in the time he’d let it lie idle) and gently placed it next to the rest. Lastly, he took off his healing amulet. He’d been a bit worried that the aura would die if he did, which would cause the wounded soldiers currently healing to start bleeding out again, but the barrier held. 
 
    He heard each of his women whine in frustration as their piece of Wargear left his side, but they understood. They could feel themselves on the cusp of something incredible, and if their True Dragon and Master needed to defeat the lead beastman all on his own to prove his superiority to that strange power, well—they’d be waiting to give him a hero’s welcome. 
 
    The beastman looked as if it couldn’t believe its luck. It watched John toss his weapons and Wargear away, its maw as distorted as it was hideous, tusked face cut by a smile. When John was done, the beast beat its chest and roared, splitting the air with a monstrous, savage cry. 
 
    John roared right back. Then he charged. 
 
    The smug, pleased look dropped right off the beastman’s face. It threw its arms up just in time to block John as he rammed into the beast like a bull, seeking to knock it off balance and send it sprawling in the dirt. 
 
    Had he been attacking a normal man, even a large one, it would have worked. But the beastman wasn’t just big, it was burly. The creature kept its footing, throwing its arms around John in a way that felt absurdly like being brought in for a hug. 
 
    As the thing tried to crush him, John braced his feet against the cobblestones and pushed. A jump brought him level with the beast’s face, and he headbutted it right in the nose. The sound of splintering bone filled the street, and John knew he’d done some serious damage. 
 
    The beastman backed up, blood streaming from its nostrils. It clutched the ruin of its nose for long heartbeats, trying to staunch the bleeding, then gave up and let its hand drop. Its eyes burned like twin fires in the hollow of its face. A growl ripped from its throat as the pain pushed it into attacking. 
 
    John was suddenly on the defensive, backing up again and again as the creature used those tusks in the manner nature had intended. The beastman did its level best to gore John, to spear him with those ivory tusks and impale him. He was quick, diving nimbly away, yet the beast had the strength and persistence of a wild predator. 
 
    “Come on, fucker!” John hissed, laughing madly. Spittle flew across the intersection as he leapt to the side, the creature’s tusks passing so close to him that he could feel the wind of their passing.  
 
    Then John’s heel hit a puddle of blood in the street, and he spilled. The world twisted as he toppled, going down on one knee in the dirt.  
 
    Seeing its moment to strike him through the heart, the beastman went for the kill. John turned his fall into a roll at the last moment, just barely avoiding the blow. He felt like a matador who’d taunted the bull a touch too much for comfort. 
 
    As he scrambled to his feet, John felt something in his knee give. Pain flared up and down his leg, and he clutched at the kneecap with a grunt.  
 
    The beastman saw it. The creature turned in the center of the street, chuckling as it straightened up to its full height. This time, there’d be no nimble dodging and quick strikes—the beast intended to take its time, and gore John slowly. 
 
    It approached leisurely, its massive shadow falling over John. He knew he had to run. Get away. Get out of the thing’s range… 
 
    No, a voice whispered in the back of his head. You don’t. 
 
    Peace washed over John as he heard the words. He sank to one knee, closing his eyes as the pressure within his skull built past the boiling point and kept climbing. The world shook in his sight, as if the mother of all earthquakes tore through Vismuth. It took him several heartbeats to realize it was his own eyeballs, vibrating like river rocks in his skull. 
 
    The beastman was not so naive as to not suspect a trap. It slowed as it reached the kneeling fighter, its broad, shaggy brows furrowing with confusion at John’s apparent decision to give up the ghost. It saw the massive, spiked club laying in the dirt, and with a furtive look, it leaned over and plucked it from the ground.  
 
    Humans screamed with anger at this violation of the rules, while the beastmen still in the square hooted with laughter.  
 
    Kill him, they seemed to be screaming. Kill the Devonte! 
 
    With both hands around the spiked club, the beastman brought the weapon down as hard as it could on John’s head. 
 
    Only for his hand to catch it in mid-air and stop the blow. 
 
    You could have heard a feather drop in the market square. 
 
    Gasps echoed in John’s ears as he squeezed the spiked club, the sharp edges punching through the palm of his hand. The wood groaned and protested beneath his strength before finally crumbling to sawdust in his grip. The bleeding wounds the spikes left behind healed instantly, leaving nothing but John’s smooth skin and scales— 
 
    Scales. John had scales. 
 
    The power that had been building within his skull all this time finally burst open, exploding like a bomb inside his brain. Waves of power rippled across his arms, transforming them in an instant from all too human limbs to the massive, scaled appendages of a legendary dragon. Claws erupted from his fingers, sharp and keen, digging into the side of the beastman’s shoulder as John grabbed the thing and lifted it off his feet. 
 
    In the corner of his view, John saw words materialize into being. He barely noticed them—he was living them now: 
 
      
 
    John activates Draconic Transformation (Level 1)! 
 
      
 
    You have gained a permanent increase to physical attributes 
 
      
 
    You have activated a temporary draconification of limbs 
 
      
 
    He felt like a titan! It felt like the easiest thing in the world to pluck the beastman off the ground and toss the savage creature into the air like a pillow.  
 
    The creature let out a howl of shock and dismay as it turned, seeing what lay just beneath it. As it plunged back down toward John’s waiting claws, he thought he saw a moment of regret fill the beastman’s face. But that could have been a flight of fancy. 
 
    Either way, John showed no mercy. His dragon’s claws cut the beast to ribbons, shredding it like a tattered flag in a strong wind. Blood rained down on John’s face and body as he felt the beast die, bathing him in red. He felt reborn in the flow of monstrous heart’s blood, the power thrumming through his arms and legs both sweeter and stronger than anything he’d ever felt. 
 
    The energy left him just as quickly.  
 
    As John tossed the remains of the beastman to the ground, the scales faded from his arms and shoulders. Just as had happened with Aoryl in the throes of passion, such extremes of power couldn’t remain bottled up inside one person for long—it was like trying to store an entire ocean’s worth of water within a single glass. It ebbed from him in a burst of pleasure, and all of his women cried out inside his skull with the force of it. 
 
    When John came back to himself, he’d been propped up against the side of a building. All the luminaries of Vismuth stood over him, with Fiona in their center. The gorgeous blonde held a rag soaked in water, which she’d been applying to his head while he recovered. 
 
    Words flashed to the side of the blonde’s head, so many that he grew a bit dizzy just looking at them. He scanned them quickly, filing the information contained within away for later processing: 
 
      
 
    You have killed a Beastman Warlord 
 
    You have received Soul Essence 
 
      
 
    Wargear evolutions available for: 
 
    Wargear: Aelwood Bow & Roc-Blessed Quiver 
 
      
 
    Wargear: Iron shield 
 
      
 
    Wargear: Sun Amulet 
 
     
 
    “Are you alright, John?” Fiona asked in a low voice. Her tone told John the woman was worried, but also so aroused that she wanted to rip his clothes off and jump his bones right then and there. 
 
    He managed a smile. “I’m fine,” he told Fiona, looking around. “Where’s the rest of the group?” 
 
    “Waiting for you in the tavern,” Fiona said with a knowing smirk. “All of us are so hungry we could eat an entire deer after that battle. Something about the power of Wargear drains your energy from you, increasing your hunger. Do you not feel it?” 
 
    As if in answer, John’s stomach gave an embarrassing rumble. “I suppose I do,” he admitted. 
 
    Fiona laughed. “Well, there’s a feast waiting for you,” she said, gesturing down the lane. “The beastmen have fled—if the town was worried about holding its own before, they’re definitely no longer concerned now that they’ve seen you. They’re already buzzing about the True Dragon, telling anyone who’ll listen that you transformed into a city-sized Wyvern and crushed the beastmen beneath your heels…” 
 
    John chuckled at that. “And Lord Jagannath?” 
 
    Fiona made a face. “He’s holding back.  Perhaps he knew about the beastmen—either way, there was a raven waiting for our people as soon as the fight was over. He wants ‘the Devonte’ to ride out and meet with him at first light tomorrow. Neutral ground, near the ridge.” 
 
    John knew there was no such thing as ‘neutral ground’ where scalemancers were concerned. The magical bastards could probably drop fire on Vismuth from where they stood, without having to get any closer to the town than Lord Jagannath commanded. But he nodded all the same. 
 
    “Good,” he told Fiona, testing his arms and legs. “Because after that, I could use a night off.” 
 
    The blonde began to laugh. “You’ll get that, most certainly. You’ve been officially excused from our meeting, John Devonte. You’re the Dragon of Vismuth now. Go get your feast, then spend some time with the rest of the group. I’ll join you as soon as I’m able.” 
 
    John managed to sit up. “No,” he said, taking Fiona’s hand. “You’ll join me now.” 
 
    For a heartbeat, concern flashed on her face. John knew full well this was the moment a part of her had been dreading ever since the river: the moment that her duties as mayor would fully conflict with her status as a member of John’s wargear. What would she choose? 
 
    It only lasted a moment.  
 
    Fiona shrugged, discarding her old life as easily as she’d discarded her middle-aged body. “I suppose the elders can figure things out for themselves,” she told him, slipping his hand onto her ass as she helped him to her feet. “Let’s go enjoy ourselves. Tonight, we’re heroes—and we should be treated as such.” 
 
    On that point, more than anything else, John agreed with her wholeheartedly.

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was indeed a feast waiting for them at the nameless tavern. Aoryl, Emily, and Petra hadn’t stood on ceremony, either—they’d dug in without him. 
 
    The smell of delicious cooked food filled John’s nostrils as Fiona opened the door. Most of the tables in the common room had been pushed against the walls, with three of the larger ones pressed together in the center of the chamber. Huge plates of food had been heaped on top of these, and around them, John’s women feasted. The sight of it made his mouth water and his cock throb. 
 
    In a flash, a woman stepped around the tables. To John’s surprise, it was the petulant barmaid from earlier—the same one who’d crawled away when things got dangerous the last time John had visited the tavern. She’d done her hair and put on makeup, and the outfit she wore showed a great deal more skin than the last time John had seen her. 
 
    “You’re here, my lord!” An awkward smile flickered across the young woman’s face, as if she knew how she’d treated him last time. “Please, let me show you to your seat. The tavern belongs to you and your party tonight, courtesy of the town elders of Vismuth.” She glanced over her shoulder at the table, then bit her bottom lip as she peered through her lashes at John. “I’ve been told to serve you tonight in any way you choose, my lord. If there’s anything I can do for you, my lord, anything at all…” 
 
    Her shamelessness made him chuckle. “Just take me to my seat,” he told her, a little brusquely. “I won’t need any other ‘services’ from you tonight, besides a refill on my ale every now and then.” 
 
    The woman looked stricken but took it well. “Yes, my lord,” she said, her eyes on the floor as she led him to the table.  
 
    All of his women were there, save for Fiona who followed him—Aoryl and Emily, along with little Petra. 
 
    “I’m a lord now, apparently,” John said, settling into his seat. He speared a portion of ham and pulled it onto his plate, chuckling as the poor rejected barmaid filled his mug with sweet, dark ale. 
 
    “You’d best get used to it,” Petra said around a mouthful of food. The blacksmith’s daughter scarfed down the feast as if she hadn’t eaten in weeks—she must have worked up quite an appetite slaughtering beastmen. She’d look better with a bit of curves, John thought. “They’re talking about you in the town like you’re the reincarnation of the First Emperor himself. Did you really throw all your Wargear away, turn into a dragon, and swallow the beastman’s captain whole, or is that just an exaggeration?” 
 
    “About two thirds of that is true,” John said, grinning. “I’ll leave you to figure out which two thirds, Petra.” 
 
    Then John forgot everything except eating for a while. His stomach rumbled like waves against the beach, pangs of hunger filling him so strongly that he tore into his meal with a fury usually reserved for the battlefield. He devoured bird and beast alike, grabbing up some of everything on the table and putting it on his plate like a conqueror parceling out land to his warlords.  
 
    For a time the sounds of conversation stilled as everyone tucked in, more interested in feasting than in gossiping or fucking for the moment. 
 
    Finally, though, the wave of hunger within John began to ebb. He went from eating as quickly as he could to savoring each morsel, grabbing choice delicacies and quaffing them down with mouthfuls of the frothy, yeasty ale.  
 
    A man could get used to this, he thought, stifling a burp as he placed a rasher of bacon and some incredible, vaguely sweet grain onto his plate. 
 
    Soon he felt sated enough to restart the conversation and slow down. “I take it you all felt that?” he asked, looking around the table. “Except for Petra, of course.” 
 
    They didn’t need to ask him what ‘that’ was. Aoryl, Fiona, and Emily all nodded. 
 
    “It was like a storm breaking,” the elf whispered, her eyes filled with awe as she watched John eat. “I’ve never seen anything like it before! Not even Nemissa’s teachings could have prepared me for the power of the True Dragon!” She leaned forward, looking like she wanted to gobble John right up. “And what you showed on the battlefield today is but a mere fragment of your potential, my lord. Your Draconic transformation is still at its most basic and weakest level. Soon, if you keep walking the path, you will become so much more than an ordinary man!” 
 
    “I’m more than an ordinary man already,” John said in a mild tone. “Apparently I’m so much more than one that Lord Jagannath decided not to show up today.” 
 
    Not that he was complaining, of course. After warding off a horde of beasts, dealing with Lord Jagannath and his no doubt stuffy noble mannerisms was the last thing John wanted to do.  
 
    He welcomed the nightly reprieve, even if it meant he and his women would have to ride out at first light and meet with the man. 
 
    "I’m not sure how much that has to do with Lord Jagannath’s absence this afternoon,” Emily said. The brunette slurped noisily at a bowl of stew, reminding John of the day when this had all began, the day he had been in the guard tower over the Deadlands. All that felt like it had happened a lifetime ago. “Apparently Hawk saw the man’s scalemancers practicing some kind of complicated formation on the ridge over Vismuth a few hours ago. Whatever he’s planning, Hawk said, it’s going to be big. Every single one of his mages will be involved in it.” 
 
    The news added a note of bitterness to the food. “Perhaps he’s just keeping them from growing idle,” John speculated, though he knew in his heart that wasn’t it at all.  
 
    More likely than not, Jagannath was preparing some overwhelming show of force to cow the people of the Deadlands. He expects us to roll over like dogs, John thought, shaking his head. Has the Draconic Emperor really conditioned people to behave so? Do the people obey him out of fealty to their regent, or out of fear? 
 
    A memory of hopeful eyes flashed through him. Fear did not rule over people of Vismuth, and that thought made John feel strangely prideful. 
 
    The rest of the women looked like they wanted to focus on more positive matters. The good food made another circuit around the common room, and the petulant-looking barmaid poured everyone a new round of drinks with an even more dismayed look on her pretty face.  
 
    Soon John was so drunk that he didn’t particularly care what Lord Jagannath and his scalemancers were planning, so long as it didn’t interfere with what he had in mind for his women that evening. 
 
    It was Fiona who decided to first broach the topic. Folding her napkin in her lap, the blonde turned to Petra. “We’ve greatly enjoyed having you in the group,” the woman said in the smooth, diplomatic tones of a mayor. 
 
    Petra looked at Fiona a bit askance, trying to discern the purpose of her praise. “Thank you,” she said, nodding as she nibbled a sweet. “You should have seen how proud my Da was! By the Gods, you’d think I’d gone to the Imperial Capital and won the Emperor’s forging competition…” 
 
    Fiona smiled obligingly. “Have you given any more thought as to whether or not you’d like to become part of John’s Wargear?” 
 
    Suddenly Petra looked as if she’d swallowed a robin’s egg whole.  
 
    Fiona had phrased the idea so casually that she might as well have been suggesting they play a quick game of castles after supper. With a start, John realized that that was the way his women thought about sex with him now: as something natural, that happened all the time for his and their pleasure.  
 
    I’m one lucky bastard, John thought for what felt like the thousandth time. These women aren’t like any others I might have ended up with. Even were I to become a king, I wouldn’t find partners so eager and enthusiastic about a roll in the hay… 
 
    “Fiona, stop,” Aoryl purred, putting her hand on top of the blonde’s. “We agreed we weren’t going to pressure her!” 
 
    “I simply suggested it,” Fiona replied with a diplomatic smile. “That is the furthest thing from pressuring the young woman, Aoryl. Believe me, as a former politician, I know plenty about twisting someone’s arm to get them to do what is best.” 
 
    “Fiona’s right.” Emily set down her bowl and leaned across the table, her elbows on the wood. “You should really, really think about this, Petra. I know you’re not sure what you’re into and all that, but this is the kind of opportunity that doesn’t come around every day. Or every lifetime for that matter.” 
 
    “What we’re offering you is a new life,” Fiona said. “Besides, I want to see what kind of hammer you’re going to turn into.” 
 
    Petra giggled at that, her cheeks turning as red and ruddy as apples. “You think my Wargear would be a hammer?” 
 
    Fiona waved a hand. “Darling, I’d wager every copper in the Imperial Vaults on it. You’re a blacksmith’s daughter, and you’d give John a blacksmith’s weapon. And probably some spells to sharpen his sword or something like that.” 
 
    The thought of ‘sharpening John’s sword’ sent the room into a tizzy. All of John’s women save for Petra looked like they were ready to head upstairs and hop into bed together.  
 
    Meanwhile, poor Petra looked like she had no idea what to do. 
 
    “I… I do want to stay with you all,” Petra blurted, frowning deeply as she took in the friends and good food surrounding her. “After what I’ve seen, where I’ve been, I can’t really see myself going back to the forge and having a normal life. I even told my Da that, expecting him to throw me out—but he told me I ought to join the Devonte. That I should be a hero like all of his women…” 
 
    John cleared his throat. He’d stayed quiet until now, not wanting to pressure Petra one way or the other in her decision. But he couldn’t stand to see the poor girl so overcome with anxiety. 
 
    “If Petra wants to come along with us, she’s more than welcome to accompany our group,” John told the table, his voice firm. “That offer stands whether you become part of my Wargear or not, Petra. You’ve proven yourself an able fighter—and more importantly, someone who can jump through a portal or navigate a ruined magical city without losing her head. I’m going to need people like that surrounding me if I’m going to solve the problems in the Deadlands—and if you aren’t comfortable with becoming more intimate with us, then I understand that completely.” 
 
    “We would simply ask that you let us know if you change your mind,” Fiona said quickly, seizing the thread of John’s conversation and following it. “Because we’d love to have you, Petra. And have you, as a matter of fact.” 
 
    “Sorry if that offends,” Aoryl said, blushing gently. “Ever since becoming John’s Wargear, it’s like all our inhibitions have dissolved. None of us were prudish before we met the True Dragon, but we’re practically more comfortable talking about sex these days than we are the weather…” 
 
    “It’s alright,” Petra said. She looked so relieved to still be in the group that she’d have accepted pretty much any amount of sex talk. “Seriously, I understand. It’s changed you all—for the better. I know I’d be a lot happier if I could just relax and hop into bed with you all. I just… I don’t know what I want yet. I’m really, really sorry.” 
 
    “You have nothing to apologize for,” Aoryl said, meaning it. 
 
    “That said,” Fiona purred, “We’re planning on taking John upstairs and having some fun in the next couple of minutes. So if you’re not interested in sticking around, you might want to head back home before you start seeing some things that young eyes ought not to witness…” 
 
    Petra chuckled at that, though John couldn’t help but notice the flush deepening on her cheeks. Maybe the blacksmith’s daughter wanted to join them a little bit more than she’d admit to herself. But John wouldn’t push her. Let her come to them in her own time.  
 
    In the meantime, he had more than enough women to juggle. 
 
    In short order, Petra left the rest of the group behind. As soon as the blacksmith’s daughter said her goodbyes, the spicier kind of fun began.  
 
    John turned back to the table as the door to the nameless tavern closed, leaving him and his women alone in the common room. 
 
    “She’ll come around eventually,” John said. “We just need to give her a little—what the fuck…?” 
 
    John glanced down. In the few moments he’d been saying goodbye to Petra, Aoryl had climbed underneath the table and made her way over to John on her hands and knees.  
 
    The horny elf grinned up at him from her place on the floor, her nimble fingers unlatching the ties of John’s breeches to free his cock. His manhood swelled beneath the fabric, already fully erect by the time the slender elf removed him from his pants. 
 
    “I just couldn’t resist, my lord,” the elf purred. He could feel the heat of her mouth against his shaft, wet and inviting. “I’ve been so incredibly aroused ever since the battle. I just really, truly need to suck your cock…” 
 
    A damn lucky bastard, John thought, watching the powerful, gorgeous woman worship his cock like a lust-smitten wench.  
 
    Aoryl kissed the underside of his swollen crown, giggling as a bead of pre-seed dribbled from the tip. 
 
    “Be my guest,” John said, spreading his legs. “Unless any of you other women have a problem with Aoryl jumping in first…?” 
 
    From the looks on their faces, they certainly didn’t mind a bit.  
 
    “Go right ahead,” Fiona purred, climbing up onto the table. The blonde knocked aside plates of food as she made her way over to John on her hands and knees, eager to watch the elf work her man. “I could feel how needy your horny little elf was the entire time we were together in your head. I wouldn’t deny her anything—“ 
 
    “Fuck!” John’s groan cut off further conversation.  
 
    Aoryl had just made a soft, pouty ‘o’ with her lips, then wrapped them around the throbbing crown of John’s manhood. Soft, wet heat enveloped his member as Aoryl took him into her mouth, her cheeks hollowing out around him as she sucked. He could feel how greedy she was for him; could hear the groan of pleasure that tore itself from the elf’s throat at having him inside of her. 
 
    John tangled his fingers in the back of Aoryl’s long, dark hair. He brushed it from her ears, showing each sharp, knife-like point as the elf took him all the way down to the balls. She gagged gently around his shaft, juice dripping down his meat as she slobbered all over it.  
 
    Of all the delicacies the people of Vismuth had prepared for their victory feast, Aoryl treated his cock like the most special of them all. She savored him, squeezing his balls as she sucked and slurped his sensitive organ. 
 
    “You’re so good at that,” John said, praising her. “Before I met you, I had no idea elves were such good little cocksuckers, Aoryl. You really know how to please a man!” 
 
    “Mmh hmmm,” Aoryl groaned, her eyes rolling back in her head. One of her eyes squinted tight as her face screwed up with pleasure.  
 
    At first, John thought it merely the bliss of having his cock slamming into the back of her throat—then he realized that Emily had disappeared. He had one guess as to where she’d gone. 
 
    “You dirty little slut—!” John leaned over to see beneath the table.  
 
    Aoryl had her leather pants tugged down to her tanned knees, and sprawled between the elven woman’s thighs was Emily, her mouth and fingers buried in the elf’s perfect, dripping snatch.  
 
    In marked contrast to the reserved, almost prudish woman John had known, there was no limit to how whorish Emily could be when she attacked the elf from behind. She lapped at Aoryl’s sugary walls while sliding two fingers deep into her tight, dripping wet opening. Her free hand caressed the elf’s bare ass, delivering an occasional spank or slap to her firm, supple flesh. 
 
    The sight was one hell of an aphrodisiac. John’s pleasure soared higher and higher as he watched his brunette companion feast on the elf who’d sworn fealty to him, each naughty motion of Emily’s tongue and fingers making Aoryl suck his cock even harder.  
 
    The gorgeous elf was a blur in his lap, sucking and slurping like her life depended on draining every last drop from John’s heavy, swollen balls. So far, she appeared to be equal to the task. 
 
    “Ahem,” a sultry voice purred.  
 
    John glanced up from the scene beneath the table to one almost as sweet. While he’d been watching Emily play between Aoryl’s legs, Fiona had been busy disrobing. The gorgeous, youthful blonde now wore nothing but a pair of panties, as silky and pink as the inner walls of her rejuvenated pussy. Fiona nibbled her bottom lip as she looked at John with naked lust, her nipples hard as diamonds. 
 
    “Come here, hero,” Fiona purred, guiding John’s face between her perky tits. “You’ve eaten your dinner. Now it’s time to have dessert…” 
 
    Fiona pushed a nipple past John’s lips, the stiff nub aching beneath his tongue. John sucked and kissed the supple orbs as Aoryl’s lips worked up and down his cock, the pleasure immense. His hands roamed all over Fiona’s young body, enjoying the firm, soft flesh he found everywhere he touched. His thumbs hooked in her panties, tugging them down to expose a freshly-shaven pussy glistening with juice. 
 
    “That’s the dessert I want,” John growled, his lips moving from Fiona’s tits to her mouth. “Turn around. Spread those legs for me. Show me how ready you are for me…” 
 
    Fiona hastened to obey. Moving with a speed and grace the years had stolen from her before her transformation, she got on her hands and knees and stuck her ass in the air, arching her back as she wiggled her favors back and forth over the edge of the table. Her tight little pucker winked at John, the swollen mound of her womanhood just beneath so covered in juice it looked as if she’d spilled honey into her lap. 
 
    John could contain himself no longer. He buried his face in Fiona’s womanhood from behind, stabbing his tongue deep into her most sensitive opening. His fingers dug into her hips, thrusting her back onto him as he devoured her like the most delicious meal he’d ever eaten. John groaned into Fiona’s soft, silky folds as he tasted her juices, the sweetness of her youthful pussy mixing with the feral tang of her pure, primal need. 
 
    Meanwhile, in his lap, Aoryl kept on sucking. Her lips formed such a tight seal around John’s stiff, aching prick that he couldn’t believe how good it felt. If he focused on it, rather than on burying himself between Fiona’s thighs, he’d already have lost the battle and erupted into her waiting throat. As it was, he hung on by his fingertips, trying to prolong the pleasure for as long as humanly possible. 
 
    “Oh John!” Fiona groaned, throwing her hips back onto his face. “Oh, don’t stop! Gods, you really are a lord, aren’t you? I might have to start calling you master if you keep making me cum like this…” 
 
    With a chuckle, John added his fingers to the pleasure. His digits stabbed deep into Fiona’s womanhood, stretching her walls as his tongue swirled over her swollen nub.  
 
    He could feel her thighs and legs shaking, her body losing control as it neared the peak. He wasn’t sure which of them would cum first. Either way, it would be a very near thing. 
 
    Suddenly Aoryl’s mouth left him. The elf pressed her entire face into John’s cock and balls, groaning at the top of her lungs. She reached behind her back to dig her fingers into Emily’s hair, tugging the human to her as if the world were about to end. 
 
    “Fuck, that’s so good!” Aoryl laughed, her tongue lapping at the underside of John’s prick. “Ah, Gods, you’re going to make me cum, Emily! You’re going to make me cum all over your face…!” 
 
    So Aoryl beat us both, John thought as the elven woman came. As sweet, ragged cries of bliss erupted from the elf’s throat, she latched her mouth back on John’s cock and took it all the way down to the base, swallowing him without a hint of a gag reflex. Her sucking grew so hard and fast that there was no way for John to hold himself back any longer.  
 
    He thrust his hips forward, fucking the elf’s face as the pleasure took him into the heavens. At the same time he buried his face in Fiona’s pretty pink pussy, stabbing her pleasure center with his fingers and attacking the swollen nub of her clit with his tongue. 
 
    In the end, John came first, but it was a close thing indeed. His cock jerked within Aoryl’s mouth, shooting a fat glob of semen against the back of her throat, and at almost the same moment, he felt Fiona’s inner walls clench around his fingers as she hit her peak.  
 
    A flood of sweet, feminine juices coated John’s face as the blonde rode out her pleasure, grinding the folds of her sex against him as she screamed his name. John was dimly aware of her nails digging into the back of his head, but the pain was nothing compared to the sweet pleasure as he unloaded into Aoryl’s mouth. 
 
    The elf never stopped sucking throughout his orgasm. Aoryl swallowed greedily, drinking down each burst of his seed as it drained into her mouth. By the eagerness of her tongue and the giddy glee of her body, he knew the gorgeous elf was on her own high right along with him.  
 
    All of them, in fact, save for possibly Emily, were riding the tides of bliss, grunting and groaning as pleasure washed over them. 
 
    Except that Emily was climaxing. Though no fingers, tongue, or cock worked at her pussy, John sensed through their bond the pleasure of the three of them affecting the brunette.  
 
    John made a mental note that Emily would get to feel him inside of her first. It was only fair, after all. 
 
    Aoryl’s dutiful slurps slowed as the last few jets of seed ebbed from John’s cock. He loved watching the beautiful elf gulp down every last drop of his pearly white load, and didn’t pull out until she’d cleaned every inch of his faintly throbbing shaft with her lips and tongue.  
 
    He pulled out of her very satisfied, but still so hard that he hurt. 
 
    John needed to take his women, now. 
 
    Reaching beneath the table, he took hold of Emily’s shoulder and guided her into the light. One look into her emerald eyes was all it took to confirm that pleasure indeed flowed through their bond.  
 
    She looked like she’d been having sex for days, even though she’d gladly sign up for round two, three or four as soon as he wanted. 
 
    While Aoryl and Fiona watched, he tossed the brunette over his shoulder, grunting like a barbarian as he lifted her. There were gasps of amazement at his altered strength as he carried her across the room, the weight of her slackening almost instantly the same way it did when he picked up his enchanted sword. 
 
    He delivered a quick swat to her backside, the slap filling the common room. “Let’s go upstairs,” he growled, gesturing for the other two women to follow. “I hear that the barmaid prepared a hot bath for us all.” 
 
    Indeed she had. Hot humidity hit John in the face as he stepped into the bedroom, rolling over his skin in a warm, sticky wave. The barmaid must have had some help preparing, because the heavy iron tub that dominated the room was easily big enough for John and all of his women to sit inside with room to spare. Steaming water filled it nearly all the way to the top. 
 
    “By the Emperor,” Emily gasped, her eyes widening like saucers when she saw what awaited them. She craned her neck from around John’s back, her legs only now ceasing their kicking against his chest. “That looks amazing. Toss me right into that…!” 
 
    John did. Water splashed over the sides of the tub as he deposited the mewling brunette right in the center of the scalding bath.  
 
    Nimble fingers tugged at his clothing as Aoryl and Fiona disrobed him, moving with the skill and speed of nymphs. In the blink of an eye he was naked, climbing into the tub and sinking into the heat as he made his way over to Emily. He’d rarely seen a more willing woman. 
 
    She embraced him as he reached her, arching one leg up to offer her pussy to his throbbing cock. John shoved her up against the side of the iron tub, using so much force that the whole thing nearly toppled over. It would have made a terrible mess for the barmaid, who was nowhere to be seen, but the tub barely managed to hold its balance. 
 
    John’s lips met Emily’s and covered them. She opened wide, panting with lust as his tongue explored her mouth.  
 
    Her body was hot and slippery against his, even hotter than the water, and moved as if she was possessed by the randiest spirit in the world. Every touch of her skin against his felt electric, a lightning bolt of sensations and delight.  
 
    His cock hit the rough inseam of her inner thigh, then pushed inward, seeking the tight wetness he knew would be there. 
 
    And thrust into it. 
 
    John was inside of Emily almost before he knew it. His cock slammed hilt-deep into her soft, yielding walls, stretching them in ways he knew no other man could do for her. Her nails dug into his shoulders as he bottomed out inside of her, Emily’s pleasure mixing with his own.  
 
    It was hard to tell where he ended and she began. The connection between them was strong and growing stronger, so strong that he could feel Aoryl and Fiona in his skull even as they climbed into the tub behind him. They gasped along with him as he thrust into Emily’s heavenly tightness, and the two joined their sexy bodies in the entanglement. 
 
    John’s animal instincts took over. With Emily pinned against the tub, all the lithe brunette could do was hold on and endure his raw fucking as best as she was able. Her ass slammed against the side of the tub as he hammered within her again and again, testing the supple muscles of her pussy as he thrust this way and that. Finally, he found an angle that drove him wild and locked into place, drilling deep. Emily’s cries of pleasure filled the room, her tongue babbling whorishly as she lost control. 
 
    “Yes! Oh Gods, John, fuck me! Fuck meeee!” 
 
    As John filled Emily with his cock, he heard his other women snickering with jealousy just behind him.  
 
    “Look at how deep he goes,” Aoryl purred, caressing John from behind as he lost himself within the brunette’s tight pussy. “And her beautiful sex can swallow the whole thing! I love the way you use us, Master. It’s just what we deserve!” 
 
    “I deserve a little taste of the forest,” Fiona growled, her hands stroking Aoryl’s breasts. “Come here, elf. Put your mouth on me while John stretches out Emily.” 
 
    Hearing his women talk dirty made John even harder. His cock thrust into Emily in a blur, until the gorgeous young woman riding it felt like little more than an accessory to his pleasure.  
 
    Their bodies heated, beading with sweat, until they were even hotter than the water. Each thrust sent waves of liquid gushing onto the floor. 
 
    He was nearing the apex of his pleasure when Emily’s voice reached him. “John, wait… wait!” 
 
    Hearing her concern, he pulled out. “Emily? Something wrong?” 
 
    She nibbled her bottom lip and shook her head. In an instant, mischief lit up her face. “Not at all,” she purred, turning around and thrusting her ass so high it nearly breached the surface of the water. “I just want you to fuck me from behind.” 
 
    Grinning, John wrapped his fingers around her long brown hair and did just that. His cock found her opening as naturally, thrusting deep into her heavenly tightness as Emily rode him back for everything she was worth. Her round ass pressed against the underside of his belly with every thrust, his balls slapping against her beneath the water. 
 
    Behind him, Fiona and Aoryl began to moan as they embraced each other. Their fingers worked at each other’s slits, stoking their inner fires. Their smoldering was reflected inside him, as he knew that the pleasure between himself and Emily was echoed within them. 
 
    Something about their bond amplified the sex, pulling them into the dizzying heights of bliss along with John. 
 
    I really am their lord, he thought as his cock jerked inside of Emily. The True Dragon.  
 
    “Emily,” John gasped, his fingers digging into her hips. “Don’t fucking stop!” 
 
    “Your command is mine to obey,” she said with a red-cheeked grin from over her shoulder.  
 
    She did her best to impale herself on his cock and moan his name. She threw herself back again and again, slamming her walls around him as his pleasure became unbearable. 
 
    John tossed his head back and roared with bliss, the pleasure blinding him as orgasm threatened to wash over him.  
 
    He lost track of where and who he was, or how many people he was. It felt as if all the women in the tub were part of him, and that they were hitting the heights of passion at the same moment… 
 
    When his climax came, it was an all consuming tidal wave.  
 
    John grit his teeth as harsh, barbaric barks left his lips. The relief that filled him as he unloaded inside of Emily’s pussy was even stronger than the orgasm itself. It washed over him, and them, spraying like a geyser even as John’s load thudded against the inside of Emily’s walls. 
 
    By the time he came down from his peak, it felt as if a year had passed. Yet the stars and the moon beyond the window were all in the same spots, and the woman bent over the side of the tub looked no older. The bath still had its warm, soothing temperature, though a great deal of the liquid within had sloshed over the sides to wet the towels surrounding it. 
 
    John opened his eyes to the sight of three gorgeous, devoted women beaming at him.  
 
    But even as he took in the sight of his kingdom, his eyes were drawn to the floating words floating in the air just next to the window: 
 
      
 
    Soul Essence Expended!  
 
      
 
    Wargears Evolved! 
 
      
 
    Wargear: Enchanted Aelwood bow & Elemental-Blessed Quiver 
 
    Weapon Art: Explosive Arrow 
 
    Charge a single arrow so that it explodes upon hitting a target.  
 
    Weapon Art: Aelwood Aim 
 
    A passive accuracy buff. 
 
    Weapon Art: Elemental Arrow 
 
    Charge arrows with fire, electricity, or ice. 
 
    Slots(s): 1 (EMPTY) 
 
      
 
    Wargear: Greater Iron shield 
 
    Weapon Arts and user’s properties are greatly enhanced. 
 
    Weapon Art:  
 
    SHIELD BASH 
 
    Unleashes a wave of force directly in front of the wielder.  
 
    SHIELD THROW 
 
    Shield can be thrown with immense force and will return to wielder. 
 
    Slots(s): 1 (EMPTY) 
 
      
 
    Wargear: Greater Sun Amulet 
 
    Range and power of Weapon Arts are greatly enhanced. 
 
    Weapon Art: SOLAR BURST 
 
    Generates a circle of force around the caster that repels enemies while healing allies within its range.  
 
    Slots(s): 1 (EMPTY) 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” John said, prompting laughter in each of his women. “I think we just reached a new plateau. From what I’m reading, you’ve all become seriously more powerful…” 
 
    Then they were in John’s arms, pressed against him, three wonderful bodies snuggled right against him.  
 
    Right then, in those blissful moments, it did not matter how powerful each of his companions became, not truly. What mattered was that they were his, and even were they not his Wargear, they would always be by his side.  
 
    His women.  
 
    His mates. 
 
    His wargear.

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    John and his women had trouble sleeping that night. Despite the amount of heated, carnal exercise they’d participated in after the battle, the promise of more to come in the morning left them all worried about the future.  
 
    Their upgrades had left them refreshed, as if they’d spent an entire day relaxing between the covers, and none of them found it particularly easy to drift off after they slipped into the two beds the barmaids had hastily pressed together and made up to look like one larger mattress. 
 
    That was alright with John. The group engaged in another few rounds of enthusaisatic sex throughout the night, dozing off between each hard fuck like all they needed to restore their minds and bodies was a quick catnap.  
 
    John soon found he enjoyed pounding one woman next to the sleeping form of another. Fucking Aoryl from behind while Emily snoozed a few feet away, or getting head from Fiona and Emily while their elf companion lay snuggled up against John and dozing—these things got him so hard that he wondered if he’d found a long-buried fantasy or if his women’s perverted thoughts were beginning to rub off on him. Either way, he found he didn’t mind. 
 
    In this way, the night passed before they knew it.  
 
    Each of John’s companions rose from the bed refreshed and happy and changed into the finest versions of their travel outfits, before riding out to meet with Lord Jagannath. Their horses had been replaced and waited outside the tavern, the only other living things awake at this predawn hour. 
 
    “Good girl,” John said, patting the horse’s mane as he prepared to mount it. He couldn’t help but notice that each of his women blushed upon hearing it, as if they’d thought for a moment he was referring to them, not the horse. They saddled up and made their way slowly down the thoroughfare, not wanting to wake anyone. 
 
    John watched the walls of Vismuth approach. A dozing guard next to the walls shot awake as they reached him, then tugged the mechanism to open the gate wide enough for them to pass. The man was asleep again almost as soon as they were outside, which made John chuckle. 
 
    “At least someone’s able to relax with everything that’s going on,” he said to his companions. 
 
    Aoryl, however, was frowning. “They think themselves safe because of the barrier,” she whispered, casting her gaze back at the town as they rode. “The townsfolk believe that you’re going to raise it at the first sign of trouble, John. That should Lord Jagannath turn hostile, he’ll bash his forces against that magical wall over and over again, then get frustrated and just go home.” 
 
    “They’re naive,” Fiona added, her fingers tight around the reins. “But that’s not why they’re so relaxed, elf.” 
 
    “No?” Aoryl cocked an eyebrow. “Well, you would know better than I, mayor. Tell us, why are they able to sleep so well with Lord Jagannath’s forces so close to the town.” 
 
    Fiona’s lips pursed in a smile. “Because John is here,” she said, nodding lovingly at their leader. “They know the True Dragon will protect them.” 
 
    John couldn’t very well argue with that. “Just remember to let me do the talking,” he reminded the group. “This Lord Jagannath has no doubt heard of me by now—he’s going to want to speak to the ‘Hero of Vismuth’, or the ‘True Dragon’, or whatever silly folk name he knows me by. From what I remember of Imperial functionaries, they prefer their women submissive and quiet…” 
 
    The three women riding with John smiled knowingly.  
 
    “We’re certainly submissive,” Emily said, rubbing one of the bruises John left on her last night during their lovemaking. “But we’re anything but quiet—” 
 
    As if punctuating her statement, a cry echoed down the road from behind them. “Hey! Wait up!” 
 
    John and his party turned.  
 
    Following them at a much faster gallop than their own mounts, a slender pony raced down the dirt road. The rider kicked up a cloud of dust behind them, clinging to their mount as if they might fall off at any moment. Clearly they’d left in a hurry. 
 
    John grinned as the rider approached. “Thought you might like to sleep in today,” he said, sharing a chuckle with his Wargear. “Since it’s liable to just be speeches and negotiating, not hitting things with a hammer.” 
 
    Petra slowed her mount as she approached the group. As she got closer, John realized which steed she’d taken along with her this morning—it belonged to the barmaid at the nameless tavern. 
 
    “Does Trixie know you’re riding her mare?” Fiona asked, arching an eyebrow at the young blacksmith’s confidence. 
 
    Petra snickered. “Trixie’s probably not going to wake up until tomorrow,” she said, bringing the animal to a trot next to John’s horse. “She went up and down the thoroughfare last night moaning about how she was rejected by you. The noises the four of you made upstairs in the tavern didn’t help matters.” She grinned. “Apparently she found Hawk and threw herself at him, promising him a fuck like no man’s ever gotten before. The young man held nothing back.” 
 
    Both Aoryl and Emily grinned at Petra’s story.  
 
    “Sounds like a classic case of sour grapes,” Emily surmised, shaking her head. “I’m glad that Hawk got the better end of it, though. He’s a good guy—he deserves to spend the night before a fight with his cock buried deep inside something tight and sweet.” 
 
    John doubted there was anything sweet about the treatment Hawk had given the barmaid, but he knew enough to keep his mouth closed. After all, he’d inspired this line of events with his own savage behavior. 
 
    “So we’ve got one of our best defenders sleeping in after having sex with a barmaid,” John said, clucking his tongue and shaking his head. “No doubt the lad lacked the foresight to pull out, as well. If I don’t see him on the wall manning his post later today, I’m going to have to have words with that boy…” 
 
    “You don’t pull out with us, either,” Aoryl pointed out, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. 
 
    “Yes, but I’m fully aware of what might happen,” John retorted. “Also there’s three of you. If a little Devonte comes into the world, he or she’s already got three doting mothers to take care of them. Poor Hawk, however, is likely in for some sleepless nights…” 
 
    With that, the group absorbed Petra into their formation and got back onto the path. The sun gradually rose over the horizon as they made their way up to the ridge where Lord Jagannath’s forces were stationed, and by the time they could actually see the iron-clad figures overlooking the valley, the sky was a blue-white marble. 
 
    They looked like they’d been waiting for John and his party for a while. Tall figures sat astride their horses, their burnished armor making them look like statues in the early morning light.  
 
    The man in the center had to be Lord Jagannath himself, though his closed visor hid his face. His armor was both tougher and more expensive looking than the men on either side of him—three to a side, making this a formation of seven. Behind the front row stood a dozen or so slender figures wearing robes, each with hints of scaly flesh visible. 
 
    John felt his skin crawl. Scalemancers, he thought.  
 
    Like him, these creatures were touched by the Dragon itself—only no one in their right mind would wish for this manner of enchantment. Their powers came with terrible prices, and only their mad devotion and fealty to the Draconic Emperor kept the fury of the Dragon from consuming their minds and bodies. 
 
    He’d heard what happened to scalemancers who tried to turn against the Draconic Emperor. It wasn’t pretty. 
 
    A man with a flag barred John’s way as his party rode along the ridge. John was only distracted by him for a moment, yet when he looked back at Lord Jagannath’s party, each of the six soldiers accompanying him had removed their helms and were staring directly at him and his women.  
 
    Six pairs of glowing golden eyes regarded him harshly. Another chill tingled down John’s spine. 
 
    More of the Wyvern Guard, he thought, doing a bit of mental math. Why in the world would the Draconic Emperor send so many to a town like Vismuth? Bringing this many of the Emperor’s elites to this town is like bringing a cannon to a child’s fistfight. 
 
    Well, normally it would have been.  
 
    With John there, maybe bringing backup wasn’t the most ridiculous idea. But he wasn’t about to tell Lord Jagannath that if he didn’t have to. Let the man learn that for himself. 
 
    As they drew closer, one of the golden-clad figures leaned over and tapped Lord Jagannath on his shoulder. He whispered something into his lord’s ear, then tapped him on the back as the big man dismounted. Lord Jagannath appeared to be in no rush to meet them—the man’s unhurried strides were even and sure, and John could almost imagine the smug smirk on his face. 
 
    “One last time,” John whispered, sliding off of his horse. “I’ll take the point, ladies. Just follow my lead.” 
 
    He didn’t need them to respond with words. He could tell simply by their body language that they heard and understood. 
 
    John focused himself on Lord Jagannath as the armored figure approached. His first impression of the man was that he was tall, though not so tall that he dwarfed John himself. In fact, without his fancy Imperial boots, the man might be of a similar height. His second was that this lord from the Imperial Capital was absolutely massive. Even his armor seemed to have been stretched around him at several points, owing to the need to wear it for long periods in the saddle and on the battlefield. 
 
    “M’lord,” John said, lifting an arm. He hated using the appellation, but in order to put the representative of the Draconic Emperor at ease, he’d say just about anything. Words were cheap—life not so much. “We received ravens letting us know you’d be coming. Welcome to Vismuth. This woman standing next to me is the mayor, Fiona—and I am John Devonte—” 
 
    “I know who you are.” The words came out muffled through the figure’s visor, and did not sound kind. 
 
    John refused to let himself be taken aback. “No doubt you’ve heard a lot of stories,” he said, his tone telling the man what he thought of that. “Peasants around these parts have a lot of time for idle gossip. Seeing a man fight back a wave of beasts inspires them to whisper that he’s more than an ordinary man…” 
 
    Lord Jagannath lifted a gauntleted fist. “Silence,” he said. Was that a hint of mirth in the man’s tone, or was John hearing things? 
 
    Regardless, his mouth snapped shut like a guillotine. He swallowed hard, watching as the armored figure reached for his burnished bronze helmet and tugged at the catches.  
 
    Next to him, he felt more than heard Aoryl and Emily stiffen—this wasn’t what they’d expected at all. Why did Lord Jagannath feel the need to show them his face? 
 
    Lord Jagannath removed his helmet and handed it to a nearby retainer. For a moment long, shaggy hair covered his face, then he brushed it away and tossed his head back and forth, sighing with relief at the touch of the early morning chill. The lord was surprisingly young, with such long dark hair that he seemed even more like a vagabond than John did— 
 
    John froze. No. No, he couldn’t be seeing what he was seeing. 
 
    A smile split Lord Jagannath’s craggy face in two. A scar ran along his chin, as if someone had tried and failed to slit his throat in the heat of battle or a night time assassination attempt. His teeth were white and even, and a short, cropped goatee gave him a debonair appearance that he might have lacked without it, given his relative youth. For the man was very nearly John’s age. 
 
    He also looked almost exactly like John. 
 
    He had the same dark eyes and hair, the same knowing tilt to the mouth. The same look that told any woman in the room he knew exactly how to please them, and warned men they’d be fleeced at cards or dice if they tried their fortunes. The resemblance wasn’t exact, and the scar complicated things, but there was very little doubt—even at a casual glance. 
 
    Lord Jagannath was a Devonte.  
 
    Not one of John’s uncles, or even one of their brothers or cousins. But the man was most certainly some distant relation to John’s own blood. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Jagannath watched John’s look of surprise and guffawed. He even had the same carefree, full-throated laugh John reached for whenever someone told a particularly good joke.  
 
    “Surprised, John Devonte?” Lord Jagannath grunted, his crooked grin growing both wider and more crooked. 
 
    “I… I am,” John managed, taking a step backward.  
 
    His women looked almost as shocked as he did. Even Petra couldn’t fail to notice the strong resemblance between the Draconic Emperor’s representative and the very man he was sent to meet with. 
 
    This was no coincidence. John’s stomach did a flip as he tried to figure out what this might mean. Was the Draconic Emperor sending an overture for recruitment? Or did he think a member of John’s own family would be able to stab him in the back more efficiently? 
 
    “No,” Lord Jagannath said after a moment. “We haven’t met. Technically, my branch of the family is not even called Devontes. We became the Del Varres some generations ago, given a noble title and a demesne by a merchant lord whom we swore fealty to. But you may call me brother, if it pleases you.” 
 
    John could hardly believe what he was seeing. “I never heard of a branch of Devontes that gave up the nomadic life,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    Lord Jagannath laughed. “Do you doubt me?” He pointed at his own face, as if making the comparison obvious. “I’ll admit, John, I’m shocked. The Emperor warned me that you might look like some distant relation of the Del Varres, but he didn’t tell me you’d look so damned much like one of my cousins you could be the spitting image…” 
 
    John took that as an opportunity to open a more fruitful dialog. “What are you doing here, brother?” he asked, hesitating only slightly before using the moniker. If that’s what the man wanted, it would make him more comfortable. 
 
    Lord Jagannath looked amused by the question. “Why, I’m here to deal with the situation in the Deadlands, of course,” the man said, resting both gauntlets on the breastplate of his armor. “Not a sparrow falls from a tree that our immortal sovereign does not hear the final beating of its heart, oh brother of mine. The Draconic Emperor is greatly troubled by what he senses stirring in that ancient forest. He sent me to take care of the situation.” 
 
    Take care. Deal with.  
 
    John couldn’t help but notice that Lord Jagannath did not say he was here to purify the Deadlands. Perhaps he wished to keep that aspect of his orders secret from John and his women, but he couldn’t help but think there was something darker behind the decision to use such general terms. Or maybe the Draconic Emperor had given Lord Jagannath free will to decide as he wished what would become of the Deadlands and its surrounding farms, hamlets, and villages. 
 
    John didn’t think so though. A man like the Emperor tended to keep his hounds on a short leash. 
 
    “If that is true,” John began, clearing his throat, “then we’re glad you’re here. We’ve been struggling mightily with the incursions of beastmen from within the Deadlands. They’ve overwhelmed many of the farms in this area—we sent out scouts and collected everyone from the nearby sites of habitation and brought them to Vismuth. We’re hunkered down for now, but more monsters pile from the forest by the day.” 
 
    Lord Jagannath nodded absently. John didn’t like that, one bit. The man looked like he didn’t particularly care about the people living around the Deadlands, which John had half-expected. But John and the other scouts had done this man’s work for him. He should have been pleased—and he did not look pleased. 
 
    If anything, he looked quite the opposite. 
 
    Suddenly a figure stepped next to John. Damn it, he thought, catching a glimpse of Fiona in his peripheral vision. I thought I told you to stay put…! 
 
    Fiona, however, had other ideas. “In the name of the town of Vismuth, allow me to greet you, Lord Jagannath.” Fiona slipped smoothly down to one knee, and even managed to work in a bit of a curtsy. The foppish prigs in the Imperial Capital couldn’t have asked for a better display of grace and politesse. 
 
    Lord Jagannath, however, had no time to appreciate such niceties. “Who are you?” he asked a bit roughly, cocking an eyebrow at the beautiful young woman who’d just knelt before him. “Surely you’re not the one in charge here, are you?” 
 
    “My name is Fiona.” Despite the rudeness, Fiona didn’t look the least put out by Lord Jagannath’s manner. “Until recently, I was the wife of the Mayor of Vismuth. He… left us quite unexpectedly recently, putting me in charge of the town. Now, with everyone on the borderlands seeking refuge within my village, I’ve become something more than a mere mayor…” 
 
    Lord Jagannath stared blankly at Fiona, as if he didn’t understand the woman’s words. Then, as quick as a child catching a falling ball, he reached out and grabbed Fiona by the chin. 
 
    John nearly lost control of himself right then and there. The urge to draw his enchanted sword and slash Lord Jagannath’s throat open was nearly inexorable. Only the knowledge that the entire population of Vismuth would suffer for his vengeance stayed his hand. 
 
    Lord Jagannath turned Fiona’s head this way and that. The blonde squirmed beneath his grip, trying to look properly offended by his touch while also keeping the diplomatic grace she’d spent a lifetime practicing. Slowly, the armored man’s eyes narrowed, and something shined in them that put ice in the pit of John’s stomach. 
 
    “He’s changed you,” Lord Jagannath said, releasing Fiona. “You were a used-up old wench before he used his magic on you. Now you walk around thinking you’re some eternally youthful goddess. All because a man bestowed a bit of beauty on you.” 
 
    The color drained from Fiona’s face as she smoothed down her robes. “You are being rather impertinent,” she growled. No doubt the real string of expletives she wanted to toss at the man had been stopped by her well-honed politeness on their way from her mouth. 
 
    Lord Jagannath’s eyes widened for a moment. He began to chuckle. “Devontes,” he said, shaking his head with its long, shaggy locks back and forth. “We certainly know how to pick our bitches. You like the ones with the mouth on them, too, dear brother?” 
 
    John wasn’t sure how to respond to that. “I like my women,” he said, taking a step forward. The rage within him still boiled. “You grab another of them like you just grabbed Fiona, you’ll be pulling back a stump.” 
 
    Fiona added more. “If you continue laying hands on me and mine without permission, I’ll see to it the Draconic Emperor himself hears of your behavior…!” 
 
    Lord Jagannath made a face. “No,” he said, sounding almost disappointed by the word. “No, I don’t think he will.” 
 
    John’s heart fell.  
 
    This man intends us all ill, he realized, bracing himself for a fight. He didn’t come here to make a treaty with me, or to purify the Deadlands. He’s here on the Draconic Emperor’s business—and the Draconic Emperor cares about nothing but increasing his own power… 
 
    Then Lord Jagannath’s look of dismay deepened. “The Draconic Emperor requested I ask you a question, John Devonte. Will you hear it?” 
 
    No doubt this was whatever excuse Vanqueur Hellsbane planned to use to have him murdered. He shouldn’t have allowed himself to play along, yet he found himself curious all the same.  
 
    What could the Draconic Emperor possibly want to find out from John? 
 
    “Go for it,” John finally said, punctuating the words with a shrug. “I serve at His Eternal Majesty’s pleasure.” 
 
    Lord Jagannath’s look told John the man didn’t believe he gave a single fuck about ‘His Eternal Majesty’. Still, the armored figure cleared his throat, looking almost apologetic.  
 
    “He told me I was to ask you about any strange… visions… you might have seen within the Deadlands.” His tone said he really, really wished John would say no. “I am to relay to the Emperor the details of any and all of these visions—and was told that, in exchange for doing so, I am to offer you membership in the Wyvern Guard.” 
 
    The gasps of his women covered any reaction John might have made. The Wyvern Guard? 
 
    “The Draconic Emperor wants me?” John asked, aghast. At first, John wondered if it had something to do with the ‘True Dragon’ business, and the powers that came along with it. But then he thought about what Lord Jagannath had just said about visions. 
 
    The Emperor wants you to tell him all about the visions you’ve seen in the Deadlands. 
 
    Those strange towers. The demons. The True Dragons who fought the demons, commanding them in battle like something between troops and pets.  
 
    If Fringilla was correct, that city was the birthplace of the Draconic Emperor himself. The place he ruined to rise into his power. 
 
    Suddenly, John understood the terms of the offer. The Draconic Emperor didn’t just want John’s service. 
 
    He wanted his silence. 
 
    The visions he and his women had seen inside of the Manor—they had to be true. They had to be the real story of how the Draconic Emperor rose to his position at the top of the world, which was why he wanted to suppress them at any cost. People couldn’t know the truth of how the world came to be. 
 
    John would give the stories to Lord Jagannath, and in doing so he’d entrust them with the Draconic Emperor himself. In exchange for keeping the status quo, he’d be given a position, along with riches and property befitting his station. No doubt. He’d even get to keep his women, after a fashion. 
 
    It was a pretty good offer, to tell the truth. But bowing to another’s service went against every drop of Devonte bloodline. 
 
    It went against every fiber of John’s being. 
 
    He had the power to change the world. Safety and luxury were paltry prices to be exchanged for the power to  define the new age. 
 
    Besides, he thought. The Emperor would probably assassinate me sooner or later, anyway. 
 
    Slowly, John shook his head in polite refusal.  
 
    He heard Emily gasp from just behind him, though the glimpse of Aoryl he saw in his peripheral vision showed a fierce, determined elf who’d expected this outcome. I’ll bring them all around eventually, he told himself. 
 
    “I’m sorry, brother,” John said. It was a little disturbing how quickly he’d become comfortable with referring to Lord Jagannath in such a fashion. “I’ve neither seen nor heard any of these visions the Emperor is so keen to have me describe for you. And to be frank, even if I had, I wouldn’t trust them to his keeping. I won’t accept a position among his monsters.” 
 
    John saw the six mounted figures behind Lord Jagannath stiffen. Clearly they hadn’t expected this to be his response. But now that it was said, they did not look unhappy about it, either. 
 
    Lord Jagannath sighed. He looked stricken—to John’s surprise, truly stricken. “Damn it,” Jagannath whispered, taking a step closer. “The Draconic Emperor warned me this would be your response. But I hoped that for once, his all-seeing sight witnessed events incorrectly…” 
 
    John shook his head. “He sees as clear as ever.” 
 
     A frown tugged at the corners of Lord Jagannath’s mouth. “John, do you understand what you’re being offered here?” He glanced over his shoulder, aware now that he was playing his own game and wanting to check if his own forces would try to punish him for it. “I’ve known many barons, dukes, and kings who were cruel, wicked men. Capable of all manner of sin and debauchery. The Draconic Emperor is not one of those men! He’s been… he’s been good to the Del Varres, brother. He could be good to you, as well.” 
 
    John folded his arms over his chest. “And my women?” He cocked his head to the side. “Would he be good to them, as well? What about the people of Vismuth?” 
 
    This last remark made Lord Jagannath’s lips pucker. “You don’t give a shit about a bunch of piss-stained villagers,” the man said, sounding incredulous. “Are you kidding me? Once you turn your back on this place, you’ll never see any of them again. Who gives a fuck what happens to that two-bit flea warren—” 
 
    Fiona’s hand shot out and slapped Lord Jagannath across the face. “That’s my two-bit flea warren,” the blonde hissed, looking as mean as any swamp witch. “If you think a bunch of innocent people are nothing more than pieces in your Master’s game, then maybe your Draconic Emperor isn’t as good a man as you proclaim.” 
 
    John’s heart froze for a moment—but Lord Jagannath looked merely amused by the slap, rather than angered. “Yes, the Devontes truly know how to choose them,” he mused, looking almost boyish for a moment. “Can’t believe this one lets other women share you. She seems like the type to be standing over you with a knife and a bucket of lantern oil after finding you in some other wench’s bed!” 
 
    “Oh, she is that protective,” Aoryl said, cocking an eyebrow. “Want to find out what she does to strangers who question her man’s loyalties?” 
 
    Lord Jagannath blanched at that. “You’re turning down the offer of a lifetime, Devonte,” the man spat, giving his attention one more time to John. “We know you’re dragon-touched, John. Every inbred villager for a hundred miles talks about it—how you use Wargear, how you wield powers that only the elite troops of the Draconic Emperor normally have access to. Link your power to Vanqueur Hellsbane the way the rest of the dragon-touched do, and he’ll let you travel the world smiting evil. He’ll even let you keep the elf!” 
 
    “The elf?” Emily snickered, sharing a look with Aoryl. “What about the rest of us?” 
 
    John hadn’t expected Lord Jagannath to be the sort of man who turned red as a beet when asked that question. He was learning much about his so-called ‘brother’. 
 
    “You’ll be allowed to remain part of his Wargear,” Jagannath said, sounding extremely reluctant about this part. No doubt he expected such delicate matters to remain beneath the level of polite conversation until long after John sealed the deal with the Draconic Emperor. In this, he was right about one thing—John certainly knew how to pick his women. “But… arrangements like the one you’ve made here in Vismuth are reserved for His Eternal Majesty’s true elite. Perhaps, given time, you can work your way up the ladder to becoming one of his favorites. However, for now, you’d have to co-exist professionally with your arsenal.” 
 
    Just hearing it made the edges of John’s vision turn red.  
 
    “Let me get this straight,” he said, getting up in the man’s face. “As one of the Draconic Emperor’s representatives, I can pay any number of whores I can afford. I can slam my prick inside of any wench in the Empire who’ll take it to get close to the Wyvern Guard—and use it on the unwilling, too, whenever we loot and raze the enemy. All this is just and fine in His Eternal Majesty’s eyes.” 
 
    He could see in Lord Jagannath’s face how much this all pained him. “Stop,” the big man whispered. 
 
    “But if I take multiple women to be more,” John said, not listening, “to be partners, to be loved and respected—this is forbidden. Have you ever asked yourself why our Draconic Emperor thinks that, Lord Jagannath? Why did he set up our society in such a manner, our laws in such a manner? Does that ever enter your thoughts, brother!?” 
 
    Lord Jagannath shook his head. “He said you’d be a handful,” the man spat. 
 
    “He was right,” John said proudly. 
 
    “Damn right,” Emily agreed. 
 
    Lord Jagannath shot the brunette an irritated look, then turned back to John. “I did not want to do this, brother,” the armored figure said, a note of sadness entering his voice. “Remember that. You chose this, John, and not the men of the Wyvern Guard.” 
 
    Lord Jagannath raised a gauntleted fist. 
 
    John moved on instinct, reaching for the two-handed claymore across his back. Next to him, each of his women dropped into a battle stance, readying themselves for a fight. Lord Jagannath and his six members of the Wyvern Guard were all within melee range or just a little out of it, so the attacks could come from any direction. 
 
    But to John’s surprise, none of the guards moved. 
 
    Instead, a group of robed figures broke from the larger mass of the expeditionary force, chanting and grunting in low voices. Magic flared around their fingers as they spoke, the brightness of the sparks illuminating their dark, vicious claws and the patches of scales on the backs of their hands. 
 
    The scalemancers began a spell to annihilate them along with Vismuth. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Gods,” Aoryl cried, tugging at the back of John’s shirt as she tried to drag him away. “They’re going to blast us with magic! They’ll tear the village and the forest around it to shreds…!” 
 
    Robed figure after robed figure stepped up, forming a narrow formation in a single line just behind Lord Jagannath. As they drew closer together, the orbs of magic between each of their outstretched palms arced together, sparks flying like ball lightning from one scalemancer to the next.  
 
    Whatever plan they’d been rehearsing along the road to Vismuth, it contained enough power to make the spells of an ordinary wizard look like child’s play. John didn’t want to be around to find out what else the spell entailed.  
 
    He turned and grabbed his women up in his arms, throwing them toward the edge of the ridge. 
 
    “Devonte!” Lord Jagannath’s roar was nearly a laugh. “Where do you think you’re going?” 
 
    Down, John thought. I’m going down… 
 
    His arms encircled Emily and Aoryl, practically pulling the slender beauties off their feet. They both came without incident, spellbound by the shimmering chains of magic forming between the dragon-touched spellcasters. He dove for the edge of the ridge, fully aware of how steep the slope between the hill and the ground below could be, of how deadly the drop could be. He didn’t have a choice. 
 
    Behind him, the air crackled with the tell-tale pressure of powerful magic. There was no time to waste.  
 
    With Emily and Aoryl already in his arms, he craned his neck toward the other two members of his group and shouted. 
 
    “Jump!” John roared. “It’s our only chance!” 
 
    Had Petra been alone on the ridge, she’d never have made it in time. But Fiona, old as she was within her young body, was just as quick on the uptake as the man she’d sworn fealty to. The blonde grabbed up Petra, sliding her arms beneath the young blacksmith’s breasts and tugging her toward the edge of the ridge. She moved so quickly that Petra had no time to react, her feet leaving the ground with hardly a sound. 
 
    John’s instincts screamed at him to stop at the edge of the ridge. He ignored them and plunged. The world lurched sickeningly beneath him as his center of gravity shifted, and he fell. 
 
    The slope was even steeper than he’d expected. He hit the rocks hard, his shoulder nearly shattering as he slammed into the ground. John had just enough presence of mind to tuck in his arms and roll to the side, turning a headlong plunge into a downhill slide.  
 
    Aoryl and Emily’s cries of pain and surprise filled his ears as he rolled. He hit what felt like every rock and tree branch along the ridge on the way down. 
 
    Finally, he rolled to a violent stop against the ground. Distantly, he felt something dull poking into his flesh and warmth running down his lower back as he let go of Emily and Aoryl.  
 
    His first priority was checking each of them to make sure they were alright. They’d suffered just as many minor cuts and scrapes as he had in the fall, but neither looked seriously injured. They looked more shocked by his actions than hurt. 
 
    He looked up at the ridge. Halfway up the steep slope, Fiona was making her way down with her heels in front of her and Petra clutched in her arms. Twin trails of dust rose into the air behind her, obscuring the chanting scalemancers far above their heads. 
 
    The sky behind the mages had darkened to the color of a bruise. Lightning flashed between the clouds, bathing the valley in bright flashes as the scalemancers joined hands to complete their spell.  
 
    As a chilly wind blew across the plain and rain began to fall from the leaden sky, John saw Lord Jagannath put his helmet back on, his eyes filled with bitter disappointment. 
 
    “Shit,” John grunted, backing up in the dirt on his ass. “We’ve got to get to the treeline. Whatever those scalemancers are about to do, they’re about to do it right on top of us—” 
 
    It was too late. 
 
    The dark sky flashed as bright as the noonday sun across the ridge, bathing the scalemancers, the Wyvern Guard, and the other members of the expeditionary force in a glow so bright John had to shield his eyes against it. At the same moment, tendrils of magic rose from the front rank of scalemancers, linking together on top of and across each other like threads of a good, sturdy rope.  
 
    John tried and failed to understand what sort of spell they were casting. A lightning storm? A rain of fireballs? Perhaps they were just going to bathe the borderland in so much energy that it would dissolve completely, like a cube of sugar put in a mug of hot tea. That wouldn’t be such a bad way to die, he believed. 
 
    They did none of the above. Instead, the strands of magic rose higher and higher, thickening into a latticework that glowed like some divine spider’s web. John watched in mingled awe and horror as it spread across the sky, arcing over the Vismuth and coming down on the other side, beyond the Deadlands. It resembled a net thrown by the god of fishermen—a barrier of golden, unbreakable light. 
 
    The truth hit John like a slap in the face. It’s a cage, he realized, staggering to his feet. The bastards have just caged us… 
 
    The scalemancers released the magic. As they did so, they slumped over, their energies utterly spent in the effort of their creation. Several members of the retinue came over to give the slumping mages food and water, along with bandages for those more greatly affected by the casting.  
 
    Now John understood why the Draconic Emperor had brought so many guards to accompany Lord Jagannath and his elite mages. They were the backup. 
 
    Fiona was the first of John’s women to fully grasp the import of what they were seeing. “It’s a barrier,” the blonde whispered, her jaw dropping in horror. “Across the whole of the Deadlands. Designed to keep the beastmen inside—and the people of the region from escaping with the legend of John Devonte.” 
 
    Aoryl’s face filled with scorn. “The Draconic Emperor just sentenced us to death,” the elf said, spitting into the grass. “Locking us in here with the beastmen is no better than cutting our throats.” 
 
    John stared up at the apex of the ridge. The glittering barrier of magic now separated him from Lord Jagannath, who stood on the opposite side of it with the rest of his Wyvern Guard. The man looked grim, yet grimly satisfied at the same time. Like a man glad to be done with an unpleasant task. 
 
    John did a slow turn, taking in the forest, the Deadlands, and the magical barrier. 
 
    A laugh began to bubble out of him. “I guess we’re the Deadlands now,” he said, his words turning bitter. “This time next year, they’ll have a wall up on the ridge with a bunch of poor bastards keeping watch over us. God damn the Draconic Emperor…” 
 
    One of the armored members of the Wyvern Guard broke from the rest, lowering his helm as he spoke in low, confidential terms with Lord Jagannath. John wondered what they were talking about, but even if he were to climb to the top of the ridge, he doubted he’d be able to find out. The barrier would probably burn him out like a twig on a bonfire. 
 
    “So what happens now?” Emily wiped her face, staring at the barrier above their heads like it was something out of a fairy tale. “We just go back to Vismuth and keep it safe from the beastmen as long as we can? We really just let this Jagannath asshole go back to the Capital and tell the Draconic Emperor he took care of us?” 
 
    “Bastard’s got my hammer!” Petra growled, looking like she wanted to scramble back up the steep slope. “I dropped the fucking thing when Fiona grabbed me. Now it’s on the other side of that gods damn barrier!” 
 
    “I doubt you’re getting it back, then,” John said in a contemplative tone.  
 
    With their task evidently done, the members of Lord Jagannath’s retinue were escorting the scalemancers off the field. Even the Wyvern Guard had begun to turn away, riding back to the main body of the Draconic Emperor’s forces like the show was finally over.  
 
    Yet John refused to believe he’d gotten off that easy. “It looks like we’ve been exiled.” 
 
    A hand came down on John’s shoulder. He felt Fiona’s fine body pressed against his, and saw the smile that spread across the blonde’s newly young face. Just having her this close to him made him feel quite a bit better. 
 
    “The fool just made the gravest miscalculation of his life,” Fiona said fiercely, watching Lord Jagannath’s elites disperse. “If the Draconic Emperor believes he can make the Deadlands disappear by sweeping the problem under the rug, he’s wrong.” She turned her gaze on John, her eyes burning with love and devotion. “And if he thinks he can keep the True Dragon caged up like some common animal, then he’s an even bigger fool than his worst enemies would dare believe.” 
 
    Just then, a commotion broke out among Lord Jagannath’s forces. Two men in leather armor were pushing a scalemancer to the front ranks, toward where Jagannath himself and one of his Wyvern Guard conversed. A hard knot formed in John’s stomach as he watched the feeble, exhausted mage being shoved forward, pushed like a sack of potatoes. 
 
    “I think they’re beginning to realize the same thing,” John said, eyeing the treeline. “It might be a good idea for us to head back to Vismuth, ladies. Put some good, strong walls between us and these monsters…” 
 
    Emily frowned. “They’re on the other side of the barrier,” she protested, looking to the other members of the harem for support. “We can do whatever we want to them and there’s nothing they can do about it besides yell at us.” 
 
    As the guards kept shoving the scalemancer toward the barrier, a dark possibility began to form in John’s mind. 
 
    “We need to get back,” he said, taking Aoryl and Emily by the hands and moving toward the treeline. “Come on. Let’s get under cover, quick, before those bastards do something else to us.” 
 
    As he walked, John kept his eyes on the barrier. Lord Jagannath’s gaze followed him, his face hard. He pointed at the barrier, gesturing for the soldiers at the front to push the scalemancer right into the magical shield he’d just helped create. 
 
    “What is he doing?” Petra asked, more confused than worried. “They’re going to smack that mage into the side of the barrier? That’d be like hitting a fly with a brick!” 
 
    When the scalemancer tried to protest, the two armored men picked him up and slammed the mage bodily into the side of the glowing wall. Light flared across the shimmering magical shield, brightest at the spot where the man made direct contact with the spell. Tiny explosions of light split the spots where his black claws raked the barrier. 
 
    The scalemancer’s screams were so loud and horrifying that Emily threw her hands over her ears. “Run!” she cried, finally seeing the threat for what it was. 
 
    But it was far too late for that.  
 
    As the scaly mage writhed in the spider’s web of light, Lord Jagannath stuck a hand out at his side, like a man waiting for his attendant to hand him a blade. Only what appeared in his hand was ripped out of thin air like a phantom, rippling with the same light that formed the barrier. 
 
    It was a massive, glowing mace, with a head the size of a giant’s skull. With a grunt, Lord Jagannath swung it in a horizontal arc, striking the scalemancer pinned to the barrier. 
 
    The latticework of magical threads shattered. The tips bent inward, frayed and ragged like the edges of John’s unbreakable, shattered half sword. Broken, sputtering bits of light filled the hole the scalemancer’s body had left in the barrier, sending wisps of smoke through the crack. Lord Jagannath swung his mace at the edges of the break, widening it until he could step through to the other side of the ridge unassisted. 
 
    Behind him, three of the Wyvern Guard slipped through the rent in the barrier. One of them got a bit too close to the latticework of broken threads and growled with pain, his armor sizzled by the magical energies at play. Lord Jagannath watched with that same strangely disappointed look as the trio of elite troops made their way through and arranged themselves behind their lord. 
 
    Then, before John could shout a question or even ask aloud what was happening, the Wyvern Guard transformed. 
 
    Each of them were consumed by a burst of bright, golden light. Where three men had stood just a few moments before now lay a trio of scaled monsters—dragons with the expressions of vicious men. They took to the air as Lord Jagannath bellowed beneath them, swinging his enchanted mace in the direction of Vismuth. 
 
    “By the Gods,” Aoryl cried, clinging to John as the three dragons took to the sky. “They’re dragon shifters!” 
 
    It seemed unbelievable. It was whispered in certain quarters that the true elites of the Draconic Emperor’s inner circle had the ability to take on the qualities and powers of a dragon, but no one had ever seen such magic in person and lived to tell the tale. Certainly no one had ever seen three of them at once, careening through the sky like birds in formation heading south for the winter. 
 
    “Are they attacking the Deadlands?” Emily’s voice rose with hope. “Hell, if they kill off the beastmen, it might not be so bad being trapped behind that barrier after all…” 
 
    John watched the three dragons wheel across the sky. For a moment he dared to hope that they indeed were headed for the heart of the gray, dead forest. Then, he followed their flight path, and the hair stood up on the back of his neck. 
 
    “They’re not heading for the Deadlands,” he whispered, his voice curdling with horror. “They’re going straight for Vismuth.” 
 
    His women gasped in quiet horror.  
 
    On the ridge, Lord Jagannath began to slowly slide down the steep slope, using his enchanted mace to steady his descent. The man approached, calm like Death himself. 
 
    “John Devonte!” Lord Jagannath bellowed. Disappointment had fallen off of the man’s face. All that remained was a kind of grim determination to see the job through to its completion. “Did you really think you could turn down the Draconic Emperor’s offer and then just walk away?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I did,” John replied. He grit his teeth, watching the man walk steadily closer. 
 
    Lord Jagannath shook his head, the sunlight glinting off his polished helm. “Trust me when I say this, I did not wish to do this. Had you accepted the gracious offer His Eternal Majesty extended to you, none of this would have needed to occur. The people of Vismuth would have been left to their own devices, within the barrier surrounding the Deadlands.” He raised his chin, watching the dragons in flight. “Now, your village will burn.” 
 
    Fiona sank to her knees as the dragons sailed through the air, soaring toward Vismuth like apocalyptic bolts fired from a titan’s crossbow. “John,” she cried, her voice filled with despair, “you have to do something! Stop them, please!” 
 
    Lord Jagannath ignored the women. He only had eyes for John, his mace sliding from hand to hand like he couldn’t wait to use it. 
 
    “Come, John Devonte,” the man said. “Face me. Learn what the power of a dragon-touched is when the Draconic Emperor himself extends his favor. Let’s see if the so-called True Dragon can withstand the might of the great Empire!” 
 
    John watched his foe approaching, the man’s burnished armor gleaming. He looked ready for the fight, eager to begin testing his mettle against John.  
 
    No doubt the battle between them would be one hell of a fight. 
 
    But there were three dragons in the air heading straight to Vismuth with mass murder on their mind. 
 
    The barrier couldn’t stop the scalemancers, John thought, his gaze sliding to the side. Not if they rained down their magic on Vismuth. But they tapped themselves out raising that barrier. 
 
    The Soul Gem lay within its machinery, dormant behind the mayor’s desk at Vismuth. If he managed to activate it before the dragon’s fire reached the village, would the barrier hold? Would it be enough to save the people of Vismuth from total annihilation? 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Lord Jagannath sneered. “Do you fear me, brother?” 
 
    John faced his foe. Then laughed and shook his head. 
 
    “Sorry, friend,” he said, his legs tensing as he reached for his magic. “But I’ve got a village to save.” 
 
    And John took off like a bird toward the forest, sprinting for Vismuth as fast as his legs would carry him.

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    John Devonte ran. 
 
    His feet churned beneath him as he raced toward the treeline. His heart pounded against the inside of his ribcage like one of Petra’s hammers hitting an anvil, throwing off sparks with each rapid strike. Desperation flooded his bloodstream, powering his strides until the world blurred around him. He’d never run so quickly before, or with such desperate need. 
 
    And yet he wasn’t going to make it. Far in the sky above his head, the three dragons wheeled through the azure sky, headed toward the town of Vismuth. They didn’t even look like they were trying to race, yet they were still far ahead of him. The distance between John and the dragons was increasing. 
 
    His all-too-human legs were incapable of matching their flight. 
 
    Still, he tried. John grit his teeth, reaching for the magic burning deep within his heart as he ran. It felt as if any moment his ribcage might burst, yet he couldn’t allow himself to stop. 
 
    Those dragons were going to burn the town of Vismuth to cinders. John had no particular love for any village, town, or city he’d been to throughout his life—his true love was travel itself, the lure of the road.  
 
    But he, Fiona, and a whole host of townspeople had gathered the people of the region to Vismuth for safety against the beastman incursion. They’d assured the people they were safe. That this was the only safe place left this close to the Deadlands. He had assured them it was safe. 
 
    He’d promised them his protection.  
 
    If dragon’s fire rained down on the town, hundreds of innocent people would die believing he’d save them. 
 
    John would not betray their faith. 
 
    So he ran. As he ran, he thought about all the promises he’d made. The oaths he’d sworn to his women, his Wargear, and to himself. The words True Dragon echoed inside the folds of his brain, bouncing against the walls of his skull. 
 
    Only the True Dragon would be able to save the town at a time like this, right? 
 
    The trio of dragons in the sky were turning into pinpricks. Soon they’d be so far ahead of John that he wouldn’t even be able to tell which was which.  
 
    Despite his determination, he felt the muscles of his legs beginning to cramp in protest from the sprinting. His blood thumped in his ears, pumping thick and hot, warning him that he’d overstep his limits soon if he didn’t stop and calm back down.  
 
    Fuck those limits. He couldn’t afford to calm down. 
 
    Movement to his immediate left caught his attention. For a moment he thought it had to be Lord Jagannath—that the man had activated his draconic powers and given chase, aiming to cut John down from behind like a stalk of wheat before the thresher. Then he noticed the brunette hair, the leather armor, and he did a double take. 
 
    “Emily?” he gasped, the word coming out as a pant. “What are you… how…?” 
 
    The girl grinned. “You need me, my lord,” she said, giving John a title as easily as if he were born to it. “Let’s bring those bastards down before they make it to the town!” 
 
    Suddenly he understood. “Thank you,” he whispered, reaching out a hand toward her. Both of them ran together, chasing after the distant dragons as they threatened to disappear over the horizon. 
 
    Emily grinned as if to say don’t mention it.  
 
    White light washed over as she jumped, leaping into his arms, but it wasn’t a woman who responded to his touch as he grabbed her out of the air. 
 
    It was a bow. 
 
    A wave of magic coursed from her to John, filling him with a supernatural burst of energy. Suddenly he was running much faster than an ordinary human being. The world blurred around him as his feet thudded against the hard-packed earth, running so fast that his center of gravity threatened to shift beneath him and send him toppling to the ground. 
 
    The dragons grew larger in the sky. He was gaining on them! 
 
    Just a little bit closer, Emily roared in his skull. You wouldn’t believe how far I can hit a target now that you’ve upgraded me, John! Grab my arrows and shoot them down…! 
 
    He reached behind himself as he ran, unsurprised to find the quiver already strapped to his back. The arrow was against the bowstring before he knew it, as if it had leapt of its own accord from the quiver into his waiting fingers. He took aim, knowing with a bone-deep certainty that the shot would hit its mark, and loosed the arrow at the first dragon in the formation. 
 
    It flew through the air, spinning like a drill, throwing flames in all directions. John chuckled with startled delight as the enchanted projectile split the sky, trailing a stream of magic behind it like a glowing curtain. The arrow nearly disappeared, growing to a tiny dark speck against the clear blue sky—then it hit the lead Wyvern Guard in a massive explosion. 
 
    The dragon dropped from the sky.  
 
    The creatures to either side of it fell as well, but where the struck dragon plummeted in free fall, these two members of the Wyvern Guard lost altitude in a more orderly fashion. Their broad heads turned to regard John as he sprinted toward the treeline, their beady eyes flashing with mingled surprise and hatred at their invisible foe. 
 
    Yes! Emily’s cry inside of his head was almost orgasmic. Do it again, master! Strike them down with your wrath! 
 
    John didn’t know about wrath, per se, but he certainly needed to stop the dragons from reaching Vismuth. As they shielded their fallen brethren, trying to arrest the Wyvern Guard’s fall, John grabbed another arrow from his quiver and took aim at the nearest dragon. 
 
    The arrow soared through the sky in a burst of flame, striking its target. Now two dragons fell from the sky, turning in lazy arcs as they stretched out their wings and limbs to desperately slow their descent.  
 
    The third dragon, its eyes scanning the horizon, had finally noticed the source of the attacks and locked its gaze on John. It turned away from the forest, banking in a long, slow arc as it glided toward him. 
 
    Perfect, he thought, plunging into the treeline. He could have kept shooting arrows at the trio, but this way was better. He wished the rest of his women were with him, as he could have used his full arsenal of Wargear at a time like this. Lacking his full power, his goal was to make it to Vismuth before those dragons. 
 
    He moved through the underbrush, forcing himself to slow to remain concealed.  
 
    The third dragon circled above the treetops like a vulture, its broad head craned to the side for some sign of the man who’d injured its comrades. John tried to quiet his heartbeat as he slipped through the woods, heading in the direction of Vismuth. 
 
    A burst of dragonfire engulfed a swathe of the forest.  
 
    Angered, the Wyvern Guard took its best guess and tried to grill John out of the woods. A pillar of flame touched down a stone’s throw away from John, and he flattened himself against a tree as the fire slowly dissolved into cinders and smoldering char. 
 
    “Shit,” John whispered, peering at the trail ahead. “That was too close.” 
 
    An idea occurred to him. Slipping out from around the tree, he felt for his enchanted quiver and brought forth an arrow. 
 
    Master? Emily’s voice was a querulous whisper in his head. What are you doing? I’m not seeing a dragon you can hit from here. 
 
    “I’m not aiming at a dragon,” John whispered, a smile tugging at his lips.  
 
    He drew back the bow and took aim as far away as he could, loosing an arrow in the direction of a far-away crop of woods. The bowstring made a satisfying thwang as he shot, which he muffled as he ducked between two shrubs. 
 
    The arrow struck a tree and nearly cleaved it in half. The enchanted point of the arrow pierced through the trunk so thoroughly that all but the fletching lay embedded within the tree. A roar echoed over the treetops as the dragon twisted. 
 
    Fire rained from the sky. Within moments, the spot John had struck with his arrow was a blazing bonfire. 
 
    Success! Using the crackling of the flames as cover, John raced through the forest. The dragon wouldn’t hear his footfalls, enraged as it was by its inability to locate him.  
 
    More fireballs rained down on the forest, striking trees just next to the one John had punched the arrow into. Even as the dragon built a perimeter of flame, the distance between it and John widened.  
 
    He was almost to the gates of Vismuth. 
 
    The treeline ended so abruptly that John had a hard time believing he’d made it back to the town at first. Even on horseback, the distance he’d traveled should have been impossible in so little time. He spent precious moments leaning against a tree, waiting for the adrenaline to ebb from his body, before approaching the town’s gates.  
 
    Half a dozen guards stood watch over the northern entrance of Vismuth, and they all recognized John as he arrived. 
 
    “It’s the Devonte!” someone yelled. “Open the gates!” 
 
    John winced. He didn’t want those dragons to know they’d been tricked. Any moment now, the two members of the Wyvern Guard he’d winged might break through the trees and do to Vismuth what their partner had done to that tree. 
 
    Two of the guards on top of the wall disappeared. A few moments later, a grinding noise filled the field, and the massive wooden gates of Vismuth began to open a crack. 
 
    “Ready your men!” John cried, cupping a hand around his mouth. “Lord Jagannath has decided to attack the town. He’s sent a trio of his Wyvern Guard to burn Vismuth to cinders. Each of them has the ability to transform into a full-fledged dragon.” 
 
    “By the Gods!” Cries of shock and dismay traveled from one end of the wall to the other. “We’re doomed! The Draconic Emperor has forsaken us!” 
 
    For a few moments, John worried the ranks might break. For all their recent combat experience, most of these men weren’t professional soldiers—they were just the peasants and smallfolk with combat experience that Fiona’s groups had managed to gather, during searching the region for refugees. Their bravery wasn’t in question, but even brave men had found themselves running when facing the Wyvern Guard. 
 
    Then a louder, more authoritative voice rose over the crowd. “Fools! Let the Devonte into the town, now, or we’ll all be killed!” 
 
    Well now, John thought, peering up at Hawk. You’ve certainly grown into a man. 
 
    There was almost nothing of the foppish youth left within the de facto leader of the town garrison. In nearly no time at all, combat had hardened Hawk’s youthful features, giving him a grit to go with his good looks that no doubt would drive the women wild once the fighting was over.  
 
    If the fighting ever ended, that is. 
 
    “John,” Hawk said, leaning over the wall. He spoke loud enough for everyone nearby to hear. “Are you able to activate the Soul Gem? Can you raise the barrier over Vismuth?” 
 
    It was as if every one of the town’s defenders suddenly realized they had back-up protection. John could see the looks of relief flood the faces of the guards as they remembered the golden, shimmering barrier.  
 
    Of course, none of them had seen Lord Jagannath cut a path through an even larger barrier as easily as a man slices a cake. But telling them about that would only worry them and potentially cause panic. 
 
    “If you’ll let me in, I’ll see it done!” John tried to sound amused, rather than frightened. The men wanted the all-powerful Devonte, not ordinary John. Their very survival just might depend on it. “That’s why I’m here, after all! Did you think I’d abandon you in your time of need?” 
 
    By the time the gates had opened completely, the guards along the walls of Vismuth were laughing and joking as if this were nothing more than a practice drill. They looked vaguely ashamed of themselves for being so worried before, and now put their trust fully in John as the True Dragon. The knowledge of the barrier made them certain they’d be safe against what was bearing down on them, even as Lord Jagannath made his way to the town. 
 
    John wasn’t so sure. And neither, from the look on his face, was Hawk. 
 
    The young man leapt down from the wall as if it were the first stair before a saloon, landing with one hand to steady him before marching across the thoroughfare to greet John. The two embraced briefly, then Hawk led him down the lane toward the mayor’s house. 
 
    “Where are your women?” Hawk asked. His gaze lingered on John’s enchanted quiver, as if he couldn’t fully believe that the young woman he’d called a friend was lurking within the bow and arrow John carried. “I see you’ve got your bow, but I was hoping you’d have that massive shield of yours to defend us with once these brigands reach the town...” 
 
    John closed his eyes.  
 
    He did it on instinct—his body knew things his brain hadn’t yet cottoned onto, and his mind reached for senses that only a True Dragon could activate. For a moment, all was darkness. Then he felt vague, shimmering outlines out in the distance. 
 
    Two of them, heading their way with a determined stride. 
 
    “Aoryl and Fiona are on their way,” John said, opening his eyes. He ignored the strange look on Hawk’s face, knowing the young man wouldn’t understand how he did the things he did even if he explained them. “They’re making their way through the woods now. They’ve managed to flee from Lord Jagannath’s forces. I can’t tell whether or not they have Petra with them, but I’m sure they wouldn’t abandon her.” 
 
    Hawk nodded. John watched him tuck away the questions he wanted to ask about the True Dragon’s abilities—safeguarding the town took precedence over his curiosity. “Good. I have a feeling we’re going to need them.” 
 
    Ice filled the pit of John’s stomach. “You have no idea. There’s three Wyvern Guards on their way to the town, Hawk. Each of them are dragon shifters. They’d already be here if it weren’t for Emily—I managed to strike two with enchanted arrows. The third became so enraged that he’s probably still combing the woods for me.” 
 
    John expected Hawk to laugh at this, but instead the young man looked as if he’d swallowed a lemon whole. “Three dragon shifters!?” he gasped, realizing a moment later he ought not to say a thing like that too loud. “Three dragon shifter Wyverns?” he hissed. 
 
    John nodded. “We’d best hope that barrier holds.” 
 
    The mayor’s house looked the way John remembered it. No one had bothered to occupy the building while he’d been adventuring in the forests—even Hawk had stayed away, preferring to bivouac with his men rather than apart from them. The door opened easily. Someone had at least cleaned the receiving room, wiping away the dust and debris that had littered the floor the last time John had been there. 
 
    “Soul Gem’s right upstairs,” John told the young man at his side. “Left it there before we headed out, just in case of an emergency like this—” 
 
    A dragon’s cry split the sky. 
 
    “Fuck,” John growled, quickening his step. “They’re here.” 
 
    Outside, on the street, men began to shout. John heard the town guard grabbing their arms, their discipline admirable under the circumstances. In his long travels through the world, he’d found that the number of soldiers who could remain standing and focused on their orders before the sight of a single monster was disappointingly few. And these soldiers were facing a trio of dragons in full flight.  
 
    The people of Vismuth did him proud. 
 
    “By the Gods!” Hawk cried, rushing to the window. “Two of them, John! Two dragons over Vismuth!” 
 
    John didn’t waste time. “Go,” he commanded, taking the stairs two at a time. “I’ll be right behind you! As soon as the barrier’s up, I’ll join the rest of the men in defending the town. Hurry!” 
 
    Hawk did. To John’s surprise, however, the young man stopped to do one final thing before heading back out into the street. He turned to John and saluted him, performing the movement with the crisp military precision of an elite guard paying homage to his king. 
 
    “True Dragon,” Hawk said, his eyes filling with pride. “Those pretenders won’t be able to stand against you, Lord Devonte…!” 
 
    Before John could demand that no one ever refer to him as Lord Devonte again, the young man was gone. Damn it. 
 
    Another cry echoed over the city. There was no time to lose. 
 
    John all but leapt up the stairs, pushing his body with another one of those supernatural bursts of speed. He tore down the hallway, saying a silent prayer as he made his way to the mayor’s dining hall that no one had tampered with the Seat of Power or the Soul Gem within.  
 
    Every moment he ran, every step he took down the hall, he expected a curtain of dragon’s fire to rip through the roof of the building and engulf him in its flames. How long until the two Wyvern Guards over the town let loose with their magic? Ten seconds? Fifteen? 
 
    His magically augmented hand grabbed the door of the mayor’s dining hall so hard he nearly ripped it off its hinges. The large oaken table sat exactly where he remembered it. Behind it, dust covering its golden fringes, lay the Seat of Power.  
 
    The Soul Gem shone gently within its casing, casting a pale aura through the dimly lit room. 
 
    John’s heart leapt into his throat. It was here. Thank the Gods. 
 
    Another roar shook the shutters as he went to the Soul Gem. The Wyvern Guard were close now, so close that he could hear the sound of crossbow fire as the men on the walls of Vismuth took their best shot at the creatures.  
 
    Any moment now, the flames would come pouring down. If the barrier wasn’t up by the time they did, the town would be toast. 
 
    John slapped the top of the Soul Gem. It sank the rest of the way into the Seat of Power, snapping into the mechanism with an audible click. The whole thing rumbled, vibrating at a high frequency as the sound of a high-pitched whine reached John’s ears. 
 
    Words appeared above the Soul Gem, floating in mid-air as if enchanted by magic: 
 
      
 
    Soul Gem active!  
 
    Activate Daily Power—Barrier (Lv. 1?)  
 
    Y/N 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” John gasped, pushing a trickle of magic into the glowing orb. “Gods, yes!” 
 
    The orb responded. A bright flash of light engulfed the mayor’s dining hall, blinding John as the Seat of Power activated.  
 
    Before his vision cleared, John was already stumbling to the window, eager to see if he’d made it in time. He blinked rapidly, squinting through the light-blindness.  
 
    A shimmering vertical wall of golden magic stretched beyond the farthest row of houses in the town. John cried out with relief, then opened the window and stuck his head out to see how far the barrier stretched. It arched into the sky, forming a dome over the town of Vismuth. 
 
    He’d done it. He’d activated the barrier in time. 
 
    Two of the Wyvern Guard soared above the top of the magical shield, roaring in confusion. They obviously hadn’t expected this obstacle to pop up, especially not mere moments before their total victory over the town. As John watched, one of them spit out a burst of dragon’s fire across the top of the barrier, only to roar again with frustration as the flames winked out around the top of the magical shield. 
 
    It held. By the Gods, it held. 
 
    Cheers filled the street. John could hear the members of the Dead Watch celebrating, throwing their arms and weapons in the air as the circling Wyvern Guard’s attacks bounced harmlessly off of the barrier over and over again.  
 
    Despite the powerful monsters just above the town, it sounded as if a celebration were about to break out. John felt more than a little bit like he wanted to party, as well. 
 
    You did it! Emily’s voice came to him on a buzz of pleasure. The bow clunked against his shoulders, as if the woman herself yearned to pat him on the back. Those bastard dragons will never breach the city’s gates now! 
 
    So Emily said. Yet part of John refused to believe it, even as he watched the Wyvern Guard uselessly bash themselves against the barrier.  
 
    Then the third member of their trio arrived, their combined flames were nowhere near powerful enough to shatter the shield created by the Soul Gem. 
 
    Finally, John closed his eyes and allowed himself a sigh of relief.  
 
    Vismuth was safe. The people he and his friends had brought to Vismuth were safe. 
 
    And speaking of his friends… 
 
    John concentrated. With his eyes still closed, he shut out the excited babbling of Emily within his skull and focused on the other women bound to him.  
 
    Aoryl and Fiona were vague outlines against the darkness, like the impressions left behind when a man puts his fingers against his sinuses before closing his eyes. They shimmered before him, somewhere out in the distance, growing steadily closer— 
 
    “There!” John sprang from the window, making his way from the dining hall. He’d felt his women, and knew where they were. Aoryl and Fiona were right next to the North Gate. 
 
    However, he couldn’t tell which side of the barrier they were on.  
 
    Had both the elf and the former mayor made it within Vismuth’s walls before the shield rose around the town, or were they on the outside looking in? John couldn’t sense Petra, either.  Had she made it within the barrier’s perimeter before it came down? 
 
    There was only one way to find out. Drawing his half-a-blade, John marched down the thoroughfare in the general direction of his Wargear. 
 
    Men and women alike congratulated him as he made his way toward the North Gate. In marked contrast to how the streets had appeared during the attack, it looked as if every citizen of the town was outside and marveling at the barrier—along with all the refugees from other farms and hamlets they’d been able to bring along with them.  
 
    The peasants stared at the magical shield as if it were a miracle from the Gods themselves, a sign that they were both loved and chosen for divine favor. Periodically, bursts of flame covered the barrier, blocking out portions of the sky. 
 
    “Wargear, to me!” John roared. He approached the North Gate with both hands cupped around his mouth, his broken blade tucked into his waistband. If his women were capable of hearing him, such a command would have them running to his side in no time. “Wargear, now!” 
 
    I don’t see them, Emily whispered in his skull. He didn’t bother asking what it was the bow used to see its surroundings—he was far too focused on finding Fiona and Aoryl. 
 
    The celebration near the walls was somewhat muted in comparison to what was going on behind John in the heart of town. Here, near the perimeter, the guards remained at their posts, watching the sky with a mixture of hope and unease.  
 
    The dragons of the Wyvern Guard hadn’t given up their attempts to break through the barrier, so Vismuth’s defenders hadn’t stopped worrying that it still might falter. Several of them turned as John strode through the gate, giving him shocked glances. 
 
    The barrier glowed barely a stone’s throw away, neatly bisecting the battlefield into two sections—inside the magical protection, and out of it. 
 
    The blacksmith’s daughter, Petra, lay within the protection of the magical barrier. The other two members of his Wargear—Aoryl and Fiona—lay on the opposite side, looking at the walls of Vismuth the way a man dying of thirst in the desert looks at a mirage of a beautiful oasis. 
 
    Shit, John thought. They’re stuck on the opposite side! How am I supposed to get my fucking Wargear if they’re on the opposite side of the barrier? 
 
    “Aoryl!” John double-timed it to the wall. “Fiona! I’m here!” 
 
    Both the elf and the blonde did a double-take at the sight of John. Petra knelt a short distance away from the barrier, watching it glow as if she were guilty for having come down on the safer side.  
 
    “You did it,” Aoryl said, beaming from ear to ear as John approached. “The barrier is holding, my lord! The people of Vismuth are safe.” 
 
    Fiona was pleased as well, though her pride was tempered by her grim situation. “Unfortunately for us,” she added, “we were still a few feet away from safety when you activated the Soul Gem. We’re stuck on the outside looking in, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “I’m sorry!” Petra sprang to her feet, putting her hands against the glowing barrier. “We were all running, and if I’d known the barrier was about to come down, I would have tried to get you onto the other side with me!” 
 
    The young woman’s regret was palpable. Soothing it was a top priority for John’s women, which was probably why Aoryl’s loving, devoted glance moved from him to the blacksmith. The elven woman smiled and shook her head, placing her own hands on the same spots on the barrier.  
 
    “It’s not your fault,” the elf assured Petra. “Had you not focused on running, you would have likely been left on the wrong side of the barrier with us. I’m glad you’re safe, Petra.” 
 
    “What if we turn into Wargear?” Fiona’s eyebrow arched skyward. “Might that allow us to pass through the barrier, John?” 
 
    He’d been wondering the very same thing. It did seem as if his women simply teleported into his hands sometimes when they assumed their weapon forms. Whatever they became, be it a shield or an amulet or some other piece of his arsenal, they simply shot to him like iron filings to a lodestone, whenever he summoned it. Would this power pierce the barrier? 
 
    And if it did, would it shatter? John couldn’t risk that. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” John said, trying not to think of how badly he wanted his women on the same side of the shield as him. “It might—but it also might break the barrier.” 
 
    Aoryl put an arm over Fiona’s shoulders. “We should hide in the woods,” she told the blonde, gesturing with her chin toward the nearby treeline. “When the barrier comes down, we can make for Vismuth and slip inside before John reactivates the shield.” She glanced upward at the dragons in the sky. “That is, if the Wyvern Guard don’t give up the ghost and go away before then…” 
 
    It looked as if they just might.  
 
    The dragons still circled the top of the glowing shield, but their attacks had grown sporadic and lazy—as if they weren’t truly giving it their all any longer. It looked as if the Wyverns had come to the same conclusion as Aoryl and his other women.  
 
    Their flames weren’t powerful enough to break through the barrier. 
 
    “We’ll hope for good news,” John told his women. “In the meantime, Aoryl is right. Go find a good hiding place, just in case those Wyverns decide to try and take out their frustration on the first people they can find. Once this is all over, we’ll be together again…” 
 
    John trailed off. Something moved between the trees, far behind Aoryl and Fiona.  
 
    Both women stood with their hands and elbows against the glittering barrier, completely oblivious to what moved in the woods. Did they not hear, or were they simply too enchanted by John to turn around? 
 
    A figure strode from between two trees, his face twisted into a rictus of hate. His  burnished bronze armor was covered in dirt and leaves from plunging through the forest, and he’d lost his helm somewhere along the way, but the woods hadn’t stopped him. 
 
    Lord Jagannath had arrived.

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Look at you,” Lord Jagannath said, advancing slowly across the field. “So smug in your victory. Safe behind your walls of gold and your pathetic, low-tier magic. Or so you think.” 
 
    Both Aoryl and Fiona turned, tensing as they watched Lord Jagannath approach. From her side of the barrier, Petra cried out, banging her fist against the glowing wall as if she could reach out and snatch her friends through it. But there was no saving either the elf or the mayor from Lord Jagannath’s rage. 
 
    “Run,” John hissed, wishing he could shove the two women through the magical field. “Get to the woods, now! As fast as your legs will carry you!” 
 
    But the two women stood as still as statues. Neither Aoryl nor Fiona would have cowered before an enemy with John by their sides, but separated from him? Their Lord, their Master—the True Dragon?  
 
    They trembled, powerless before the monster. 
 
    “Gods damn it!” John roared. He punched the glowing wall of the barrier. “Move! I command you, as my Wargear—” 
 
    Lord Jagannath began to laugh. It was a harsh, ugly sound, made uglier for the condition of his hair and armor. “They’re not listening to you, Devonte,” the man said with a snicker, reaching a hand out toward his side. “The moment they leave your side, they turn into sheep. Ready for the slaughter.” A smug smile spread across Lord Jagannath’s face. “A lesson many men who thought to master the art of Wargear never learned.” 
 
    Lord Jagannath’s arm flexed, and strands of gold coalesced in the air across his palm. They formed into the outline of a mace, and suddenly the mace was there. Massive and pearlescent, it looked clean and new in a way that the man who wielded it did not.  
 
    The weapon struck John’s heart with cold dread, and caused Aoryl to sink to her knees against the side of the barrier. 
 
    “No!” John reached out to his women through the barrier. He couldn’t have explained how he did it, not even with a knife at his throat, but somehow he pushed his will out toward the elven woman and the blonde mayor. “Get up and run, Gods damn you! Run for your lives!” 
 
    Aoryl tensed up, then rose to her feet. Slowly she turned to the side, her profile visible in the light of the barrier. Covered in the golden glow, her face looked intimate, almost romantic. 
 
    A single tear rolled down her cheek. “I am sorry, my lord,” the elven woman whispered. “I… I could not defend myself. I could not even defend your other women…” 
 
    Golden light flared in the corners of John’s eyes. Suddenly his back felt lighter. The quiver strapped between his shoulder blades dissolved in an instant, along with his enchanted bow. Emily stood next to the barrier, her features screwed up in determination as she beat the wall of the barrier with her fists. 
 
    “Snap out of it!” she yelled, fixing both elf and human with a glare fierce enough to peel paint. “John is right here, on the other side of this barrier! And if you’re ever going to see him again, you’ve got to fight!” 
 
    No, John thought, reaching out. They have to run. But even as he thought it, he realized the time for flight had already passed.  
 
    Lord Jagannath closed the distance with long, even strides, his mace held high in one hand. His eyes never left John’s. 
 
    He wanted to settle the score man-to-man, Jagannath versus John. But if he couldn’t reach the man himself through the barrier, he’d settle for pulverizing his women. 
 
    With a cruel smirk, Lord Jagannath attacked Aoryl. Perhaps it was the spike of courage John had pushed into the elven woman with his magic; or maybe it was the ringing words of Emily in her ears.  
 
    Either way, the elf managed to seize control of herself just in time. 
 
    She leapt to the side, dropping into a crouch as Lord Jagannath’s mace sailed over her head. The magical weapon slammed into the side of the barrier, cracking the golden aura like a stone thrown into a glass window. Deep furrows spread through the magical shield, splitting Lord Jagannath’s profile into triple as he turned and pursued the elven woman. 
 
    “No!” Petra threw her shoulder against the barrier, screaming like a hellcat. “Let her go! You bastard!” 
 
    Lord Jagannath didn’t seem to care who referred to him as a bastard. The big man turned with a surprising speed, swinging his mace one-handed in a series of short, halting strokes.  
 
    Each one forced Aoryl to scramble backward, her ass grazing the hard packed earth on the far side of the barrier. After a moment of mad scrambling, she gained the presence of mind to grab a dagger from her boot and brandish it up at the man. 
 
    Lord Jagannath’s shadow covered the elf. “Little forest bitch,” the man snarled, spitting into the dirt before stepping around Aoryl. He cornered the slender woman against the barrier, giving her nowhere to run. “The rest of the Devonte’s whores I’m going to feel bad about killing, but you? You’re just trash. Forestbane trash, besides.” 
 
    Aoryl held her knife out at an angle, slashing back and forth at Lord Jagannath’s throat, seeking an opening in his armor, striking sparks.  
 
    The big man laughed. He switched his mace to a two-handed stance, preparing the kind of blow that shattered spines. 
 
    “I tried to warn you, Devonte,” Lord Jagannath said. “The Draconic Emperor gave me my marching orders. His Gods damned immortal Majesty, on his perfect throne. ‘Recruit the Devonte, or kill him and all his women’, he says. The Draconic Emperor knows your name, John. Do you think that ever ends up well for anyone if they decide to go against him?” 
 
    As the man stood there, musing, a figure leapt onto his broad back. Lord Jagannath turned, but in this form he was like a massive, armored crab—he couldn’t reach around his thick armor and grab the person, even if he wanted to. 
 
    “You.” The armored man’s voice sounded more weary than angry. “Get off me, you little whore. Your turn to die will come soon.” 
 
    That whore was Fiona. The Mayor of Vismuth hung from the back of Lord Jagannath’s armor. It was the strangest damned thing John had ever seen, and he’d had the opportunity to see ten lifetimes of strange in his travels. 
 
    “Aoryl, run!” One of Fiona’s hands lost their grip and floundered. She pressed it against the side of the barrier and used the leverage to launch herself upward, wrapping her free arm around Lord Jagannath’s armored throat. “Run, you stupid slut!” 
 
    Somehow coming from Fiona’s mouth, the word slut didn’t sting the way whore had from Lord Jagannath’s.  
 
    The glazed look dropped from Aoryl’s eyes. The elf looked to the sides, seeking an escape route, but then she saw what Fiona was doing to Lord Jagannath and reconsidered.  
 
    The big man struggled without success to toss Fiona off his back, but it was like a dog trying to remove a well-embedded tick. Worse for the man, Fiona’s arm constricted around the thick armor of his neck so tightly that his face was beginning to turn purple. John wasn’t sure how she possessed the strength to do this, but he betted his magic and bonding with Fiona had something to do with it. 
 
    “Hold him to one side,” Aoryl hissed, malice entering her voice. She held up her slender elven dagger, seeking an opening in the man’s burnished bronze armor. “Let’s see if I can’t stick you, you fucking pig!” 
 
    Had they been given fifteen more seconds, Aoryl and Fiona might have managed it. As two women separated from their lord, Wargear without a man to bear their arms to, killing Lord Jagannath wouldn’t have just been a shock—it would have been beyond the pale.  
 
    Already the man’s face was beginning to swell like a bruise, and his flopping became more like a fish hauled up on dry land than a man with dragon power trying to throw his assailant from his back. They’d almost knocked him unconscious, at which point he would have been easy meat for Aoryl’s dagger. 
 
    Unfortunately for them all, the Wyvern Guard circling over the city had just noticed the fight happening next to the barrier. 
 
    A roar split the air as a living dragon dropped like a stone, spitting flames as it came in hot. With a wide-eyed cry of shock, Aoryl threw herself into the underbrush, narrowly avoiding a wave of flame that would have singed all the hair off her head and body.  
 
    The Wyvern Guard were careful to avoid Jagannath and Fiona, but this was enough of an opportunity for the armored man. He turned and rammed the barrier with his back, pinning Fiona against it. 
 
    Fiona let out a horrible gurgle and toppled, slumping bonelessly to the grass.  
 
    Lord Jagannath dropped to his hands and knees, gasping, the color gradually returning to his face.  
 
    Slowly, John’s gaze turned to the cracks worming through the barrier. Maybe, just maybe, he could save them. 
 
    Another dragon fell from the sky, followed by a third. The trio of Wyvern Guard showed little interest in covering Vismuth with pointless flames now—the prospect of an up close and personal battle promised something far more enjoyable.  
 
    As they reached the ground, each of the dragons shimmered, transforming in the blink of an eye to a burly figure in black armor with red inlays in their shoulders and helms. Their armor marked them as dragon shifters.  
 
    In their own way, the three of them outranked Lord Jagannath himself—for they each had a more intimate connection to the Draconic Emperor himself than the functionary could ever hope for. One of these men in Vismuth would have been cause for alarm. All three of them together were a force they could hardly hope to resist. 
 
    John had to get to the other side of the barrier. If he didn’t, his Wargear would die. His friends, his women, would die.  
 
    He couldn’t allow that to happen. 
 
    “Petra.” John’s voice showed none of the tension welling within him. “Stand up.” 
 
    To her surprise, the young blacksmith did. 
 
    “Did you get another hammer from your forge?” he asked, gesturing with his chin at the cracked section of barrier. 
 
    The blacksmith’s daughter followed John’s gaze, her face lighting up when she realized what he was getting at. “You’re damned right I did!” she said, leaning over and picking up her heavy hammer from the grass. “Just tell me what to do, John. I may not call you ‘Lord’ or ‘Master’, but if you get those women out of this in one piece, I’ll start calling you whatever the fuck you want…” 
 
    Despite everything, it brought a chuckle out of John. “I’d never make you do that unless you wanted to,” he said, walking over to the cracked barrier. “I’m not certain if you noticed, Petra. But, I never intended to seduce you.” 
 
    The blacksmith’s daughter gave a start. “You didn’t?” 
 
    The corner of John’s mouth curled upward. He pulled the enchanted blade from his belt. “There are two ways to make a woman yours, Petra. Only two ways in this world, despite all the men and women walking across its surface.” 
 
    “Money or a big cock?” Petra guessed. 
 
    John laughed. “Push, and pull,” he said, bracing his feet against the packed earth. “You either show someone you’re interested in them, or you make them interested in you. And I don’t want women who don’t want me, Petra. I don’t do the pushing.”  
 
    His eyes bored into hers, even as the dragons unfurled their weapons on the opposite side of the barrier. “If and when you join us, I want your body, soul, and mind screaming for it. I want you to be certain you wish to be mine.” 
 
    Then John struck the barrier as hard as he could, driving his unbreakable blade into the largest crack left by Lord Jagannath’s blow. 
 
    Light spilled through the break, so bright that John nearly lost his sight. The entire surface of the barrier shimmered and shook, vibrating rapidly as if the village had just been hit with the mother of all earthquakes. Waves of force rippled from the crack, forcing John backward, yet his feet remained fixed in the muddy ground. 
 
    The Wyvern Guards froze.  
 
    Through the blinding light, John could just barely see them sharing a look, confused by this strange man and his broken sword trying to reach them. 
 
    Grunting, drawing on every ounce of his enchanted strength, John drove the blade in the crack. The crack widened, shards of magic exploding as they fell to the ground. A roaring sound like every wave in the entire ocean filled John’s ears as he stabbed deep into the barrier, gritting his teeth. 
 
    A blast of wind hit him in the face. It took him a long moment to realize why—he’d punctured a fist-sized hole in the golden, magical barrier. The pressure on one side was slightly less than the other, prompting a massive gust of wind. 
 
    Something tore loose within John. Magic flared in his chest, each of his women burning as bright as beacons inside of his skull. Lightning flared up and down his enchanted blade, filling the breach, and suddenly John was standing in a rain of broken, dissolving shards. 
 
    He’d broken a man sized gap in the barrier. The three Wyvern Guards stood stunned in the field, struck dumb by what they were seeing. 
 
    John, however, was anything but. He sprang forward, reaching out a hand as he channeled his powers into Aoryl. A smile lit up the elf woman’s face as she dissolved into the form of a shield—one that snapped against John’s wrist as if it belonged there. 
 
    “Kill him, you fools!” Alone among his fellows, Lord Jagannath understood the hell that had just been unleashed. 
 
    Before the Wyvern Guard could join him in this knowledge, John slammed the nearest one in the face with Aoryl. The shield flashed with holy power as he thrust it as hard as he could, lowering his shoulder and checking the Wyvern Guard like a man trying to topple a tree. A piece of the guard’s black armor snapped off as pieces of it evaporated from the holy power, falling to the ground as the figure staggered backward. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The fight was on. 
 
    Moments and motion became a blur. 
 
    As the first Wyvern Guard staggered backward, counting his teeth, John pivoted toward the second figure in black armor. He knew that allowing any of the trio of elite troops to reassume their draconic forms would be the end of them all. They needed to be dealt with before he could entertain any thoughts of extracting vengeance from Lord Jagannath for trying to kill Aoryl. 
 
    That bastard needed to die. 
 
    John hurled his enchanted blade at a surprised Wyvern Guard, but the man moved with supernatural speed to match his own, and deflected it with a gauntlet.  
 
    The third Wyvern Guard backed away, his armor already beginning to turn to scales. John pulled free the two-handed claymore, handling it in one hand as easily as an ordinary man wielded a butter knife. Blade aimed for a killing blow, John threw himself at this final member of the trio, hoping to end him before he could fully transform into his Draconic form. 
 
    But the Wyvern Guard was fast. He flowed backward like a raging river, dodging out of John’s range even as his arms and legs exploded with thick scales. Wings erupted from the man’s black armor, and he tossed his head back as his long, stringy hair transformed into a dragon’s mane. 
 
    Shit, John thought. The battle had lasted five heartbeats, and he’d already failed. They were all dead. 
 
    The Wyvern Guard extended his arms skyward, flapping his wings to leave the ground. 
 
    Only for a hammer to slam into the side of his head. 
 
    The third Wyvern Guard toppled, letting out a sound akin to a strangled woof as he fell to the ground. The hammer fell to the grass next to him, its broad edge covered in blood and splintered bits of bone. John turned, amazed, to see Petra panting hard a short distance away. 
 
    “Got ‘cha. Hah!” the blacksmith’s daughter said fiercely, grinning like a jackal. “How’s that for a bitch who isn’t Wargear? Huh?! You like it, you big lizard? How ‘bout I feed you the full course!” 
 
    The only answer from the fallen Wyvern Guard was a low, rattling gurgle.  
 
    John could hardly believe it, but Petra had put one of the Draconic Emperor’s elite troops down with a single blow. A simple blacksmith’s hammer had done what an entire army couldn’t. 
 
    I suppose it all depends on the arm that wields it, John thought, already turning to face the other two members of the Wyvern Guard. There are few more determined than Petra, I’d wager! 
 
    Sending one member of the Wyvern Guard to the floor sent shockwaves through the rest of Lord Jagannath’s retinue. The man himself reared back, shifting his mace from one hand to the other as he watched the elite knight in his black armor choking on his own blood. The other two Wyverns looked as if they couldn’t decide whether to tend to their fallen brother or take to the sky. 
 
    John didn’t intend to give them the opportunity. 
 
    Aoryl’s battlecries rose to a roar as John shifted his shield. The magic flowed through him, amplifying his senses as he turned to face the two massive, armored foes. He could feel the blood pumping through their veins, could smell the spittle dripping from Fiona’s lips as the blonde tried to clear her senses and get back into the fight. 
 
    Actually, John thought, I can fix that right now. 
 
    “Wargear,” John growled, reaching out a hand toward Fiona. “To me.” 
 
    The glazed look dropped right off of Fiona’s face. She staggered as she hauled herself to her feet, wincing with pain, but as the familiar wash of golden light covered her body, a knowing smile spread across her face. 
 
    When John closed his fist, Fiona’s amulet form dangled from his fingers. He tossed the jewel over his head, feeling the reassuring weight of the jewelry as he reached for his healing magic. With a laugh, he kicked one foot into the hard-packed ground, summoning an aura of healing across the immediate area. 
 
    Good thinking, Aoryl said, her voice crackling with the need for more battle. Now if you bruise yourself slamming your skull into these bastards’ noses, it’ll heal itself before you can even feel it! 
 
    Something like that, John thought. He didn’t quite share the elf’s capacity for bloodlust—it was as if being inside of him amplified all of the elven woman’s most savage qualities. He rather liked her like this, in no small part because he knew the sex they’d have when the battle was through would be equally savage.  
 
    Petra was already diving for her bloody hammer, intent on collecting the weapon to throw it at another member of the Wyvern Guard. One of the two remaining draconic guards balled their hands into fists in response, summoning black blades that rippled like water through the open air.  
 
    John saw those blades and his blood ran cold. He’d heard of this magic only once before—it was said that some of the Draconic Emperor’s elite troops had the ability to summon dark blades with the power to sever a man or woman’s very soul. Heartblades, they were called, and they were some of the most feared weapons in the Draconic Emperor’s arsenal. 
 
    These Wyvern Guard weren’t just capable of transforming into dragons: that would have been bad enough on its own. They could also summon Heartblades. 
 
    The second Wyvern Guard kicked Petra away from her hammer, then slammed his boot down on the hilt. Evidently this was more than enough to consider her no longer a threat, for the Wyvern turned to shield his fallen comrade rather than pursue the blacksmith’s daughter. A few moments of hesitation, and the two men in black armor would be back to back, protecting the other from harm. 
 
    John didn’t hesitate. He shunted power into his shield, charging it up, filling it with energy until holy light wafted from it like smoke. With a roar to match Aoryl’s own, he charged at the first Wyvern Guard, who’d yet to summon a blade.  
 
    The wave of force connected with the Wyvern Guard. He stumbled, and dark energies of a half-summoned Heartblade dispersed from his grip. John followed up his strike with a quick headbutt. Bone crunched. Blood flowed from the man’s nose. That would give John a few moments to— 
 
    Impact as heavy as an anvil slammed into his lower back. John rolled with the strike, trying to divert its momentum as the massive weapon sought to tear him in two. He managed to blunt the worst of the blow, but still stumbled and fell face first into the dirt. 
 
    Lord Jagannath stood behind him. 
 
    “I was sent here for two reasons,” Jagannath said, his voice lifting into a high, imperious monologue. “His Eternal Majesty commanded me to seal the Deadlands, first and foremost. Then he told me to either kill you or remove you from them.” 
 
    John could barely move. His spine screamed, even as Fiona’s aura knit shattered pieces together. His arms and legs kicked spasmodically, as if some essential mechanism within his back had been broken by Lord Jagannath’s blow.  
 
    A single blow from that enchanted mace was enough to fell an ordinary man. Even John, with all his powers and Wargear, was lucky to have survived. 
 
    Well, maybe not so lucky. 
 
    “No one can be allowed to claim what is at the Deadlands’s heart,” Jagannath said firmly, his shadow falling over John. “Understand me, John, I have no idea what lies at the center of that blasted, godless land. I have no desire to know. Whatever it is must threaten the Draconic Emperor, or else he wouldn’t direct so many of his forces to a backward region such as this.” 
 
    Somehow, John managed to roll onto his back and look up at the man. “And you a Devonte,” he said, chuckling and shaking his head. “You really don’t want to know? There’s not a part of you that itches to discover the secret?” 
 
    Lord Jagannath’s expression was like a shutter going down. “I told you, I’m a Del Varre. And no, John. Best to let sleeping dogs lie. Had you learned that earlier, you might have survived all this.” 
 
    John forced out a weak chuckle as Lord Jagannath lifted his mace. “Perhaps,” he admitted, lifting his eyebrows. His arms and legs were slowly beginning to respond to his commands once again. “But I’m not the only one who’s made mistakes, brother. You’ve forgotten to ask one very important question.” 
 
    Lord Jagannath hesitated. The mace hung above John’s head, like the legendary sword suspended over an ancient emperor’s bedchamber at night. 
 
    “What?” Lord Jagannath finally asked. 
 
    “Where,” John asked weakly, “did I put my bow?” 
 
    Lord Jagannath glanced at the barrier. 
 
    Standing in the breach was Petra, nearly forgotten by the Wyverns. She held John’s enchanted bow, with a flame arrow nocked to the string. 
 
    Lord Jagannath raised his voice in alarm as she released the bolt. 
 
    Suddenly the air above John’s head was a blazing bonfire. He rolled over into a crouch and ran for his life.  
 
    Petra screamed like a hellcat as she fired arrow after arrow at the pair of Wyvern Guard and Lord Jagannath, reloading as quick as lightning and firing as fast as thunder. More arrows shimmered into life within Emily’s quiver, just as quickly as Petra drew them. Each was a tiny pillar of concentrated flame, fired with such force that it pierced the enemy’s armor. 
 
    Had they time to prepare, Lord Jagannath and the Wyvern Guard might have been able to block the firestorm. But they’d made one fatal flaw in their calculations.  
 
    They’d completely ignored the one woman with John who wasn’t Wargear. 
 
    They’d failed to consider that there are many types of friendship, and many bonds that connect men and women. Petra might not have shared John’s bed, not yet at least, but she loved him no less fiercely then the women who came for him and made him come. 
 
    And so they burned. 
 
    More magic poured into Emily’s arrows as she summoned replacement ammunition into her quiver. Flames spread across the field as the arrows pierced Lord Jagannath and his Wyvern Guard, but Emily now wielded more powers than just fire. Bolts of lightning arched back and forth across the North Gate, followed by waves of ice that both froze the Wyvern Guard and tore ragged gashes in their armor. 
 
    Just as the chill began to seep into John’s bones, Emily switched back to fire. Now each arrow became its very own inferno, filling the field with a wave so powerful John had to scrabble away as fast as his legs would carry him. 
 
    A storm of elements was unleashed across the battlefield, fierce and chaotic. 
 
    The only sound audible over the crackling of elemental violence were the screams. 
 
    John made his way over to Petra as the roaring blacksmith pumped more arrows into her enemies, employing the sort of scorched earth strategy that turned conquerors into tyrants. 
 
    “Enough,” he said, grabbing the bow away from the young woman.  
 
    The field beyond the North Gate looked like the mouth of Hell itself, little more than flames and death. If anything had survived, John would have been surprised. Even the ground itself had been reduced to char. 
 
    Petra relinquished the bow, almost startled at her own rage.  
 
    The bow shimmered and reformed into Emily, who threw her arms around John and hugged him as she resumed her human form. A few feet away, John’s shield and amulet did the same thing, transforming back into Aoryl and Fiona respectively. 
 
    “My… goodness,” Aoryl said once her vision cleared. “You truly are the True Dragon, my lord. To stand against Lord Jagannath and his Wyvern Guard… there can be no clearer sign that you’re the one my former Mistress has sought.” 
 
    “No wonder you’ve got the Draconic Emperor shitting his pants,” Fiona said with a smirk. “This kind of power could threaten his rule directly.” 
 
    John had just begun to come to the same realization. The magic of a True Dragon was not something to be trifled with. It was the stuff of which kings and emperors were made of.  
 
    Yet despite all his ability, there was one thing he needed to correct his women on. 
 
    “That wasn’t me,” John said. “I was almost done for until Petra grabbed my bow. She’s the one who used Emily in such a manner, and saved us all. You should be thanking her, not me.” 
 
    All three women turned to Petra. Even Emily, who’d been summoning the damned arrows, hadn’t seemed to realize a different pair of hands besides John’s had been behind the attack. 
 
    “That’s impressive work,” Fiona said, sounding truly moved. “I’m shocked Emily let you touch her in such an… intimate fashion. I suppose we should be glad she did—otherwise we’d all be well done and crispy by now.” 
 
    Petra’s blush was one of the cutest things John had ever seen.  
 
    “I wasn’t really thinking about it,” the blacksmith’s daughter said, color rising to her cheeks. She had trouble meeting the eyes of John’s women, as if she’d begun to experience feelings for them she couldn’t explain or deny. “If I stepped on anyone’s toes, I’m truly sorry—” 
 
    “I don’t mind being handled a little rough,” Emily purred, sliding an arm around John’s waist. “Especially when it’s a girl like you doing it, Petra. Keep at it, though, and we might have to have you join John’s bed after all.” 
 
    John hadn’t thought Petra’s blush could get any redder, but somehow it managed it. 
 
    That’s definitely a topic to tackle tonight, John thought, surveying the battlefield. We’ll see if Petra is ready to join the group for real this time.  
 
    The flames had begun to die down, lacking the fuel to continue burning at the level of the inferno Petra and Emily had summoned through the enchanted bow. Now, John noticed four flaming lumps scattered on the battlefield.  
 
    The flesh of the Wyvern Guard nearest John was as red as a lobster. It looked as if the man had literally cooked to death inside his large, ornate armor. Not the most pleasant way to go. 
 
    Just then, the sounds of whispering reached his ears. John turned to see the crack in the barrier around Vismuth, tall and wide enough to push a merchant’s cart through.  
 
    A large crowd had gathered on the inside of the barrier, watching what remained of the fight with awe. It looked as if everyone in town had come to watch the brawl, though no one had the courage to step through the barrier and into the battlefield. At the head of the crowd was Hawk, who’d been watching John like he was witnessing a god among mortals. 
 
    Great, John thought, raising a hand to greet the people of Vismuth. They’re never going to stop with this ‘Lord Devonte’ nonsense now. Hell, the bastards will probably start building me a castle any day now…  
 
    John wasn’t sure if he minded the idea too much. He was already committed to fighting the Empire. Might as well go all in. 
 
    One of the lumps on the battlefield moved. 
 
    John and his women sprang into action, surrounding it with weapons drawn. Each of the fallen figures had been burnt so badly that it wasn’t until the figure managed to get to their feet that John realized he was looking at Lord Jagannath himself. The Wyvern Guards seemed to have died—though appearances could be deceiving. 
 
    Lord Jagannath looked around the battlefield as if seeing it for the first time. “Such power,” he muttered. Most of his facial hair had been burnt off by Petra’s fire arrows, leaving only patches of scraggly white hairs behind. “I wondered why the Draconic Emperor put so much importance on this mission to the Deadlands. I wonder that no longer.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re alive,” John blurted. He couldn’t help it—seeing Lord Jagannath upright again was something of a shock. “What sort of boon did the Draconic Emperor give you?” 
 
    Lord Jagannath chuckled. He looked down at his mailed fist, as if contemplating it. “No boon,” he finally spat, swaying gently from side to side. “I just have a stubborn tendency to get up where other men would lie down and die.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should stay lying down.” John sighed, sharing a look with his women. “You’ve lost, Jagannath. Your dragon shifting Wyverns are dead. You’ll be lucky if you can get that armor off without your skin peeling away with it.” 
 
    “Surrender,” Aoryl said, her voice surprisingly sweet given the circumstances. “And our lord will use his healing magic to soothe those wounds. You don’t need to suffer any longer.” 
 
    For a span of several heartbeats, it looked as if Lord Jagannath might actually accept the elven woman’s offer. He was a Devonte, after all—even if he called himself by another, lesser name. There was a bit more of John in the man than Lord Jagannath would probably like to admit—and more of Jagannath in John than John would have accepted easily. 
 
    But then Lord Jagannath’s expression hardened. “No,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s not over. In fact, it’s just beginning. Your town is finished, Devonte.” 
 
    John frowned. “We won, Jagannath. You’ve lost. Your Wyvern Guard have fallen, and you’re about to have to choose between surrender or death.” 
 
    But Lord Jagannath was already shaking his head. A harsh bark of a laugh left the man’s throat as he pointed toward the ridge. “You really think killing three soldiers will end the Draconic Emperor’s fervor? Those men were but a drop in the bucket, brother. An appetizer before the main course, that will sweep the Deadlands clean and destroy whatever lays at its heart that threatens the Draconic Emperor.” 
 
    A chill grabbed John’s stomach. The scalemancers.  
 
    He scanned the raised stretch of land. They might be ready to jump back into action by now. They cast a much larger barrier than ours—how difficult would it be for them to tear the whole thing down? 
 
    “No,” Lord Jagannath said, as if in response to a question no one had asked. “They aren’t prepared just yet, John. The scalemancers will require a little time yet to regain the energies they need to wipe you off the map.” 
 
    John relaxed a fraction. 
 
    “But you’ve got more pressing things to worry about,” the man continued in a matter of fact tone. 
 
    Hmm? John didn’t understand. What could Lord Jagannath be talking about now? The scalemancers? But they were all on the ridge, along with the rest of the Draconic Emperor’s troops— 
 
    Something moved in the woods beyond where they stood. 
 
    Lord Jagannath’s smile widened. “That’s right,” the man said, summoning his mace. “We sealed you in here, True Dragon—but we didn’t seal you in alone.” 
 
    A small horde of creatures emerged from the treeline, their roars echoing through the young evening. 
 
    The beastmen had arrived. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “To the breach!” John’s voice was a ragged cry among dozens of ragged cries.  
 
    Sounds of savage beasts rose into the sky, filling the field around Vismuth. 
 
    “We have to keep them from getting through!” 
 
    With Jagannath’s grinning face the last thing he saw before he turned, John and his women ran. 
 
    The crowd directly on the opposite side of the glowing barrier must have numbered in the dozens, if not the hundreds. Each of them looked on with undisguised fright as the beastmen poured from the woods, spilling out like a thick carpet of fur and claw. 
 
    Dimly, John wondered how the horde had managed to remain so quiet right up until their approach, but he didn’t wonder for long. Above his head, the sky cracked like the rush of an oncoming storm, lightning falling from the clear sky. 
 
    The scalemancers. They’d muffled the sound of the horde somehow, keeping John and his women from hearing them until it was too late.  
 
    Now they were surrounded. 
 
    And they’d opened up a gate leading straight to the heart of Vismuth. 
 
    If it fell, everyone John knew and cared about would die. 
 
    “Move!” John roared, reaching the hole in the barrier. It lay cracked and ragged on both sides, reminding John more than a little of his broken, enchanted half a sword. Thinking about that made him wonder where it was, but there was little time for digging around the Wyvern Guard to check.  
 
    Already, the beastmen were charging the barrier. 
 
    The creatures scrambled on top of each other, maddened and rabid by their hunger for human suffering. Some of them had the faces of wolves, others the thick horns of deer or rams, along with the tufted manes of lion or moose. The beastmen were chimeric abominations, each unique, but all of them vicious. Most were armed with nothing more than what nature had deemed to give them, though a few carried clubs and spears along with makeshift armor. 
 
    The wave of beastmen reached Lord Jagannath and split around him like a swiftly moving stream around a rock. The beasts weren’t the slightest bit interested in bringing the leader of the Draconic Emperor’s expeditionary force down.  
 
    John wondered if they’d made some sort of deal with the scalemancers to be allowed an unguarded strike at Vismuth. They’d failed to capture and loot the town once, which only served to inflame their bloodlust. 
 
    Either way, the one good thing John had expected from the beastman attack failed to materialize. Lord Jagannath still stood straight and proud and began to pick his way through the horde, moving toward the break in the barrier with that same grim smile on his face. Damn it. 
 
    As if to add insult to injury, the scalemancers chose that moment to begin their assault.  
 
    The sky cracked open, a chill howled across the field as a great darkness spread through the clouds. It was a massive ball of negative energy, like a black sun hanging over the barrier covering Vismuth.  
 
    John watched in horror, as beams of darkness shot from it to strike the top of the magical shield. Magics crashed in sparks of energy and tiny fractures spiderwebbed up and down the barrier. 
 
    Panic spread amongst the people within Vismuth. “They’re going to kill us all!” someone screamed, echoing the general sentiment of the populace. “They’ve got us between the hammer and the anvil now!” 
 
    It was an unfortunately apt metaphor. The constant blasts of energy from far above hit them in one direction, while the beastmen at their front gate struck from the other. The situation seemed hopeless, and for a moment John considered what he might be able to get from Lord Jagannath if he offered his surrender. 
 
    Then he looked across the field, at his women, and knew he’d do no such thing. He’d never risk them ending up in the hands of the Draconic Emperor and his vicious toadies.  
 
    They were his, now and forever. 
 
    And they were ready to show it. 
 
    John lifted his two-handed claymore high above his head, standing in the center of the crack like a sentinel out of a bard’s tale. He met the onrushing charge of the beastmen with grim determination. 
 
    “Hold the line!” John commanded, sparking every fighting man on the opposite side of the barrier to grab their weapons. “Let none of the beasts through! Stay with me, lads, and we’ll make it through this!” 
 
    The men lifted their weapons in the air. “True Dragon!” someone cried, hollering it without thinking. Before John could scold the man, more soldiers took it up as a cry. “True Dragon! True Dragon!” 
 
    Aoryl was at John’s wide, grinning. “They’re chanting your name, my lord,” she said, pulling twin daggers from her belt. “If we truly do make it through this, you’ll be lord of this place for true. They’ll say you rebelled against the Draconic Emperor today, that you seceded from his Empire and built your own!” 
 
    John understood exactly what she meant and what she hoped to achieve. “If that’s what the people demand, I will accept the duty. But right now, today, I’m fighting to save my own skin, the skins of women I love,” he said, turning toward the wave of beastmen. “And the people I promised to protect. The rest of it can come later.” 
 
    “Very well, my lord,” Aoryl purred, turning to face the beasts along with him. “But it will come, mark my words.” Then, at the last moment, she shot him a cheeky kiss. “As will I!” 
 
    You’d better, John thought, readying his weapon. The thought of having all my women together once this is done is the only thing keeping me sane right now… 
 
    Together, the group met the clash of the beastmen head on. 
 
    John had endured the chaos of the battlefield more times than most men, and he had managed so far in his life to make it out the other side more or less unscathed—physically, in any case. He’d learned a few things about the opening moments of a battle. Namely, that any plans or strategies either side had come up with prior to the fight were likely as not to evaporate, to turn into a million frantic single combats between fighters with no rhyme or reason to the carnage. 
 
    It was why he hadn’t bothered giving Vismuth’s defenders much of a plan besides ‘hold the line’.  
 
    Untrained men would be worse than useless at complicated maneuvers. Trying such might actually hand the battle to the enemy. The only rule he and his women and the town needed was to survive. 
 
    And survive they did. 
 
    John met a beastman’s swipe as the creature leapt for the gap in the barrier, slamming the hilt of his claymore directly into the beast’s midsection. It went down on all fours, trying to turn the momentum of the strike into a roll, but John was too quick for it. He slammed the sharp end of the claymore straight down, spearing the monster through the chest like a man pinning a butterfly to a display board.  
 
    He pulled the blade free and parried the club of a second beastman, not even stopping to make sure the first was dead. There was no time. 
 
    He met that blow and decapitated the beastman, sending its shaggy head rolling across the grass. One combat turned into two, and John found that he soon lost count of how many enemies he’d killed.  
 
    Like the mythical hydra, it seemed that killing one of the beasts left three in its place, each with a mish-mash of savage features the likes of which instilled nightmares in small children. John killed and killed, the claymore becoming covered in blood and gore as he waded through the center of the battle, drawing as much attention as possible. 
 
    As much as he hated being referred to by such titles as ‘Lord Devonte’ (outside the bedchamber, that is), this was the one time John wanted all eyes on him. Every beastman that fought the Devonte was one that wouldn’t be engaged with Vismuth’s defenders, that wouldn’t be aiming tooth and claw at the gorgeous bodies of his women.  
 
    John prioritized flashy moves over quick kills, swinging his claymore in massive sweeping strikes that left beastmen wounded and bleeding. 
 
    With a roar, he reached into his chest and added magic to his attacks. The same fire that had enchanted Emily’s arrows blazed to life across the surface of his blade, igniting it as if it had been coated in oil. Beastmen shrank away from that enchanted blade, their eyes filled with primal fear as John lifted it over his head and roared like a barbarian. 
 
    The people of Vismuth, awed by his power, didn’t press the opening he’d created. But John’s women did. 
 
    Aoryl danced between the ranks of fighters, her daggers slashing open jugulars and tearing tendons wherever they touched. Each one of Emily’s arrows struck its target, punching through brains and hearts. Petra roared like a berserker as she smashed in heads with her blacksmith’s hammer, her diminutive frame seeming to be ten feet tall as she took down enemies twice her size. Fiona— 
 
    John did a double take. Fiona was a fucking dragon. 
 
    The Mayor of Vismuth had brought no weapon onto the battlefield along with her. She didn’t need one. Scales rippled up and down Fiona’s arms, covering her smooth flesh with thick armor. She lifted one forearm to block the attack of a beastman spear, then yanked the weapon and snapped it in two as easily as breaking a toothpick. A bestial grin spread across the blonde’s face as her features distorted, her jaws thickening and massive fangs erupting from her mouth. 
 
    John had watched Aoryl transform briefly into a draconic form while she writhed in the throes of orgasm, her body filled with the True Dragon’s magic. This was about as far from that as a candle is from the fucking sun.  
 
    Pure power flared up and down Fiona’s limbs as she crushed a beastman’s windpipe, then tossed the monster aside like a ragdoll to face another attacker. This one she bit with her new maw, ripping off a huge chunk of its face and spitting it into the grass as she sprang forward with her claws. 
 
    John stood frozen in his tracks, spellbound by the sight. Fiona’s draconic form turned murder and carnage into an art form, a delicate dance of blood and gore. In the blink of an eye, three more beastmen had fallen, clutching at fatal wounds as Fiona stepped over their bodies. 
 
    The blonde noticed John staring at her and winked. A voice echoed in his skull, Fiona’s but distorted by some draconic power he still didn’t fully understand. 
 
    Well? Are you going to stand there staring, or help me kill these fuckers? 
 
    John grinned. He threw himself into the fray. More beasts died before his blade, cut down like wheat before the scythe. The bloodlust surged within him, until the sound of his own heartbeat in his ears resembled the roar of the ocean.  
 
    It was impossible for any one man on the battlefield to have a complete picture of the battle, but from what he could see, they were winning. The beastmen weren’t even close to breaking through the barrier. 
 
    We might just have this, John thought, watching Petra pummel a beastman’s skull with her hammer. Three more stood nearby, watching each other as if secretly hoping one of their fellows would be the first one to try and take the weapon from her hands. These beastmen are used to overwhelming villages with their numbers. They’re not trained to deal with being outmatched in strength. 
 
    John slew another handful of beastmen, one moment blurring into another. He felt Emily take a slash to her calf through the bond connecting them all, and responded by summoning an aura of healing magic to sweep over the battlefield.  
 
    All around him, Vismuth’s defenders sighed with relief as their cuts and bruises were soothed away, gaining a second wind to push back the beastmen. The tide was being pushed back. Things were going better than John had dared to hope. 
 
    Then he pushed down the dying body of a beastman and found himself face to face with Lord Jagannath. 
 
    The man’s half-melted burnished bronze armor was covered in dirt and blood. While the beastmen hadn’t bothered to attack Lord Jagannath in their fervor to push through the barrier surrounding Vismuth, it appeared the man hadn’t returned the favor. He’d cleared a path through the beastmen’s forces with his mace, scattering them in piles of blood and gore as he stalked the battlefield toward John. 
 
    Lord Jagannath sneered at John through the crush of bodies. Then he saw Fiona in her dragon form, tearing through beastmen, and the man’s eyes nearly fell out of his head. 
 
    “You… no,” Jagannath gasped, taking a full step backward. A beastman tripped over his heel and went down in the dirt, trampled by its fellows. “You can’t have that level of control over your powers yet! The Draconic Emperor… he called you a mere child! He said you’d never master the simplest aspects of your ability, much less the ability to transform your Wargear…” 
 
    “You ought to tell her that,” John said, gesturing toward Fiona with a chuckle. “It doesn’t sound like she’s listening to you, brother. Or the Draconic Emperor.” 
 
    He watched the wheels turn behind Lord Jagannath’s eyes. The man seemed desperate for some kind of explanation—something that would make the vision before his eyes make sense.  
 
    Fiona tore through another clutch of beastmen, scattering them, completely ignorant of their eyes upon her. The rest of John’s women had retreated to the crack in the barrier. They stood with Vismuth’s defenders, picking off the few beastmen that managed to make it to the wall. 
 
    Something about the contrast between Fiona and the rest of John’s women interested the man. Suddenly he saw the pieces click together in Lord Jagannath’s brain, and the man’s expression flooded with understanding. 
 
    “Yes,” Lord Jagannath hissed, sounding more like he spoke to himself than to John. “I understand now. You’ve blessed her, John Devonte, though she has no idea of it just yet.” 
 
    John watched Fiona go. As she fought, a sneaking suspicion crept up on John. She couldn’t be…? 
 
    She was, wasn’t she? The moment of supreme passion flashed through John’s eyes, him unloading inside of Fiona in the river as the two of them intertwined. There had been no thought of protection then. John knew there were risks in such a binding, but to find out they’d been triggered so quickly? 
 
    Lord Jagannath met John’s eyes and nodded. “She’s pregnant,” he growled, looking like he wanted to make a joke about it. “The True Dragon’s seed spurs her magical growth. No wonder she’s half a fucking dragon already.” 
 
    “Hell of a way to find out you’re going to be a father.” John chuckled, his fingers clutching the hilt of his claymore.  
 
    Possibilities unfolded before his eyes, showing him a thousand different futures. Though he’d been with any number of noble wives, barmaids and wenches of a thousand stripes on his travels, he’d never been lucky enough to get a woman pregnant with his heir. He hadn’t even realized that could happen with Fiona, considering her new body. 
 
    Lord Jagannath shrugged. “Plenty of men have had it worse,” he spat. 
 
    Another blast from the scalemancers rocked the barrier surrounding Vismuth. For a flicker, the glowing magical shield disappeared, like a candle about to be blown out. It reestablished itself almost instantly, but the peasants on the safe side of the wall began to panic. 
 
    “Under such circumstances,” John said, facing down Jagannath, “I don’t suppose you could find it in your heart to call a truce?” 
 
    John truly would have honored it. It wasn’t every day a man found out he was going to be a father.  
 
    Fiona bearing his child changed everything—made him much more cognizant of how important it was for him and all his women to make it out of this in one piece. They weren’t just a group of warriors or adventurers now.  
 
    They were a family. 
 
    Lord Jagannath looked as if he truly wanted to accept John’s offer. But doing so would have meant a death sentence from the Draconic Emperor. Both of them knew this. And so, the man reared up to his full height and raised his mace. 
 
    “Duel me,” Lord Jagannath commanded. As the man spoke, a red circle spread around him, carving out a section of the battlefield. Everywhere a beastman touched it, their feet and legs burned with magical fire. Soon the space was clear, with those nearby having forgotten the fight and just watching what was about to unfold within. “Defeat me, and I’ll let your people go. Lose, and you surrender to the Draconic Emperor. Either way, the town will be saved.” 
 
    “Saved?” John snorted. “You’re about to bring down the fucking barrier, brother. If those beastmen spill into the city, there’ll be no survivors—” 
 
    “I’ll order the scalemancers to destroy the beastmen, rather than the barrier,” Lord Jagannath said coolly. “Observe.” 
 
    The man lifted a gauntleted fist and traced a complicated symbol in the air. The rain of necrotic beams across the barrier fizzled out, dissipating like smoke. The black orb hung over the town still, imposing in its dimensions, but dormant. For now. 
 
    Could John risk it and trust the man’s word? 
 
    Just then, a beastman caught a lucky blow on Fiona. The creature who’d landed it was killed instantly by one of Emily’s golden arrows, but the damage was done. The Mayor of Vismuth let out a howl no human throat could match, retreating toward the entrance to the town with the others. It was all or nothing now— John could see that. 
 
    He had to save them. All of them. 
 
    “I don’t have my Wargear,” John said, glancing over his shoulder at the group behind the wall. “I’ll feel kind of naked without my women.” 
 
    Lord Jagannath grinned. “I don’t have any Wargear, either,” he said, striking a sarcastic air. Despite every reason John had to hate him, he couldn’t help but harbor some affinity toward the distant relative. “No women to aid me in battle. Just one man against another, John—your magic against mine. Will you test your mettle against me, True Dragon?” 
 
    It could be a trap. John knew that all too well. On top of that, it could be a very bad idea. But jumping into bad ideas was the hallmark of all Devontes. Lord Jagannath knew that—and he also knew that he and John had an audience now.  
 
    The whole town watched as the battle calmed, and even the beastmen and the scalemancers on the ridge quieted down to witness the clash to come. It would have disappointed them all to say no. 
 
    As John weighed his options, he looked to his women. Aoryl, Emily, Fiona—each of them stared at him with love and devotion, ready to support him whatever he chose. And while there was worry in their eyes, there was a stronger emotion filling their expressions and causing them to clench their thighs. 
 
    They were excited. Hell, they were cheering John on.  
 
    More than anything else, that sealed it. “Alright, brother,” John said, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “I accept.” 
 
    Lord Jagannath took a step backward, his arms open wide. “Then step into the ring.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The glowing red line burned against the ground, illuminating the spots of blood covering the grass. The packed earth of the field beyond the North Gate was covered in gore and fallen bodies, and John had to pick his way through them to reach the spot Lord Jagannath had indicated. As he stepped over the red line, a wall rose around them both, thin and red and textured like a dragon’s scales. 
 
    “Just so there’s no outside interference,” Lord Jagannath said, noting the way John studied the magical barrier. “My wizards, your woman and her arrows—you understand.” 
 
    “I do,” John said, marshaling his courage along with the fire within. “I’m ready, brother.” 
 
    Lord Jagannath bowed, in full view of both armies and the vicious beastmen.  
 
    Then, as quick as a flash of lightning, he struck. 
 
    John parried the blow of the massive hammer with his blade. His bones rang and his arm went numb from the force of the attack. The sword nearly slipped from his nerveless fingers. 
 
    The red barrier around them might have stopped arrows and spells, but it did nothing about sound. John could hear the cheers and cries of the crowd as clearly as if each spectator stood next to him, each moan of despair and roar of victory echoing across the square. He heard the crowd gasp collectively as he pirouetted away, just barely dodging the backhanded sweep of Lord Jagannath’s mace. 
 
    That was close, John thought, his heart skipping a beat. Watch yourself, Devonte. This man is dangerous. 
 
    Dangerous didn’t even begin to cover it. Lord Jagannath wielded a mace made of magic with skill and strength that bordered on supernatural. John found himself on the backfoot, dancing away strike after strike as the heavy, armored figure pushed his momentum.  
 
    Without his women, John felt more than naked—he felt practically defenseless before Lord Jagannath’s onslaught. He traced a wide circle around the ring, staying just out of range of that massive, swinging mace. Lord Jagannath charged up his magic, white flames coating his armor as he reached for his own connection with the Draconic Emperor. 
 
    “Stop running!” Lord Jaganath roared through a grin. The man seemed to honestly be enjoying the fight. “Quit being a shy little mouse and face me, Devonte! Strike back, or are you not a man!?” 
 
    John knew his words were meant not for him, but for the crowd. Lord Jagannath wanted to dull the legend of John Devonte—to paint John as a craven coward, not fit to lead men or challenge the Draconic Emperor.  
 
    Even if he couldn’t defeat John in a straight fight, tarnishing his claim to power might have long lasting consequences. 
 
    Not a man? John chuckled at Lord Jagannath’s taunts. Before Vismuth, he might have found himself rattled by the man’s jibes. Now, however, they washed over him like water off a duck’s back, quickly forgotten.  
 
    I’m more of a man than you’ll ever be, ‘Del Varre’. Let’s see if you can stand against this! 
 
    John kept on ducking and diving, moving steadily toward one of the glowing edges of the arena. Lord Jagannath followed, swinging his mace, his frustration mounting with each missed strike. Clearly this wasn’t how the man had expected their duel to go. 
 
    “Squirmer!” Lord Jagannath bellowed, tossing his mace to his off-hand to try and catch John off-guard. “Shirker! Coward!” 
 
    John just hung back and waited. It was almost his moment to strike.  
 
    Lord Jagannath just had to take another step, then one more, and then… 
 
    There! 
 
    John pivoted on a heel, diving not away from but into Lord Jagannath’s reach. The man had grown so lulled by John’s dancing that his reaction came just a little too late. Pure power flared up and down John’s arms as he cast a spell, infusing his body with the magic he’d learned from his Soul Gem. 
 
      
 
    John Devonte has cast Fortify (Level 2)! 
 
      
 
    In an instant, John’s arms felt firm as bedrock. He had the skin of a marble statue, gray and bulging, and Lord Jagannath’s mace bounced off his forearms like a pebble off metal. 
 
    I don’t need a shield when I can do THIS to my arms! John thought, watching Lord Jagannath lose his balance. 
 
    He didn’t let the man recover. With speed that would have frightened the man he used to be, John threw his arms around the armored figure and embraced him. The motion was uncomfortably intimate, and he felt Lord Jagannath squirm beneath his burnished bronze armor.  
 
    That was the point. John squeezed.  
 
    He squeezed like Lord Jagannath was a particularly difficult to reach nut hidden within a shell, and John was willing to rip the whole thing apart to get to the meat within. Normally this would have done nothing but make his arms sore, but enhanced with the power of Fortify, his limbs began to bend bronze. 
 
    Lord Jagannath’s resistance became frantic. He abandoned all notion of offense and focused on getting the hell away from John. A low, groan escaped Jagannath’s throat as he realized he was a rat choked by a constrictor snake, and that his armor was fast becoming his coffin. 
 
    “Stop squirming.” John laughed, taking immense pleasure in throwing Lord Jagannath taunts back in his face. “You’re just delaying the inevitable, old man. You were never a Devonte after all!” 
 
    Lord Jagannath’s polished breastplate gave, buckling inward like a cheap piece of nickel. The man cried out as John lifted him off the ground. 
 
    “Go, John!” Aoryl cried from the sidelines. As he clenched his enchanted arms around Lord Jagannath, he heard his women erupt with pride and pleasure. “Get him! Crush him!” 
 
    “You’ve got this!” Fiona howled, adding her voice to the chorus. “Take him out!” 
 
    John felt a little bit like an arena wrestler, mugging for the crowd. He shifted Lord Jagannath from one arm to the other, lifting him into the air on a single hand as he charged up a blast of power in his other fist. He couldn’t have told an onlooker how he did it, exactly: he moved on pure instinct, the powers of the True Dragon taking control and driving him. 
 
    John let out a roar of triumph as he balled his fingers into a fist and punched Lord Jagannath square in the chest. His already stressed armor crumpled like a reed basket as John punched through the plate. 
 
    With a grunt, he tossed Jagannath to the ground, then struck a pose over the man’s fallen form. The crowd of onlookers from Vismuth went crazy, throwing their weapons in the air and hooting like they were at an exhibition. 
 
    “You thought to call me brother,” John said sadly, clucking his tongue as he stood over Lord Jagannath. “Now I’ve proven to you how ridiculous those words are. Surrender, Jagannath.” 
 
    The man spit into his long beard, trying and failing to rise. “Fuck you,” the lord growled, shoving a piece of his broken armor away. 
 
    “Get over yourself,” John said with a groan. “Just submit and this will all be over. I have no desire to kill you, Del Varre. I’m perfectly happy to send you back to your master with your tail tucked between your legs—” 
 
    Before John could get out another word, several things happened in rapid succession. It would be a while before John was able to make sense of the next few moments—for his brain to catch up with his body.  
 
    But this is what he remembered: 
 
    First, Lord Jagannath clapped his hands. John thought it strange that he would do so, as if he were summoning a servant to his table with the motion in lieu of ringing a bell. 
 
    As the short, sharp sound filled the air, the red ring around the arena in which John and Lord Jagannath fought winked out. High above, the black orb summoned by the Draconic Emperor’s cadre of scalemancers blazed to life, sending bolts of dark lightning down to the field where the two men grappled. 
 
    It happened so fast that John was on the ground before he knew it. The hard packed earth rose up to slam into his face, roughly embracing him as he sprawled in the grass. A thousand bolts of black magic punctured the ground all around him, leaving dents in the dirt. John writhed in pain, screaming as the black rain tore his flesh. 
 
    Lord Jagannath rose to his feet. A deep frown stretched the man’s features, and he discarded the last of his burnished bronze armor. He sighed, and made his way over to John. Without his massive suit of plate, the man was only slightly larger than John himself, barrel chested with a hint of a belly. His long beard looked even more impressive without all the accouterments. 
 
    “You didn’t really think I’d fight fair, did you?” Lord Jagannath shook his head sadly, clucking his tongue. “I learned from the best, John. The Draconic Emperor himself. He taught me the rules of warfare. Do you know what the first rule of warfare is, by chance?” 
 
    John struggled to rise. The cries of his women echoed in his ears, but they sounded as if they came from the bottom of a deep dark well. Something—the beastmen, the scalemancers, or Lord Jagannath himself—was keeping them at the barrier, holding them back from jumping into the fray and joining the fight. 
 
    Lord Jagannath leaned over him, his spittle flying into his beard. “History,” he said, treating the words like an old and well-learned lesson, “is written by the victors. As long as you come out on top at the end, the story can be whatever you choose it to be. It doesn’t matter what you do in order to win—a hundred years from now, no one will ever know you did it. They’ll only know that you were a King, or  an Emperor, or a God.” A grim look fell upon the lord’s face. “I don’t feel guilty about betraying you, John. Though I would have gladly called you brother.” 
 
    John rolled onto his back. The darkened sky roiled with black clouds. He searched for a silver lining, somewhere within them, but came up empty. 
 
    His hand clutched the barren ground, combing through the grass. Something hard grazed his fingertips, sending a shock through him—the telltale feeling of magic in his fingertips was like a warm embrace on a cold night. He knew what it was he’d just landed next to. 
 
    “That’s alright,” he told Lord Jagannath, watching as the man lifted his mace above his head. Without his armor, the gesture looked far less majestic, but it was still more than enough force to kill. 
 
    “Is it?” Lord Jagannath asked, sounding a bit amazed. “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah,” John croaked. “Because now I don’t feel guilty about doing this.” 
 
    He stabbed upward with his shimmering, unbreakable broken blade. 
 
    The cracked edge of the steel pierced the man’s chest, sinking deep into his flesh. Had Lord Jagannath still been wearing his armor, the blow would have glanced right off the bronze—John had hardly any strength left, his magic drained by the fight against the beastmen and the duel. But Jagannath hadn’t seen it coming.  
 
    How could he? It was sheer luck that John landed next to his broken blade. 
 
    Or so John believed. 
 
    Jagannath’s eyes widened as he saw the length of steel protruding from his chest. He let out a gurgling ‘urk’ and dropped his mace, the heavy weapon landing inches away from John’s ankle. Without its master to keep it corporeal, the mace dissolved in a puff of smoke, disappearing like last night’s sunset. Blood trickled from the wound in Jagannath’s chest, running down into his navel. 
 
    “Goodbye, brother,” John whispered.  
 
    He felt no joy in killing Jagannath, but there was a certain grim satisfaction in a job well done. He twisted the knife, destroying the man’s heart. 
 
    Lord Jagannath gasped, his eyes rolling back in his head. He was dead instantly. 
 
    Then he exploded.
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    John’s body felt as heavy as if he’d tied leaden weights to his arms and legs, and it felt like he’d swallowed an entire ream of sandpaper before passing out. Cold, wet dirt lay against his cheek, the chill seeping into his bones.  
 
    A light rain fell onto his back, leaving his traveling clothes damp and sticky. 
 
    Had he fallen asleep in the gutter again? 
 
    No, this was a field—though from what he could see through his slitted eyes, the walls of a village were no more than a stone’s throw away.  
 
    Drunk again, John thought, sighing as he slumped back down to the ground. Either that or some pickpocket dosed me. Poor bastard wasted their time if that’s the case—I didn’t have anything on me worth stealing… 
 
    Then John heard the screams, and he remembered.  
 
    He hadn’t been robbed. He wasn’t drunk. And it wasn’t raining—not raining water, at least. 
 
    Blood poured from the sky like rain. 
 
    John bolted upright, coughing as his world filled with smoke. There was supposed to be a golden barrier between him and the walls of Vismuth, he remembered that much at least, but it was nowhere to be found. 
 
    Slowly, as he took in his surroundings, John realized that he’d been laying in the center of a crater. Lord Jagannath had exploded.  
 
    He’d blown a hole in the middle of the North Field, tossing soldiers and beastmen alike aside like paper dolls. It was a minor miracle that John had survived unscathed. Without his True Dragon powers, he’d likely be dust. 
 
    A bolt of anxiety speared him to the ground. Had his women made it through alright? 
 
    John closed his eyes. Even in the chaos of battle, he could sense his Wargear. The women bound to him burned in the darkness like embers, illuminating the forms of Aoryl, Emily, and Fiona.  
 
    He couldn’t feel Petra—a mistake he’d correct as soon as the battle was won—but where his three Wargear were, the blacksmith’s daughter was sure to be near. 
 
    Why was blood raining down though?  
 
    John looked up at the sky. For a moment, his mind refused to believe what he was seeing. It was as if a block had formed between his eyes and his brain. Surely things couldn’t be this bad, could they? 
 
    The barrier over Vismuth was gone. Destroyed in a single instant, either by Lord Jagannath’s explosion or the assault of the scalemancers. Yet that was the least part of the horror floating in the sky above the sleepy town.  
 
    The black orb the scalemancers summoned had grown into a massive, inky sphere. Tendrils of darkness stretched from it, here and there raking the ground with long explosions of magic. 
 
    Beneath its sightless gaze, the city burned. 
 
    John had no idea where the fire had started, but it appeared to have spread quickly. Flames engulfed the main thoroughfare of Vismuth, spilling black smoke into the sky. The clouds of it were thick enough to blot out the sight of horror above them all.  
 
    Where were the people? Had the townsfolk managed to get out in time, or were they all trapped behind the barrier when the scalemancers struck? 
 
    John heard screams coming from the general direction of the town. Someone in there was alive, at least. 
 
    As he stepped to the side, he nearly collided with a beastman. The creature looked as surprised to see John as he was to see the beast. Its eyes were wide with animal fright. It yelped and stumbled to the ground upon realizing who it had bumped into. 
 
    Suddenly the concerns of the world shrunk away. John looked for a weapon and found his broken blade lying on the grass, completely untouched by the explosion. The telltale shimmer of the enchantment remained on the steel as he plucked the weapon from the ground and rammed it hilt deep into the hollow beneath the creature’s armpit. 
 
    The beast fell, and hot blood ran from its wound, though John hardly noticed the red liquid coating his blade. More blood-like rain fell with each passing moment, drizzling from that massive hole in the sky like the Gods themselves were draining a wound.  
 
    John fought a strange primeval urge to find the nearest piece of cover and hide beneath it. 
 
    Men and beasts lay slain on the ground. Going by the animal groans and grunts coming from the forests, more beasts were on their way—perhaps a whole other horde of them. He had to move quickly. 
 
    “Wargear!” John shouted, taking a shaky step toward the North Gate. “To me! To your lord!” 
 
    When he got no response, he closed his eyes. His power to detect his women felt as if it had reached its limit—concentrating on the darkness felt like stretching an overextended muscle. More blood trickled down his face, making him not want to open his eyes again.  
 
    After a few moments, he felt them: three beacons in the black, moving around as if they were fighting for their lives. 
 
    His women. 
 
    They were inside of the burning town. 
 
    John opened his eyes and took off. A handful of beastmen emerged from the forest behind him, but they appeared too shocked by the sight of the carnage in the field to focus on a single man. He slipped into the North Gate—or what was left of the North Gate—without incident. 
 
    Within, the town burned. Flames poured from the open windows of the houses and businesses he passed and more than one echoed with the cries of this or that trapped soul begging for help.  
 
    John wished he had time to save them, to save everyone—but he could feel his women just up ahead. Whatever was happening to them, they were struggling. They needed him.  
 
    Somehow, despite having been rocked by the explosion, John found the strength to run. As he raced toward the town square, he couldn’t help but think about Lord Jagannath and his final act of betrayal.  
 
    The bastard had died, but with his final heartbeat he’d unleashed a wave of force that shattered the magical barrier surrounding Vismuth. Or perhaps the scalemancers had done that, and Jagannath had merely helped them along. 
 
    Either way, it didn’t matter. The man had betrayed John twice over.  
 
    John wasn’t sure why he’d expected more from a branch of his family that swore itself to serve the Draconic Emperor—but the betrayal still tasted bitter on his tongue. For a brief time, he’d wanted to believe Lord Jagannath would see reason. That their shared Devonte blood would trump his devotion to a madman. 
 
    Never again would John Devonte give Dragon Emperor’s underlings a second chance. 
 
    He turned the corner and entered right into the middle of a battle. John had been wondering where all the beastmen who’d survived the explosion had ended up, and it appeared he now had his answer: they’d struck inward, at the heart of the town.  
 
    Aoryl, Emily, and Fiona fought in the middle of the market square, with Petra and a handful of defenders from the Dead Watch who’d managed to survive the initial assault. Hawk was among them, though the young man appeared to have lost most of his armor and most of his hair in the explosion. What remained lay on his hair in tufts almost as angry as he was. 
 
    They’d known he was alive, of course. John’s Wargear were able to sense his essence and its general location, the same way that he could with his women. But knowing it and seeing it were two very different things.  
 
    Looks of relief spread across his women, and John knew that his own smile matched theirs. 
 
    “My lord!” Aoryl twisted away from a beastman with antlers like a twelve-point buck, throwing a hand in the air to catch his attention. “Summon us, quickly! We need to be at your side!” 
 
    John rushed to the center of the market square, reaching out toward his women with his free hand. At his unspoken command, they each began to change.  
 
    Brilliant white light bathed their skin and dissolved their silhouettes, transforming them in an instant from the bodies of human women to the sleek forms of his Wargear. 
 
    Emily’s bow form appeared on his back, the enchanted quiver slotting into place just as the shield making up Aoryl’s Wargear shimmered into place across his free wrist. Fiona didn’t even need to be placed around his neck. The amulet simply settled onto place over his throat, her healing aura filling the market square as the blonde mayor became part of him. 
 
    Already, John could see the defenders getting a second wind. The healing magic of his amulet soothed their minor injuries, charging up their energy as they threw themselves into the fight. Men who’d been on the verge of breaking and running only moments ago braced themselves with renewed vigor, shrieking like savages as they raised their weapons. 
 
    And as for John? 
 
    He felt like the True Fucking Dragon. 
 
    Every moment he’d spent in the company of his women had led to this. His bow, his shield, and his amulet had all ascended to their advanced forms, capable of augmenting his already considerable strength on the battlefield. He felt stronger, faster—even a little bit taller. A grin split his face as the first wave of beastmen shrank back, unsure of how to handle this strange warrior straight out of the myths. 
 
    John lifted the shield and his enchanted sword and let a leonine roar rip from his throat. The beastmen shrank back further.  
 
    Good, he thought.  
 
    The voices of his women pushed against the inside of his skull. His connection with them was the most intense thing he’d ever felt, but he didn’t need to be a mind reader to know what they wanted to say to him. Fight, those devoted female voices whispered. Fight and win! Our Lord. Our King. 
 
    Our Dragon. 
 
    Battle-lust rang in their voices and bled into him, filling his veins with passion and magic. As John’s cry of war rose over the town, he lifted his broken blade to the sky.  
 
    Lightning flashed up and down the hilt, crackling across the ragged edge of the enchanted sword. Then it pushed further, filling in the space where the other half of the sword would be if it were whole. 
 
    John stared down at the weapon in his hand, his mouth open wide with awe. Half of his blade was made of enchanted, glowing steel—the other half was a bolt of lightning frozen in mid-strike, molded into the shape of a sharp sword, so bright that it hurt to look at. He leveled the blade at the enemy. 
 
    By the Gods, John thought, his heart leaping into his throat. I really could become the next Draconic Emperor… 
 
    It seemed the beastmen shared John’s revelation. The creatures, so content with raping and pillaging only moments ago, now looked as if they’d rather be anywhere other than in the same town as John Devonte. Beastmen shared anxious looks. 
 
    “Oh no,” John said, a smile spreading across his face. “You’re not getting away that easily!” 
 
    As the beastmen broke, their frontline crumbling into a full retreat, John sprang into action. 
 
    Had he not been in the fullness of his magic and wearing his Wargear, the first strike from his sword might have killed him. He slashed a fleeing beastman in two, severing the creature’s ribcage with a blast of lightning magic that filled the street with the illumination of a noonday sun. Creatures and humans alike screamed with fear as the bolts shot in all directions, with more than a few flying back and striking John himself. 
 
    But the magic fizzled when it touched his skin.  
 
    Whether it was the amulet, the connection with his women, or just the abilities of the True Dragon, he was able to bear his own power without being so much as singed by it. 
 
    Still, I’ll have to be careful, John thought, seeing the massive scorch mark where the beast lay. I could accidentally kill someone innocent if I’m not careful. 
 
    Between John’s caution and the constant, low-level healing of Fiona’s aura, he was able to pursue the beastmen without worrying. The enchanted blade slashed through creature after creature, leaving more scorched, bleeding patches of bare earth in the market square. It was a shame to ruin the center of Vismuth’s commerce in such a fashion, but as the whole town was in the midst of burning down, he supposed Fiona would forgive him. 
 
    The beastmen, upon seeing a man wield blade wrought from the heaven’s wrath, ran.  
 
    What had been a fierce, pitched battle turned into a rout, which again turned into a massacre. John and the defenders chased the beasts out of the town, slaying hundreds of beastmen as they drove them out. Before he knew what he was doing he was back outside, leaping onto a beast like some kind of maddened ape before driving his lightning blade through the back of the creature’s neck. 
 
    Blood rain covered John from head to toe. As he stood up, he looked like something out of the grimmest, most vicious sort of fairy tale—the kind told to children to scare the hell out of them before bedtime. One glance at him, and even the most terrifying of beasts got second thoughts about their plans to plunder. 
 
    The world blurred around John as his bloodlust crested. He lost control of his own thoughts, the elegant dance inside of his skull turning into a frenzied orgy of violence.  
 
    Having three women inside of his brain was a delicate balancing act at the calmest of times, but navigating the field of battle with each member of his Wargear given up to their desire to kill turned out to be completely impossible.  
 
    John’s blood was up, and blood rained from the sky, and he wouldn’t stop until every beastman was dead. 
 
    He couldn’t save Vismuth, not anymore.  
 
    But he could avenge the dead. 
 
    John chased the fleeing beastmen to the treeline. From somewhere far behind him, he heard Hawk crying out for him to come back, saying that the battle was won. Perhaps for the young man, it was.  
 
    For John, it had just begun. 
 
    Kill, John thought, the word bouncing around his skull. Destroy them all! Purge the filth…! 
 
    It was the kind of thoughts Aoryl had put inside his brain when the elven woman lost control of herself. Here, now, in this place, John could no longer resist those thoughts.  
 
    They became virtual commands—and oh by the Gods did he ever obey. 
 
    He killed.  
 
    And killed. 
 
    He left a trail of bloodied corpses behind him as he marched into the woods. Each beastman he caught up to died in a gout of blood and gore and lightning, roasted from the inside out with his blade. At first, he’d tried to keep count of the number of the beasts he slew, but he soon forgot.  
 
    There was just an endless blur of killing, of murder and slaughter while tears of blood streamed down John’s face. 
 
    These monsters took his town. The people of Vismuth were scattered to the winds, helpless before the assault of Lord Jagannath’s scalemancers. Their only saving grace was that the expeditionary force only seemed to care about razing the town itself. Even as John disappeared into the trees, stalking his prey like a crazed predator, he saw tiny figures fleeing in all directions. 
 
    John quickened his pace, leaping over roots and branches, depending on the enhanced senses of the True Dragon to guide him. 
 
    It would be even easier, a little thought whispered inside his skull, if you could transform into a dragon. Shouldn’t the True Dragon be able to do that? 
 
    As soon as he thought of it, the urge to do just that welled up inside of him. He’d be damned if he could have explained to another human being how to make it happen, or write the instructions down in some book. It was muscle memory, like remembering how to ride a horse. Phantom fingers reached inside of John’s skull, pressing on sources of magic he hadn’t realized he possessed. 
 
    As the power crested, John heard his women’s voices chorus in his ears. They weren’t worried—the sounds they made within him weren’t frightened in the least. 
 
    His women sounded like they were riding the edge of climax. 
 
    Their moans filled his world as he began to change. Aoryl, Emily, Fiona—each of them cried out as if John were buried deep within their most sensitive parts as his muscles bulged and his skin turned to scales. John’s maw distorted like Fiona’s had, turning reptilian as a pair of long, leathery wings erupted from between his shoulder blades. 
 
    As the transformation took hold, John saw words flash across his vision, explaining his new situation: 
 
      
 
    John activates Draconic Transformation (Level 2)! 
 
    You have gained a permanent increase to physical attributes 
 
    You have activated a temporary draconification of limbs. 
 
    You have unlocked limited draconic flight. 
 
      
 
    John struggled to understand the words, but they were already blurring before him. His new form didn’t want to sit around and read—it wanted to fight. To kill, to conquer, to fuck his women into submission. 
 
    Extending his wings, John soared across the treetops. 
 
    He soon realized his new form would only carry him so far. The tops of the trees appeared to be about the highest he could manage with his new appendages, and his flight was more like a concentrated form of gliding than the graceful soaring of a bird. Still, it was intoxicating.  
 
    He was flying!  
 
    He soared through the forest, seeking his targets. He’d seen at least a dozen beastmen flee into the trees, their dread work left behind them, and he intended to see each of them dead before the night was through.  
 
    No one got to raise a hand against something that belonged to John Devonte and live to tell the tale. 
 
    In fact… 
 
    He could feel one now. His enhanced senses showed him motion in the underbrush a stone’s throw away. It was subtle, but with the eyes of a True Dragon, completely unmistakable. One of the beastmen tried to hide from him in the hopes that he’d pass the creature by and leave it in peace. 
 
    John’s fangs extended. Not a chance.  
 
    He landed atop the creature and tore it to shreds with his claws. Its feeble struggles entertained him while he slashed its flesh to ribbons, and it only stopped when he finally bit through the beast’s leathery throat and felt its hot blood spray all over his face and chest. 
 
    Finally, the beastman lay still. He dropped it and leapt back into the sky. 
 
    There were many more beastmen to kill that night. He had his work cut out for him. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    John found himself standing over a pile of corpses. 
 
    The night’s work had been brutal and long. The last few hours had been a vicious, feral blur. He remembered killing that first beastman, tearing out its throat, and then very little until the morning. Evidently, he’d been extremely busy. 
 
    He’d been wrong about the number of beastmen. He’d seen a dozen run into the forest, fleeing the flaming ruin of Vismuth, but nearly thirty lay in a pile before him.  
 
    Each had died a death more gruesome than the last. Some were hardly recognizable as beasts at all, having been reduced to red chunks and charred fur. 
 
    As he blinked, snapping back to the present moment, the scales started to fade from his arms and shoulders. The awesome power that filled him in the market square finally began to ebb, flowing out of his muscles. He felt his body transforming back to human form, losing the sleek definition and supernatural features of the True Dragon.  
 
    The whole process left him satisfied, but exhausted. 
 
    Sighing, he stalked over to a nearby stump and sat down. His Wargear lay on the ground nearby, discarded while he’d done the dirty work of ripping the traitorous beastmen apart.  
 
    Now, his arsenal shimmered, reforming into the three women who’d bound their lives and souls to John Devonte. Aoryl, Emily, and Fiona lay on the ground, looking dazed and very, very satisfied. 
 
    In fact, they looked like they remembered about as much of the previous night as John. Aoryl sat up first, brushing her long dark hair out of her face, peering around like a popular minstrel girl the morning after a festival. She blinked at the pile of beastmen as if seeing them for the first time, her eyes widening.  
 
    Not the most pleasant wake-up call, John thought with a wry chuckle. 
 
    “I… oh my,” Aoryl whispered, shaking the still-snoozing form of Fiona. “Did we do that? Gods, my head aches. It’s like I drank an entire brewery last night…” 
 
    “It was us,” John said, looking down at his hands. “Morning, Aoryl.” 
 
    The elven woman smiled. “Good morning, my lord. I see you took the fall of Vismuth personally.” 
 
    That brought a savage grin to John’s cheeks. “Hunted down the perpetrators. You and the other girls helped, of course.” 
 
    Aoryl nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    Together, the two of them woke Fiona and Emily. Neither of them wanted to wake. Despite laying in a bed of grasses and leaves, the two appeared as content as if they snoozed beneath heavy blankets. Fiona even grabbed at John’s breeches for some morning sex, which amused everyone to no small degree. 
 
    “Does anyone know where we are?” Emily asked once she’d regained her senses.  
 
    Like the other women, she looked hungover. Perhaps a side-effect of his upgraded Wargear joining him and forming the True Dragon was exhaustion spreading to everyone who’d been part of it. Although, if so, John didn’t feel it. He was confused, certainly, but not sapped.  
 
    Emily continued to look around. “I can tell by the trees that we’re in the Deadlands proper. I hope we didn’t run too far into it hunting down these beastmen.” 
 
    “I’m sure we ran as far as we had to,” Fiona said, spitting into the grass.  
 
    Of the three, she looked to be by far the most affected by joining with John’s draconic form. Or is it morning sickness? John thought with a start. After all, Lord Jagannath said last night the woman was with child… 
 
    We don’t know that, John told himself. That could have just been Jagannath stirring me up, trying to get under my skin. Make me think he was going to harm my unborn child. For all I know, Fiona could have begun transforming into a draconic being because of her link to me… 
 
    There were a lot of maybes. But John was going to keep an eye on the woman going forward, that was for sure. 
 
    It fell to Aoryl to figure out their location. As an elf and a ranger, the young woman possessed better instincts for woodcraft than most, even if the Deadlands didn’t resemble any ordinary forest in the Empire. 
 
    She stood with her hands on her hips, wrinkling her nose at the position of the sun in the sky. “I wish I knew how long we slept,” she muttered to herself, walking to a nearby tree and running her hand over a patch of moss on the trunk. “More than that, I wish I had a Gods damned compass…” 
 
    Emily scoffed. “You’re an elf,” she said, as if the solution was self-evident. “Your skull is practically a compass!” 
 
    “For most forests, yes,” the elven woman said coolly. “For the Deadlands, though? I know my way around this place about as well as you do, Emily. Which is to say, not at all.” 
 
    “I watched it from a tower,” John said, spreading his arms. “I’m afraid I don’t remember much about last night. Other than blood.” 
 
    Aoryl nodded. “Well, if this were a normal forest, I’d tell you that north is in that direction,” she said, indicating the direction in which the moss grew. “But the Deadlands are… strange. In my tribe, young elves are warned that the ordinary methods of getting one’s bearings might not be accurate here. The Deadlands have a way of twisting and turning in unexpected directions, confounding even the most methodical methods of mapping it out…” 
 
    “So it’s a labyrinth,” John said, shaking his head. “Should we just pick a direction and stick with it for a while, perhaps? Climb a tree and see if we can get a better lay of the nearby landscape?” 
 
    John was about to suggest he try to re-assume his draconic form, when Aoryl gave a sudden start. The elven woman cocked her head to the side, her ears twitching faintly against a sudden wind.  
 
    “Did you hear that?” she asked. 
 
    “Hear what?” John realized he’d spoken much too loud.  
 
    The group fell silent at the same moment, all straining their hearing to pick up what Aoryl’s stronger ears had easily heard. John could discern nothing but the faint scratching of the wind through the trees. 
 
    “We’re not alone,” Aoryl whispered, her eyes telling John how serious she considered this. “Where’s your sword, Master?” 
 
    Good question! John glanced down at where his Wargear had been laying when he finally snapped out of his draconic form, but his enchanted half blade was nowhere to be seen. Neither, he realized with sudden annoyance, was his two-handed claymore.  
 
    Fuck, he thought, turning in a circle and scanning the treeline.  
 
    Had he dropped the damn thing somewhere nearby? The claymore he could easily replace, even though it had belonged to a Wyvern Guard and was of better craftsmanship than most weapons a Devonte could find or purchase. But that enchanted blade was literally irreplaceable. He couldn’t have replicated its strange, magical quality if he tried. 
 
    As he searched, a sound reached John’s ears that had nothing to do with the wind. It was like the scratching of a dog’s claws on cobblestone—a slow, sneaking sound like someone trying to get close to the party while trying not to make a lot of noise doing so.  
 
    John gestured for his women to draw their weapons. Perhaps they could strike the foe before they became aware they were being watched. 
 
    But as it turned out, no weapon John could have drawn would have availed him against this visitor. For they had no flesh or blood—at least, none that John or his women could have struck at.  
 
    The figure walking between the trees was Nemissa Forestbane, her body ghostly and partially transparent against the tree trunks. 
 
    Another phantom, John thought, relaxing. Or an ‘astral projection’. Whatever the elf calls it. I wonder what she wants from us this time? 
 
    Nemissa floated into the clearing, spending hardly any time lingering on the pile of beastman corpses John and his Wargear had left stacked in a neat pile. She seemed to think it right and proper that the True Dragon should have slaughtered them—she peered at his work the way a woman will grudgingly admire the trophies of a skilled hunter. Her gaze took the bodies in for only a moment, then moved to the more agreeable sight of John’s body. 
 
    “Devonte,” the shade of Nemissa Forestbane whispered. She sounded eager—almost as eager as one of his women when the mood to fuck struck them. “I’m very glad indeed to have caught you here, John. Working out a little frustration over the loss of Vismuth?” 
 
    John decided he had no time for the woman’s games. “You have no idea,” he said, crossing his arms over his bloodied chest. “We’re a little busy here. What do you want from me, Nemissa?” 
 
    To her credit, the elf managed to look surprised. “From you? Me?” The shade tossed back her head and laughed. “Nothing, John Devonte. You’ve already given me more than you can possibly understand. You’ve proven to me that you truly are the one—the True Dragon I’ve sought for so long. When I sent Aoryl to you, I had hoped for the best, but I never could have guessed the mission of my subordinate could have paid such dividends.” 
 
    “Aoryl answers to me now,” John said, staring down Nemissa’s shade. “She’s my Wargear, Forestbane. She no longer belongs to you—she’s mine.” 
 
    Nemissa pursed her lips at that, as if she knew but didn’t enjoy being reminded of the fact. “Of course, of course,” she said, breezily batting away John’s words. “I would never dream of taking her from you, Dragon. Truly, she belongs to you now. There is nothing I wish to take from you—in fact, I’ve come here to give you something.” 
 
    Really now? The woman’s interest in him was keen and growing keener, and he guessed an ancient being like Nemissa Forestbane would revel in having the True Dragon in her bed. Honestly, Aoryl would probably be thrilled.  
 
    Emily and Fiona might not like it, but they’d come around eventually. 
 
    It was John himself who stood in the way of that possibility. He’d been burned before by other Devontes using him for their own goals with little regard to his safety, and he recognized Nemissa as the arch-bitch of such manipulative tactics. He didn’t trust Nemissa Forestbane as far as he could throw her shade—and seeing that she was incorporeal in this form, he couldn’t throw her a single inch.  
 
    Although the elven woman’s help had proved to be genuine in the past, he had to give her that. Still, he was more than a little cautious of her so-called ‘gifts’.  
 
    But if they proved beneficial… if she kept proving herself trust-wowrthy… Maybe there could come a time he accepted her, but she’d have to work for it. 
 
    It was Emily who spoke up. “What are you here to give us, Nemissa? I hope it’s a way to get back home. We’re rather lost, you see—John lost himself for a while in killing the beastmen, and now we’re not entirely sure where we’ve ended up…” 
 
    “Oh, no need to explain it to me. I am quite aware.” Nemissa grinned, and suddenly John knew with absolute certainty the elf had been watching every moment of the previous night. “John took the form of the True Dragon for the first time. Only a tiny part of the Dragon’s form, of course, hardly as much power as resides in the Dragon’s tiniest fingernail  —but it’s a start.” She sniffed in the direction of the pile of corpses. “It was certainly enough to handle these ruffians. Though I wonder how you would handle the Megatherion with your current power…” 
 
    “The what?” John could feel his brows wrinkling together. “Is that something Lord Jagannath brought with him?” 
 
    Nemissa rolled her eyes. “Lord Jagannath’s forces are halfway back to the Capital by now,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “As soon as Vismuth stopped burning, the scalemancers and the rest of the expeditionary forces packed up and headed to the west. Apparently they consider the Draconic Emperor’s mission complete.”  
 
    She favored him with a smirk. “It will likely be some time before the Emperor realizes you’re not dead. It would be best for you to use this time to grow as strong as you can, before he realizes the error his subordinate made and begins to send even stronger foes against you.” 
 
    Stronger than Jagannath, the dragon shifters, or the scalemancers? It made John shudder to think about. “He thinks I’m dead? But Jagannath—” 
 
    Nemissa answered for him. “Lord Jagannath’s retainers will testify to the fact that they witnessed the man kill you. That in the moment of his death, the nasty trap the Draconic Emperor prepared within his flesh detonated, smashing John Devonte to pieces. I may be more than a little bit responsible for them leaving the Deadlands with such an impression, but they likely would have come to the same conclusion on their own, given the size of the crater.” 
 
    So Jagannath’s dying spell had been a trick of the Draconic Emperor. That… made sense, actually.  
 
    A sick, twisted sort of sense.  
 
    “I suppose you’ll want me to thank you for this,” John said. 
 
    Nemissa’s eyes grew so wide and innocent that most men would have been fooled to think she wasn’t an ancient enchantress. The elf shook her head, her long, red locks swaying in the ghostly wind. “Not at all,” she whispered, pursing her lips. “All I want is for you to achieve your destiny, John Devonte. You may not believe it, but you and I are on the same side.” 
 
    You’re right, John thought. I don’t believe it.  
 
    “Prove it. I want to believe you, but you could’ve warned us of the danger months ago, made us ready for beastmen. There’s a lot of trust you’ve got to earn back.” 
 
    A sly look spread across Nemissa’s face. “You wound me, John. I came here intending to do just that.” With that, the elf leaned over, tracing symbols in the air. “Observe.” 
 
    Just like before, Nemissa conjured a scene into being.  
 
    John and his women leaned forward, peering in closer as the glittering strands of magic formed a bird’s eye view of the nearby area. John could make out the burning form of Vismuth, with the wall surrounding the Deadlands an angry smear across the landscape. Tiny figures raced across the grasslands, pursuing or being pursued. The beastmen, or the people of Vismuth, seeking succor. 
 
    “What you’re witnessing occurred the previous evening,” Nemissa explained, her tone clipped and didactic. “I won’t bother telling you exactly when, since you’re about to see it in just a moment…” 
 
    In short order, John understood. As he watched, a figure wreathed in power shot from the gates of Vismuth like a loosed arrow, leaping upon a nearby beastman and ripping him in two. It was John himself—John the way he’d been as he left the town, bloodlust in his heart and the moans of his women in his head. 
 
    “That’s me,” he said, pointing at the figure. “I’ve got my Wargear with me. You’re right, Nemissa—I do remember this.” 
 
    The elf nodded. “What you don’t remember is what you left behind,” she explained, turning the scene. “Let me move things along just a little further for you—cover a few minutes where nothing much was happening…” 
 
    Nothing much apparently meant more killing and running, in Nemissa’s parlance.  
 
    As the scene moved into a fast forward, John disappeared into the Deadlands in search of more beastmen to kill. He watched the fighting going on in the field, but none of it stuck out at him as particularly important—it was mostly just Hawk and his boys cleaning up, taking out the few beastmen too weak or cowardly to make for the forest. 
 
    Then, John noticed a slender figure break from the gates carrying a hammer and understood. 
 
    “Petra,” he said, the word coming out as a strangled cry.  
 
    In his haste to chase after the beastmen, he’d left the one member of his party not physically bound to him in Vismuth. He’d assumed the girl had enough sense to remain behind with Hawk’s band and rebuild the town, but apparently she’d come running off into the forest after John and the women. 
 
    It felt as if John had swallowed a brick.  
 
    Something bad is about to happen, he realized, dreading what he was about to see. 
 
    The reactions of his women were even more extreme. “Petra!” Emily screamed, watching the tiny figure swing her hammer from one hand to the other as she chased after John. “Shit! She should have stayed near Vismuth and waited for us!” 
 
    “What did you expect?” Fiona asked, rolling her eyes. “The girl wants to be a hero. More than that, she wants to be one of John’s girls. She’s finally admitted it—only now it’s too late for her. What happened, Nemissa?” 
 
    Even the elf looked a bit taken aback by this part. “Obviously, she didn’t make it,” Nemissa said, her lips forming a tight little line. “It’s this next part, though, that ought to interest you…” 
 
    As the elf spoke, the scene dissolved. The overhead view of the field was replaced by a close up picture of the main path through the forest. It floated just over the ground, as if some skilled artisan were painting each frame of the world like a portrait as Petra made her way between the trees.  
 
    Even from this distance, John could tell the blacksmith’s daughter had slowed down considerably. Having second thoughts, John thought, watching the set of her shoulders. She ought to have had third and fourth ones as well. What happened to you, girl? 
 
    Suddenly Petra froze. The trees to her side trembled, on the exact opposite side as Nemissa’s magical window.  
 
    The blacksmith’s daughter lifted her hammer high, gritting her teeth as she prepared to meet her foe. Be it a human working for the Draconic Emperor or one of the beastmen, she looked determined to take it on. 
 
    As the figure slammed through the trees, John realized it was neither.  
 
    This was something much worse. 
 
    It was huge, for one thing. Twelve feet tall, the thing was as wide around as a barrel and covered in thick, ropey muscle. Other than a loincloth around its waist that barely hid its most private areas, the creature was completely naked. Its skin was the color of cooked ham, so pink that it trended into red. It looked cooked, not something alive. 
 
    Its head was the worst part. One massive eye peered out from the ruin of a face like the bulls-eye lantern. Beneath its huge eye lay a pair of tiny holes that approximated a nose, sandwiched between the eye and a massive mouth full of tiny, needle-like teeth.  
 
    It was a beastman, to be certain, but a beast the kinds of which John had never seen before. 
 
    One look at it and Petra screamed her head off. The fight between her and the beast was short and brutal.  
 
    It disarmed the blacksmith’s daughter immediately, tossing her hammer into the underbrush. Petra screamed in horror as the beast lifted her off her feet, easily sweeping her legs out from under her. 
 
    “Oh Gods.” Emily covered her mouth, her eyes widening in horror. “Nemissa, please don’t show us this. I don’t think I can take it…” 
 
    “It’s not what you think,” Nemissa said calmly. “Watch.” 
 
    To John’s surprise, the woman was right. The massive beast didn’t kill Petra. It simply lifted her over its shoulder like a burlap sack, ignoring her kicks and cries as it stomped through the forest. Within a few moments it was gone, crushing the trees around it as it headed deeper into the forest. 
 
    Nemissa held the scene on a few shaking branches for a moment longer, then dismissed the spell.  
 
    “That happened shortly after you entered the Deadlands,” she said gravely. “The beast you saw is known as a Megatherion. A Great Beast, a higher order beastman. Only a handful are born to each tribe, and they are fierce.” 
 
    “Not to mention massive.” Fiona shivered, drawing her arms around herself. “Just one of those things could probably have torn the walls of Vismuth down all by itself. Our defenses would have crumbled like dirt before that beast…” 
 
    “Most likely,” Nemissa agreed. John almost admired the way the woman refused to sugar coat things. “I’ve watched the Megatherion as closely as I’m able, and I can tell you with almost one hundred percent certainty that Petra is still alive. The beast has taken her back to his lair—for now, at least. I can’t guarantee her safety for long.” 
 
    John understood what the elf was offering. “State your terms,” he said, rising from the stump. “And give me a weapon.” 
 
    A knowing smirk spread across the ghostly elf’s face. “Your blade is in the underbrush right over there,” the shade said, gesturing at a tuft of grass to John’s immediate right. “If your little guardswoman friend leans over for you, she might be able to feel it…” 
 
    Emily did. And then she did. A gasp left her throat as she plucked John’s enchanted blade from the ground, handing it to him like a holy relic.  
 
    It was back to being a half blade once more, no lightning extending from the ragged edges of the enchanted steel. He could just barely see the aura on it, keeping the broken blade from ever breaking further. 
 
    “That was free,” Nemissa said wryly. “As for the rest, well—what I’m asking, Lord Dragon, is for you to trust me.” 
 
    I don’t, John thought. But in this matter at least, he’d be happy to pretend. For Petra’s sake if for no other reason. 
 
    “Very well,” he said, hoping the elf couldn’t see his gently crossed fingers in his pocket. “You say we’re on the same side, Nemissa. I’ll believe it until I’m shown evidence to the contrary.” 
 
    The elf looked pleased by this. “Good,” she purred. “The blacksmith’s daughter will hold for a short while yet. There is something I must show you before you take down the Megatherion.” 
 
    John wanted nothing more than to be led directly to the creature’s hiding place so he could kill it, but Nemissa would do things on her own time no matter what he said. Protesting would only put their newfound alliance in jeopardy and increase the chances Petra was killed and eaten by that creature. 
 
    He was going with killed and eaten for now, because he didn’t want to think about what else the thing might be doing to Petra in that lair it called home. 
 
    “Follow you?” John asked, gesturing with his enchanted blade. “Lead the way, Nemissa.” 
 
    The shade of Nemissa Forestbane scoffed. “As if I’d do something so gauche,” she whispered, shaking her head with its lustrous locks. “There’s a much easier way to guide you, Lord Dragon. Just follow the path I lay out for you.” 
 
    Nemissa lifted a single finger into the air, and the leaves laying across the forest floor began to glow. 
 
    A path of them stretched through the woods. In places, the carpet of leaves grew thin enough that the glow was difficult to discern, but such problems never lasted more than a few feet. The glow extended deep into the forest, doubling back on itself and forming a guide through the Deadlands. 
 
    Emily put it even better. “It’s like a treasure map,” she whispered, looking excited by the prospect of discovering what lay at the ‘X’ at the end. 
 
    “Show off,” Fiona muttered, rolling her eyes. 
 
    Nemissa either didn’t hear or pretended she didn’t. “Simply follow this path,” the shade explained, gesturing deeper into the woods. “The glow will illuminate your steps, even in the dark places. Should it falter, simply peer a bit ahead and you’ll see the direction you need to head. Once you reach your destination, I will be in contact with you.” 
 
    The shade of Nemissa Forestbane had already begun to fade.  
 
    “Wait!” John cried out, lifting a hand. “Where are you taking us? What is at the center of the Deadlands that threatens the Draconic Emperor so much he’s willing to kill to destroy it?” 
 
    “Those are two very good questions,” Nemissa said as she began to dissolve. “If you want the answers, John Devonte, you’ll have to play my game just a little bit longer. See you at the end of the path, hero.” 
 
    For a moment, only her smile was visible in the air above the forest floor. Then it too faded, leaving John and his women standing alone by the pile of bodies. 
 
    “Well,” John said after a long moment. “I suppose we have to follow where she leads, don’t we?” 
 
    To his surprise, it was Aoryl who seemed the most perturbed by the arrangement. “For now,” she said, putting a hand on John’s shoulder. “But Master… be careful around Nemissa Forestbane. She was once my Mistress, and I know full well the depths she can descend to when she becomes upset with a potential suitor.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” John said. “You mean she considers me a potential suitor?” 
 
    “Anything with a pulse and power is a potential bedmate of Nemissa Forestbane,” Aoryl said, staring at the road ahead. “Let’s get started, Master. Whatever she wants to show us, we’d best get to it before dark.” 
 
    “Yeah!” Emily agreed. “Petra needs us!” 
 
    And John needed Petra. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At first, John didn’t believe what he was seeing. 
 
    For the better part of two hours, he and his women dutifully followed the tracks Nemissa Forestbane had laid down for them. The glowing path wound through the Deadlands, tracing a long and complicated journey through the woods that left John dizzy, and confounded any of Aoryl’s attempts to discern their exact location.  
 
    All they knew was they were following Nemissa’s instructions. For all John knew, the elf could have been leading them directly into the lair of some fearsome beast. Only her vast knowledge and her obvious interest in John convinced him to keep going. 
 
    Then they rounded a bend in the path and the glow vanished. At first, John had thought it simply a gap in Nemissa’s path. After all, the elf had warned them that such things might occur. She’d also told them to look further through the forest, to pick up the spot where the glow took control of their directions once more. 
 
    So they did. Except what lay beyond the edge of the glow wasn’t more glow. It wasn’t even a path. 
 
    It was a fucking castle. 
 
    It blended in with the landscape so well that John and his women were standing before the front gate before they even realized what they were looking at.  
 
    The long years had rusted the heavy iron fixings of the gate, though when they were new they must have looked fearsome, indeed. The same thing could be said about the castle itself. Despite John’s attempts to mentally classify it as something else entirely, it was a castle. This was no mansion or manor tucked within the Deadlands. Manors and mansions didn’t have turrets, or a two layered wall for pouring boiling oil and other nasty surprises. 
 
    “This is… what is this?” Emily stood frozen in her tracks, staring up at the castle. “I had no idea this was here.” 
 
    “Neither did I.” Fiona, who would have had the most knowledge about the Deadlands and its history, sounded the most stunned to discover the structure here. “There’s no kingdom in the Deadlands. Never has been. Perhaps a duchy, or a local baron… but no, I would have heard of it…” 
 
    In John, however, the sight of the castle produced a very different kind of emotion. 
 
    He stared at the turrets along the castle’s walls, ignoring the moss and the vines and the years of decay that threatened to cover and consume the place. He mentally counted out the size of the courtyard, and wondered if the place had a hidden basement or outbuildings he couldn’t see. 
 
    Most of all, John felt as if he’d seen the castle before.  
 
    It was the damndest thing. His travels had taken him all around the world, showed him architecture in over a dozen styles, yet this castle conformed to none of them. It had both the size and solidity of a slab of stone and the delicate details of a painting. It looked, in other words, impressive as all hell. 
 
    Mine, a little voice whispered in the back of his head. This is mine! 
 
    “It’s home,” John said, not fully able to explain why the impulse to say it seized him. “Our home. This is what Nemissa Forestbane wanted to show us, ladies…” 
 
    “Good job!” The sound of clapping filled the forest.  
 
    John and his women turned to see the shade of Nemissa Forestbane wafting through the trees, floating on a phantom breeze. The woman looked even more smug than she had at their last meeting, if such a thing were even possible.  
 
    “Yes, my lord Dragon. This is indeed the building I wished to show you before you challenge the Megatherion. From the look on your face, I gather the castle is calling to you?” 
 
    John was silent for a moment. Well, he thought, no sense in denying it… 
 
    “Calling is a strong word,” John said, peering at the castle. “But… it’s true. I feel a kinship with this place. Almost as if I’ve seen it before. Have I seen it before, Nemissa?” 
 
    The question took the elf off guard. “You’re the one who navigated the Manor,” she purred, seizing the initiative. “You tell me, hero.” 
 
    John’s eyes widened. She couldn’t be saying what he thought she was saying, was she? 
 
    Aoryl picked up on the thread as well. “That world we saw within the Manor,” the elven woman whispered. “That city—that kingdom—it was real, wasn’t it? This is part of it.” 
 
    “An ancient kingdom,” Fiona said, shaking her head in disbelief. “The birthplace of the Draconic Emperor himself. Where nearly everything is named after the Devontes…” 
 
    Nemissa Forestbane shrugged. “It’s ancient history, true,” she said, clearly knowing far more than she let on. “But it is interesting to think about, isn’t it? No one knows whether the worlds within the Manor truly existed, or are merely pieces of some greater whole. I’ve wondered about it myself from time to time. Perhaps you’ll find the answers you seek within the castle?” 
 
    John understood her meaning instantly. “We’re to live here,” he said, surveying the landscape. “In the Deadlands?” 
 
    Nemissa grinned. “Something like that,” she purred, her voice dripping with the promise of power and sex. “Trust me, once you get a foothold in the Deadlands, you won’t want to leave. You’re the True Dragon, John Devonte. That means the heavens are the limit where your power is concerned. Given the right training and tutelage, you could even rise to challenge the Draconic Emperor himself. Knock him off his pedestal and take his place, become the Emperor the kingdoms truly deserve…” 
 
    “I see,” John said, watching Nemissa warily. “And I’m sure this training and tutelage will come from you, correct?” 
 
    “And it will have no hidden cost,” Fiona added with a wry smile. “Why, after all, you have nothing but the health of the Empire in mind, don’t you, Nemissa?” 
 
    You got me, the elf’s manner seemed to say. “This could indeed be your new home,” she explained, ignoring the question. “Within the Deadlands, you’ll be safe from the Draconic Emperor and free to seek out the treasures that lay at the region’s heart. You might even be able to piece together the true story of the land, and find out how much of what the Manor showed you is true. There’s just one problem.” 
 
    John had figured there would be.  
 
    “Let’s hear it,” he said, bracing himself. 
 
    Nemissa extended a palm, channeling a vision once again. Only this time she wasn’t showing them the surrounding landscape, just an item.  
 
    An orb blazed to life over her hand, glowing even in the ghostly half-light of her transparent visage. 
 
    “You need a Soul Orb to activate the castle,” Nemissa explained. “And not just any Soul Orb. This castle requires a Greater Soul Orb to be placed at its heart in order for its functions to activate. Furthermore, you’ll require a whole, excuse my wording, boatload of essence in order to start the process. Far more than you’ve collected thus far.” 
 
    Aoryl’s lips formed a tight little line. “I suppose you’ll give us both,” she whispered, rising up to challenge her former Mistress for the first time. “But the price will be steep.” 
 
    “The essence, yes, you’ll need to get from me—at least a bit of it,” the elf said, striking a mysterious pose. “But the Greater Soul Orb is easy enough for you to find. One is inside the body of the Megatherion, powering its beastly energies.” 
 
    John had figured as much. Nemissa wouldn’t have spent so much time explaining these things to him and his Wargear if she didn’t intend them to come up in conversation later. 
 
    He didn’t need to trust the elf to want to bring Petra back—after all, she had become a great friend to him in recent times, and could potentially become more if she were willing. 
 
    “Show me where the Megatherion is,” John said. “And I’ll get you this Greater Soul Orb.” 
 
    Nemissa looked pleased by John’s eagerness to play her game. “I’ll point you the way presently,” she cooed, tracing more symbols over her head. “I’ve had a lock on its location ever since it carried your little tart into the woods. Even better for you, it appears to be alone with her in its lair.” 
 
    Emily swallowed hard. “What’s it doing to her?” she asked, sounding like she wasn’t sure if she wanted to know the answer. “Has it… has…?” 
 
    “No,” Nemissa said flatly. “Not yet. But you’re running out of time. If you like your blacksmith’s daughter safe and sound, you’d better get yourselves ready to follow my path.” 
 
    A new glow had formed on the ground while Nemissa spoke. This was blue, rather than the golden line which had led them to the castle in the first place. To John’s surprise, the golden glow remained on the leaves leading back into the forest, the first path evidently going nowhere any time soon. 
 
    Should be good if we get lost, he thought. Hell, with Nemissa’s help, we might end up becoming the first humans to ever fully map out the Deadlands. What an achievement that would be, eh? 
 
    It was something to strive for, certainly. But first, they had to save Petra. 
 
    The shade looked to be on the point of disappearing, so John shot her his last questions. 
 
    “What can you tell me about the Megatherion? Any advice you can give me on how to bring the creature down would be appreciated.” 
 
    The elf looked oddly flattered to be relied on. “Well, it’s only got one eye,” she said, shrugging. “That limits its field of view, certainly—and if you manage to damage the eye, it’ll be completely blind. Other than that… try not to stand directly in front of it. The creature is earth-aligned, and from what I understand, its Stone Stomp is one deadly attack against the unwary.” 
 
    That’s not much, John thought. But it’ll have to be good enough. 
 
    “Thank you,” he told the shade. “I only have one more question for you before you leave us, if you would be so kind as to answer it for me.” 
 
    Now Nemissa was practically beaming. “Of course!” she purred, leaning forward. 
 
    No doubt she thought John’s question pertained to her—whether she would join his Wargear or not once he was done saving Petra. She looked as if she practically salivated over the thought.  
 
    “Anything, John. Really, you may ask me more than one question if you wish…” 
 
    “I only need the one,” he told her. “Where are you right now?” 
 
    Nemissa gave a little start. Then a slow, smug smile spread across her face, and John knew whatever answer she gave him would be the wrong one. 
 
    “Oh, I’m much farther within the Deadlands than you are, hero,” the elf purred, rocking back on her heels. “I’m right near the heart of the place, in fact. You’ll need to get a lot stronger before you come to me, John Devonte. But you will come to me, you understand? Aoryl is right. All this power, all this help, it does come with a price. But you’ll find the paying of it sweet. No need to worry about that.” 
 
    John wasn’t worried. But he also had no intention of paying Nemissa Forestbane back the way she wanted, unless she made an effort to turn around and try being truly honest with them. 
 
    They said their goodbyes, and John watched as the shade slowly faded away. Yet again Nemissa’s smile lingered for long moments after the rest of her body disappeared, giving the whole proceeding an uneasy, almost morbid feel. 
 
    “I think she set this whole thing up,” Fiona said, almost as soon as the elf was gone. “I mean, this larger than normal beast abducts Petra, and it just happens to have the exact kind of Soul Gem we need to activate the castle? That’s not a coincidence, John. We’re playing right into that elf’s hands by following her instructions.” 
 
    John nodded. “Oh, I know,” he said, thinking. “You ever play king’s keep, Fiona?” 
 
    The question was so off the cuff that Fiona needed a moment to adjust to it. “I can’t say that I have,” she finally said, looking awfully confused. “Why do you ask, John?” 
 
    “I spent six months stationed in a desert city once that was crazy for king’s keep,” John explained, casting his memory back as he thought about those early, gallivanting days. “One of my mates and I used to go to the tavern every week nearly as soon as we’d gotten our soldier’s pay, and drink and gamble most of it away. Well, he did, anyway.” 
 
    Fiona’s brows furrowed together, and a faint smile played at her features. “You were too pure for drinking and gambling, my lord? Say it isn’t so!” 
 
    “Of course not,” John grinned. “But even I could see after a week or two that the game was rigged. King’s keep is a game with rules and expected odds. A man loses more than he wins even in the best of circumstances, but if he plays his cards right and bets big on the right hands, he might walk away with more than he had at the beginning of the night. That’s how it’s supposed to work, anyway.” 
 
    Fiona grasped his meaning immediately. “I take it that’s not the way things worked at this particular tavern?”  
 
    John laughed. “The dealers were as crooked as fish hooks. Every time we stepped through the doors, we lost our shirts. And not in the good way, either.” 
 
    The women laughed at that.  
 
    “So what happened next?” Aoryl asked. 
 
    “After a week or two, I understood I was never going to make any money there, and stopped betting.” John grew contemplative as he remembered this part. “But my mate, he just kept going back to the tables again and again. Even when he lost. Even when it became clear the dealers were never going to let him walk out with all the coin he’d been dreaming of. One night, I said to my mate, ‘don’t you get it? The game is rigged! You’re never going to win!’ You know what he replied?” 
 
    All of a sudden, John realized he had a rapt audience. Each of his women’s attention was directly on him. 
 
    “What?” Emily asked. 
 
    John chuckled. “I know it’s crooked,” he said, doing a passable imitation of the man when drunk. “But it’s the only game in town!” 
 
    More laughter. Yet even through it, John could see that his women took his meaning.  
 
    “You’re saying Nemissa is the dealer,” Fiona said as she wiped her eyes. “And even if she’s crooked, we’ve got no choice but to sit down and try to play her game.” 
 
    “That’s right,” John said, marking out the trail. “We’ve stepped in it now, ladies. And the only way out is through.” Then he paused, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “But there is a way to win when the game is rigged against you. A way my mate never thought about, even when he was losing every last copper he wagered at those betting tables.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Aoryl asked. 
 
    John grinned. “Cheat.” 
 
    And when it came time to deal with Nemissa Forestbane, that’s exactly what John intended to do.
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    The path Nemissa Forestbane laid out for them to the creature’s lair turned out to be a hell of a lot straighter than the one that had led to the castle. In comparison to the golden road’s twists and turns, the faint blue glow illuminating the forest floor was practically a highway. John felt better than he had in a while, especially after explaining his thought processes to his women. Bringing them in on a plan always had that effect on him. 
 
    As he walked through the forest, he decided to bounce a few more theories off them. 
 
    “Do we believe Nemissa,” John asked, “when she says that Lord Jagannath’s forces are on their way back to the Capital? Does the Draconic Emperor really think I’m dead—and if so, does that mean his mission in the Deadlands has also ended?” 
 
    “The Draconic Emperor didn’t raze the Deadlands completely,” Aoryl said, stepping over a root in the path few steps behind John. “When he became aware of the threat to the region, he sent his scalemancers to build a barrier around the forest. He chose to contain whatever lays at the forest’s heart, not destroy it.” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Fiona said sarcastically. “He built an enormous wall. Just like the one Jagannath blew to pieces with his death. How long do you think that’s going to hold?” 
 
    John suspected the craftsmanship of the scalemancers far oustripped anything he could have summoned with a Soul Gem and a Seat of Power. But it was far more fun listening to his women converse.  
 
    Even so, he couldn’t stop his thoughts from wandering to Petra. 
 
    The fact that he couldn’t sense her when he closed his eyes, that she couldn’t be called upon to take her place as a part of his Wargear arsenal—these things simply weren’t tenable in the long term. He’d thought that Petra could remain just slightly outside of the group, a member of the team without being a member of his harem. 
 
    He’d been wrong. 
 
    If Petra had the full powers of a Wargear item, she never would have been abducted by the Megatherion. She’d have been with him the entire time in the forest—bound to him as his Wargear. No doubt he’d have used her hammer form (John was near certain that the girl would turn into a war hammer) to smash a few beastman skulls to paste while she cheered him on. 
 
    If something happened to her—if the beast killed her, or claimed her the way a man claims a woman—it would all be John’s fault. He couldn’t let harm come to the girl. 
 
    “Master?” The other women had noticed his silence. Aoryl was watching him with a worried expression. “You haven’t said anything. Are you alright?” 
 
    “Hmm? Yes, I’m fine.” John caught himself quickly. “I was just thinking about Petra.” 
 
    Emily nodded. “I hope she’s alright. If we manage to save her in time, she’ll do doubt be wanting to become Wargear before the corpse of that monster goes cold…” 
 
    Despite the circumstances, John found himself guffawing at the idea. “You’re all really rooting for it, huh?” he asked, looking from one woman’s face to the next. “All of you want Petra to become Wargear?” 
 
    “She’s practically a member of your little harem already,” Fiona said, as if it were a done deal. “And that means we can’t let her be taken by the one-eyed beast.” 
 
    The blue path before them sloped sharply upward, winding back and forth as it cut up a hill. The mouth of a cave lay at the top, a long rectangle of darkness stretching back into the unknown. 
 
    The blue glow ended there. “This must be the place,” John whispered, reaching for the hilt of his sword. 
 
    He hadn’t just been thinking about Petra’s future on his walk to the Megatherion’s lair. Another track in his mind had been turning over the variables, trying to figure out the best path to proceed once they found where the enhanced beastman was keeping Petra.  
 
    Should he run in, sword blazing in the fullness of his Wargear? Should he split the harem up, send each of his women into the cave like assassins and try to slip Petra out while the thing was distracted? Or ought he just to walk inside and negotiate like one of the Draconic Emperor’s lackeys? 
 
    In the end, he decided to do a mixture of all three.  
 
    “Fiona, I’d like you to become an amulet for me,” John said, peering up at the mouth of the cave. 
 
    “Just me?” the blonde asked, sounding surprised. 
 
    John nodded. “If that monster tries to hurt Petra, or uses her as a hostage against us, I want to have the healing aura up. It might be the difference between life and death for her.” 
 
    Fiona nodded. “Of course… my lord.” 
 
    She leapt into his arms, transforming. Once she was fully in her Wargear form, John put the amulet around his neck and held the magic at the ready.  
 
    He didn’t want to cast the healing aura yet, as the beastman would be able to see it and the element of surprise would be ruined. He just needed it to be ready at a moment’s notice in case things went south. 
 
    John moved to the second phase of the plan. “Aoryl and Emily, I want you both to sneak into the cave behind me. Keep your weapons drawn and at the ready—and above all, do not let the creature know that you’re there. I want the Megatherion to believe until the moment we strike that it’s only John Devonte who’s come to rescue his girl, not John Devonte and his Wargear.” 
 
    Both women could understand that.  
 
    “Yes, Master,” Aoryl said smoothly, checking her daggers to make sure they were ready to be used. “I’ll be swift as a river and silent as the moon.” 
 
    “I know you will,” John told her, giving her a look of pride. “Emily, you follow her lead. The moment things go bad, if they go bad, you riddle that bastard with arrows and help me get Petra back.” 
 
    Emily’s look was even fiercer than the elf’s. “Yes, sir,” she growled, holding her bow at her side. 
 
    With both of his human women ready and his amulet around his neck, John was ready to proceed to the third and final step of the plan: negotiation. 
 
    He climbed up the ridge, summoning a simple light spell at the top to illuminate the entrance of the cave. Although day had broken over the forest, the canopy of trees here was thick enough to keep all but the faintest light from reaching the forest floor, deadening the sights within the mouth of the cave. John could tell that whatever lair the creature had was far in the back, away from prying eyes. 
 
    He slipped inside and made his way in deep, going as slowly and quietly as he could. The thick rock walls muffled the sounds of the outside world, then deadened them completely.  
 
    Soon John could no longer hear the birds, or the bugs, or the wind—all the signs of the outside world had vanished. There was nothing but the blood pumping in his ears and the faint scratching of the creature deep in the rear of the cave. 
 
    As he slid closer, moving along the wall, John heard whimpering. It took only a moment for him to match the sound with Petra’s face—he knew the girl was back here, and that she was worried. Yet she didn’t sound like she was in pain, which was a good sign. 
 
    “Please,” a little voice whispered. The word echoed across the walls, growing more pitiable with each bounce. “Just let me go. You don’t have to do any of this…” 
 
    That most definitely was Petra.  
 
    John picked up the pace, less concerned with whether or not the creature heard him now. Let him hear—for John would be in his den within the next few moments. 
 
    He stepped out into the light. The creature’s den was a large, rectangular space, with a tiny hole in the ceiling to allow smoke from its cookfires to escape through the ceiling. A large bed big enough for seven or eight people to lay in together was the only furniture, save for a long rock shaped like a bench in the rear of the chamber.  
 
    On that bench lay Petra, her arms bound behind her with a thick cord. Her war hammer rested on the ground a short distance away. 
 
    Then John saw the Megatherion. 
 
    The image John had seen in Nemissa Forestbane’s magical scrying device was fearsome enough. Witnessing it in the flesh was another thing entirely. John’s first thought was that he had no idea how the creature managed to get in and out of the cave. It seemed too large for the space that contained it, overgrown in every sense of the word. The muscles and loincloth he’d seen in Nemissa’s vision were exactly as he remembered, but the creature appeared to have somehow grown in stature even further since being witnessed within the elf’s magical apparatus. 
 
    The Megatherion’s single eye was fixed on Petra—for the moment, at least. It was speaking to her, whispering words too quiet for John to hear. He decided now was the time to make his presence known. 
 
    “Ahem,” he said, reaching for the magic inside of him. If they needed the healing aura, or a spell to get rid of sudden wounds, he’d have it ready for the using. 
 
    John would have never guessed such a massive creature would be capable of such a start. The Megatherion nearly bumped its head on the cave’s ceiling, springing from its perch next to Petra as its single, massive eye spun in its head.  
 
    The thing grimaced at the sight of John, its massive fangs jutting from the sides of its mouth. The teeth within were the thin, needle like ones he remembered from Nemissa’s vision—the fangs were new. 
 
    “Human!” The Megatherion looked almost more frightened of John than he was of it. “What are you doing in my lair?” 
 
    John looked past the monster to the bench where Petra lay tied up. The blacksmith’s daughter’s eyes filled with love and devotion at the sight of him, all her doubts about starting a relationship with John banished. 
 
    “I’m assuming she’s been asking for John,” John said, pointing at Petra. “That’s me. I’m John Devonte, Petra’s friend.” 
 
    The Megatherion drew itself up to its full height, filling the chamber. Its blue skin shone gently in the firelight, glowing faintly like the aura that had led John to this place. “So you are the Devonte,” the thing whispered, sounding awestruck. 
 
    Around now was the point where John had to admit the encounter wasn’t going the way he’d planned. At this stage in his plan, he and the Megatherion should already have been engaged in combat, with Aoryl and Emily either slipping Petra out while he grappled with the beast or helping him take the monster down. Instead, the thing seemed… intelligent. Much more so than Nemissa had indicated. 
 
    John sensed a trap. 
 
    “That’s right,” John said quickly. “I am.” Thinking fast, he added, “Do you know the name Nemissa Forestbane?” 
 
    The great creature shook itself, as if John had just uttered a curse against its god. “Everyone in the Deadlands knows the Forestbane,” it said grimly. “Did she send you to me, John Devonte?” 
 
    John nodded. “You stole my friend. Nemissa promised to help me get her back.” 
 
    The Megatherion’s single eye widened in shock. “You… you do not understand,” it said, its voice a rumble that shook the cave walls. “I do not mean this young woman any harm. I… I need her, yes, but not in the way you might think. I swear to you, she will be whole and unharmed when I am finished with her for my purposes.” 
 
    Now John sensed two traps.  
 
    “What purposes might those be?” John asked, feeling he wasn’t going to like the answer. 
 
    The Megatherion stared at him balefully, its one eye slowly closing and opening once more. “I am dying,” the great beast explained, its voice a sigh. 
 
    Despite himself, John was stunned. “I… I didn’t know,” he said, his hand straying away from the hilt of the broken blade on his belt. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry to hear that, beast.” 
 
    The Megatherion nodded. “I have lived a long life,” the beast explained with a shrug. “I have acted as a guardian for the beasts in this area, and I have trained many cadres of warriors. I am not ashamed of my deeds, though you humans may judge me for them. I carry only one regret with me as I approach the great beyond.” 
 
    Only one? John’s hands balled into fists. The Megatherion had just admitted that it trained the beastmen who came out of the forest. Not that they’d needed much training, but the monsters who’d fallen upon Vismuth were better organized and more skilled at killing because of this creature. Without its intervention, many who had died might have been saved. 
 
    John managed to keep all this from showing on his face. Mostly because he was in a cave with very little maneuvering room, with a creature twice his height and ten times his size. 
 
    “What is your regret, beast?” John asked, feigning indifference. “Perhaps we might be able to help each other. I need something you have, and I may just be able to help you dispel whatever regrets you have before you meet your maker.” 
 
    Who hopefully punishes the hell out of you, John thought with a smile. 
 
    The Megatherion cleared its massive throat. “I have never successfully mated,” the creature rumbled. 
 
    John was stunned. 
 
    “Oh, don’t get me wrong, I’ve mated,” the creature added hastily, misreading the look on John’s face. “I’ve mated plenty, my good man! The ladies love me. I mean, you can see under this loincloth exactly what has pleased them so—” 
 
    “I can see plenty,” John said, not wanting to see or hear any more. He held up his hands, hoping to forestall that kind of talk from the Megatherion. “I never implied you had… trouble attracting the opposite sex, beast.” 
 
    The Megatherion grew sad. “Yet all my mating came to naught,” he said, slumping over. “I have been unable to breed. To have an heir. New Megatherions are not promoted from the ranks of beastmen, the way your elite human troops are made. They must be born. To have never spread my seed to the next generation of my people is a massive disgrace.” 
 
    John could hardly believe what he was hearing. “And you think that she’s the answer to your problems?” he asked, pointing at Petra. 
 
    A strange look flickered across the Megatherion’s features. “It is said among my people that in cases where a Megatherion is unable to pass along their genes with one of their own kind, a virgin human may be able to bear fruit.” Just the phrase bear fruit made John’s stomach do a sick kind of flip. “Nemissa Forestbane pointed this human out to me, and bade me take her back to my lair. Now I fear she’s played us both. I was not aware that this human already had a mate. Has she already lain with you, John Devonte?” 
 
    “She has not,” John spat before he could stop himself. “But she’s my woman, all the same. You say Nemissa Forestbane put you on her trail? I’m going to have to have words with that bitch.” 
 
    A canny look spread across the Megatherion’s face. “But this is wonderful! You haven’t taken the human female yet—which means she’s still untouched. Still pure. Still able to bear my seed—” 
 
    The creature reared to its full height, and John could take it no longer. He summoned the healing aura as a precaution, filling the cave with golden light as he leapt between the Megatherion and Petra.  
 
    He would not let that monster touch her with what lay beneath his thin, skimpy loincloth. No matter what race of ancient beasts it allowed to propagate. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can’t let you do that, beast,” John said, making his voice as firm as he could. “Listen to me, now, and maybe we can end this without bloodshed. Nemissa Forestbane truly has played the two of us against each other. I suspect she wanted me to kill you for her own reasons: to rid herself of you as a potential rival, or merely to gain your Greater Soul Gem. But if you agree to let Petra go, I’ll take her and leave. You can try your luck to find another mate before your time runs out—maybe even one who’ll want to have you. How does that sound, beast? Someone wanting you?” 
 
    But the beast wasn’t listening. The Megatherion stared at a point above John’s head, toward the edge of the rock wall. 
 
    Too late, John realized that summoning the healing aura had illuminated the cave. 
 
    Light revealed Aoryl and Emily skulking in the shadows, a few feet away from Petra on either side. They’d been about to grab the girl and run.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “Tricked!” the Megatherion roared, beating its chest with its broad fists. “Deception! Human fraud, subterfuge and trickery!” 
 
    John didn’t wait around to hear the Megatherion list other synonyms for deception. He sprang toward Petra, slashing through the bonds around her wrists with a single strike. The ropes fell away, and the blacksmith’s daughter rubbed the spots where they’d bound her as she sprang from the stone bench and into John’s arms. 
 
    Before he knew what was happening, her mouth was on his.  
 
    The kiss was sloppy and deep, a little unpracticed, but the energy behind it was so sweet that John would have taken her right then and there were it not for the massive beast that wanted them dead. 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” the blacksmith’s daughter said, her eyes shining with devotion. “Now let’s get the fuck out of here!” 
 
    Easier said than done. The massive beast stood between John and his women and the cave’s entrance, and it was currently throwing a tantrum for the ages.  
 
    John couldn’t believe how childish such an ancient being could be. It slammed the floor of the cave like an enraged toddler, spittle flying from its lips as its muscles clenched. 
 
    “My mate!” it howled, screaming with the same it’s not fair tone of a child denied a treat. “You have three of them, human! It’s not fair for you to deny me one!” 
 
    “I got mine fair and square,” John countered, reaching for his magic. “If you’d been able to seduce Petra into your bed, fair game, but that’s not what you aimed to do, beast. And you know it, too.” 
 
    “Bah!” The creature slammed a fist into the ceiling, sending down a rain of stone shards. “I think I’ll kill you, and take all your mates for myself! Even if they’re not virgins, I bet they’ll all carry my seed!” 
 
    John could think of nothing more disgusting. “Over my dead body,” he hissed, leveling his blade. 
 
    “Sounds good to me!” the creature roared. 
 
    With that, the big blue bastard charged.  
 
    Unfortunately for the creature, it left a wide enough gap between its legs as it ran for John and his women to slip right through. Grabbing Petra, John shoved her beneath the creature, using a hand on her lower back to keep her moving. Behind him, John’s women fanned out, peppering the monster with daggers and arrows as they raced through the cave. 
 
    “Come on,” John growled, wishing Petra would move a little faster. “We’re almost there, girl, we’re almost there…” 
 
    They emerged from the cave and into the bright forest, tumbling down the hill across the faint blue line leading to the spot Nemissa Forestbane had wanted them to go. As he slid down the ridge, John thought about all the things he was going to do to that treacherous little elf once he had her in his hands. 
 
    They hit the bottom of the ridge and rolled, John’s women landing all around him. For a moment, he dared to believe they’d gotten away clean. The forest was quiet. The few birds and bugs calling back and forth through the trees were the only noises he could hear.  
 
    Had the enhanced beast given up and gone back into his den? 
 
    Then the front of the cave exploded. The massive beast punched right through, streaming tons of rock in all directions as it climbed free of the hole in the ground that had been its home. John no longer wondered how the beast managed to get in and out of the den—he knew the answer now. 
 
    Violently. 
 
    “Run!” John shouted, pointing at the golden aura on the forest floor. “Back to the castle!” 
 
    This might have sounded strange to John’s women, especially to Petra. After all, he could fight the beast right here in the middle of the forest and likely win. John’s power had done nothing but increase since he’d taken on the aspect of the True Dragon for himself, and his women were primed and ready to act as his Wargear. Hell, Fiona already was acting as his Wargear. 
 
    He had other reasons for wanting to make for the castle. The main one? None other than Nemissa Forestbane herself. 
 
    The elf had lied to John.  
 
    Worse, she’d drastically undersold the power of the enhanced beastman.  
 
    Even from the tiny amount of contact he’d had with the creature, John could tell it would be no easy victory. The elf had made it sound as if John’s power would greatly outstrip the creature’s own, but even with his Wargear, it would be a tight fight.  
 
    The second reason lay in his arms.  
 
    Poor Petra had no idea there even was a castle until John shouted about it. She’d been held captive for the entirety of his run through the woods, bound hand and foot on orders from Nemissa Forestbane herself. Only now did John understand why the creature had waited to force itself upon his woman. And now the beast knew that John considered her his, yet she’d never been claimed by him—which meant she couldn’t act as his Wargear. 
 
    In effect, John had just revealed his weak spot to the creature.  
 
    Any battle with the monster now would be half just protecting Petra from it, keeping her away from the thing’s attacks. He needed to get the blacksmith’s daughter behind some thick walls where she’d be safe from their clash, then square off against the enhanced monster. 
 
    So with Petra in his arms, John raced through the forest as fast as his legs would carry him. 
 
    It had to be said that this was pretty damned fast. You didn’t get to be a True Dragon without gaining a supernatural ability to sprint. He outpaced his women in swift order, both of whom decided slipping into the woods and sneaking back to the castle was a smarter idea than a direct confrontation.  
 
    The monster had its eye locked on John and Petra anyway. Its vision tunneled on them as it knocked down trees and scattered wildlife in its path in its headlong flight. 
 
    As he ran, John pumped more energy into his body. There was no telling what kind of blow the creature might land on Petra without him knowing, and as long as it wasn’t the immediately fatal kind, he wanted the blacksmith’s daughter to have a chance at living. 
 
    “Are you alright?” John asked, sparing a few seconds to check over the blacksmith’s daughter as he ran.  
 
    “Never been better!” Petra chuckled. She honestly sounded like she was enjoying this. “You’re going to have to tell me what the fuck you did to get so strong and fast while I was gone though, my lord!” 
 
    “I’ll show you how strong I am later,” he promised Petra, giving her ass a squeeze. “And I definitely won’t be fast about it!” 
 
    Had Nemissa’s glowing amber track not been laid down across the forest, John would have gotten lost and turned around almost immediately. Luckily for him, the elf’s spell was in no danger of fading any time soon. John was able to unerringly follow the path as it cut back and forth over the hills, his enhanced speed keeping him out of reach of the monster’s big, beefy arms. 
 
    Finally, he crested a hill and saw the castle. Its walls were even taller than he remembered—more than high enough to stop the monster.  
 
    He just had to get Petra inside, and then they’d be able to rumble— 
 
    Lightning split the sky. Rain fell in a thick, dense carpet, soaking the world.  
 
    John swore and ducked down a gentle slope, pressing his back to a tree as the monster broke through a clutch of trees just behind him. He was fortunate that the castle was still clearly visible through the rain, because as soon as the beast saw it, it went right for the structure, not waiting to check and see if John and his woman were hiding behind any of the nearby trees. 
 
    John relaxed as the creature ran past him. The downpour intensified. Jets of lightning bounced from cloud to cloud. There was something unnatural about the suddenness of the storm, not to mention its fury. Each passing moment sent more rain and lightning over the forest, until the place seemed to be in the grip of a hurricane. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Petra cried, burying her face against John’s chest. “What in the Emperor’s name is going on?” 
 
    “I think we’ve got another visitor who’s not too happy with me,” John said, thinking of Nemissa Forestbane.  
 
    How much did she know John knew? Was just the fact that they were running to the castle instead of coming back with the Greater Soul Gem enough to let the elf know that the jig was up? 
 
    John didn’t know. But what he did know was that his race had just become a stealth mission. He needed to get Petra behind the walls of the castle without the creature seeing him. A tall order under most circumstances. 
 
    Fortunately, Nemissa Forestbane had just given him the perfect cover.  
 
    “Come on,” he said, taking Petra by the hand. “Let’s get you somewhere warm and dry.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Megatherion was beating its fists against the gates of the castle. Seemingly too enraged to consider other options, the enhanced beastman kept on slamming itself against the front gates, lacking either the ambition or the curiosity to check around the rest of the castle and see if there were any other entrances to the grounds.  
 
    John, who’d made a thorough survey of the place before heading out into the woods, knew that the rear of the structure had a sluice gate just about big enough for Petra to slip through unaided. 
 
    He and Petra snuck down through the forest, trying their best to ignore the storm. Once lightning struck a few feet from Petra’s body, leaving a smoking crater in the leaf strewn carpet that made the blacksmith’s daughter jump and cry out. Only John’s hand over her mouth kept the sound from carrying to the creature. 
 
    Once they were out of sight of the beastman, the going got easy. They just needed to keep their voices down and ignore the terrible weather they’d been sent.  
 
    John was about to chalk that whole thing up to luck, when he realized that the rain had flooded the sluice gate deeply enough for both himself and Petra to swim through. Is Nemissa Forestbane helping me? John wondered. Maybe she doesn’t know that I know about her. Or maybe she just doesn’t care. 
 
    The elf had offered sex to John, but he suspected Nemissa Forestbane didn’t care at the base very much about sex. She only got wet for power. 
 
    The girl in his arms, on the other hand, was about as wet as it was possible for a woman to be without spontaneously combusting from sheer need. Almost as soon as the two of them wriggled out of the sluice and into a store room, Petra was in his arms, kissing him. 
 
    John didn’t even have time to examine the room in which they’d found themselves. The castle and its environs were still a mystery. A mystery that was suddenly far less important than the blacksmith’s daughter grinding her body in its wet clothes against him. 
 
    “I need to warm up,” Petra gasped, giggling madly as her hands slipped beneath John’s shirt. “Get these wet clothes off me, my lord. Undress your woman…!” 
 
    John did so with great alacrity, savoring the moment. Petra’s shirt had to be peeled off her body, revealing her tanned, perfect skin an inch at a time. The blacksmith’s daughter cooed and sighed as John undressed her, shivering as he stripped her down to nothing but her underclothes. Before he could make her fully naked, however, her fingers quested down to his belt. 
 
    “No,” Petra whispered, responding to the way John stiffened. “Don’t stop me, my lord. I know what your other women do for you. I want to do it, too. I want to be even better at it than they are! I want to be the best girl for you, John, because that’s what you deserve.” 
 
    John groaned in response. Part of him wanted to tell Petra not to bother—that as the experienced partner in this romantic escapade, it was on him to take control and please her, that seeing as this was her first time, she deserved to lie back, be tasted slowly, and to enjoy all the fruits of pleasure before John had his way with her.  
 
    But fuck that.  
 
    He’d just escaped certain death and saved the girl. If she wanted to put his cock in her mouth to thank him, who was he to tell her no? 
 
    “Take it out,” John said, helping Petra’s fingers at her belt. “You want to feel it, girl?” 
 
    The blacksmith’s daughter shivered with lust, nibbling at her bottom lip as she freed his belt from the loops of his pants. “Yes, sir,” she whispered huskily, tugging down his trousers. “I need to feel it. I need to have it in my hands, my mouth, my pussy…” 
 
    Petra’s eyes widened as John’s cock sprang from his breeches. Even before the two of them had fallen into each other’s arms in this store room, his loins had been aching. It felt like ages since the last time he’d claimed one of his women.  
 
    His cock throbbed with pure need, a thick vein in the side of his shaft pulsing as Petra watched it. A single clear bead of pre-cum dribbled from the tip, rolling down the side of his manhood. The blacksmith’s daughter licked her lips. 
 
    “By the Gods!” Petra cried, punctuating it with a little laugh. “I knew from the way Aoryl and Emily talk that you’re a big man, John, but I had no idea how big! You really fit that thing inside of that little elf?” 
 
    “All the way,” John assured her. “Don’t worry, Petra—you’re going to love it. Once it’s inside you, you’ll beg me to keep going. To never take it out…” 
 
    John trailed off as Petra’s slender fingers closed around his cock. She stroked him hesitantly at first, unsure of exactly how to please him. Then she appeared to decide it wasn’t all that different from milking a cow. She squeezed his cock in her fist, running her fingers up and down his shaft until pre-cum coated her palm.  
 
    But John had other designs.  
 
    His cock left Petra’s fingers as she cried out in surprise and frustration, but she didn’t stay that way for long. He tilted her backward, pushing her up against a nearby wall as the two of them kissed passionately. Petra lifted one leg, offering her pussy to him as she ground her body against his next to the wall. 
 
    With a grunt, John turned Petra to face the wall. She placed her hot cheek against the cool stone, wriggling like a sexy girl-shaped eel as his hands trailed down to her round, muscled ass. 
 
    “This hot little body of yours,” John grunted, tugging her smallclothes down to her ankles. “Do you have any idea what it does to me, girl? You’re even hotter than your forge. The things you put in my head… oh Gods. You have no idea how dirty you make me want to be…” 
 
    Petra groaned in delight. “Tell me, sir!” she begged, sticking her pert little ass out and arching her back.  
 
    For both of them, it was as if the outside world had ceased to exist. Nemissa’s treachery, the monster bashing at the castle walls, the other members of his Wargear—they might as well have been tucked away and forgotten. There was only John and Petra, and the burning need between them to fuck each other. 
 
    So John told her. 
 
    He spread Petra’s legs and ran his hand up and down her thighs, teasing her before moving to her slit. The valley between Petra’s thighs was as warm as an oven, dripping with juices as sweet as honey. John yearned to sink to his knees and bury his face between Petra’s thighs, tasting her womanhood.  
 
    But not yet. She’d made a request of him, and he would deliver. 
 
    “First,” John said in her ear, slowly working his digits toward her clit, “I want to take you just like this. One on one, your very first time, so you can see how everything works.” He punctuated this with a slap on her ass, making her jump with the mixture of pain and pleasure. “I don’t want to share you with any of my other women—not yet, at least. Not until you’ve been claimed and I’ve had my satisfaction from you.” 
 
    “Of course not, sir!”  
 
    Petra pressed her face even harder against the wall, grinding against the stone and John’s cock simultaneously. In that moment, he truly believed there was nothing he could suggest that the blacksmith’s daughter would take off the table.  
 
    Any fantasy or act that he said while he fingered her, no matter how dark or depraved, she’d eagerly agree to. John had finally brought out the whore that had always lain deep inside of Petra.  
 
    “Then,” John said, slipping his fingers inside of her, “I’ll introduce you to each of my women. Which one have you fantasized about taking you first? Which one of my women makes you wet when you touch yourself at night, pretending you’re our slave?” 
 
    To John’s surprise, there was no hesitation from Petra. “Aoryl,” the blacksmith’s daughter gasped, thrusting herself back on John’s hand. 
 
    “Really?” He was honestly surprised. “I would have thought Emily. Aren’t the two of you friends?” 
 
    Petra blushed. “We are,” she whispered, wiggling her pert ass as his fingers went deeper. “But there’s something so exotic about being taken by an elf. Plus, Aoryl is so submissive when she’s with you, but she’s so dominant when it comes to the other women in the harem. I think that would be really, really, fun…” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” John slid two fingers in deep, hitting her pleasure centre with his middle and ring fingers. “You think that would be fun?” 
 
    Petra was incapable of rational speech for a few heartbeats. She moaned and writhed as John pressed on that special, spongy spot deep inside of her, stoking her inner fire in ways that no man or woman ever had before. Drool trickled from the blacksmith’s daughter’s chin as she rode his fingers, her tongue loosened by pleasure. 
 
    “Oh yes John oh my Gods keep doing that please don’t stop!” 
 
    Chuckling, John leaned in against her ear. “It’ll feel even better when it’s my cock hitting that spot,” he assured her, running his thumb in a swirl over her clit as he stabbed her pussy with his fingers.  
 
    Fuck Petra was so tight! Her interior was untouched, perfect and ready for him. He didn’t even care if he pulled out or not, and he knew Petra didn’t, either.  
 
    She wanted to get pregnant with his heirs, the very first time they fucked. 
 
    Shit. Thinking about that made John want to stick his cock inside of her. He couldn’t hold back. 
 
    “In fact,” John grunted, spreading Petra’s legs even further, “I’m going to do that right now.” 
 
    Petra groaned. “Oh, yes, John! I desperately want to be one of your weapons like the other girls.” 
 
    John pressed the head of his cock against Petra’s slit from behind, running the swollen crown of his manhood up and down her sensitive folds. A flood of juice dripped from her warm pussy, coating his manhood as he did his best to drive her wild without filling her. For Petra, who was unused to such treatment, this was nearly too much for her to take.  
 
    She bucked and thrashed against the wall, flattening her perky tits against the stone as she arched her back and stuck out her ass as far as she could. It got John even harder to see how desperate she was to be filled—how badly she wanted to impale herself on his fat, throbbing cock. 
 
    “Are you ready?” John asked, hesitating. “Once we do this, there’s no going back, Petra. You’re mine for life. You’re my Wargear. You sure that’s what you want?” 
 
    Petra looked at him over her shoulder. “John,” she said in a serious, sober tone, “if you don’t take my virginity and fuck my brains out right now, I’m going to scream so loud that the Draconic Emperor himself will hear how frustrated I am!” 
 
    That was all John needed to hear. 
 
    With one smooth, hard thrust, he buried himself hilt-deep in Petra’s tight pussy. There was a moment of pain and sudden, unexpected resistance, then something inside of her broke, and he was all the way in. Petra’s flash of momentary pain melted away, replaced by a pleasure so intense he knew the blacksmith’s daughter would carry it with her all her life. 
 
    “Oh John, oh fuck,” she panted, using her palms on the stone as leverage to fuck herself on his cock. “By the Gods, never stop! Oh, please, please keep fucking me just like this forever!” 
 
    John filled her womanhood with long, slow strokes, driving her pleasure steadily up the slopes and into bliss. Every thrust into her tight, wet pussy felt better than the one before, until his own groans were just as lust-mad as hers.  
 
    Although every muscle in his body screamed to grab Petra’s hips and fuck her as hard and deep as he possibly could, he held himself back. He wanted to build Petra’s pleasure, to make her first time as amazing as it could possibly be. 
 
    So he held himself back, and he kept on drilling her with those slow, powerful strokes. These were enough to deepen Petra’s pleasure to the point that the blacksmith’s daughter became a whimpering, incoherent mess, though not enough to bring her to the heights of passion that would give her the relief she needed.  
 
    Before long, her legs trembled and every thrust into her sex elicited a wet squelch that announced to the world how turned on she was. 
 
    “John, please,” Petra panted. The young woman wasn’t even aware what it was she was begging for. She’d turned feral in his arms, becoming a creature slave to its need. “Please! Oh my Gods, more!” 
 
    Now’s the time, John thought, gritting his teeth, to turn up the heat. 
 
    He dealt Petra’s ass a sharp slap, leaving a red handprint across her perfect flesh. At the same time he fucked her harder, his balls bouncing as he filled her from behind again and again. Despite his promises to focus on her and make this first time all about her pleasure, he found his hand straying to her throat, using it as leverage to go deeper. 
 
    “You like being fucked like this, don’t you?” John growled. He hardly recognized his own voice. “Pounded against a wall like a cheap whore?” 
 
    “Yes!” Petra slammed herself back on him, so tight it felt like her pussy threw sparks. “Fuck yes!” 
 
    John liked hearing Petra talk to him this way, when her every word was a horny whimper.  
 
    “You like having that big cock inside you?” he asked, delivering another spank to her bare ass. “Stretching you out, hitting all those special spots deep inside…” 
 
    There was no longer anything restrained about what John was doing to Petra. With one hand on her ass and the other on the back of her neck, he pinned her up against the walls of the storeroom and used her. It would have been wrong if Petra wasn’t loving it so much, if she didn’t shudder and moan with every thrust, her inner walls clenching as she prepared to come all over his cock. 
 
    “My lord!” Petra’s voice rose to a high, keening cry, her body tensing like the world’s most beautiful bow as she prepared to jump right over the edge. “Something… something’s happening, my lord! Oh, oh, oh my gods! Oh my… oh fuck…!” 
 
    Even through the haze of his lust, John felt amazement. Surely the girl has had an orgasm before, he thought, slowing the pace of his thrusts just enough to keep Petra from going over the brink. Even if she’s never had a man or a woman in her bed, surely she’s pleasured herself at least once or twice. This can’t be the first time she’s ever felt this pleasure. 
 
    Can it? 
 
    The idea was so alluring that John couldn’t restrain himself from asking.  
 
    “Petra,” he rasped, the word coming out as a savage growl, “have you really never felt this way?” 
 
    The look on her face was all John needed to see to know the answer. 
 
    “Ungh!” The blacksmith’s daughter wiggled her ass back and forth, taking him deep. He knew she was right on the edge, and everything inside him yearned to push her right over. “I feel like I’m melting! Oh, sir, sir what’s happening to me? I’m going to… I’m gonna…” 
 
    “You’re going to come,” John said, tangling his fingers in her hair. “Come for me, girl. Come all over my cock, and become mine…” 
 
    Petra’s body obeyed his command to the letter.  
 
    Huge, shuddering sobs escaped the young woman’s chest as she clung to him, sandwiched between his body and the wall. Her pussy clenched around him like a tight fist, the soft ridges of her womanhood wrapping around his cock so wetly and perfectly that he nearly went over right along with her. He knew he wouldn’t be able to hold on too much longer—that her tight, virgin pussy was about to drain his balls. 
 
    “There you go,” John groaned, kissing her deep as she rode out her pleasure.  
 
    He rammed her pleasure center like he was ringing a bell, milking every drop of sweetness from Petra’s pussy. As a flood of juice coated his shaft, dripping from her slit as it boiled over, he buried himself as hard and deep inside of her as he could and locked himself into the kind of rhythm that turns men into fathers.  
 
    As Petra’s walls gripped him oh so tight, John buried his prick all the way to the balls inside of the blacksmith’s daughter’s searing slit. He held it there as the pleasure crested, the swollen crown pressed up against the entrance to the young woman’s womb. 
 
    The roar that left John’s lips as the first hot jet of seed erupted from his cock shook the walls of the castle. 
 
    He unloaded within her in every sense of the word.  
 
    Thick ropes of hot cum sprayed against Petra’s inner walls, filling her slit with cream. John grit his teeth, bucking and thrashing as jet after jet drained into her, each one a pulse of pleasure so strong it ripped his senses away. 
 
    This was more than fucking. Far more than ordinary sex. The two of them were one flesh, bound together for all eternity.  
 
    As his seed rushed forward to claim her womb, John and Petra melded into one being, light erupting from John’s chest as the lithe woman in his arms began to change. 
 
    He knew what her form would be, of course. There was little doubt that as a blacksmith’s daughter (and a budding young blacksmith herself) that she’d become anything other than a tool of the forge.  
 
    As John’s passion ebbed from him, the great tide that had washed over him finally becoming a trickle, the woman’s silhouette shifted from the form of a human to that of a weapon. Where John’s hands had caressed firm, supple flesh, he now held cold, hard steel. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, John was carrying the hammer to end all hammers. 
 
    Tendrils of green and gold light streamed from the thick, ridged hilt as John watched his newest piece of Wargear complete its transformation. The weapon was nearly as tall as John himself, silver and steel and covered in gold filigree all along the places where hands would hold it. The head of the thing was as solid and sturdy as a blacksmith’s anvil. In fact, to John’s eyes, the thing resembled an anvil on a stick more than a little bit. 
 
    John’s fingers gripped the hilt tighter, and sparks flew. Oh yes, he thought, grinning. My new Wargear. Exactly what I need… 
 
      
 
    Soul Essence Expended! 
 
      
 
    New Wargear Created! 
 
      
 
    Wargear: Starsteel Anvil Warhammer 
 
    Weapon Art: Elemental Imbuement 
 
    Imbue this weapon with elemental energies derived from the wielder’s affinities. 
 
    Slots(s): 1 (EMPTY) 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sir?” The voice whispered in the back of his head. 
 
    John did a double take. “Petra?” he asked out loud. 
 
    He could feel the girl grin inside of his mind.  
 
    John took the hammer through a few experimental swings. Despite the heavy weight of the weapon, he found he could handle it quite easily. The same arcane power that had once allowed him to take a two-handed claymore and wield it like a common broadsword empowered him as soon as he lifted the hammer, reducing its weight until it felt light and keen as a rapier. 
 
    “You alright in there?” John asked, speaking to the hammer. He no longer felt strange about doing things like this, not since his women joined him. 
 
    “Oh, I’m better than alright,” Petra groaned. She sounded about as satisfied as a woman could possibly sound, which filled John’s chest with pride. “That was amazing, John! I really do want to start calling you my lord now!” 
 
    “Uh huh.” John chuckled. “But there’s something else you want to do even more, right?” 
 
    It took the woman inside his head a moment to seize the thread he was handing her. “You’re right!” Petra said after a few moments, the hammer’s weight shifting almost imperceptibly in his hand. “I want you to use me, my lord. The magic within me—it’s like a dam that’s ready to burst. I want to smite some foes, right now!” 
 
    Of course you do, John thought, stroking the hammer with no less intimacy than he had Petra’s naked thigh. And that’s exactly what I’m going to give you from now on, my girl. 
 
    “I know just the thing to sate your bloodlust,” John said, bracing the hammer against his shoulder. “Come on. There’s a big bastard beating on the front door of this castle I want to introduce you to.” 
 
    He didn’t even bother putting his clothes back on. He could do that later, once they’d secured the castle and made it theirs. 
 
    Right now, they had an intruder to kill. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Naked as the day he was born and carrying a warhammer the size of an oxcart’s wheel, John whistled a jaunty tune as he strode through the castle. 
 
    All around him lay artifacts of a bygone age, covered in dust. Just from the cursory once over he’d given the place upon exiting the storeroom, this castle was a goldmine of both power and information. Information about the distant past—and power for the present. John ignored both. 
 
    He had more immediate scores to settle. 
 
    He walked through the castle’s throne room, ignoring the decayed majesty and opulence. Large tapestries hung from the walls, partially eaten away by moths, their colorful scenes dulled by time and dust. The throne itself was covered in so many jewels that stripping it of its finery would make John as wealthy as a king.  
 
    The warhammer on his shoulder giggled. Alone of all the women John had turned into his Wargear, Petra still retained the ability to act as girlish while being his weapon as she’d been in human form, rather than giving into battle-lust. The blacksmith’s daughter was tickled pink by her new status as his Wargear, and the power thrumming through her hammer form only added to her feelings of superiority and euphoria. 
 
    “This castle is incredible!” Petra’s voice echoed in his skull as he walked. “It’s a pity you’ll have no time to explore it. With me and your other Wargear, you’re gonna be so busy I doubt you’ll even have any time left over for exploring the halls…” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll manage,” John whispered back with a smile. He preferred to speak out loud to his Wargear whenever possible, even though his arsenal was perfectly capable of communicating with him without the use of vocal cords. “That guy out there, though, that’s a different story.” 
 
    Even from within the throne room, John could hear the monster banging on the front gates. It hadn’t given up trying to force its way into the castle, not even when John and Petra gave it the slip. If anything, its beastman instincts to destroy and ravage forced it to continue trying long past the point where it would have made more sense to give up and go back to its cave. It knew they had to be somewhere, so it slammed its meaty fists against the castle’s gates, demanding entry. 
 
    How long would those gates hold, anyway? Even if the beast didn’t manage to break through completely, sustained attacks with that level of force and fury would probably damage the mechanisms needed to open and close the castle’s main entrance.  
 
    If John was going to spend any length of time here—and deep down, he’d already accepted this place as the new home for himself and his women—he was going to need to keep it in as good a condition as possible. 
 
    Which meant dealing with that asshole outside. 
 
    John’s whistling increased in volume as he stepped into the foyer. The tune was a jaunty one, a whorehouse ditty he’d picked up in his early days of traveling the Empire, back when the Devonte name had been something new and exciting to him. People had looked at him differently when he told them who his family was, though not all those looks were pleasant ones. 
 
    They’ll be looking at me differently now, John thought, eyeing the walls of the castle as he approached the front entrance. Once I seize this castle, I really will be a lord. In power, if not in official title. He scrutinized the stone walls, peering at them the way an attacker would. Is this place defensible after all these years? 
 
    The fact that there was a castle out here in the Deadlands at all still shocked him.  
 
    He’d have questions for Nemissa Forestbane about that the next time he spoke to the elf—that, and a great many other things. If he could stomach speaking to her after her rank betrayal, that is. 
 
    While John wasn’t immediately interested in the fineries and luxuries of the castle, he was intimately attentive to its defensive capabilities. From the cursory survey he did while traveling to the front gates, the place looked as if time had done little to dull the shine of its power in that area.  
 
    There was no telling how old the castle was, but its builders must have constructed the place to withstand something even worse than what Deadlands were today. John guessed an army could have thrown itself at the place without much success. 
 
    One Megatherion, though?  
 
    That appeared to be doing damage. 
 
    The creature’s roars of frustration grew louder as John walked the length of the wall. Narrow slits had been cut into the stone to give archers a place to shoot their arrows, and John moved from one to the other in near silence, the stones beneath his feet vibrating slightly every time the Megatherion struck the front gate. The creature’s blue skin looked nearly white underneath the beaming glow of the sun. 
 
    “Let me in, you bastard,” the Megatherion growled, ramming the door with its face.  
 
    Cuts and bruises covered the creature from head to toe, though none looked serious enough to need medical attention. Instead, the monster looked nearly exhausted. John suspected if he simply hid among the battlements for another hour or two, the Megatherion would most likely tire to the point of napping in the shadow of the walls. 
 
    There it is! Petra’s voice crackled in his head. There’s the bastard that wanted to make me his bartered bride! Let’s let him have it, my lord! 
 
    The way Petra casually referred to him as my lord made him want to give the young woman any and everything she wanted. Only the strength he’d gained as leader of his new harem allowed him to resist, to remain hidden behind the battlements watching the creature batter itself against the front gates. 
 
    “We’ll get him,” John whispered, keeping his voice low. “But we’ve got to be smart about this, Petra. We want to take this castle whole and undamaged.” 
 
    He leaned the warhammer closer to the edge, as if it had eyes hidden somewhere within its steel. After a few moments, he felt Petra once again. 
 
    I see what you mean! The bastard’s smacking the walls the way one of my da’s hammers hits an anvil! We jump down there and start throwing spells and fists around, we’re likely to break the whole thing off ourselves! 
 
    “Exactly,” John replied.  
 
    He crept like a crab toward the back of the wall and peered over into the castle’s courtyard. A plan was beginning to form in his head. 
 
    A dangerous, fool-hardy plan. Which made it the perfect plan for a Devonte. 
 
    I could probably rebuild the gates, if it came to that, Petra mused. Especially if we’re able to get a couple people and some of my equipment from what’s left of Vismuth. Assuming there is anything left of Vismuth… 
 
    “That’s something I’ve been thinking about,” John said, twisting the warhammer so its phantom eyes could see the inner courtyard. “Why don’t we open the gates and let our visitor come inside?” 
 
    John felt Petra gasp. What!? 
 
    “Look how tiny the courtyard entrance is,” John said, grinning. “Almost as if it was designed to funnel invaders into traps. Check out the murder holes on the inner wall. I’d bet pennies to peanuts the people who owned this castle used to keep cauldrons of boiling oil in them for just such an occasion.” 
 
    Petra didn’t appear to want to argue the point. But we don’t have any booby traps! She protested instead. 
 
    “My good girl,” John grinned, caressing Petra’s hilt. “You are the booby trap.” 
 
    Outside the castle, the creature continued slamming its massive body against the gates. The walls shook sickeningly all around John, as if a siege engine had opened up with its battering ram. Surely the walls couldn’t take much more of this punishment? 
 
    He had to act quickly. 
 
    John scuttled across the tower wall, heading for one of the massive wheels powering the gate mechanism. He whispered a silent prayer to any Gods who might be listening that the ropes still held, and that time and scavengers hadn’t reduced them to strands of useless silt. 
 
    Is this really a good idea, sir? Petra asked within his skull. If we don’t take that monster out quickly once it's in the courtyard, it could do damage to a lot more than the outer gates. 
 
    “It’s not like you have a choice,” John replied with a cheeky smile. “You’re a hammer now, remember?” 
 
    His hammer scoffed. “Just because I’m an inanimate object doesn’t mean I don’t have good ideas,” Petra whispered. “Or that I’m not sexy as hell.” 
 
    “Agreed on both counts,” John said, slipping behind the wheel. The crank had only a light dusting of rust on it, which told him that hopefully the mechanism would turn easily. “If I turn out to be wrong, feel free to give me a good spanking over it.” 
 
    He could feel Petra’s shocked gasp. “Really?” 
 
    “Wait, I got that backward,” John said with a grin. “I meant if I turn out to be wrong, I’ll give you a good spanking over it. But really, I’ll do that even if I turn out to be right. Either way, I’m going to spank the shit out of you once we kill this monster.” 
 
    Petra paused for a long moment. I’m most definitely alright with that, she told him, her tone heated. He could almost see her biting her invisible lip. 
 
    “Good. Now get ready to kick some ass.” 
 
    John waited for the monster to rear back in preparation for another slam. He’d only get one chance at surprise with this, and he wanted to make it count. He watched as the Megatherion beat its meaty fists against the gate. He held his muscles as taut as a bowstring, all his senses alert on the perfect moment to strike— 
 
    There! 
 
    The Megatherion took several steps backward, then lowered its broad shoulder and charged. The beast moved with surprising speed and ferocity as it leapt at the gate, its slavering jaws open with its tongue lolling from its mouth. 
 
    At the last instant, John grabbed the crank that operated the gates and pulled. Magic flared up and down his arms, allowing him to do in moments what normally took a whole team of specially trained soldiers minutes to accomplish.  
 
    The heavy iron gates of the castle flew open.  
 
    The Megatherion’s charge turned into an awkward stumble through the door. Its feet left gashes in the ground as it skidded to a halt, scanning for the source of this sudden change. 
 
    John grabbed the crank and turned it the other way, his muscles bulging as the doors slammed shut behind the creature. It was now trapped. 
 
    “What!?” The Megatherion finally looked up at the outer wall.  
 
    John no longer had a reason to hide. He stood up between the battlements, a fierce smile on his face as he stared down the beast in the castle courtyard. In his castle courtyard, though he had yet to claim the structure as his own. 
 
    It was only a matter of time, though. 
 
    “Hey, beast!” John lifted the warhammer high.  
 
    The Megatherion’s eye widened at the sight of it, sunlight gleaming off the massive head of the weapon. It looked confused, unable to process where its foe had picked up this shiny new weapon. If it made any connection between the warhammer and the blacksmith’s daughter it had tried to ravage, then it kept quiet about it. 
 
    The Megatherion let out a grunt of frustration. It knew it had been tricked. 
 
    “You want the girl?” John held the hammer up with one hand, showing it off like a salesman. “Here she is!” 
 
    And John jumped off the wall. 
 
    It wasn’t the soundest way to start a fight in the world, but it certainly did catch the Megatherion off guard. The big blue monster was still staring up at John with a dumb, disbelieving look on its face as he brought the warhammer down with both hands, striking the top of the beast’s head as he fell.  
 
    John heard the sound of splintering bone and watched the beast’s eye roll back in its head. Its tongue lolled incoherently as its brain swam in its skull. 
 
    Yes! Petra sounded nearly as excited as she had when John was inside her, fucking her brains out. Crush him! That asshole thought he could claim what’s yours, my lord! Show him the error of his ways! 
 
    John had planned just that. He hit the ground hard, rolling to redistribute the shock of the muddy ground beneath his feet. His ankle protested with a painful groan as he shot back to his feet.  
 
    John had hoped a single blow to the crown of the head would be enough to bring the creature down, but evidently it hadn’t had much in the way of brains to begin with. Cracking its skull had done little more than slow it down for a moment and piss it off mightily. 
 
    “Bastard!” the Megatherion roared, reaching out with its meaty arms. “Come here, puny manling! Let me choke the life out of you!” 
 
    John ducked beneath the creature’s hands, swinging out at a wrist with the warhammer. Power flared up and down the weapon, and when it struck the side of the creature’s arm, bolts of lightning flashed from its fingers to its shoulder.  
 
    The creature cried out, its massive eye rolling in its socket as pain infiltrated its body. 
 
    Get him! Petra growled, her bloodlust a thing of brutal beauty. Use me again, my lord! Let me crush his fingers, his face—I want to smash his cock to jelly! 
 
    That was a bit more savage than even John intended. The blacksmith’s bloodlust burned through his bloodstream, deadening his thoughts as he circled the Megatherion.  
 
    One of its massive arms hung limply by its side, as if John’s strike had severed all the nerves in that limb. It swung the thing back and forth, trying without much success to sweep John off his feet. He kept on circling, aiming to get behind the monster and deliver a debilitating strike. 
 
    As he turned, something banged against the front gates of the castle.  
 
    “Master!” A high, keening cry came through the door, muffled by the stone. “Open the gate! Let us help you, please!” 
 
    Aoryl, John realized, leaping backward as the Megatherion tried to wrap its sausage-like fingers around his waist. My women are here! My Wargear! 
 
    The gates were completely closed, so he couldn’t summon the women through it as Wargear. 
 
    The Megatherion had heard the voices from the other side of the gate as well. It leapt between John and the outer wall of the castle, grunting and groaning like something that crawled out of a primeval forest. A massive lump grew from the top of the beast’s head, with angry red veins spiraling from them all the way down to the Megatherion’s single eye. 
 
    I damaged the hell out of him there, John thought, sizing up his options. If I could deliver another blow like the first one to the top of the beast’s head, he’d be finished. But how? 
 
    John’s gaze traveled to the castle wall. The exact same way as before, he thought with a grin. That’s right! 
 
    “Hold on, girls!” John yelled, rolling backward to avoid the Megatherion’s foot. Having failed to grab hold of him, the creature had switched to trying to stomp John into paste. It wasn’t working, of course. The beast was far slower than John. “I just need to sort out the pest problem, then this castle is ours!” 
 
    His words enraged the beast. John could practically see steam pouring from the Megatherion’s ears as it stomped the courtyard flat, dancing a mad jig in John’s direction as it tried to crush his bones to dust. 
 
    He’d only have one shot at this. With only one piece of his Wargear at his side, it would be harder than it would be otherwise. But he had to try. He wanted to end this fight clean.  
 
    The castle and his Wargear depended on it. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    John grabbed the warhammer with both hands, but he did not strike. Instead, he embraced the dragon within. He stoked the fire in his chest with phantom gusts of wind, fanning the flames until they threatened to consume him. The warhammer shimmered, a glowing mist engulfing the weapon. John sucked in the power, feeling his body begin to change. 
 
    The Megatherion saw what he was doing and redoubled its efforts to stop him. The creature lowered its head and charged like a boar, its sole eye bloodshot and filled with rage. Filled with power as he was, it was easy for John to leap to the side. 
 
    Then, all of a sudden, the tendril of power from the warhammer was joined by three others. Although they were on the opposite side of the heavy gate, Fiona, Aoryl, and Emily were all with him, and they gave up their power gladly, funneling it to enhance John’s draconic abilities. 
 
    He tossed back his head and let a bestial bellow rip free from his chest as scales rippling up and down his arms. Words appeared in the corner of his vision, floating across the courtyard, though he hardly noticed them as the beast inside of him took over: 
 
      
 
    John activates Draconic Transformation (Level 2)! 
 
    You have gained a permanent increase to physical attributes 
 
    You have activated a temporary draconification of limbs. 
 
    You have unlocked limited draconic flight. 
 
      
 
    The Megatherion leapt at him, clawed arms trying to grab him. But its last ditch effort proved to be futile.  
 
    Even as it charged, wings erupted from between John’s shoulder blades. They carried him straight up, buffeted on the wind, the courtyard and its oversized occupant shrinking as John flew to the top of the castle wall. 
 
    Up here, the wind howled. A quick backward glance confirmed that the other members of his harem had all gathered just outside of the gate. Aoryl, Emily, and Fiona craned their necks to see him, their faces filled with pride and devotion as they witnessed their lord in the fullness of his power. John’s fingers sharpened into claws as he transformed into something halfway between a dragon and a man. 
 
    Not even the Draconic Emperor’s elite troops had this much power. It surged through him like bottled lightning, ripping away his senses yet paradoxically sharpening his vision, smell, and hearing until the world had a clarity the human part of his brain simply wasn’t able to perceive.  
 
    He felt the heat of his women’s bodies on the far side of the wall, could sense that they were both aroused and ready for battle. Whether he wanted them to fight or fuck, he knew they’d respond as naturally as life itself. 
 
    Then his enhanced senses caressed Fiona, and he did a double-take. What Jagannath had told him was no lie. New life grew within the blonde woman’s womb.  
 
    It was small—almost imperceptible, even beneath the level a trained birthing woman would likely be able to detect. Yet it was there, and it was John’s. At the certainty that the woman carried his child, a fierce pride like nothing he’d ever felt swelled in his chest, making him feel like he was already a king. 
 
    The Megatherion looked up at him with its one baleful eye, despair filling its features. The creature lay on its belly before the front gate of the castle, having not yet risen from its latest attack.  
 
    One more plunging attack, he thought, lifting the warhammer high above his head. The time is now! 
 
    Petra howled with bliss and triumph as he leapt off of the wall. The wind roared around him, practically begging him to open his wings and take off on the breeze, yet he fell like a stone all the same.  
 
    As he dove, he swung the warhammer with all his might, bringing the heavy head of the weapon toward the Megatherion’s skull. He targeted the same spot he’d hit before—the crown of the cracked, bleeding lump. 
 
    Like the judgment of an angry god, the hammer came down. 
 
    Petra’s hammer form sailed through blood and bone, popping the massive creature’s skull like an overripe egg. Bits of brain matter flew in all directions, spraying the wet, muddy grass with gore. The monster’s one grotesque eye rolled back in its head, never to see again. 
 
    The Megatherion slumped to the grass and was still. Its skull lay open like a bowl, the entire top battered to splinters by the force of his blow.  
 
    Petra had done it. They’d done it. 
 
    They’d triumphed. 
 
    As John stood over the corpse of his fallen foe, the draconic power within his body began to ebb. His scales turned back to skin, his claws shrinking into human fingers as he dropped the heavy warhammer to the ground next to him. 
 
    There’s nothing left to fight, he thought dimly, his human thoughts coming back to him. As soon as the threat is gone, the draconic energy dissipates. I can only hold it when me or my women are in serious danger… 
 
    He filed that information away for later as he transformed back to a human. Now that he no longer had the mind and bloodlust of a dragon, the body of the Megatherion sickened him. He turned to open the gates, when he noticed something gleaming within the creature’s skull, glistening with blood. 
 
    The warhammer on the ground flashed, becoming Petra once more. The look on her face was one of such satisfaction that any woman who looked upon it would have been jealous. 
 
    “Wow!” Petra groaned, rolling over and sitting up. “We really beat the shit out of that monster, my lord. You used me hard!” 
 
    I did, John thought, leaning over the creature’s broken skull. In more ways than one. 
 
    Forcing down his disgust, John slid his hand into the opening. The interior was slimy and unmentionable. He felt around for the glowing jewel he’d seen before, his fingers closing around it quickly.  
 
    “Eww!” Petra moved to the front gates, working them open with her newly enhanced strength as she watched John forage in the creature. “Now I’m glad you’re naked for a whole other reason, John. You’re going to need to take a bath after digging around in that thing.” 
 
    John had practically forgotten his nudity. He’d fought the Megatherion completely in the buff, and probably would have conducted his survey of the castle completely naked as well if Petra hadn’t said anything.  
 
    It’s not like my women would have minded, John thought with a dry laugh. Although they might not like the whole ‘being covered in blood and monster brains’ part… 
 
    The gates opened behind him with a deep noise and a great grinding of gears. A thin line of light appeared in the stone, widening as his women slipped through. First Aoryl, then Emily, and finally Fiona walked into the courtyard. Their faces lit up with glee at the sight of their naked lord, though they tried not to look too closely at his gore-covered arm. 
 
    “You left us behind,” Fiona said, feigning anger. There was nothing but pride in her eyes, though, as she looked John up and down. “I’m assuming from the mess you made that you found the Greater Soul Gem?” 
 
    All three women watched John expectantly. With a flourish, he lifted his arm and opened his palm. 
 
    A Soul Gem rested on his palm, as bright-red as newly-spilled blood. 
 
    “We’ve got the Gem,” John said, grinning. “If Nemissa was telling the truth, that means this castle is ours now. All we’ve got to do is activate it.” 
 
    “Well, hell!” Emily looked excited. “What are we waiting for?” 
 
    Aoryl let out a titter, hiding her mouth behind her fingertips. “Unless our lord would prefer to put some clothes on first,” the elf added, grinning at her fellow harem members. “And perhaps wash up a bit…?” 
 
    “Sounds like a good idea,” John said, striding across the courtyard. “I’m going to get cleaned up, and then we’ll see what this castle has in store for us.” He glanced over the corpse of the monster, frowning in distaste. “We should probably do something about that, as well.” 
 
    The women hardly spared the creature a passing glance.  
 
    “I feel that activating the castle will handle it,” Aoryl said, cocking one flawless eyebrow. “Regardless, if it’s still here later, we’ll deal with the problem.” 
 
    “Have a little funeral and everything,” Petra added sarcastically. “Here lies the monster who tried to rape me and force me to have his babies…” 
 
    John shook his head. “You women are crazy.”  
 
    He walked over to a basin placed near the castle entrance and tugged a spigot. To his surprise, lukewarm water spilled out. He used it to wash off his arm while he talked. 
 
    “We are,” Fiona agreed. “And you’re thrilled to have us.” 
 
    John grinned back at her. You have no idea, he thought, remembering what his special senses had shown him. Should he tell Fiona what he’d seen, or leave it until later? No doubt the women would be thrilled to hear of it, but perhaps it would overshadow the task at hand.  
 
    And he wasn’t one hundred percent sure that what he’d seen would come to pass. He could have misinterpreted the dragon’s power. 
 
    “Come on,” he said, shaking off his wet arm. “Let’s find me some clothes and get this castle activated.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “These barely fit me,” John protested, tugging at the black fabric. “Whoever owned this castle must have had a problem with their growth. We’ll have to check the water supply to make sure there’s nothing strange in there…” 
 
    “Quit struggling,” Aoryl said, grinning. “You look rakish, my lord. Just because you put on something that isn’t baggy and formless doesn’t mean it looks bad on you. I quite enjoy the way these garments make your rear look.” 
 
    “You do?” John glanced over his shoulder. The pants were particularly tight in that area. He’d been about to protest, but Aoryl’s comment forestalled him. 
 
    “I do,” the elf agreed with a lascivious smile. “And if you don’t like the clothes, you could always go back to being naked…” 
 
    I bet you’d like that, John thought, examining himself in the mirror. Now that he had a better opportunity to see himself, the outfit wasn’t nearly as bad as he’d thought at first glance. It just didn’t look like him.  
 
    The face that stared back at him in the mirror was the same rugged, world-trotting John Devonte he knew from a thousand puddles and seedy tavern mirrors. But the garments? 
 
    Those belonged to a lord. 
 
    However, they did suit him well, like Aoryl had said. The jacket and tunic were of a uniform black, with splashes of red around the collar and the cuffs. Golden buttons ran down the length of the jacket, each one likely worth enough to buy an entire house in the village where John had grown up. The boots ran almost all the way up to his knees, black and made of some exotic material that reminded him of dragon scale. A short black-and-red cape complimented the ensemble, though it made him feel somewhat foppish. 
 
    “You’re sure you like this?” John asked, cocking an eyebrow in Aoryl’s direction.  
 
    Only the elf had accompanied him into this bedchamber, while the other members of his harem searched for the location of the castle’s Seat of Power. It hadn’t been in any of the obvious places: the throne room, the tallest tower of the building, or the rooms that had clearly belonged to the castle’s wizard. John had expected placing the Soul Gem into the castle would be the easy part of the whole thing, but it was turning out to be one of the hardest.  
 
    Aoryl’s grin widened. “Can I be honest with you, my lord?” 
 
    “Always,” John replied. “Please.” 
 
    The elven woman nibbled her bottom lip. “Seeing you this way makes me so enamored with you I can’t think straight. It’s taking everything I have not to pin you down to the bed, mount you, and ride you until I quiver around your big human cock.” 
 
    Well, now. John’s eyebrows rose. “Maybe you should give in to those urges,” he said, grabbing a handful of the elf’s firm rear. “After all, this is one mighty bed…” 
 
    The room they’d found themselves in was most certainly the master bedchamber of the castle’s former lord. It was huge, with a high ceiling and a skylight in the stone above the massive four-post bed. A fireplace dominated the other side of the chamber, while the stone floor was covered with a rug that looked to have been harvested from some primordial creature coated in thick, shaggy hair.  
 
    John wasn’t sure which would be more fun to take his women on—the bed or the rug.  
 
    The elf slid into his arms, groaning gently at his caresses. “If you insist, my lord,” Aoryl growled, her fingers going to the front of his belt. “I only just dressed you in these fine clothes, but it will be my pleasure to strip them off your body—” 
 
    Before she could get on her knees, the door to the master bedroom opened. Fiona and Emily stood in the doorway, each doing a double-take at the sight of the gorgeous, slender elf in John’s arms. 
 
    “Um,” Emily asked, stepping inside the master bedroom. “Were we interrupting something?” 
 
    Aoryl stuck out her bottom lip, pouting as she slid out of John’s arms. “Just ensuring our lord looks his best,” the elf said. “Did you two find something?” 
 
    The two women shared a look.  
 
    “Petra did,” Fiona said with a grin. “She’s downstairs with it now. We think we’ve located the heart of the castle—the place where the Seat of Power is installed.” 
 
    “That girl’s industrious,” Emily agreed, nudging Fiona. “You know, she’s got that beginner’s luck. Where someone just nails what they’re trying to do on the very first try…” 
 
    John rolled his eyes. “So you’ve been talking about me, I take it.” 
 
    All three women smiled.  
 
    “You’re our favorite topic of conversation,” Emily said, beaming. “Next time you and I are together, I definitely need you to take me up against a wall the way you did with Petra. Her description of what you did to her… shit, I got shivers!” 
 
    “I, as well, would like that,” Fiona agreed, lifting a hand. 
 
    John brushed a mote of dust off his shoulder and stepped forward. “Once we get this castle up and running again, we’ll all celebrate,” he assured his women. “This rug’s big enough for all of us, and I’m sure the fire is mighty warm once it gets stoked up high enough.” 
 
    Emily’s eyes widened. “All four of us, naked and glistening on this rug before the fire… oh yes. Oh, I’m definitely looking forward to getting that Soul Gem placed.” 
 
    From the looks on their faces, John’s other women were looking forward to it just as much as their friend. No point in keeping them waiting, then, he thought, walking to the bedroom door. He caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror and had to admit—he really did look dashing with the cape. 
 
    “Well?” he asked, arching an eyebrow. “Are you women going to lead me to Petra, or what?” 
 
    Smiling, they did so. Normally John was a leader, but under these circumstances, it wasn’t a burden to walk behind his women. After all, they did have such wonderful curves.  
 
    Each of them appeared to be showing them off to the best of their ability, too, striding down the halls of his soon-to-be castle with the steps of a dancer. As they reached the stairs leading downward, Aoryl made sure to arch her back and thrust her best assets in the air, inviting John to peruse every line of her inner thighs as they made their way toward the main hall. 
 
    They reached it and continued to descend. To John’s surprise, his women led him down one stairwell and then another, entering a cellar deep beneath the castle. The air grew dusty and stank faintly of mold, and John had to fight the urge to pull up the hem of his shirt over his nose to keep from getting it in his nostrils. 
 
    “Give me just a moment, Master,” Aoryl said as she reached the bottom of the stairs. John heard a clicking sound in the darkness, then a torch blazed to life in the elven woman’s hands. It cast long shadows on the stone walls, giving the whole place an unnerving feel. 
 
    “You’re an elf,” John said, his brows furrowing together. “You could cast a light spell and turn this place into midday without breaking a sweat.” 
 
    Aoryl shared a look with Fiona. “We’re not sure if the previous owner of this castle placed any traps in the lower levels,” the elf said smoothly. “Just to be on the safe side, we’re holding back the use of magic until we place the Soul Gem.” 
 
    Makes sense, John thought. Still, the idea that there might be some hidden danger lurking behind every corner made him put his guard up. He found himself watching the shadows more keenly than was strictly necessary, and keeping his magic at the ready even if his women feared the results casting it down here might have. 
 
    “What was this place?” John asked as the women led him down the halls. “A wine cellar? A workshop for magical experiments?” 
 
    Fiona shrugged. “A little of both, perhaps,” she said, following the torch in Aoryl’s hand. “Once this place belongs to you, my lord, we’ll know more.” 
 
    John was looking forward to it. He just hoped they wouldn’t run into any more obstacles on the way there. 
 
    It wasn’t long before he heard the telltale signs of someone up ahead. The path sloped gently downward, as if this chamber had once been used to drain the moat around the castle before being closed up. At the bottom of that slope, he heard someone humming to themselves. Petra? 
 
    John’s harem picked up the pace. Clearly they didn’t like being down here in the darkness any more than he did.  
 
    “Petra!” Aoryl called, waving the torch back and forth like a signal flare. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Petra stood at the very bottom of the slope, in the middle of a bowl cut through the basement like a drinking straw cut from bottom to top. Behind the lithe young blacksmith lay an ornate door, covered in runes and sigils. Jewels sparkled in the torchlight. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Petra said, looking pleased to see the group. “I was beginning to lose my nerve a little bit down here, that’s all.” 
 
    No surprise there. This part of the castle was downright spooky.  
 
    “Well done,” John said, pulling the young woman into a quick embrace. “This is most definitely the place. The Seat of Power must be behind this door.” 
 
    “It must be,” Petra agreed, turning back to the entrance. “But how the hell do we open it? I’ve been staring at the thing the whole time you’ve been gone, and I can’t see anything that looks like it might slide the thing over or make it open up vertically. I’m stumped!” 
 
    John studied the door. Like the chamber in which it sat, it was circular and round, like the cork placed within the neck of a bottle of wine. The jewels set into the door formed a rough circle, within which were more spidery runes of a language John didn’t recognize.  
 
    He looked to Aoryl, but the elven woman didn’t have any more idea of how to translate them than he did. Curious indeed, he thought. I figured Aoryl knew how to read and write in every language of the Empire… 
 
    “Maybe the answer is what you’ve been afraid of,” John finally said, looking at the faces of his women. “Magic.” 
 
    Fiona, Aoryl, and Emily shared a look. Petra was too busy gawking at John’s fine clothing and looking like she wanted to tear them off with her teeth.  
 
    “We’d been thinking along the same lines,” Fiona admitted. “But we don’t know what will happen if you open yourself to your draconic powers down here…” 
 
    John shrugged. Despite the strangeness and the decay of this underground chamber, he didn’t feel afraid of the massive door. To his own surprise, he was eager to open it and see what lay within. And even more eager to claim the castle for his own, and then turn it into a safe place for him and his women. 
 
    John made a decision. “Stand back, all of you,” he said, gesturing at the harem. “Get behind me, and prepare yourselves to turn into my Wargear if the need arises. I’m not sure what kind of traps the man who owned this castle before me might have built into this chamber, but I’m certain the five of us can handle them together. Understood?” 
 
    There was a brief pause. “Understood!” each of his women said. 
 
    Good, John thought. Alright, let’s start with something simple… 
 
    He reached for the flames within his chest and stoked them to a gentle smolder, then imagined a simple flame. Illumination spilled from him, lighting the long, sloped chamber up as if someone had ignited torches in scones all along the walls.  
 
    With the ability to see clearly, John could tell that this place had once been a kind of sewer, or abattoir. The sloped floor slid upward on the right and left, like an open tube with a narrow walkway on either side. Water had once flowed down into this chamber he sought to open.  
 
    Gigantic quantities of water. Perhaps the entire moat had once been connected to this door— 
 
    “Hello, human,” a woman’s smooth contralto said. 
 
    John gave a start and turned toward the door. In the center of the round medallion of steel, a larger jewel than the others pulsed and vibrated, emitting a violet light. From within the depths of the jewel a woman’s face began to form.  
 
    Not a human woman.  
 
    Not an elf, either. 
 
    She was something else.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The female figure within the jewel appeared to be carved from stone. Her hair and face were gray, and the upper edge of the violet jewel hid her eyes and the top of her head from view. No matter which angle John chose to look at the strange woman, he couldn’t see any part of her above the bridge of her nose. She was a great beauty, though, despite the strangeness of her appearance. She wore a wispy white gown, cut low in the front, though her breasts were as hidden by the strange dimensions of the jewel as her eyes and the top of her head. 
 
    “You must be the one who has summoned me,” the woman spoke. Her full, pouty lips were midnight black, as if she applied some special makeup to them before appearing in the glass. But John didn’t think makeup had anything to do with her appearance. “Please state your name so that I can get to know you a little better.” 
 
    John looked at his women, gauging their reactions. Should he reveal himself to this creature? Was this the way to open the door, or was this strange woman one of the booby traps Aoryl had made reference to? 
 
    In the end, John decided to be cautious.  
 
    “My name is John Devonte,” he said, steeling himself for whatever followed. “May I ask who I have the pleasure of speaking with?” 
 
    Was that a faint smile tugging at the corner of the figure’s mouth? He felt certain that it was.  
 
    “My name is Gwynevere,” the gray figure informed him, “and I function as the Autonomous Control Daemon for Terminus Est. It is nice to meet you, John Devonte.” 
 
    John did a double take. “You’re a demon?” he asked, his hand straying toward the broken blade at his belt. 
 
    The woman in the jewel chuckled. “Not that kind of demon, Master,” she purred. “I perform a number of functions vital to the operation and growth of this Castle Outpost. My circuits estimate it’s been a great number of years since the castle has been active, but I’m certain you’re here for the same reason as all the others.” 
 
    “What reason?” Aoryl asked, her eyes shining. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” John said, lifting a hand. “What others?” 
 
    In response to the two simultaneous questions, Gwynevere paused, humming gently. “How… odd,” the demon whispered, a hint of confusion in its voice. “There seems to be missing data within my memory banks. Not simply missing, but erased entirely. This is most unusual. I have no information on my previous owners, or on the purpose of this facility. In fact, beyond my basic functions, my memory banks appear to be completely blank!” 
 
    John’s women looked shocked. But not John.  
 
    “You’ve forgotten,” he said, understanding perfectly. “More than that, you were made to forget. Whoever owned this castle before we showed up didn’t want you to be able to give your new Master any information about him.” 
 
    John had his own suspicions about who had run this place all those years ago. But he kept them to himself—for now, at least.  
 
    “That is an astute observation, Master,” the demon purred. “I concur that your version of events appears to be the most plausible.” 
 
    “Why is she calling you Master?” Emily asked. Her eyes had nearly fallen out of her head upon seeing Gwynevere for the first time, and she didn’t look like she was about to calm down any time soon. “And what the hell is she?” 
 
    “I told you,” Gwynevere said in that same smooth voice. “I perform a number of functions vital to the operation and upgrading of this Castle Outpost. I was dormant for a long period of time, but now that one with the potential to become the True Dragon has arrived, I am ready to resume my duties at any time.” The demon paused. “Whenever my Master wishes, in fact.” 
 
    So I’m your new Master, John thought. If he hadn’t been getting used to hearing the word from Aoryl and the other women, it might have taken him aback to be spoken to in such a manner by the demon. Well, that’ll make things easier, at least.  
 
    “Who else is she going to serve?” Fiona asked, raising an eyebrow. “John’s the only real man in this whole region. No surprise a demonic wench like her is falling all over herself to please him.” 
 
    John ignored that remark. “I wish to restore this castle, demon,” he said, standing straight and tall before the jeweled door. “How might I go about doing that?” 
 
    Gwynevere began to hum again—louder this time. “I need to perform a full diagnostic,” she said, the words meaning nothing to John. “Commencing scan now…” 
 
    Light flared up and down the hallway. John and his harem shrank back, before realizing the golden glow worming its way up the slope would not harm them. Instead, it appeared to reflect the surfaces it touched, forming a latticed map over top of the existing structure that shimmered and shook like the magic words that sometimes appeared in the air when John did magic. 
 
    She’s seeing the whole castle, John realized, and wondered what kind of magic this was. Somehow, she can sense every stone of the place, the same way I can sense my women. In this way, she’ll tell me how damaged the castle has become… 
 
    Finally the glow faded.  
 
    A displeased frown tugged at the corners of Gwynevere’s mouth. “Oh my,” the demon whispered, her head gently shaking back and forth. “It appears Terminus Est has received considerable damage in the interval I’ve been dormant. Large amounts of essence and Soul Gems will be needed to bring the castle back to the state needed to plan expeditions into the heart of the Deadlands…” 
 
    John held up a hand, forestalling the rest of the demon’s worrying. “That’s the second time you’ve said that phrase: Terminus Est. What exactly is that?” 
 
    The demon stared at him blankly. “Why, it’s the structure we’re in now,” Gwynevere said. If he could see the creature’s eyes from within the jewel, he imagined they would be narrowed. “That is the name given to this Castle Outpost, Master. Terminus Est. And it will be your castle, once you place the initial Greater Soul Gem to reactivate the castle’s heart.” 
 
    My castle, John thought, the words sending a little thrill down his spine. These women might call me their lord, but once I claim this place as my own, I’ll be a lord for real. The Lord of the Deadlands. 
 
    Did he have the strength to do it? To take the mantle of this place, this Terminus Est, onto himself? 
 
    He did. In a way, he’d been preparing for it all his life. 
 
    “Terminus Est,” Aoryl mused, rolling the unfamiliar syllables over her tongue like an exotic spice. “What does that mean, Gwynevere?” 
 
    It didn’t escape John’s notice that unlike the rest of his women, Aoryl referred to the being in the jewel by her proper name, rather than the generic moniker of ‘demon’. Gwynevere noticed it as well. To John’s eyes, the strange pale woman seemed to appreciate it. 
 
    “Once there were a number of castles like this one sprinkled throughout what you now refer to as the Deadlands,” the demon explained in the didactic tone of a teacher. “Terminus Est was the closest castle to the edge of the region, and therefore one of the first landmarks an adventurer entering the Deadlands would see on their journey. This building is the terminal—the entrance to a new land, the liminal space between one world and another.” The corner of Gwynevere’s mouth rose. “Also, it sounds very important and brooding.” 
 
    John couldn’t argue with her there. He decided to move onto the other part of her statement. “You say the castle is damaged,” he said, noting the worried looks on the faces of his harem. “Explain. What’s happened to this place while you’ve been… dormant, as you say?” 
 
    “What hasn’t been damaged might be a better question to ask, Master,” the demon purred. “Terminus Est is barely functioning at five percent of its full potential. Our defensive grid has been stripped down to the bone, my Sylvan Cartographer will require a complete reboot as my memory banks have been wiped of all teleport locations, and the Demonic Fusion Cathedral is going to need to be rebuilt from the ground up. Right now, I estimate that with the resources at hand, your chances of reaching the center of the Deadlands is less than one in a thousand.” 
 
    John and his women looked at the demon, stunned.  
 
    “Teleport?” he asked, cocking an eyebrow. “Demonic fusion!?” 
 
    Those people I saw in the vision within the Manor, John thought, a strange feeling stealing over him. They didn’t just fight with people by their side, acting as their Wargear. They were fighting demons, demons that were trying to overrun their city—and they used summoned demons to push them back… 
 
    Was this a power John could learn, as well? 
 
    Aoryl, however, had made an even more audacious leap in logic. “This castle has the ability to fuse creatures together?” she asked the demon in the jewel. 
 
    Gwynevere was hardly deterred. “Yes,” the woman said. “When fully activated, the Cathedral gives the master of the castle the ability to fuse high-level demons into summoned helpers. They can assist with anything from combat to castle maintenance, even breeding more demons—” 
 
    John wanted to hear more about that last part, but Aoryl pushed forward. “The person who owned this castle before we came along fused monsters together,” she said, turning back to the group. “They stuck together all manner of beasts, creating abominations that never should have walked the earth. Does that remind you of anything, my lord?” 
 
    For a moment, it didn’t—then it clicked in John’s brain.  
 
    He heard himself gasp, his own cry of shock mingling with that of his women. 
 
    “The beastmen,” Petra said, her mouth dropping open. “You mean they’re from here!?” 
 
    “I do not know of these beastmen you refer to,” Gwynevere said smoothly. “I can confirm that many experiments were performed within the Cathedral by the previous master of Terminus Est. The exact details of these experiments, however, have been wiped from my memory banks.” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” John said, thinking it over. Whether or not the castle’s previous lord had created the beastmen, they were a problem John would need to deal with. Sooner or later—and he was betting sooner. “What’s this about me being able to fuse demons together?” 
 
    On this point, Gwynevere was more sanguine. “It’s an advanced function of the Castle Outpost,” the demon explained with a smile. “Demon fusion provides near infinite variety and endless power to those willing to experiment with it.” 
 
    “Endless power sounds good.” John gestured. “How do I unlock that?” 
 
    Gwynevere frowned within her jewel. “Terminus Est does not currently have the amount of Ultra Soul Gems required to activate the Cathedral,” the demon said in an apologetic tone. “I’m sorry, Master. I recommend focusing on more basic castle functions before seeking to unlock advanced masteries.” 
 
    Clearly there was a lot they had to learn about this region. The Deadlands weren’t so dead after all. Based on the vision he’d seen within the Manor, John knew that this land was once a thriving civilization, one from which the Draconic Emperor himself had sprung fully formed.  
 
    Learning about all of this would be the task of a lifetime—several lifetimes. 
 
    Thankfully I brought my own research team, he thought, looking at each of his women. We’ll probably have to spend long hours together, figuring all this out.  
 
    John cleared his throat. “If I’m hearing you correctly, demon, you’re implying that we should tackle first things first. I agree. So why don’t you tell me how to officially claim this as my castle and get started on bringing it back to life?” 
 
    Gwynevere smiled as if she’d been waiting for John to say this since the beginning of their meeting. “My pleasure, Master. The answer lies beyond this door. Within lies the Heart of the Castle, which will require one Greater Soul Gem to be awakened from dormancy. Once it is activated, you’ll be officially named Master of Terminus Est, and all basic functions will be added to your HUD.” 
 
    John faltered. “My what?” 
 
    “Your heads-up display,” the demon said, as if she were gently explaining things to a favorite student. “Is yours malfunctioning, Master? I can perform a calibration on it if you like. That is within my power, even without reactivating the castle.” 
 
    John looked at each of his women, searching their faces for some sign of understanding. “Do any of you know what she’s talking about?” he asked. 
 
    Fiona, Aoryl, Emily, and Petra all shook their heads.  
 
    “I haven’t a clue, Master,” Aoryl said, putting her hands on her shapely hips. 
 
    Gwynevere hummed once again, longer this time. John got the impression that whenever she did that, the demon was no longer looking through her jewel at John and his harem.  
 
    She had the air of a scholar who’d gone into the archives to look up some piece of forgotten information. She said she has memory banks, John thought, watching her hum. Perhaps there’s some portion of her that’s been left over from the castle’s previous owner, after all. 
 
    “I don’t see how you could have used draconic magic without encountering your heads-up display,” Gwynevere finally said. “It should appear whenever you cast a spell, or gain new abilities. The fact that it hasn’t been working properly for you greatly concerns me, Master…” 
 
    Suddenly John understood. “You’re talking about the words!”  
 
    John couldn’t see Gwynevere’s eyes within that glistening jewel, but if he could, he imagined they would have been staring at him like he was an idiot.  
 
    “Yes,” the demon said, her words carrying just a hint of frustration. “Your heads-up display. What else did you think I was referring to, Master?” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure,” John admitted. “We’ve… lost quite a bit of knowledge, demon. While you were dormant.” 
 
    “I can see that.” The door opened, though Gwynevere’s voice continued to come from everywhere and nowhere all at once. John wondered how she did that. “Hopefully we can now begin to fix that, Master. Welcome to the Heart of the Castle.” 
 
    John shared a final glance with his women, then stepped inside.
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    ”I don’t believe it,” John said, taking in his surroundings. “It’s the damned Manor all over again. It’s like we’re right back where we were…” 
 
    As the heavy round door slid closed behind John and his party, he found himself standing in an almost perfectly spherical chamber. The runes he’d seen along the inner walls of the tube leading here had both lengthened and thickened, forming ridges that ran in geometric patterns along the walls and ceiling.  
 
    In the center of the room, a Seat of Power larger than any John had ever seen dominated the space. Its many mechanical spines stuck out in all directions like an explosion frozen in time. 
 
    But these weren’t what made him think of the Manor. It was the mirrors. 
 
    Unlike normal mirrors, which only showed the reflection of those who looked at them, these opened into a myriad of places. They circled the walls like windows, only no windows in all the world showed a frozen tundra inches away from a river of molten lava.  
 
    As John turned a slow circle near the center of the chamber, he noted that one of the mirrors even displayed the front gates of the castle itself, as if some vast singular eye were peering at their hiding place. 
 
    One eye, just like the Megatherion, John thought, crossing his arms over his chest. Except I doubt that great beast had anything to do with this. How do these mirrors work? Are they animated by the same magic that Nemissa Forestbane used to communicate with us? 
 
    For it was magic that was at work here, of that John was certain. What else could display dozens of different vistas throughout the world at the same time? 
 
    Long, thick wires stretched from each of the mirrors, wrapping together like cords at the base of the central spire. A low humming sound came from the spot where they all twined, reminding John of the sound the demon Gwynevere made whenever she needed to consult her memory banks. 
 
    “This is the same magic those people within the vision used,” John said. “They could see great distances through mirrors, as if they were able to scry faraway events by means of their magic.” 
 
    “We call these devices cameras,” Gwynevere explained. Yet again, John couldn’t help but feel like the demon was holding back laughter. “They were once quite common in this region. Less so now, of course.” 
 
    As John stepped forward, his women continued their examination of the room. Several of the long black wires did not go to the central spire at the chamber’s middle. Instead, they connected to wide tubes that ran the length of the sphere, which converged at a point just above the door they’d entered. Aoryl frowned at the sight of it, as if she’d seen something like it before but couldn’t quite name it. 
 
    “What do these tubes do, demon?” the elven woman asked, pointing at the thick knobbed mass of them above the door.  
 
    The whole conflagration pulsed gently as energy flowed through it, making John think of a woman’s swollen nub above her honeyed slit. The whole thing bore more than a passing resemblance to what lay between a maiden’s legs. 
 
    “They must carry water,” John guessed. “That’s what this chamber is for, correct? The channel in the center of the slope brings water from the moat.” 
 
    He thought he’d scored a bullseye, but Gwynevere frowned. “That is incorrect, Master. The passageway you walked through to reach the Heart functions as an exhaust chamber for the castle’s innermost generators. Liquid does not flow downward into this chamber. Energy flows upward from it, powering the castle’s functions. As soon as you activate Terminus Est, the chamber behind us will be flooded with poisonous gas.” 
 
    “Poisonous gas?” Petra nearly jumped out of her skin. “We’ll be trapped in here, demon!” 
 
    “She’s trying to kill us,” Emily hissed, reaching for the bow strung across her back. “This was a trap—” 
 
    Gwynevere began to chuckle. “There is no need to worry,” the demon explained. “Once the main generator is activated and primary power is returned to Terminus Est, the local Terminals will regain their function.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” John asked, intrigued. “Terminals?” 
 
    The demon lifted a ghostly hand and pointed. “This chamber’s terminal is located right there,” she said, gesturing toward a platform slightly higher than the rest of the spherical chamber in which they stood. “Once it’s active, you’ll be able to teleport directly to and from the Castle’s Heart whenever you choose, Master. There are a number of Terminals sprinkled about the castle, which provide fast travel to the various functions you’ll want to use—” 
 
    John held up a hand. “Teleport,” he said, looking with skepticism at the platform. “You mean you’ll move us by magic? Instantaneously?” 
 
    The demon smirked. “Of course, Master. Only the terminals within the castle will be active,while Terminus Est is at level one. However, upgrading your castle will open up fast travel points beyond the walls—and of course, any settlements or fortresses you take within the Deadlands will provide you with fast travel back to Terminus Est.” 
 
    John stared at the demon, his eyes wide. 
 
    When he didn’t respond for a few moments, Gwynevere looked almost worried. “Master? Is something wrong?” 
 
    “No,” John said in a small voice. “I’m just trying to wrap my head around all this. The power you’re offering to me—it seems to be even greater than that given to the Wyvern Guard, or any of the barons who pledge their fealty to the Draconic Emperor. This isn’t just the fortress of a lord, demon. It’s the launching pad for a conqueror!” 
 
    “I would hope so,” Gwynevere said with a faint smile. “That is the castle’s purpose, after all. Are you ready to place the Greater Soul Gem, Master?” 
 
    At the demon’s words, the mechanisms at the center of the room began to move. Metallic tendrils lifted both upward and downward, exposing the spot at the device’s heart where a Soul Gem would be placed. Nestled within so much machinery, the slot for the Soul Gem resembled the seat of pearl at the center of an oyster. 
 
    John felt for the Greater Soul Gem in his pocket. He hadn’t even had a chance to study it yet to see what sort of magic it contained. The powers of a greater beastman are fearsome indeed, he thought, staring into the tendrils. But what this demon’s offering me is even greater. This could be the beginning of a new age for the world… 
 
    He really was the True Dragon. Fate had brought him to this point, and fate would see him through. 
 
    “My lord?” Aoryl was at his side, her fingers gently grazing his shoulder. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I am,” John said, showing the elf a smile. “This is just a rather momentous occasion. I thought I ought to give it the gravity it deserves, and allow the importance of this moment to sink in before I place the Soul Gem.” 
 
    Fiona rolled her eyes. “I appreciate your gravitas,” she said, the middle-aged woman behind her youthful mask slipping out for a moment, “but have we all forgotten these woods are crawling with beastmen? There could be a whole horde beating down the gates at any moment.” 
 
    Fiona was absolutely right. Until he became this castle’s new Master, the place was practically defenseless. The sooner he could claim it the better. 
 
    “You’re right,” John said, stepping forward. He peered into the machinery. “So all I do is place the Gem inside the Seat of Power, demon? After that, this castle becomes mine?” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” the demon purred. “As soon as you replace the Heart’s power source, the rejuvenation process will begin. As a reminder, please remain within the Heart once the Gem is placed, since the chamber behind you will begin to fill with poisonous gas. Hot poisonous gas. It wouldn’t be pleasant to open that door.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” Petra said, glancing back at the closed circle. “Won’t even go near that fucking thing…” 
 
    Grinning with giddy anticipation, John leaned over and held out the Gem. For a moment it appeared to topple from his fingers, then some magnetic power snapped the glowing orb into place within the Seat of Power. Just that tiny tug was enough to shock him, to remind him that the magic here was far beyond anything John or his Wargear understood. 
 
    The Gem sank into its setting, crackling with arcane power. Bolts of electricity traveled up and down the mechanism’s tendrils, jumping from metal to metal like bees fertilizing the leaves of a tree.  
 
    At the same time, the mirrors surrounding the sphere winked out. Each of them now showed a black screen covered in red symbols. John knew enough to recognize it as language, but these were letters he’d never seen before. He doubted that even Aoryl could have translated whatever secrets the ancient words held. 
 
    The spherical chamber began to rumble.  
 
    From the other side of the door, John heard a hissing like a thousand snakes released from a burlap sack. The gas, he thought, looking back toward the hallway they’d walked through to enter. From what Gwynevere told me, it’s powering the castle right now. Empowering all of its essential functions… 
 
    “Castle rebooting,” the demon said, her voice sounding as if she were riding an edge of pleasure. “Terminus Est has reached level one, Master! Basic Castle Outpost functions have been established! Main gates are closing as we speak!” 
 
    John let out a sigh of relief. “Good. You can control them remotely? From down here?” 
 
    “I can do far, far more than that!” Now that power flowed through her once more, Gwynevere sounded more animated than she had from within the confines of her jewel. Her voice echoed within the sphere, sounding as if she were having the time of her life turning the castle back to its proper state. “Automated cleaning and polishing services have just been activated, Master. Once you return to the castle’s great hall, you should see things the way they were designed to be—with everything in its proper place.” 
 
    “That’s… wonderful,” John said, genuinely impressed. 
 
    “We’ll never have to clean,” Fiona snickered, rubbing her hands with glee. “Do you cook for us as well, demon?” 
 
    To John’s surprise, Gwynevere hummed as she looked inside of herself. “Kitchen facilities are active,” the demon said after a moment. “Our stockpiles of grain appear to be empty, however. Either the castle’s previous occupant took it all with him when he left, or scavengers looted my stockpiles once Terminus Est went offline. Either way, I have the capabilities to cook for you and your people, Master. I only require ingredients to start with.” 
 
    That was above John’s wildest expectations. He knew the magic of the ancients was powerful, but every few moments something new came up to blow his mind. The demon Gwynevere would cook and clean the castle for them?  
 
    Why, she was as valuable as an entire team of servants! 
 
    A team of sexy demon servants… By John’s math, that equated to roughly five teams of regular servants. 
 
    “Primary reboot functions online,” Gwynevere said after a few more moments. The rumble in the chamber settled down to a distant roar, like the call of far off thunder. “Registering new Master now…” 
 
    A hole in the floor opened, and a slender pole extended from it. A smaller mirror than the ones he’d seen before lay at the top of it, with a number of buttons underneath covered in the same strange symbols that filled the mirrors of the spherical chamber. John stared at it, not quite sure what he was looking at, as the thing extended to its full length with a mechanical whirr. 
 
    “First, you’ll need to provide a drop of blood,” the demon explained. A needle emerged from the field of runes, with a tiny cup strapped to it. 
 
    John stared at the sharp implement, his eyebrows rising. “My blood?” 
 
    “It’s required for the registration process,” Gwynevere explained smoothly. “I need a full workup of your DNA, so that the scanning devices and screens within Terminus Est will be able to properly identify you. This will also confirm your status as a contender for True Dragon, as well as affirm your potential for draconic magic. Of course, you confirmed by activating me, so that aspect of the test is a mere formality.” 
 
    “A mere formality,” John repeated, his eyes going crossed as he stared at the sharp needle. “What do I do, just jab my finger onto that thing?” 
 
    “The pad of it, yes,” Gwynevere said eagerly. “It’s ready whenever you are, Master.” 
 
    John took a step forward. He felt his harem members tense up, as if they weren’t sure whether to cheer him on in this or not.  
 
    Of the four of them, it was Emily who John would have expected to register a complaint first—which was why he wasn’t surprised when the brunette spoke up. She’d first thought the demon to be a trap, after all. 
 
    “John, I don’t like this,” Emily said, her hand straying toward the string of her bow. “Letting Gwynevere activate this castle is one thing, but giving her your blood? You’re forming a blood pact with this demon, my lord! That’s a terrible idea!” 
 
    “If Gwynevere wanted John’s soul,” Aoryl said mildly, “she could have tried to take it before now.” 
 
    John agreed more with the elf than he did Emily. Still, the needle troubled him.  
 
    “Is there any way I can become Master of this castle, without providing you with my blood?” John asked. 
 
    “You’re providing it with your blood,” Gwynevere said smoothly. “Not me, Master. And no—Terminus Est requires a sample of your genetic material in order to properly recognize you as its Master.” The corner of the demon’s mouth rose in a faint smile. “I suppose you could provide a different bodily fluid if you really wanted to…” 
 
    His mind filled with images of what the demon was suggesting. No doubt any of his women would be more than happy to help him provide a sample, but how would he get it into the needle? Would he need to stick it inside his… 
 
    No. Better to go with blood. 
 
    “Let’s get this over with,” John said, taking the needle in hand. The metal stung as it sank into the pad of his index finger. Magic animating the device sucked a few drops of his blood into the tube. 
 
    Then the needle withdrew, and Gwynevere smiled. “Genetic markers confirmed,” the demon said in a pleased tone. “Welcome home, Master John Devonte. Terminus Est awaits your command.” 
 
    John gave a start. “That’s it?” 
 
    “Normally, you would enter your name,” Gwynevere said. The board filled with buttons floated a bit closer, the runes on them glowing a faint red. “But seeing as you don’t understand the language of the ancients, I took the liberty of making a vocal imprint of you introducing yourself. The castle will use that going forward.” 
 
    Enter my name? John leaned in closer to scrutinize the device. His finger grazed one of the buttons on the pad, pressing down on the red rune. To his surprise, the same rune appeared on the screen just above it, glowing faintly as if a hidden candle burned just behind it. 
 
    “How curious,” John said, running his hand over the other buttons. “This is the language of the ancients.” It seemed strange to him, but these unearthly runes would have been as commonplace to the people who’d lived here before him as ordinary letters were to a schoolchild of Vismuth. 
 
    As the lights flashed on within the spherical chamber, each of the screens around the wall blazed back into life. Whereas before they’d shown fantastic vistas filled with extreme weather and dangerous creatures, now each of the screens were focused on some aspect of the castle itself.  
 
    One watched the walls, while another monitored the tallest spire of the structure. John wondered if that wasn’t the ‘Cathedral’ that Gwynevere had been telling them about, the one where demons could be fused together into more powerful forms… 
 
    He was still examining the wealth of options before him, when Gwynevere let out a shocked little noise. “Master, I’m picking up an intruder within the castle walls,” the demon said. 
 
    John straightened up with a sigh. “The beastmen got in. Now we’re going to have to evict them from my new castle.” 
 
    To be honest, it sounded like fun. But before John could ask about how to teleport back to the front gates, Gwynevere corrected him. 
 
    “My apologies, Master, but this is not a beastman incursion.” The demon sounded almost confused, which made the hairs on the back of John’s neck stand straight up. “I’m reading only one intruder in the castle, and they’re neither human nor beastman. In fact, they’re technically dead.” 
 
    This made John do a double take. “Dead?” 
 
    “Well, I’m not reading any life signs,” Gwynevere explained. “And they’ve just walked into the chamber filled with poisonous gas, which would certainly imply they’re not a living human being…” 
 
    Something clicked in John’s brain. “It’s alright, demon. I know who’s come to visit us. Don’t worry—they can’t harm us. They’re not even here, in a manner of speaking.” 
 
    Gwynevere started to tell John she hadn’t been worried, but he wasn’t listening. He was already turning to the door, hand on the weapon at his side as their ‘intruder’ made their way to the Heart of the castle. Somehow, John knew that massive wall of iron would prove no hindrance to the newcomer. 
 
    This is my castle, eh? John thought. Guess I’m going to have to defend it a lot sooner than I imagined. 
 
    A shimmer pushed through the stone wall, and Nemissa Forestbane stepped through to greet them.

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ”John Devonte,” the shade of Nemissa Forestbane purred. “Or should I say, Lord John Devonte? The outermost castle of the Deadlands belongs to you now, True Dragon. It will be far from your last…” 
 
    Just as on the other occasions he’d met her, Nemissa Forestbane was as beautiful as she was disturbing. The harsh lights of the spherical chamber did her astral projection no favors, yet she still shined all the brighter for the attempts to deaden her natural glamor. John could see the stone of the door behind her, though the runes and pipes looked slightly distorted through her body, like a hand seen beneath still water. 
 
    At the sight of her, his hackles rose. He’d expected to have to have this conversation with Nemissa, for certain, but he hadn’t expected it to come so early in his reign. 
 
    “Elf,” John grunted, unable to muster the proper obeisances. “I should have known you’d arrive early to the festivities.” 
 
    Nemissa’s eyebrow rose at his attitude. Evidently, though, the ghostly elf decided to interpret his coldness as John being playful. “Clearly it was no trouble for you and your harem to secure the Greater Soul Gem,” the elf said smugly. “Did the Megatherion provide you any trouble, True Dragon, or was he merely another stepping stone on your road to greatness?” 
 
    John didn’t like that smug tone of hers one bit. “You’re not welcome in my castle, Nemissa,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest. “You’ve proven yourself to be an untrustworthy ally. I don’t sup with traitors.” 
 
    No look of shock could ever be more mirthful than the one Nemissa Forestbane gave to John.  
 
    “Traitor?” the elf exclaimed, putting a hand to her breast. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, True Dragon. I am the most faithful, stalwart friend you have.” 
 
    “The Megatherion.” John grit his teeth. “You showed it where to find Petra. That thing abducted her all because of you. You betrayed me and my women.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure what he expected from Nemissa in response to his accusations. Tearful disavowals? A tantrum-like anger? Her insistence that it was all a mistake?  
 
    He got none of these. 
 
    Instead, Nemissa Forestbane shrugged. 
 
    “Of course I did,” the elf said, sounding even smugger than she had before. “You needed a reason to go after that Greater Soul Gem. Something more important to you than high and mighty dreams of being the True Dragon, or defending the pathetic people of your fleabitten village. What did you expect me to do, wait for you to decide on your own to become a hero?” 
 
    John’s jaw worked soundlessly for long moments. “You admit it,” he grated out. “You helped that monster abduct my woman.” 
 
    Nemissa just rolled her eyes. “Pah. She wasn’t your woman yet,” the elf said, looking at John as if he were the one being unreasonable. “Besides—she’s fine, isn’t she? No harm, no foul. That thing didn’t do any permanent damage to your pretty little blacksmith.” 
 
    John wished that Nemissa had somehow taken physical form before she’d made her way into the heart of the castle. If the elf had possessed a solid body, John could have thrown it up against the wall and strangled her for her callousness. 
 
    “And what if that creature had claimed her?” John growled, staring Nemissa down. “You didn’t hear it, Nemissa. It wanted to rip away Petra’s maidenhead, to mate with her to create some kind of half-breed beastman mutant.” 
 
    Nemissa clearly didn’t like where this was going. The elf narrowed her eyes, growing irritated with John’s line of questions. “But it didn’t,” she spat. “You saved the little bitch. You’re really going to hold a grudge for something that minor?” 
 
    “Like I said,” John remarked, holding his ground. “You’re no longer welcome in my presence, Nemissa.” 
 
    He certainly didn’t expect the elf to disappear into thin air at his words. Nemissa showed no desire to leave the castle—John wondered if it was possible to command Gwynevere to force the shade out.  
 
    Who better to eject a ghost from the premises but a demon? 
 
    Nemissa’s smile grew a touch too wide as she looked from John’s women back to him. For an instant it was as if a mask slipped somewhere—he caught a glimpse of the hideous ancient thing that lay within the beautiful, manipulative elf. Her face’s contortions only lasted a moment before smoothing over, returning to a woman doing her best not to look pissed off. 
 
    “You can’t throw me out,” Nemissa protested, the corners of her mouth curling in a smirk. “I made you, John Devonte. If it weren’t for me, you’d still be sitting on the wall over Vismuth, dreaming of getting into the pants of that little brunette border brat and eating last night’s stew. Everything you have you owe to me!” 
 
    “Nemissa, calm down,” Aoryl asked, stepping into the fray. The elf slipped into the space between John and the angered shade, doing her best to play peacemaker. “You shouldn’t have done what you did. Apologize to John, and perhaps he’ll reconsider exiling you—” 
 
    That did it.  
 
    Nemissa Forestbane could endure a great many things in her quest for power, but to be spoken to in such a manner by someone she recently considered her inferior? Her servant?  
 
    That was beyond the pale. 
 
    “Reconsider? Reconsider!?” Spittle flew from Nemissa’s lips, dissolving in the air as it left her shade. None fell to the floor of the castle’s heart, but John instinctively felt bad for whoever had to mop her quarters when all of this was done. “It should be you getting on your knees and begging me for forgiveness! You were just some forest slut when I found you, Aoryl! Even more than the True Dragon, you owe me everything you are! If I hadn’t come around when I had, you’d be a stain of shit in the canyon—” 
 
    John’s vision flashed red, and his voice became steel-firm. “You will not speak to her that way.” 
 
    Nemissa reared backward, the look on her face showing she perhaps realized she’d gone too far. Cold calculation worked at her brow, all the emotion falling off of her face to reveal someone as still as stone. Such a transformation should have calmed John down. Instead, it put him more on his guard than ever. Now was when Nemissa Forestbane would truly become dangerous. 
 
    “You won’t make it a mile into the Deadlands without me,” the elf sniffed, taking another tack. “You don’t have the faintest idea what kind of monstrosities are lurking in the deepest, darkest depths of those woods. The Megatherion was only the beginning.” 
 
    “Something tells me I’ll figure it out,” John said with his most winning smile. “Gwynevere?” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Devonte?” 
 
    Ah, John thought, letting the words wash over him. I think I’ve finally gotten used to being called that. “Can you force our unexpected guest to vacate the premises?” 
 
    Beams of light filled the spherical chamber, red and violet and gold. They raked back and forth along the walls, slowly circling the form of Nemissa Forestbane. 
 
    “I can’t force her,” Gwynevere purred, and now John was sure he could hear the mirth in her voice. “But I can make her stay very, very unpleasant, Master.” 
 
    Nemissa threw up her hands, hissing like John had just tossed a snake in her face. “No need!” The elf’s face twitched with irritation. “I can see when I’m not wanted. There’s no reason to resort to violence.” 
 
    “Good. Begone, then.” 
 
    Nemissa’s eyes narrowed. “But if you think you’ve seen the last of me, True Dragon, you’re sadly mistaken. I am your destiny. I’ll be waiting for you in the Heart of the Deadlands. And when you finally come to realize the error of your ways, I’ll be ready to welcome you with open arms.” 
 
    John snorted. “Small chance of that, Forestbane.” 
 
    What was that look in the elf’s eyes? John could hardly make it out with the light shining through her, but there was something wicked about the way Nemissa stared at him now. Wicked and filled with lust. 
 
    The wall of the chamber grew more visible through her body as Nemissa’s shade faded from view. Within moments there was nothing but a pale outline of her body remaining, like a chalk outline of an elf. 
 
    “You and I will be together, Devonte,” Nemissa said with a dark grin that would linger long after her shade disbursed. “We are meant to be made one, as the Gods and Goddesses of old. In time, those tarts you call your mates will fall to their knees and worship me…!” 
 
    Her voice faded out, distorting at the edges as she disappeared. She laughed a final long, mocking laugh, winking out completely as she cackled.  
 
    Its echo lingered, leaving John dumbfounded. 
 
    Several moments passed before anyone spoke.  
 
    “I knew my former Mistress rode the line between genius and insanity quite frequently,” Aoryl said, her eyes wide as she stared at the place Nemissa had stood. “But I don’t think I ever expected her to lean that far into insanity…” 
 
    “Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned,” Fiona said in a sage tone. “Women like Nemissa Forestbane aren’t used to hearing the word ‘no’. Doubtless John is the first man to turn down her company in a great many centuries.” 
 
    Well, there was one other man, John thought, but didn’t say. All of them knew that Nemissa Forestbane had once sat in the court of the Draconic Emperor himself.  
 
    Had hearing John turn her down brought back traumatic memories of that separation? If so, John didn’t really give a shit. Nemissa was a big girl, she could take care of herself. 
 
    John turned to more practical matters. “Demon,” he said, turning back to the central console. “You said you could make her intrusion into the castle very unpleasant for Nemissa. Is there a way to keep her from returning to Terminus Est?” 
 
    Gwynevere’s lips pursed. Interestingly, the demon didn’t do the low, tuneless humming that told John she was consulting her memory banks. “It requires more energy than simply attacking an intruder, Master, but it is possible. I can create a net around the perimeter of the castle that will detect astral projection and immediately open fire upon it before someone like Nemissa can reach you a second time.” 
 
    “Tempting.” John chuckled, rubbing his chin. The thought of Nemissa coming back to give him a second helping of abuse, only to meet Gwynevere’s defense system had a certain appeal. But from what the demon said, the energy of the castle was at a premium. 
 
    Besides, Nemissa had proven herself useful in the past. She might do so again in the future. 
 
    “No,” John decided, shaking his head. “Don’t bother. We’ll deal with her if she shows up again. After all, she can’t do much more than rant at me in her ghost form. Next time she shows her face in the castle, she might actually have something important to say.” 
 
    To his surprise, he felt a hand on top of his own. Aoryl batted her eyelashes at her lord, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. 
 
    “Nemissa is crazy,” the elf said flatly. “But she knows things, Master. Things that have been forgotten by the rest of the world. It may not be wise to cut off contact with her completely, while you can still use her.” 
 
    John nodded. “What she said at the end there, about meeting me at the Heart of the Deadlands. Is that true, do you think? Is she really camped out somewhere near the center of this mystery?” 
 
    For once, Aoryl looked unsure. John scanned the gazes of the rest of his women, seeking to see if any of them had hidden knowledge, but they looked just as confused as he was. 
 
    “My… training, if you could call it that,” Aoryl began, “was never anywhere near my former Mistress’s home. I couldn’t tell you where she lays her head these days, Master—and if I could, I absolutely would. You know there’s nothing I would hold back from you.” 
 
    John knew that. Even more so than the other women who’d pledged themselves to him, Aoryl was loyal to a fault. He had zero doubts that the elven woman would die for him, though she’d clearly rather kill for him.  
 
    She was a blood-lusty little minx. 
 
    Thinking of Aoryl’s skills as an assassin led John’s thoughts to the equally notable skills of her ass. Suddenly it hit him all at once. 
 
    This was his castle now.  
 
    John Devonte was officially a lord—a Lord of the Deadlands, with a fortress at the gates of that blighted, monster filled region. The great mystery that lay within this region lay spread before him like a woman on her back, begging him to plunder her secrets. The visions he’d had in the Manor, the ancient power of the True Dragon. 
 
    Answers to all of them lie here. 
 
    If there was evidence of the Draconic Emperor’s previous life, he’d find it. 
 
    If there was a way to fully embrace the True Dragon and become the most powerful wizard of the age, he’d find that in the Deadlands, too. 
 
    Why was he sitting here worrying about Nemissa Forestbane?  
 
    He had a world to conquer! 
 
    “Gwynevere,” John said, taking the central console in his hands. The buttons with their glowing runes were a mystery to John, but not for much longer. He made a mental note to have one of the demon’s first jobs to teach him the arcane language, so that he could truly master the castle. “Let’s get started. I want to know how much power this castle has, where it needs to be spent first, and most importantly: What important things we can do with it.” 
 
    John had never seen the demon look more pleased. “Of course, Master. I am most happy to oblige.” 
 
    Of course she was.  
 
    And soon, once the preliminaries were dealt with, his harem would serve him just as thoroughly.

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next few hours were some of the most complicated of John Devonte’s life. 
 
    He’d expected becoming the new Lord of Terminus Est to be easy. The castle came with its own servant demon, after all, and Gwynevere seemed to know what to do with the ancient stones and decaying walls of the forest fortress.  
 
    As he empowered the central console of the Castle’s Heart and listened to the demon begin her tutorial of the fortress’s systems, he expected to do little more than make a few cosmetic decisions: what kind of flags to hang from the turrets, whether to have burgundy tapestries in the throne room or chartreuse. That sort of thing. 
 
    Instead, he found himself plunged into a world of facts and figures. 
 
    John had never been much for math. The Devontes were infamous for being adventurers, not accountants. Several members of John’s family tree were on the run from this or that kingdom, because of taxes owed to a local duke that had been forgotten or otherwise unpaid. He knew figures well enough to calculate the profit margins on a monster hunt, or to tell whether or not a roadside inn was trying to rip him off, but complicated calculations were beyond him. 
 
    Thank the Gods he had a reliable and loyal calculator in Gwynevere. 
 
    He’d thought Terminus Est to be a simple building of stone and brick. Instead, looking at the full scale of the documents Gwynevere showed him, he realized it was a merchant company all its own. Like a company, it had both assets and liabilities: profits in and expenditures out. 
 
    Asset: the Castle Heart John and his women sat within now. It provided a steady stream of Soul Essence to the structure, which managed its essential functions. 
 
    Liability: literally everything else. 
 
    Cleaning the place up was the least of it. The castle needed dozens of improvements to regain its former glory and be safe from invaders, from the crumbling walls to the poorly maintained aqueduct system beneath ground level to provide water in a siege. Gwynevere earmarked most of these improvements automatically, which ate up a great deal of the energy budget provided by the Castle Heart. John soon learned he could barely maintain upkeep on the holdings he had, much less gain new ones. 
 
    And oh what new ones there were to gain!  
 
    For every dreary option buried in a sea of menus, there were so many tantalizing structures to build and new abilities to gain. The teleport stations—what Gwynevere euphemistically referred to as ‘Terminals’—were the least of it. 
 
    “Wait,” John said, hitting the button on the control panel (which Gwynevere referred to as a keyboard despite it having neither locks nor keys) that he thought stopped the scrolling on the screen. “Stop it right there, demon! Are those cannons?” 
 
    The screen froze on a siege cannon that would have looked right at home on the walls of the Draconic Emperor’s palace. It gleamed with phantom sunlight, a gorgeous creation of steel and bronze, capable of tearing the walls of a city like so much straw. John saw it and wanted one so badly that his teeth ached. 
 
    “I can have cannons on the walls of my castle,” John said, grinning. “Ha! Let’s see the beastmen try and deal with that!” 
 
    “Master, I’m afraid weapons of that nature require a large amount of refined soul essence to generate.” Gwynevere had said some variant of this phrase a dozen times since they’d begun assigning energy to the castle and its attendant lands, bringing him down as gently as she could. “We require several tiers of Soul Gems before we can even think of creating armaments like that.” 
 
    “Not to mention you’d need one hell of a forge,” Petra said, licking her lips. The blacksmith’s daughter oogled the cannon lustfully. She probably knew even better than he did the kind of carnage it could unleash. “Building a weapon of that size requires time, and manpower. And the resources of an empire.” 
 
    “I am more interested in these braziers we keep seeing on the screens,” Fiona said, sitting up straighter in her chair. Gwynevere had brought in several to keep them comfortable while they made decisions. “Will they truly summon phantom servants to maintain the castle, Gwynevere?” 
 
    “It’s another reason I was hesitant to put a shield around the entire castle to repel Nemissa Forestbane,” the demon explained. “Azure Braziers generate a localized mist around them, which represents a thinning between the worlds of the living and the dead. Through these gaps, spirits and poltergeists can emerge, some of whom will be willing to work within Terminus Est in exchange for a continued stay within the land of the living. What little I can find of the practice in my memory banks suggests the castle’s previous lord was quite fond of this…” 
 
    “And this is something we can do now?” John asked skeptically. “You’re telling me putting a cannon on the castle walls is beyond us, but you can summon ghosts from the great beyond to… what? Serve as my butlers and chambermaids? It sounds ridiculous!” 
 
    “Maybe we can summon some cute ghosts,” Petra said with a girlish grin. “You know, the kind who were killed tragically in a crime of passion just after their eighteenth birthday. Having died without ever knowing the touch of a man, they wander the netherworld for all eternity, aching…” 
 
    “That,” John said with a raised eyebrow, “is an awfully specific sort of request.” 
 
    “Creating one Azure Brazier is within the abilities of the Castle Heart, though it will take some time to set up,” Gwynevere explained. “Whether or not it will snag an opportunistic spirit—or several—is not something I can predict with any confidence. Ghosts may not agree to serve you if they don’t find you a powerful enough lord.” 
 
    “So it sounds like we’d be wasting most of our resources, then,” John surmised. “Set that one aside for later—maybe we can get some undead servants once we’ve explored a little more of the Deadlands.” 
 
    Petra said nothing, but her pout radiated disappointment. 
 
    Well now, John thought, looking Petra up and down. I know one way to fix that… 
 
    John pushed the button that had previously dismissed the images on the screen. It did exactly as he expected, bathing the spherical chamber in a wash of staticy blackness.  
 
    Only the central screen remained lit, displaying the endlessly patient face of Gwynevere floating in the darkness. She looked better here than she did within that jewel, though John still couldn’t see her eyes. He wondered if he ever would. 
 
    “We’ve made most of the big decisions,” John said, rubbing his eyes.  
 
    He hadn’t realized how exhausting dealing with the day-to-day business of his new castle would be. How did other lords manage it? With servants, he thought, chuckling.  
 
    “We’ve beefed up the castle’s defenses, created a program to clean and rebuild the parts of it that are damaged, and begun saving up essence to restore this… cartography program Gwynevere tells me is so important to locating the Heart of the Deadlands.” 
 
    “It’s essential,” the demon purred. 
 
    John nodded. “We can figure out what we want to commit the last bits of our power toward later. Be it weapons, or undead servants, or something else we’ve yet to see within Gwynevere’s memory banks, we can make that decision once we’ve seen a bit more of the Deadlands. For now, I’m exhausted. I think we could all use a rest, yes, ladies?” 
 
    They looked as weary as he was, though something else thrummed through his harem as well. Something that crackled like bottled lightning. 
 
    “Rest… and relaxation,” John added with a smile. “Gwynevere, this over here is the ‘Terminal’ you keep referring to?” 
 
    The chamber they’d walked through to get to the Heart with its downward slope was now a constant conduit of energy, filled with poisonous gas. Only shades like the astral projection of Nemissa Forestbane could walk through it and live. To reach the rest of the castle, they’d use a localized teleportation system—a kind of magic door, as the demon had explained it.  
 
    John was looking forward to seeing how it worked. 
 
    Gwynevere sounded as if she were looking forward to it, as well. “Yes, Master,” the demon said smoothly. “I’ll activate it now.” 
 
    A great humming filled the spherical chamber, as if someone had let a swarm of bees loose in the walls. The raised platform to one side of the Castle’s Heart rose another few inches into the air, vibrating gently as the air above it began to shimmer with the telltale sign of new words. Unlike the ones which appeared whenever John learned a new aspect of his Dragon Magic, these were visible to all who stood within the chamber: Aoryl saw them, as did Fiona, Emily, and Petra. 
 
      
 
    Castle Heart Terminal Active! Please Choose Your Destination: 
 
    
    	               Front Wall 
 
    	               Demon Fusion Cathedral 
 
    	               Inner Stockpiles 
 
    	               Castle Heart (You Are Here!) 
 
    	               Lord’s Bedchamber 
 
    	               Castle Moat Chamber 
 
    	               Cartographer’s Tower 
 
   
 
      
 
    Four women gawked and gasped beside John.  
 
    “Master, is this… is this what it looks like for you when you see the words in the air?” Aoryl asked. 
 
    Fiona came right up to the platform and passed her hand through the glowing, holographic runes. Her fingers phased right through them as if they weren’t even there, passing back and forth through the instructions without any resistance. “Had you not explained this to me already, John, I might think I was suddenly going insane,” Fiona said dryly. 
 
    “It’s awesome,” Petra shot back. “I think so, anyway.” 
 
    “The important thing is that it gets us out of here,” Emily summed up for the group. “These are all other Terminals in the Castle that you can open up a door to, Gwynevere?” 
 
    “Correct,” the demon said smoothly. “Future locations may open up as additional construction is made to Terminus Est. On the other hand, should our essence expenditures outpace the essence we’re taking in on an extended basis, I may be forced to shut down several Terminal facilities in order to keep necessary functions alive within the castle.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” John said. “How do I select one?” 
 
    “It’s simple, Master,” Gwynevere said in a soothing voice. “You merely place your fingers within the location you wish to be transported to and keep them there for several seconds. Once Terminus Est records the touch as coming from you, the Terminal will be activated.” 
 
    No wonder the thing needed my blood, John thought, stepping onto the platform. He sized up the floating words, making his decision, then turned around to regard his Wargear. 
 
    “Well?” he asked, the corners of his mouth curling upward. “Are you coming with me, or would you rather lounge around down here with the demon?” 
 
    John had never seen his women move so quickly outside of the battlefield.  
 
    Fiona scrambled onto the platform first, followed so quickly by Petra that it took a trained eye to discern which of them had made it to his side first. Just behind them came Aoryl and Emily, practically arm in arm as they smoothly stepped onto the Terminal’s platform along with him. 
 
    “Where to?” Fiona asked, peering over John’s shoulder. “Would you like to walk the wall, my lord? Maybe take a look at the nearby Deadlands and see if we can’t spot any landmarks to guide our path?” 
 
    Good suggestions, John thought. But he had something different in mind. 
 
    He slid his fingers into the words that said Lord’s Bedchamber and kept them there, holding his hand steady. 
 
    Fiona arched an eyebrow, but said nothing. Behind him, Petra and Emily practically shivered with excitement, knowing what was soon to come, and Aoryl of course looked ready for any commands her lord might give her. The platform shook beneath them, filling the spherical chamber with energy as the Terminal powered up at his command. 
 
    Within a heartbeat the Castle’s Heart was ripped away. John and his women re-appeared in the corner of the wide, high-ceilinged chamber where he’d found the clothes he wore now—where Aoryl had fit him for his lord’s outfit, then nearly torn his fine clothes off with her teeth before being interrupted.  
 
    Now, they’d have all the time they could want to enjoy each other’s company. 
 
    “Good,” John said, grinning as he looked around the room. “Well done, Gwynevere. Girls, thank our resident demon for cleaning up the place.” 
 
    He’d worked the surprise out with Gwynevere long before activating the Terminal. It was one of the first things he’d done with the strange keyboard after figuring out the rudiments of each letter—asking the demon to prepare the bedchamber in advance.  
 
    The last time he’d visited this room, it had been luxurious but decayed and dusty. Now, under Gwynevere’s power, the Lord’s Bedchamber had been restored to its former glory. 
 
    It was a miniature version of the transformation happening all around the castle—ancient fixtures cleaned and polished to a mirror shine by the demon and her judicious application of soul essence. But a clean room was the least of surprises waiting for John and his women. 
 
    In addition to tidying the place up, Gwynevere had also left them a few presents. He hadn’t been specific about these. He trusted the demon who ran the place to know the sorts of things he’d like to have at hand where the women were involved.  
 
    Several bottles of wine sat with a corkscrew on the table next to the massive, four-post bed, chilled and ready to be drunk directly from the bottle. Blindfolds lay across the mattress, along with enough silken black rope to tie up an entire regiment. John’s mind filled with ideas of the things he could do with it, and his cock swelled with them. 
 
    What really caught his attention, however, was what lay at the foot of the bed. There, atop a soft, ermine towel, lay four obsidian wedges, each a slightly different size and shape.  
 
    The objects ranged from as small as a chestnut to as large as a pint of ale, each with a flared base and a delicate tip. John knew where these devices were meant to go, though he wasn’t sure which of his women would recognize them for what they were. 
 
    Lastly, Gwynevere had stoked the bedchamber’s fireplace until it was practically a blazing bonfire. The rug before the furnace looked so soft and inviting that John yearned to strip off his clothes and lay naked across it, letting his women take turns riding him.  
 
    Later, he thought, brushing a lock of hair out of his face. Once I work out some energy on these girls… 
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