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Foreword

To celebrate the re-launch of my first book—with some updates of course—I’ve included a NSFW gallery of the [Book 1] harem in addition to the original story art at https://theshodinchronicles.wordpress.com/chronicles-of-valmaron-art/
When Book 2 releases, this gallery will be updated with the next girl, and again when Book 3 launches.




Chapter 1

“We’ll be dead within minutes at this pace. Jaron Spellcraft, calm yourself!”
Jaron furrowed his brow and marched away from his wildly whiskered old master. He took six steps and then stabbed his Slicer into the grass, looking down with his hands on his hips. The high sun reflected from the golden, Scripted handle of the cloudy white crystal sword into his youthful amber eyes.
He crouched beside it to avoid the rays. A cool breeze from the white peaks of the northern mountain range relieved the tension on his olive skinned face. Jaron took a deep breath. A wrinkled hand landed on his chestnut-colored locks, playfully tussling them until he opened his eyes to a dimming red light from the center of the Slicer.
“I don’t understand,” Jaron complained. “Master Gokiy, if you want me to learn Casting, then have the Valmari teach me.”
Master Gokiy ran his fingers through his white beard, twirling a curly strand around the long finger of his hand.
“I’m not teaching you Casting,” Gokiy tapped his right fist against his chest. “We are Tolian.”
“Then what’s the point of this, gits and shingles? We’re all warriors and farmers right? If crystals are for Casters, why is the biggest shard in the world bonded to me?” Jaron ranted. 
Master Gokiy flashed a fleeting grimace and then looked at the Slicer stabbed into the soil.
“Jaron,”—he aimed an index finger at it—“we can feed every Tolian and Valmari ten times over because of your connection to this. But if you lose control again, you could doom everyone including yourself. The Slicer amplifies your will indiscriminately.”
“It hasn’t brought Dad back,” Jaron muttered under his breath.
Jaron clasped Master Gokiy’s outstretched arm before being pulled to his feet and pat on his back. The old man was taller than him, bald, and with wrinkly sun-kissed skin.
“Be cautious of the power you seek, my young Lord. Master yourself before trying to master life,” he warned.
The sky flickered above them like lightning without a bolt. Jaron looked up and saw a pearl of blue light suddenly descend from the sky faster than any raindrop, stopping a foot away from his face to hover in place. His throat tightened when he saw the face it reflected at him.
“It’s Princess Valara,” Jaron breathed eagerly.
Master Gokiy grinned and gave him some room. The orb burst into the ghostly form of a feminine figure as soon as Jaron touched it.
Other than her lavishly long dark hair, her appearance was as blue as the orb that spawned it. Her bright gown made his Castleton tunic and hickory trousers look filthy by comparison. Jaron smirked before crossing an arm over his chest and bowing forward.
“Hello, Your Highness,” Jaron greeted with a gracious grin.
“Do you remember what today is?” asked the Princess, hands on her hips.
“The day after yesterday?” Jaron quipped with a grin.
“Very funny,” she murmured. “You were supposed to come to the citadel to celebrate my 18th birthday with me.”
“I still am. And don’t you mean our birthday?” Jaron retorted.
“It’s only ‘our’
birthday when you don’t make plans to be honored by the Emissary on the same day.”
Jaron tensed up and felt his face fully flushed, while Master Gokiy recoiled.
“Wait, what? Nobody told me that. Who told you that?” Jaron blurted.
The Princess smiled and cocked her hips to one side. “No worries. I got them to take me along. Aaand, I get to take you to the citadel after your demonstration.”
Master Gokiy stepped in front of Jaron before he could answer.
“Good afternoon Your Highness,” Master Gokiy interjected.
“Hi Gokiy!” she answered with an enthusiastic wave.
“I beg your pardon, but we were not informed of any demonstration. Could you be more specific?”
Princess Valara clapped her hands and started beaming.
“The Emissary is bringing me to watch Jaron use the Slicer, in person!” Princess Valara gushed.
Jaron swallowed the lump in his throat as his hands trembled, while Master Gokiy audibly gulped. He couldn’t fathom his fortune! Dread, excitement, nervous, all of it heated his chest. Valara was coming, with the Emissary. The Slicer began shimmering in his peripheral vision. It made a ringing sound while specks of dirt floated up around it.




CHAPTER 2

“This is a shiesty scheme!” blared the balding and burly brown-bearded brute sitting across from Jaron. “An unannounced visit from the Emissary and the Princess? They never sully their presence with Tolians! They mean to bring that into the Valmari fold, giving them even more leverage!”
The man pointed at the Slicer on Jaron’s belt. Jaron sat at the head of a ten-person cedar table inside a beige marquee. Crates full of sweet-smelling citrus of every color filled most of the space in aisles of short stacks, leaving enough room for the makeshift meeting in the lantern-lit tent.
“Battlemaster Beardy,” Master Gokiy raised his hand and leaned forward in his chair, presiding on Jaron’s right. “The Emissary’s secrecy is likely for security reasons.”
“You conceal your true thoughts like a Valmari!” Beardy hit his chest with his fist, contorting his somewhat swarthy face. “We are Tolian! We both know the Emissary’s presence means Sentinels on our grounds. What would stop them from keeping the boy in the citadel in the name of ‘security’?”
“Mister Beardy, you will address my son as young Lord,” the alto voice of Jaron’s mother smoothly interrupted.
A tall, auburn-haired woman stepped through the tent entrance behind Beardy’s seat. Her skin was slightly fairer than Jaron’s, and her grass-hemmed green gown billowed behind her.
Everyone except Jaron stood, planting their right fist over their hearts and bowing in the Tolian salute.
“Lady Spellcraft, we were not expecting you,” said Master Gokiy.
“Aye. A lot of that happening today,” said Beardy, glaring straight at Jaron.
Jaron relaxed his breath and scanned the faces of the other members at the table: Moneymaster Tuppence, Mudmaster Hattie, and Master Bishop. Hattie’s delighted simper never left her rotund face despite the odorous fertile earth staining her overalls. Tuppence? Looking as important as he could with round spectacles, a bored expression, and a moss colored leather trenchcoat that creaked every time he moved.
Bishop wore nothing but a plain white robe and a sanctimonious smirk on his aging face. Master Gokiy came around and pulled a chair for Lady Spellcraft to sit next to Jaron, across from himself. She flashed a faint smile before sweeping her loose ponytail to the side.
“Mister Beardy,” Jaron’s mother tilted her head toward the elder Battlemaster. “Has your loyalty deteriorated along with your manners? We serve all of Valmaron, not just ourselves.”
Beardy’s cheeks turned red as he sat back down in his green robe.
“I’m sorry milady, I meant no disrespect. However I must question the thinking of bringing power into our midst for the purpose of play,” Beardy replied.
“The Sentinels won’t act without the expressed command of the Emissary, and Her Highness will be present,” Lady Spellcraft answered.
Beardy looked away and huffed.
“You distrust the Emissary?” Master Bishop questioned.
“I distrust the Valmari,” Master Beardy spat on the floor. “They rely on us to feed and defend an entire population from the Unscrupulous, and all we get back is disdain. And now our young Lord is to expose the shard in front of Sentinels who would love nothing more than to possess it?”
“If that is our duty, our strength will carry any burden,” Lady Spellcraft countered.
The group fell silent long enough for Jaron to speak. “Battlemaster, you sound like you don’t want a fight.”
Beardy leaned forward while Jaron’s mother raised her eyebrows.
“Is the young Lord accusing me of cowardice?” Beardy snarled.
“No,” Jaron locked eyes with him. “I’m accusing you of getting old.”
Master Beardy jumped to his feet and pointed at a laughing Master Gokiy, who was laughing. “He is older than me! And I still have hair!”
True enough. The hair he did have was long and thick, coming out of the sides and back of his head.
“Oh hush!” Mudmaster Hattie chimed. “You’ve fought more Unscrupulous than any man alive. If the idea of facing a Sentinel doesn’t excite you, then maybe you just need a break.”
Master Beardy grumbled and mumbled as he slumped back into his chair.
“I will fight any battle, any time,” he growled.
“Good,” Jaron quipped. “Because I don’t care about Sentinels, I care about the Unscrupulous. Now that I’m Lord, I’m going to avenge my father and everything they’ve taken.”
Everyone straightened their posture except Lady Spellcraft, who simply closed her eyes. Jaron continued. “After they pick Valara’s consort,”-he banged on the table- “after I leave the citadel, we’re going through the Withered Willow. We’re going to war.”
Battlemaster Beardy released a howling laugh from his distended belly and banged his fist on the table.
“You are shrewd like the Valmari, but your heart is Tolian!”
Beardy continued to bang on the table, one by one each member of the meeting, except Lady Spellcraft, joined him in unison until it rattled. After a raucous rumble, Jaron came to his feet, grinning. That was when everyone stopped and stood.
“Ready the garrison until the Emissary leaves. If the Unscrupulous attack while we’re hosting the Princess, I want them handled before the Sentinels have a chance to get involved. That’s all,” said Jaron.
The tent cleared out, with Master Gokiy clapping Jaron on the shoulder before leaving. Jaron’s mother gestured toward their seats, Jaron took his first.
“Playing with Beardy like that; the Princess is rubbing off on you. Are you excited to finally meet her?” she teased.
Jaron averted his eyes and scoffed.
“I don’t know what you mean, we’ve been talking since we were kids,” Jaron replied.
A faint giggle escaped Lady Spellcraft, covering her mouth with her fingertips.
“A holosphere is hardly a substitute for…” she lightly poked him in the leg with a slim grin.
“Mother!” Jaron shouted.
Lady Spellcraft reeled back into her seat and laughed, while Jaron’s cheeks filled with burning blood. The embarrassment from his mother’s suggestive taunt was quickly replaced by frustration however. He leaned back in his chair and let out a lamenting gust of breath.
“Her Majesty would never match Valara with me,” Jaron spat bitterly.
“And why is that?”
“She’s from the citadel.”
“So am I.”
“She’s the Princess.”
“You are the Tolian Lord.”
“Tolians never marry monarchs,” Jaron grumbled.
“Things are changing. The Emissary is acknowledging you,” his mother countered.
Jaron sighed deeply, stood up and started pacing around the table, knocking his knuckle on it every few steps. When he stopped at Beardy’s earlier seat, he drew the Slicer and gazed into the crystal.
“You taught me that the Valmari see power as a pie. If the Emissary gives us a bigger slice, then they have less. That makes enemies,” Jaron explained.
“I heard you tell the Battlemaster that the real enemy is the Unscrupulous.”
Jaron slid the Slicer back in its scabbard. “The Unscrupulous are just former Valmari, looking for a bigger pie.”
“So the fight never ends?”
“The fight changes.”
“You’ve changed—” Lady Spellcraft’s eyes glistened. “You’re becoming more like him.”
She came to her feet and walked up to him, placing her palm on his cheek and smiling sweetly before pulling his head in to kiss his temple.
“Pace yourself Jaron. You are master of the Slicer, not master of death. Don’t follow your father to the grave searching for him.” said his mother.
A chorus of trumpets alerted the guard on the outside, who popped into the tent.
“My Lord, the monarch has arrived!” he reported.
“Lead them down the western lane. See to it she is well received,” Lady Spellcraft commanded.
Jaron rushed out of the marquee into a dirt lot stocked with wagons and produce-packed crates. A dirt path out of the agricultural quarter cut between a large wooden cabin and several residences built from logs and stone slabs. He made his way to the wide cobblestone lane leading to the main metal barricade surrounding the citadel as they emerged. A procession of royal servants in shimmering silver robes with gold striping flocked around: men with shaved head and skin painted white, with blue lipstick on their bottom lip. A carriage fashioned from golden metal and red wood panels floated above the ground in the center of the group.
Two Casters, hovering on its flanks, guided its levitation along with apparent ease. The Casters were women in hooded violet cloaks, one woman much shorter than the other. Their aquatic-blue crystal shards were equipped on gold necklaces. The vanguard were towering specimens in thick plate armor, glittering from shard dust embedded on them. Sentinels. Their faces were concealed by mirrored glass. All but one: a thickly built Sentinel with a double terminated crystal set on his flawless breastplate. He wore no helmet. His skin was bronze and his hair golden yellow. His eyes were like silver, his expression set in a stoic glare. No scars, blemishes, or imperfections of any kind. This man had never been touched in a battle, because he never lost one.
“Sephaeus,” Jaron spoke breathlessly.
“If he is here, then the Emissary certainly is,” said Lady Spellcraft.
The convoy moved down the main path while shopkeepers and service people gawked at the sighting. Jaron and his mother moved to intercept them near the two-story Counting House that Master Tuppence managed. The Tolian greeters had already gotten there and moved the crowds back.
Master Gokiy caught up with them, flanking Jaron’s right. A handful of Valmari servants trailing the carriage formed a wedge formation behind it, before the Casters set it down. Sephaeus raised his gauntlet covered hand, and the attendants quickly moved aside. Jaron looked at Master Gokiy, then to his mother, before stepping toward Sephaeus.
“Honored Sentinel—“ Jaron began.
“That’s close enough,” Sephaeus interrupted, his eyes looking at the space between Jaron’s eyes.
Jaron noticed his hands were trembling, so he consciously relaxed them. This Sentinel was famous, and Jaron already disliked him.
“Sentinel Commander, you are addressing Lord Spellcraft,” Master Gokiy said as he moved next to Jaron.
“Do not approach,” Sephaeus warned.
Lady Spellcraft began walking casually toward the group, and the Sentinels stiffened.
“Lady Spellcraft!” Master Gokiy called out to her.
“The Sentinel Commander is a tool of the Emissary, but this hammer won’t be nailing me today. It takes a man to catch a fox,” Jaron’s mother spoke as she squared up with Sephaeus, arms at her sides.
Master Gokiy chuckled through his nose until Sephaeus looked at him. The Sentinel Commander didn’t falter, but his eyes twitched when he look back at Lady Spellcraft.
“How long are you going to keep our guests waiting in that carriage while you posture in front of my son?” she questioned.
“Your son is armed Annika,” Sephaeus responded.
Jaron’s mother turned around and looked at the Slicer on Jaron’s belt, she shrugged.
“So?” She put a hand on her hip. “His is bigger, but aren’t you supposed to be good with yours?”
Sephaeus flared his nostrils, and then turned to the carriage. A Caster waved her hand over the door, and it clicked open before a slender hand pushed it the rest of the way. Jaron remembered to breath as Princess Valara stepped out. She’d changed out of her gown into a floral frock. Her resplendent brunette hair had prismatic pearls pinned throughout, and her fair skin was immaculate. Jaron locked eyes with her as she walked past the precession. She came right in front of him and stood nearly eye level, which is when he noticed that her teal irises had a ring of fiery amber around her pupils. The Sentinels remained vigilant while both the Valmari party and the Tolian greeters bowed. Jaron forgot to bow; Valara giggled at him.
“You’re taller than I thought you’d be,” said Jaron.
“You’re shorter than I thought you’d be,” Valara replied.
Jaron snorted and glanced at his mother, who was beaming at him.
“So where’s the Emissary? I thought you were coming with him,” said Jaron.
“Oh!” She slid a gold ring off her finger, and then it expanded to the size of a bracelet in her hand. “Put this on.”
“What is it?” Jaron asked as Valara placed it on his wrist.
“It’s an Entangle Bangle, the Emissary is with its twin. Just put your intention on it and it’ll bring him here,” Valara explained.
“Right now?” asked Jaron.
She covered the bracelet with both hands, brushing her fingers against his palm.
“Not yet,” Valara said softly.
“Show her around the gardens Jaron. I think the Princess would like that,” Lady Spellcraft suggested.
Princess Valara smiled warmly before nodding. Lady Spellcraft snapped her fingers and addressed the Tolian attendants. “Send a field-keeper to the ninth lot. Tell them to clear out.”
Jaron gestured down the path, and the Valmari party began moving out. He watched them follow the green garmented group of guides down the road and grinned to himself. Now having met her in person, Princess Valara was everything he dreamed of. Better actually. Except Sephaeus, that guy was a prick. Jaron decided he’d rather watch the sway of Valara’s hips than pay him any more mind. As soon as they were out of earshot, Lady Spellcraft leaned toward Gokiy. “I think she likes him.”
“I know,” said Gokiy.
“He certainly likes her,” she continued.
“I know.”
“I can hear you both,” Jaron remarked.
“We know,” they said in unison.




CHAPTER 3

“Can I see it again?” Valara asked, her eyes transfixed on the Slicer.
“Sure,” Jaron hoisted the Slicer over his shoulder and then threw it as hard as he could.
The crystal blade spun through the brisk air with light ringing sound, before stopping in mid air and returning to Jaron’s hand even faster than he’d tossed it. Valara clapped exuberantly, before Jaron tucked it back into his belt. Sephaeus was standing against a nearby tree with a thinly veiled scowl. Prick.
They were surrounded by blooming shrubbery of every color, with birds and bumble-buzzers flitting about to drink a drip of floral nectar. Valara smacked her arm, scratching it to the point of pink. Her nearby attendants could do nothing else but scratch themselves raw. Jaron pulled a pouch from his belt with a chuckle.
“They aren’t biting you, you’re not used to spores,” he squeezed a bead of clear gel out and rubbed it gently on her forearm.
Valara sighed and relaxed her shoulders.
“That’s nice,” she cooed.
Jaron heard the clanking of the Sentinel Commander’s armor, turning to see him remove his mean mug from their presence by walking through a wall of vines. Valara ignored it completely.
“You know, they still haven’t been able to fix the hole you made,” said Valara.
“Hole?” Jaron asked with a raised brow.
“Remember when you first got the Slicer, you left it in the citadel?” she reminded.
“Oh that,” Jaron pulled his hands away and returned the pouch to his belt.
Valara smiled. “I like to peek out of it, sometimes I look for you.”
The Princess met his eyes and held their gaze, stroking her fingers against her recently relieved forearm. Jaron swallowed.
“Did you ever find me?” he asked.
His chest started thumping and he stepped closer.
“No,” she started walking on the short brush. “Turns out your house is on the other side of the citadel.”
Jaron smacked himself on the head while she wasn’t looking.
You idiot.
The Princess walked to a clearing where the grass grew low and the trees formed a circle, leaving Jaron to watch her wander. She stepped out of her button strap slippers and strolled barefoot before turning around. The sight of her eyes glowing startled him out of his despondence.
“Sephaeus!” Valara called out. “Don’t interfere.”
A wall of something like glowing yellow dust knocked Jaron off his feet when the Princess flicked her palm up. She was Casting. He propped himself on his elbows with a dumbfounded expression while her attendants surrounded them in the tree line.
“Are you staying down there, or are we going to fight?” she asked with a cheeky smirk.
The edge of Jaron’s mouth curled upward, his gaze narrowed, then he was back on his feet. He drew the Slicer and held it at his side, tip down. The space between them distorted as if they were underwater, but this time Valara lifted her arm and pushed her palm forward. The rippling became a vibrant wall of purple light and then rushed at him like wind. He saw it coming; a single swing of the Slicer dispersed it.
Jaron felt the surrounding eyes on him, the Sentinel Commander’s in particular. He turned his back to block out Sephaeus, and then ran forward as her glowing eyes brightened. Valara dropped her outstretched arm and raised the other, pointing at him. She shot a bubble of iridescent light from her fingertip toward his chest. Jaron ducked down, dashed to the left, and held out the Slicer to catch it on the flat. He strained against it briefly before batting it back at the ground by Valara’s feet. She snapped her fingers and the orb burst with a deep ‘pop’, knocking her unsteady. Jaron dropped the Slicer and closed the distance to catch her, but instead they both fell to the ground and rolled on the grass. She landed on top of him laughing hysterically, and Jaron laughed along with her.
Her eyes returned to normal while Jaron instinctively put his hands on her hips, to the audible gasps of the nearby attendants. The Princess immediately stopped laughing and sprung back to her feet with reddened cheeks. Wishing the moment had lasted a little longer, Jaron went to pick up the Slicer.
“How did you do that?” he asked.
“Do what?” she questioned.
“Your eyes. They glowed the way the Slicer does,” Jaron replied.
The Princess smiled wryly and leaned closer, revealing a slight glitter in her eye color.
“Royals don’t carry crystals, we fuse them to our bodies. I inherited shard dust from my grandparents,” she explained.
Jaron’s jaw dropped. “You put it in your eyes?”
Valara straightened her posture and giggled at him.
“It’s completely painless,” she replied as one of the Valmari Casters walked over from the tree-line.
“Your Highness,” said the caramel-complected Caster as she lifted her hooded face, revealing an alluring woman. “We should summon the Emissary soon.”
Valara frowned. “And we will Esmerelda, after I’m done talking to Jaron.”
The Caster bowed silently and moved out of the fray. Jaron smirked and gripped the Slicer tighter. He glanced around and saw Sephaeus scrutinizing him, and then looked over toward a thicket of reeds.
“Here,” Jaron took Valara’s hand. “I want to show you something.”
Valara left her shoes behind and followed Jaron into the thicket. He parted them with the flat of the Slicer and took her through, revealing a pond full of lily pads and fuchsia colored floating flowers. Frogs hopped away from their feet, water striders glided on the blue water, and a bevy of swans frolicked on the far side. Sephaeus and the attendants came through the thicket after them, and immediately froze at the sight.
“Wow,” Valara whispered.
Jaron smiled proudly and held the Slicer over the water, concentrating entirely on what he wanted.
Show us something beautiful.
He focused on the present moment as it began to glow blue.  The water surface rippled, carrying the lily pads toward the center in a spiral as the swans fluttered onto the shore.
“Please don’t scare them away!” Valara pleaded.
Jaron nodded and held his focus, until the water in the middle of the pond suddenly sprinkled upward and outward. Water from the edge of the pond returned back into the fountain, and within seconds the swans took flight to circle it. The fountain reached higher and the swans followed until Jaron looked at Valara’s awe-stricken expression. The water splashed back down and the crystal light extinguished. The Valmari started clapping, except for Sephaeus who was basically a statue.
“That was amazing!” the Princess gushed. “How did you do that? I’ve never seen a technique like that.” 
Jaron shrugged and looked at the bracelet she put on him. “It’s like your bangle. I focus on what I want and if I want it enough, the Slicer does the rest.”
“That’s how Casting works!” said Valara.
“Seriously?”
“Yes, only we’ve learned specific techniques around feelings all Casters share. Except Sentinels,” Valara stuck her tongue out at Sephaeus. “They’re good at destructives, but Casters are more versatile.”
“So I’ve been learning this whole time,” Jaron realized, glancing down at the crystal blade.
“Lady Spellcraft probably knew what she was doing,” Valara sat down and put her feet into the water. “But this was new.”
“A priceless artifact,” said Sephaeus as he marched toward them. “Wasted on pretty parlor tricks and flailed around like a common blade.”
Jaron squeezed the Slicer’s handle, wearing his antipathy on his face as the Sentinel came.
“So you admit it was pretty?” Jaron retorted.
Sephaeus ignored him. “Princess, it’s time. The Emissary must be summoned.”
Valara continued looking at the pond, serene in the face but somber in the eyes. An attendant came with her shoes and offered them to her while another produced a towel from his cloak. She got up with a faint sigh and dried her feet, but refused the shoes. The Princess walked wordlessly back through the reeds and returned to the clearing where they fought, everyone else kept up. She reached the spot where they fell down and started caressing the grass with her toes. Jaron put the Slicer away and walked to her side, glancing at the bangle.
“Jaron,” Valara broke the silence. “Whatever you do, don’t lie to the Emissary. He will know.”
He nodded, bringing his attention to the bangle. Jaron blocked everything out until the lone thought of bringing the Emissary remained. A cloud covered the canopy and blocked the sun while a strong wind bent every blade of grass toward him. The bangle became warm, the air became thick. Everything disappeared, Jaron suddenly stood alone in shadow.




CHAPTER 4

“Lord Spellcraft. Welcome,” said a smooth voice from the dark.
A radiant beacon of yellow light appeared several paces away from Jaron, too bright for him to look at directly. He shielded his face and clutched the vibrating handle of the Slicer, but the light grew until the entire chamber was revealed.
Jaron stood in a square room colored pastel yellow, made of metal. Countless lines and circles within circles were etched into them, with Script covering the entirety. The vaulted ceiling arched high above him, the room itself the size of a grain silo. Translucent tiles of white and blue marble comprised the floor, only Jaron’s boots didn’t quite touch it.
There was a layer of what seemed like smooth resin at least an inch thick laminating the actual floor. No doors or windows anywhere. The Slicer ceased vibrating as the light dimmed enough for Jaron to see comfortably. Even the walls themselves emitted a faint light without a single lantern present.
“Forgive me Jaron. May I call you Jaron?” said the voice.
Jaron looked ahead and saw two silver cylinders standing in the middle of the room. They were wider and taller than himself, side by side with no space between them. Three steps on the other side of the room led up to a shimmering golden dome centered in the chancel. Twisting spikes stuck out of the dome like sun rays, with a divot in the front where the Emissary sat on it like a throne.
Jaron froze in astonishment. The Emissary’s slender, androgynous body rose from the seat in an ethereal robe-like garment. It looked to be made from strands of glowing fiber dotted with tiny beads of light traveling from hem to neck. The robe itself moved as though the Emissary were underwater, who had cream colored skin. The only facial features Jaron identified were the nose and mouth, because a silver disc floated around the rest of the head like a thick halo and concealed the eyes.
The light in the room projected from the rim of the disc, which aligned perfectly with the Emissary’s movements.
“Um, what do I call you?” asked Jaron in sheer befuddlement.
The Emissary chuckled. “Whatever makes you comfortable. Think of me as ‘he’ if you like.”
The Emissary took a step forward, Jaron instinctively stepped back in tandem.
“Don’t be afraid,” the Emissary reassured as the halo light turned blue. “I am delighted to finally meet you. You are the first Tolian I’ve encountered in centuries.”
Jaron gulped a dry mouth, consciously forcing his body to stand still. “Why me?”
The Emissary waved him over.
“Because you were willing,” he said. “Most Valmari find my presence overwhelming.”
“I am Tolian,” said Jaron, clapping his fist to his chest.
The halo light transitioned to red, then back to blue.
“Perhaps,” the Emissary waited for Jaron to come closer. “Your people may stand apart, but we are all one under Vaelonn’s grace.”
The Emissary gestured again, compelling Jaron to come closer. His chest felt hotter the closer he came, until the Emissary descended from the stairs. He did not walk, he glided across the room and rested a hand on Jaron’s back. The touch felt both alarming and charming.  The intricate wall geometry grabbed his attention, distracting Jaron from the disconcerting being.
“I want you to relax. How about a birthday gift?” the Emissary lifted a long finger. “Ask me anything and I will answer.”
Jaron’s anxiety subsided enough for him to shift his eyes toward the hem of the Emissary’s robes. The Emissary lightly touched Jaron’s chin and lifted it to face him.
“A Tolian faces their fears,” the Emissary smiled before floating out of his personal space. “What would you like to ask me?”
Jaron steeled his nerves and relinquished his grip on the Slicer, glancing around the room with an open mouth and wide eyes.
“What is this place? I thought you were coming to me,” he questioned.
The Emissary held a knuckle over his lips and released a singular chuckle.
“I have, and I brought all this with me,” he clapped his hands and the inscriptions on the walls lit up like molten ingots. “I confess I did a little decorating, but the space was provided by you when you used the Entangle Bangle.”
Jaron glanced at the altar behind him. “So this isn’t the citadel?”
“We are in-between.”
“And where’s that?”
The Emissary tilted his head so that Jaron could almost see his eyes, but the halo disc realigned and the blue light became violet.
“That’s not what what you really care about, is it?” he replied.
Jaron shut up and shook his head. He took a moment to focus and drew the Slicer, rested it on his arm and holding it out. “Is this the real reason you wanted to see me?”
The halo light turned blue again as the Emissary gestured toward the room with a hand sweep. “This is why.”
Jaron raised an eyebrow and started looking around.
“This place contains your Soul Scroll,” the Emissary continued. “Everything about you can be read from this space. All you are, all you were, and all you can be is in this room.”
Jaron heard a sliding noise behind him, so he turned around and saw the cylinders moving away from each other. Inscriptions and glyphs made from strings of fire formed in the space between them, thousands upon thousands of lines of text scrolling horizontally from one cylinder into the other. The Emissary snapped Jaron out of his astonishment by coming next to him and pointing at the symbols.
“I can understand some of this, and I taught the royal scholars many generations ago,” the Emissary reached down and gently held Jaron’s wrist, the Slicer still in his hand.
With a light push he guided Jaron’s hand so that the Slicer touched one of the symbols and stretched the flaming tendril the harder he pushed. The contact made a crackling sound before he released it.
“You can change it?” Jaron blurted out.
The Emissary smiled and wagged a finger. “Yes, you can alter the Script. We can read it, however we don’t know it well enough to write it from scratch. Those who tried destroyed more than just themselves.”
Jaron understood.
“Why show me this? You want to change my Script?” he asked the Emissary.
The Emissary slowly shook his head, rotating the halo along with it. “No Jaron, I want us to help each other.”
“What? You’ve been with us since the founding of Valmaron. What could I possibly do for you?” said Jaron.
The Emissary’s halo light turned yellow.
“In the past, many tried to alter their Soul Scrolls beyond cosmetic changes. Scripters, they called themselves. They became power hungry, and had to be exiled,” he revealed.
“Unscrupulous,” he snarled at the realization.
“Indeed,” the Emissary confirmed. “You desire a world free of Unscrupulous. Vaelonn wants a world where everyone is free to become anything. A Scribe will come, and the yoke of fate will be shattered. When that day arrives, my purpose will be fulfilled. I will cast off my immortality and live as you do.”
A heavy sensation overtook Jaron. The Emissary waved his hand and the altar sunk back into the ground with a ‘thunk’.
“I’ve read Princess Valara’s Soul Scroll,” the Emissary tucked his hands into his sleeves. “She will encounter the Soul Codex, and you possess the Slicer. But the Slicer is not a weapon, it’s a pen. What you think is a handle, is a bezel. I believe you will help her find it, and then we will all be free. It is the will of Vaelonn.”
The room suddenly fell away into a black void, swallowing the Emissary into the dark. Jaron reached out, the sun returned and he was back in the grove where he’d left Valara. The clouds had since dispersed and Sephaeus was waiting by a tree.
“Is she gone? How long was I away?” asked Jaron, disoriented.
Sephaeus marched on over and took the Entangle Bangle from Jaron’s wrist.
“You never left,” Sephaeus answered as the bangle shrank into a ring and slipped onto his gauntlet. “You’ve been standing there the whole time.”




CHAPTER 5

An overjoyed grin remained plastered on Jaron’s face. Everything was possible now. His encounter with the Emissary strengthened his conviction to go beyond Valmaron. He was in such a good mood that he didn’t mind Master Bishop proselytizing from the pulpit, who was holding a special service in the Temple of Vaelonn. People packed the pews. Princess Valara sat next to him in the furthest pews in the back.
Her servants and Casters sandwiched them, keeping others at bay. Tolian guards, Master Gokiy, and the Battlemaster sat one pew ahead. Beardy rocked back and forth impatiently, while Master Gokiy snored. As one of the oldest structures in Valmaron, the temple was also its most lavish.
The stonemasons who built it chose a porcelain marble interior, and artisan carpenters carved the pews out of polished oak. Stained glass windows and a barrel vaulted ceiling led to a cathedral roof above the pulpit. A statue of the first Sentinel complete with a forehead gem stood in the center at the farthest end.
“Children of Valmaron,” Master Bishop said with big gestures and tonality. “Our devotion bears fruit.”
Jaron glanced at the Sentinels standing along the walls while Valara paid attention to Master Bishop’s sermon.
“One thousand years of seclusion in these mountains is coming to an end,” he said. “Vaelonn has anointed our generation, and we are taken into the bosom of divinity. The heretics who sundered our world will soon be vanquished. Lord Spellcraft has promised us victory over the Unscrupulous, and now he has seen the face of the Emissary!”
The entire congregation turned to look at Jaron, who clamped his lips together and stared directly at Master Bishop.
He’s loving every bit of this.
“Vaelonn will expand Valmaron from Brightstar to Sky Scar, but our deliverance comes at a price,” Master Bishop banged his fist like a gavel. “We must trust in the Emissary. We must sacrifice for the One Who Is. Praise Vaelonn.”
“Praise Vaelonn,” the congregation echoed.
Out came the collection trays.
“That was a lovely speech,” the Princess commented.
“If you say so,” Jaron muttered.
“What did he mean by ‘victory over the Unscrupulous’?” asked Valara, who put a handful of gold coins in the collection tray as it came to her.
“I’ll tell you later,” Jaron dropped a couple silver. “Want to see a dog? I know for a fact they don’t have that in the citadel.”
“You mean—a real animal?” Valara’s expression froze in place.
Jaron smiled mischievously. “Oh you’re going to like this.”
Valara dismissed her servants with a wave as Jaron took her hand. He shuffled out of the pews to lead her toward a corridor next to the entrance hall. The Casters came along. Jaron glanced back and noticed Sephaeus shuffling through the crowd to follow.
“Lord Spellcraft!” Master Bishop called out to him.
Jaron pretended he didn’t hear and kept walking.
“Lord Spellcraft!” he repeated.
Valara stopped to wait, smiling graciously as Bishop caught up.
“If this is about needing coin for a new cloister, take it up with Master Tuppence,”said Jaron.
Master Bishop waved dismissively. “The Emissary! What was he like?”
Jaron looked up and paused, Valara was staring at him.
“It was like a dream. I guess you’d call him divine,” said Jaron.
“The Emissary could be nothing less!” Master Bishop clapped his hands together. “Were there any words of encouragement for the children of Vaelonn?”
“For me, yes,” said Jaron.
Master Bishop shook his head. “Will the Emissary be joining us at the temple?”
Jaron chuckled and turned around for one last quip. “Ask the Sentinel Commander.”
“Th—thank you Lord Spellcraft,” Master Bishop stammered.
Jaron led Princess Valara and her entourage away just as Master Bishop accosted Sephaeus. Valara’s servants pushed open a heavy wooden doubled door at the end of the hall, revealing a walkway under a colonnade. The air smelled like sweet wood mixed with dung.
“Where are we going?” asked Valara.
“The animal hospital,” Jaron replied.
Princess Valara was a blubbering mess, sitting on a bed of fresh hay on the barn floor. A litter of fluffy white puppies piled onto her, clumsily climbing up her dress and yipping in fits of excitement. None of the Valmari knew what to do while Jaron stood there snickering.
“Are they hurting you?” the shorter Caster asked Valara.
Princess Valara managed to speak through her bawling as a puppy licked her face.
“They’re so cuuuute!” she wailed.
A puppy gamboled around the feet of the short Caster, she shuffled around in confusion. Her hood fell, revealing a young woman was underneath. Her skin was light with freckles around her nose, sapphire eyes and blonde hair in a pixie bob. She was cute. Valmari apparently didn’t come ugly.  Jaron picked up the puppy and let its feet dangle while he gave it smooches.
“They won’t hurt you,” he assured her. “They’re just playing.”
“Enough,” the Sentinel Commander decreed from the threshold.
Sephaeus stormed over with heavy footsteps and snatched the puppy out of Jaron’s hands.
“Never pick a baby up under the arms,” Sephaeus placed the pup on his own arm and cradled it. “You have to support the bottom.”
Jaron forced a sneer trying to hide a smile and picked up another dog. Properly this time.
“Then here,” he gave Sephaeus another puppy. “There’s too many puppies and not enough hands to go around.”
Sephaeus said nothing and walked out of the enclosure holding both puppies. Jaron didn’t see where he went, but he suspected he’d be busy. The blonde haired Caster approached Jaron, being only as tall as his armpit.
“These animals, you live with them?” she asked.
“I have a few dogs,” Jaron kneeled and rubbed an upturned puppy belly. “What’s your name?”
“Chloe,” she answered, kneeling down next to Jaron to pet the puppy with him.
“Pleased to meet you Chloe,” Jaron moved his hand to the puppy’s snout, who started nibbling on his fingers.
Chloe giggled as the dog rolled over and went after Valara with its siblings, so she stood up with Jaron.
“Maybe we could convince the crown to let you keep pets in the citadel,” Jaron suggested.
“That’d be nice,” Chloe looked off to the side. “You’re different from what I thought you’d be. In person that is.”
Jaron laughed it off. “You Valmari aren’t so bad either.”
“Are you really going to do it? End the Unscrupulous I mean,” asked Chloe.
The Caster named Esmerelda walked over to Jaron and blocked sight of Valara, who was still distracted by the puppies. She dropped her hood, revealing a head of long hair twisted into two large braids that joined in the back. Her age was hard to place due to her unblemished skin, but she looked more mature than Chloe.
“What you want isn’t easily done,” she said.
“Esmerelda is it?” Jaron greeted. “I’ve read the lore. What makes you think I don’t know?”
“You wouldn’t know because Tolians fight with might,” Esmerelda responded. “The Unscrupulous have exotic sorceries that can prevent us from Casting.”
“You mean they have Scripters?” he rebuffed.
Jaron narrowed his eyes. Both Casters widened theirs.
“How do you know about that?” Esmerelda whispered.
“The Emissary told me,” said Jaron.
Chloe covered her mouth with her hand, while Esmerelda raised an eyebrow.
“Did he tell you about the Miasma?” asked Esmerelda.
Jaron shook his head no.
“A darkness surrounds the Unscrupulous wherever they roam. It consumes and destroys. Casting is useless within it, and against it,” she explained.
“Why haven’t I heard about it before? They raid our crops all the time,” Jaron crossed his arms and widened his stance.
“Vaelonn’s power prevents it from entering Valmaron,” Chloe interjected.
Esmerelda nodded and continued. “Once you enter the Withered Willow, they can unleash every horror they have.”
Jaron felt a sudden seething in his body, causing the Slicer to make a deep ‘humming’ sound in its sheath. A few individual specks of red light started appearing around him, prompting Esmerelda to immediately clutch the crystal on her necklace. When Jaron noticed the effect he was causing, he willed it all away by consciously calming down. Chloe moved beside Esmerelda and exchanged a peculiar look with her, but Jaron couldn’t let the Caster’s remark go unanswered.
“They can unleash whatever they want,” Jaron blurted with a bilious bass in his voice. “They’re going to need it.”




CHAPTER 6

Outside the western barricade gate, two lines of cheering townsfolk formed a corridor as the Valmari returned with Jaron. Princess Valara waved at some of the children that grouped up to greet her, while her servants guided her back into her carriage. Esmerelda and Chloe took their places on each side of it. Valara poked her head out just before the door shut.
“I’ll see you soon,” Valara said with a simper. “And happy birthday.”
“Happy birthday Your Highness,” said Jaron.
Chloe and Esmerelda pressed the tips of their index and pinky fingers together, their crystals released blue light and the carriage lifted off as the door shut the Princess inside. The Sentinels moved around it lock step, but the Sentinel Commander remained with Jaron.
“Come with me,” said Sephaeus.
Jaron followed Sephaeus toward the solid steel barricade, high enough that no ladder could reach the top. The main gate was visually indistinct from the rest of it, save for sentry statues of the current Sentinel Commander beside the partitions. The afternoon sun dipped behind them and lit up the reflective citadel; an immense metal tower with no windows. Nearly one-hundred stories high, it cast a vast shadow over Valmaron like a sundial. Jaron had been here once before when he was ten, but his memories of it were vague. Whenever he tried to think of the interior, his mind suddenly wandered.
The statues faced each other by spinning around, the barricade gate sunk into the ground. The carriage lifted and went in first, followed by Sephaeus and Jaron after. The eyes on the statues followed Jaron as he walked over the threshold, when a hand suddenly touched him on the shoulder. He nearly jumped out of his boots only to find it was his mother.
“Just be yourself,” she kissed Jaron on the cheek. “And don’t pick on him just because I’m not there.”
Sephaeus stifled a grunt. “I don’t intend to.”
“He’s not the one I’m worried for,” Lady Spellcraft flicked her fingers at them. “Now shoo.”
Sephaeus marched off in a huff, and Jaron flashed a smile at his mother before heading off. There wasn’t a single door or divot indicating an entrance, the convoy just walked through the front like it was water. Sephaeus went next, leaving ripples in the metal behind him as he disappeared into it. Jaron hesitated momentarily and stood there until the waves stopped. He took one step into it and felt warm pressure envelop his boot. Another step and it molded around his body. Jaron kept walking and saw warped reflections of the outside in prismatic light with no sense of direction. The pressure hardened on his back and pushed him through. He now stood in a bright, circular chamber made of polished white stone.
Golden pillars were spaced every few meters along the circumference. Each one had a dome of faceted glass embedded near the top with a yellow sun the size of a fist inside them. The walls between the pillars featured rows of full-length oval mirrors with golden frames. Jaron counted at least thirty of them on the opposite half of the room alone. The entire space could have fit hundreds of people. The carriage was in the center of the room along with the Sentinels and servants. They were on top of a round platform whose surface resembled sparkling opal. Chloe and Esmeralda stood just outside of it, held their palms over it and looked up. The high ceiling was an infinite reflection, like standing between two mirrors.
A column of blue light encompassed the entire group excluding the Casters, blasting up into the ceiling and fading into bright specks the size of dust. Jaron hadn’t noticed his jaw was agape until Esmerelda turned to face him.
“She’ll take you up,” she gestured toward Chloe. “We’ll meet later.”
Esmerelda stepped onto the platform and vanished in another blast of bright light. Jaron followed Chloe to one of the many mirrors. They got close enough to block out the rest of the room.
“How does this work?” asked Jaron.
“We’re in the vestibule. These mirrors can take us anywhere in the citadel,” said Chloe.
“Anywhere?” Jaron repeated in astonishment.
Chloe smiled. “Well, almost anywhere. We have to know the room exists in order to choose it. Are you ready to go to the stateroom?”
Jaron nodded.
“Okay, look into the mirror. Where do you see yourself?” said Chloe.
He stared at the mirror, albeit confused. “Here?”
Chloe giggled. “Don’t see yourself here, see yourself there.”
Jaron frowned at the instruction, and made eye contact with Chloe through the mirror.
Chloe repeated herself. “Where do you see yourself?”
Jaron took a deep breath and thought about a stateroom, and then the mirror responded.
The reflection of the vestibule distorted like a pebble thrown into a pond, except Jaron and Chloe’s reflection stayed the same. Jaron started to move but Chloe clutched his arm.
“Don’t move,” she urged.
The rest of the reflection began to settle around theirs, coming into focus as a completely different room. Their reflections faded along with the frame, and that’s when Jaron noticed he wasn’t in the vestibule. The new room had similar styling to the one he met the Emissary in: metallic magenta walls with Scripts etched onto yellow crown moldings. It was a great hall with open archways. A grand ivory staircase at the end led up to a water fountain depicting Sentinels kneeling in a circle. Valmari bustled about everywhere. Their clothes were nothing like Jaron’s, and their features varied more widely than that of the Tolians. Until Valara and Chloe, his mother had the fairest skin he’d seen. Most Tolians ranged from lightly tanned to moderate brown.
One lady had monolid eyes and an oval face; the first oriental person he’d ever seen in person. Her hair was a massive puff of curly blue, wearing a sequin gown in peacock feather patterns. A pale man had orange hair sticking straight up, with a pink waistcoat over periwinkle breeches reaching down to his knees. Large white stockings covered the rest of his legs and his shoes were black and shiny. Each group of Valmari had at least one or two Casters for an escort, and all of them looked inexplicably young. In fact, he didn’t see a single Caster who wasn’t. As the only Tolian there, Jaron stood out like a sore thumb. Several Valmari looked at him curiously, particularly a group of women in prismatic gowns.
“You’re in trouble now,” Chloe warned. “Those are Valara’s sisters.”
There were at least a dozen of them, each with different hair and skin colors. And they were heading his way. Within seconds, he and Chloe were surrounded by a gaggle of siblings.
“He’s cute for a Tolian!” said one of them.
“He smells,” said another.
“He’s thicker than I expected,” one sister added.
“They’re called muscles!” a little one with Nubian features retorted.
Chloe ducked through them amid the bickering and Jaron escaped shortly after. The chattering sisters all waved at him as he turned down an archway and followed Chloe into a small study with dark wood accoutrements and a full bookcase. It even used a traditional lantern. It resembled Tolian aesthetics, but the red carpeting was far more intricate.
“Just one question,” Jaron pointed back at the door. “How?”
Chloe looked behind him. “You mean them? They’re harmless.”
“No I mean how does the Princess have so many sisters? And how does she get to be Queen? Some of them looked older than her,” said Jaron.
“Valara is the first born of her mother’s line,” Chloe explained.
“Excuse me?”
“The first child of the Queen becomes the next monarch, that’s how it’s always been.”
“She never told me,” Jaron realized aloud. “Where did the older ones come from?”
“His Majesty’s concubines of course.”
Jaron was deadpan. “Concubines?”
“His Majesty is expected to sire as many offspring as possible when he’s not performing the Sacred Prayer,” Chloe explained.
“Sacred Prayer? You mean he spends all day talking to the Emissary?” asked Jaron. “I don’t see how he gets anything done.”
“He mostly doesn’t,” Chloe said matter-of-factly. “The Queen rules on his behalf and they all tend to the children when they can.”
Jaron looked back out into the hall, observing the Valmari as they went about their business.
“To think my mother came from this place,” he mused.
Chloe smiled peculiarly. “Lady Spellcraft is a scion. She chose to lend her strength to Tolians, and Valmaron is better for it.”
Jaron remained silent and paced around the study, stopping to stand next to a little desk with a stationery set. He grazed his fingers across the top of the green leather center pad with burgundy side rails. A gentle aroma of a nearby pine basket soothed him. The only thing that was missing was a fireplace.
The Caster observed him silently as he went about the little room to take in his surroundings.
“So, where are the older Casters? Every one I’ve seen is young,” Jaron noted.
“Casters who age beyond childbearing become Den-mothers. They surrender their crystals to their apprentice, and tend to the initiates.”
“And how long have you known Valara?” asked Jaron.
“A while,” Chloe replied as she leaned on a bookshelf. “I met her when I became Esmerelda’s apprentice nine years ago.”
“She never talked about it,” Jaron admitted.
“She talked about you. I’ve seen your holosphere before,” Chloe giggled. “So has Esmerelda.”
Jaron felt his face flush. “Speaking of Esmerelda, are we waiting for her?”
“No, just waiting for the Princess’s sisters to pass,” Chloe peeked out of the threshold. The coast was clear. “Want to go somewhere? I know someone who would like to see you.”




CHAPTER 7

“Just through there,” Chloe pointed to an alcove at the end of the chamber filled with long tables. Several Casters were seated at them, poring over books with reflective pages. Jaron walked past the aisles of tables and came to the alcove, standing in it with a perplexed face while curious Casters watched him.
“Through where? It’s a dead end,” said Jaron.
As soon as he finished his sentence, a banging sound underneath his feet startled him. He instinctively went for the Slicer when the alcove began rotating with him on it. A completely different room was hidden on the other side. Blue fire hovered over a pit in the center of the room, casting the entire space in its color. Instruments he’d never seen were littered on steel tables arrayed around it. Artifacts contained in cages of blue light were set in a row in the back, with a large round door at the opposite end of the alcove entrance. He heard shuffling to his left, but his eyesight was blocked by tall metal shelves.
“May I help you?” said the gravelly voice of an old man.
Jaron walked around the shelving where a bespectacled old man sat in front of a workbench. Armor pieces littered the bench including grieves, gauntlets, and pauldrons. The man held a thimble-sized copper box, prodding it with what looked like an iron stick. He was deathly pale and wore a white coat and black trousers, with round lenses on his face. The little hair he had left was gray and chaotic, and his bushy mustache was lopsided.
When he saw Jaron, a warm smile slowly formed on his face. He dropped his tools and rose from his chair slowly, his back slightly hunched.
“Is that Jaron Spellcraft?” the old man hobbled closer and clasped Jaron’s hand with both of his. “So it is! You’ve grown big. Very big.”
The old man leaned over and saw the Slicer at his side, marveling at it.
“Have we met?” asked Jaron. 
“Indeed! The same day you acquired that artifact. My apologies—“ the elderly man bowed repeatedly. “I am Quartermaster Quartz.”
Jaron frowned. “I don’t remember you.”
Quartermaster Quartz pushed the bridge of his glasses into his nose. “No? You wouldn’t. Made sure you wouldn’t. You were given an anti-memetic.”
“I don’t understand,” said Jaron.
“You carried something that prevented your memories from enduring as long as you held it. This actually,” Quartz pointed to a capped vial on the corner of his desk. A puff of glowing orange smoke swirled within it. “It’s called a Gas-light.”
“Why?” Jaron asked through his teeth.
“I study and design crystal devices. Some seen. Some never seen,” said Quartz as he walked toward a table with a crystal geode on it. “Every Sentinel and Caster carries my creations. I’m sure you can understand why a Tolian child wouldn’t be trusted with such secrets.”
Jaron shifted defensively. “Are you going to do it again?”
The quartermaster spun around on his heel. “Not at all! I was actually hoping you’d forgive that infraction.”
“Sure,” Jaron blurted, only mildly placated.
“Excellent,” Quartz clapped his hands together. “If you have any questions about the Slicer, I’m afraid I wouldn’t know much. It wouldn’t stay on the table long enough for me to learn. So sorry— would you do me a favor? Just one. Only one.”
Quartermaster Quartz gestured for him to come closer, which Jaron did. The old man put an arm around him and led him to the geode. He pointed at the carrot sized crystal sticking out of the top.
“What is it?” asked Jaron.
“Would you cut that off?” asked Quartz.
“Why?” Jaron was skeptical.
“Only crystal can cut crystal, and all we have is all that fell. The Slicer is the only one I’ve seen that can bisect every specimen we have with ease, hence the name,” explained the quartermaster.
“Have I done this before?” asked Jaron.
“Oh yes. You were extremely helpful. Many new things thanks to you.”
Jaron nodded and returned his attention to the geode. He drew the Slicer and held it aloft as Quartermaster Quartz gave him a wide berth. One swing was all it took. The crystal was severed with a percussive ‘clink’, and the old man caught it just before it hit the table.
“Perfection. Thank you Jaron, or would you prefer that I call you ‘Lord’?”
“Jaron is fine.”
“Nonsense! Lord Spellcraft it is. Now then,” Quartz slid over to a rack of cabinets and tucked the newly freed crystal into his breast pocket. “You did me, now I do you.”
“Excuse me, what?” Jaron held the Slicer just a little bit tighter.
“I can’t let a favor go unanswered. I have a few things you’ll be finding useful. New things. Secret things.”
“Oh, right,” Jaron relaxed.
“Come!” Quartz retrieved a brown belt and tapped the flat round buckle. The buckle ballooned into a strap clasp satchel big enough to fit a few handfuls. “That’s yours. If you would, Lord Spellcraft. Put it on.”
Jaron took it and fitted it around his waist. It tightened perfectly to his width. Quartermaster Quartz ransacked another drawer and took out a barrel shaped reliquary with a bronze lid. Quartz demonstrated its use by sliding the top with his thumb revealing a small spigot. It retracted when he pushed the cap back over it.
“This is a suspension of water and shard dust infused with the concentrated will of two generations of Casters. Since our crystal supply is finite; I can only part with one of these. Just one. One drop will imbue any liquid with its healing properties. No dismemberments. I call it Abuse Juice.”
“This can heal?” Jaron was astonished. “Why not use it in the citadel?”
“I’m forbidden from doing so. The medics call it quack-science, although I don’t know of any ducks in my profession. And the citadel’s water channels are Scripted in such a way as to prevent tampering. Got caught last time. Got in trouble. Lots of trouble.”
Quartz shoved the Abuse Juice into the satchel then went to get four beads with red and blue swirls coloring it. “These are Garble Marbles. Whoever holds these will sound unintelligible to whoever isn’t.”
Jaron held his hand out this time—Quartz stared quizzically for an awkward moment before handing them over. He went back to pulling drawers and after a minute of clattering, came back with a golden metal vambrace. It slid onto Jaron’s left forearm and resized itself accordingly. A circle enclosing a triangle was etched into the top of it, with ornate Scripts everywhere else.
“This is the Chaser Bracer. It will nullify any blow it receives and bear the power until you unleash it. Must release it within an hour. Very messy otherwise,” said Quartz.
“Fantastic,” Jaron clenched his fist and admired it. “Thank you Quartermaster.”
Quartz held up his hand. “Indubitably welcome! The Unscrupulous are adaptive. Always have to make new things. They won’t see it coming.”
Jaron was about to close the satchel when the quartermaster suddenly jumped.
“See it coming! That’s a good one,” the old man chirped and then took off his glasses to give to Jaron.
“I appreciate that, but I can see just fine,” said Jaron.
“These aren’t for looking at things, they’re for looking into things. The lenses are pure crystal, and the frames are Scripted. Quite fashionable. Take them, I have others.”
Jaron bowed his head and took the glasses, placing everything into the satchel. Once he closed and clasped it, the thing shrunk back into a buckle. That one made him chuckle. On the far wall he saw it: the small opening the Slicer made when it escaped the citadel. His next thought was of the Withered Willow, and everything beyond.
“This is going to be fun,” Jaron smiled deviously.




CHAPTER 8

Princess Valara’s birthday banquet nearly overwhelmed Jaron’s senses. It smelled citrusy and sweet. The ivory and gold colored ballroom was densely populated with round tables covered in cakes of every color. Sentinels stood guard along the four walls, though Sephaeus was absent. Valmari of repute had Casters with them, while the rabble fraternized on an open floor before a stage where a special table covered with the finest violet satin had been prepared. The Princess sat in the middle, with Esmerelda and Chloe standing on either side of her back. Jaron stood alone against the wall next to the main archway where he avoided prying eyes. Nobody noticed him. Valara’s sisters had flocked to a row of tables, where an apparently important young man wearing a double-breasted yellow dress coat pontificated to them. His hair was a swirl of blonde with green tips.
Jaron noticed the attendants were better dressed than him, and kept to himself. A man in a maroon, long sleeve shirt and tight apricot trousers approached him from the crowd with a dignified swagger. Similar skin as him. Tall. Middle aged with a rusty red goatee and short stubbled hair.
“Lord Spellcraft,” he placed a hand over his shoulder and bowed. “Vaelonn’s blessing be upon you. I am Count Pritchard Zayn, your mother is my little sister.”
Jaron uncrossed his arms and moved off the wall, putting his fist to his chest and bowing in kind.
“I didn’t know I had an uncle,” said Jaron.
Count Zayn nodded. “We Valmari tend to be more private than our Tolian brethren. I imagine she hasn’t said much of her family life at all.”
Jaron shook his head. “No. I didn’t know about Valara’s sisters until today either.”
His uncle moved beside Jaron and gestured toward an occupied table. “If you could indulge us, we would appreciate your presence.”
They got to Count Zayn’s table, where three little girls in sundresses sat eating cake. An albino woman with curly hair in a pink feather gown sat next to a dark-skinned Caster, who remained standing. Her hair was a fascinating anachronism of color and style. She had black braids on one side of her head, but the rest of her hair was long and straight, with blood orange and bright orange replacing its natural color. She was either bored, or tired from the look on her face.
“This is my wife Mya,” he introduced them. “My daughters Casey, Gyzelle, and Lorelei. Your cousins.”
Jaron tipped his head to each of them before addressing the Caster. “And you?”
The Caster gave Jaron a puzzled look, prompting a fascinated eyebrow from Count Zayn.
“I’m Xalia,” she responded.
An attendant swooped in and pulled a chair for Count Zayn. Jaron took the chair across from him and sat as he surveyed his surroundings.
His aunt paid little attention to Jaron, and his cousins couldn’t be bothered with anything other than cake. The numerous forms of faces he saw around him eluded his understanding. Tolians all had similar skin tone for the most part, and yet the Valmari had more varied appearances. Xalia alone was the darkest he’d seen.
“How do you all look so different?” Jaron wondered. “I thought the races merged a long time ago.”
“For Tolians, but not for the Valmari. Vaelonn commands that a portion of the population remains specifically unblended, to preserve complexity,” his uncle explained. “It’s the same reason we speak as we do. For the purity of our culture, Vaelonn commands us to never pervert our lifestyle and language from the one we were given. Are you satisfied with that answer?”
“Nearly,” Jaron admitted while he took another look around. “Did Vaelonn command everyone to be attractive too? Nobody here is ugly.”
“Tolians aren’t the only ones with a competitive spirit. We’ve bred ourselves for superiority. It used to be a status symbol, and now it is standard,” Count Zayn tilted his chin slightly higher. “I have a question myself: how goes the harvest? Your weekly deliveries have nearly doubled in the last year.”
“It’ll triple soon,” Jaron boasted. “I’m getting better at what I do.”
“How does that work, exactly? As I understand it, there are no crystal techniques that can grow trees, and you’re not a Caster,” his uncle inquired.
“It’s not a technique. I just wish for things and it happens, I don’t have any control over how it does.”
“Impressive,” said Count Zayn. “Although such abundance can be prohibitively expensive.”
Jaron’s ears piqued and he instantly made eye contact with his uncle. He knew a business pitch when he heard one and mirrored his posture with intertwined fingers resting on his stomach.
“I didn’t realize the citadel had a money problem,” Jaron quipped.
“It doesn’t,” his uncle retorted. “The crown does not directly organize commerce between the Valmari and Tolians, I do. My house purchases many of the goods you provide, and we in turn profit off their sale.”
“Sounds like it’s working well for you.”
Count Zayn grimaced with apparent amusement.  “It was, but your prices aren’t reflecting the devaluation we’ve endured from the increased supply.”
“So you want less? We can always sell to other houses to help lighten the load.”
His aunt squeaked a laugh as Count Zayn leaned forward.
“No my nephew,” he replied, “I want more.”
Jaron was at a loss. He shuffled in his seat while his uncle reclined.
“I want to expand Valmari cuisine. You Tolians regularly enjoy fish for example, but it’s a rare delicacy here. A day’s delivery is gone in under an hour, and few can afford it.”
“I can’t make fish rot any slower.”
“You don’t need to,” his uncle smiled. “My house, with a little help from our Scripters, have developed a cooling tomb that remains cold inside no matter where it is. It can even freeze things.”
Jaron’s eyes widened, his uncle had him on the edge of his seat.
“If you can do that, you could store food as long as you want,” said Jaron.
“Precisely. We lack the space of some of our rivals,” Count Zayn nodded his head toward the table with the yellow shirted braggart. “But if your smiths can provide the materials we need to produce them, we will sell them to you at cost and the rest can be rented by the crown.”
“And we’ll triple our deliveries, at full price,” Jaron insisted.
Count Zayn bowed his head. “You are your mother’s son, and a paragon of your people.”
His aunt the Countess lifted her glass. “A toast then? To our nephew’s skilled leadership, and our family’s continued abundance.”
Jaron reluctantly joined them, and instantly hated the bubbly drink. Whatever it was, Tolian brew tasted better.
“I’m going to talk to the Princess,” Jaron stood abruptly, and strode through the crowd until he came to the stage.
He waved to get her attention, but she stayed focused on the people at her table, presumably family or friends.
“Valara!” he called to her.
He heard some Valmari gasping in shock, but he ignored them. He looked at Esmerelda, but she wouldn’t pay him any attention. His eyes turned to Chloe who shook her head with an urging look. Valara finally turned her eyes, but not her head.
“Not now,” Valara whispered.
Jaron’s smile faded, and he instantly felt foolish. He turned around without a word and walked away. The crowd parted and let him pass, until the man in the showy shirt walked right up to him. Jaron stopped before they collided, moved to walk around him but the man swayed over to block him.
“What do you think of my hair?” he asked with a churlish smile. “I had it colored today, to honor the first Tolian to be invited to a royal event.”
“Green isn’t your color,” Jaron said tersely.
Jaron went to leave but the man got in his face and blocked him again, causing Jaron to ball his fists in restraint. He looked down to Jaron’s clothes and then back up to make eye contact.
“I suppose you’re right, I don’t spend enough time in the dirt to look good in it,” he smiled through his teeth before licking his lips as the people around them laughed.
Jaron stepped into him until their cheeks were an inch apart. “Are you finished?”
The man leaned back and pat Jaron on the shoulders.
“Have I offended you? Let me remedy our introduction. I’m Troy Maximillian, son of the Duke Craven Maximillian. At your service,” he said with a low bow.
“Charmed,” said Jaron.
“You’re everything I thought you’d be. Well, maybe not quite as much,” Troy sneered to another laugh from the crowd. “But I am compelled to inform you that addressing the Princess so informally is, how do I put it, unacceptable.”
Jaron lifted his head to look down his nose at Troy. “Has anyone ever told you that you talk too much?”
The audience released a delighted ‘ooh’. Troy guffawed in a shrill manner, applauding Jaron with loud claps. Through the corner of his eye, he saw his uncle observing from the table with an impassive face.
“You Tolians are something else,” Troy twirled on his heel and spoke to the audience. “Though I suppose living in squalor would make anyone a bit contentious.”
He spun back around and leaned in, bending his torso until his chin was within smiting distance.
“I must insist you apologize to Her Highness, and then we can all get on with the party,” said Troy with a devilish grin.
“And if I don’t,” Jaron dropped his chin and rested his hand on the pommel of the Slicer. “What are you going to do about it?”
Everyone remained silent, with the closest Valmari covering their mouths with their hands. Troy straightened his posture as four Casters came to flank him.
“Oh fuddlestubs,” he said. “I’m certainly not going to fight you, that’s not how we settle disputes in the citadel.”
“That’s a shame,” Jaron teased.
“No, for that we have the arena,” said Troy.
Many of the birthday guests started clapping in a collective fit of excitement. Jaron was unmoved.
“Excuse me?” said Jaron.
“The arena,” Troy snapped his fingers. “My champions against your champions. As many as we want, in any order! No killing. Although, there have been accidents.”
Jaron smiled.
“You look excited. Good! I only hope you don’t think you’ll be bringing any Tolians, this is a Valmari-only event,” Troy snickered.
Jaron glanced toward his uncle’s table, Count Zayn was gone.
Damn.
“If you can’t meet the challenge, I win by default,” Troy explained as the Sentinels turned their helms toward him. “And here in the citadel, laws are strictly enforced.”
Jaron gritted his teeth. He wanted to split this man from hair to heel and feed the halves to his dogs, but he knew he wasn’t a match for the Sentinels. Nobody was.
“So,” Troy continued. “Where are your champions?”
“Right behind him,” said Princess Valara from the stage.
Jaron turned his head and saw the Princess still seated at her table. Esmerelda and Chloe were now flanking him, staring down the other Casters with intense expressions. Only now did Jaron notice that their necklaces had more notches than the group with Troy.
“So then,” Jaron looked back at Troy, who’d finally wiped that stupid smile off his face. “When do we begin?”




CHAPTER 9

Jaron entered an oval amphitheater at the top row of plush red armchairs. The audience filled the entire span, which wrapped around the central arena in a spiral. The walls were black like an endless void, the floor carpeted with beige. The only light came from the glowing white floor of the arena. A double circle of Sentinels surrounded it, the inner circle facing it and the outer circle facing the audience. As Jaron moved down a lane cutting through the spiral seating, he noticed the dome had a protective clear dome around it. Esmerelda and Chloe were already waiting in it, standing vigilant as Jaron took a designated chair closest to the fight. Count Zayn sat in attendance right next to him.
“Your friendship with the Princess has paid dividends,” said Count Zayn.
Jaron was less than pleased with his uncle and questioned him. “Where were you?”
“Attending to our agreement,” he answered curtly.
A raucous uprising of jubilant cheering alerted them to the arrival of Troy and the Duke. They came from an entrance on the opposite end from Jaron, with a squad of Casters behind them. Troy was the spitting image of his father, who had long orange hair whipped into a bun. He wore a white tailcoat with matching tasseled shoulder pads. The Duke and Troy sat themselves in their seats as three Casters entered the dome effortlessly. The rest waited outside of it.
“He’s throwing them away,” said Count Zayn.
“What?” said Jaron.
His uncle leaned over. “Casters work best in pairs. He’s only sending in three to find out how many more he’ll need to win.”
The Maximillian Casters stood side by side opposite Esmerelda and Chloe, who turned to nod at each other. They walked forward in tandem, taking the center of the arena and holding position. The other three immediately spread out and positioned around them in a triangle. Jaron banged his fist on his armchair, shaking his head incredulously.
“Are they trying to lose?” Jaron questioned. “Now they’re surrounded.”
“No,” said his uncle. “They’re sending a message.”
The Duke’s Casters all aimed their index and pinky fingers at the pair, thumbs forward. A red orb formed in front of each before cascading toward Valara’s Casters sequentially. Chloe dropped to one knee as Esmerelda flung her arms to her sides and spread her fingers out. The orbs smacked into a translucent blue wall and exploded before reaching either of them.
The crowd roared. Esmerelda lowered her arms and balled her fists, keeping her pinky fingers extended toward the floor. The wall turned green and wrapped around both of them in a protective dome. Chloe stood up and gestured ‘come here’ with her fingers.
The Duke’s champions launched an onslaught of more red orbs, but this time the shield caught them like bugs on a spider’s web. Dozens were thrown, the opponents showing their frustration as the shots sped up until the shield was nearly covered. The attacks swirled into a single point into Chloe’s outstretched hand, the same one she gestured with. She closed her fist around it, brought it close to her mouth, and then kissed it.
Then she opened her hand and blew. A shockwave of yellow blasted out in all directions and sent all three other Casters crashing into the dome. They were instantly knocked out. Jaron jumped out of his seat and cheered. He wasn’t alone, the entire audience gave a standing ovation. His uncle on the other hand, stayed seated and stared across at the Duke who was doing the same. Jaron calmed himself enough to sit down, marveling at what the Casters could do.
“They’re incredible,” Jaron remarked.
“They’re the Two Terrors,” said Count Zayn. “Even a Sentinel would have trouble against them. Except the Sentinel Commander of course.”
Nine more Casters from the Duke stepped into the arena, this time in a phalanx formation. The squad pointed up and launched green beams that arced unpredictably through the air over their heads like artillery. Esmerelda jumped, with something like hot air from her palms launching her straight up. She twirled in the air with a burst of yellow from her arms, bending the green light backwards and returning them to their senders. The squad broke formation and jumped out of harm’s way, rolling into a recovered stance. Esmerelda landed behind Chloe, who got down on her knee. Both girls aimed their fingers up, and a massive sphere of purple light formed at the top of the arena. It was large enough to swallow all of them whole, but Chloe simply stood up and waved ‘goodbye’. Esmerelda snapped her fingers, and Chloe dropped her arm and pointed down. The sphere dropped onto the arena and burst in a scene of swirling purple waves.
The shielding around the arena audibly vibrated, and the force of it could be felt from Jaron’s seat. When the light cleared, only one opposing Caster remained standing opposite of the Two Terrors. Her legs buckled, and she soon fell down to leave only Esmerelda and Chloe standing, victorious.
“So much for the Dirty Dozen,” his uncle mused.
The crowd went wild, and Jaron watched as the Duke and his son abruptly rose from their seats and left. As soon as he was allowed, he darted from his chair and went into the arena to talk to Esmerelda and Chloe.
“You two could probably take out half of my army by yourself.” Jaron joked.
“Probably,” Esmerelda said with a straight face.
Chloe winked at Jaron, who couldn’t help but swoop her up and squeeze her in triumphant excitement.
“Oh!” she chirped in surprise before Jaron set her down.
“Apologies,” said Jaron as he mussed his hair nervously. “I got carried away.”
“No no it was—” Chloe bit her bottom lip. “It was nice.”
He turned to see the Duke’s Casters stumble into a circle and hold hands, hanging their heads low near the inside edge of the arena. An uneasy feeling twisted his gut at the sight of their disgrace. He couldn’t bear the sight as a Tolian.
“Does anyone have water?” Jaron looked to the sidelines and a table where servants gave the audience beverages.
His satchel opened with a tap of his belt buckle, grabbing the Abuse Juice on his way over to a large flask of grape juice. One drop inside and he took the flask to the Dirty Dozen. The lead Caster, the one who fell last, rose slowly and stepped in front of her team in a nearly defensive posture. She was as dark as Xalia, with evidence of a previously shed tear on her face. Her nose had been slightly bloodied.
“This will heal your wounds. You fought honorably today,” Jaron complimented them and offered the flask.
“We’ve never lost before,” said the lead Caster, who accepted the flask.
“And now you know how much better you can become,” said Jaron, before tapping his fist to chest and bowing.
He said nothing else, and turned to see Esmerelda tilting her head while Chloe smiled. Cracking his knuckles with a yawn, Jaron saw Princess Valara watching from a special booth in the distance.
“That was kind of you, Lord Spellcraft,” Esmerelda voiced.
Jaron gave a thumbs up at the booth where Valara was. “I just didn’t like to see them like that.”




CHAPTER 10

“You two were absolutely wonderful,” Valara gushed to her Casters back in the banquet hall where the party had resumed full force, with Jaron now sitting at her table.
“Thank you, Your Highness,” the Two Terrors said in unison.
The entire mood of the party had shifted, with a more lively mob than before. Valmari came to pay their respects to the Princess, taking the opportunity to address Jaron as well. He didn’t care for any of it, but was polite. The Maximillians were nowhere to be found, and their table had been turned into a repository for birthday gifts.
Jaron sat next to the Princess, who crossed her legs toward him after talking to Esmerelda and Chloe.
“The Duke isn’t going to forgive you for that,” a dimple appeared on Valara’s suppressed smile. “But the look on Troy’s face when he lost was worth it.”
“He shouldn’t have started it,” Jaron uttered. “A man like him wouldn’t last long outside the citadel.”
Valara rolled her eyes and giggled. “Yes we all know a Tolian would have been killed on the spot.”
The room fell silent when all the tables in the banquet hall suddenly slid to the side, creating a path in the middle. A roll of red unwrapped itself from the ballroom entrance all the way to the stage, followed by four Casters with gold shoulder trimmings entering. They split into pairs on both sides of the carpet, revealing an older woman wearing an elaborate gown in the archway. Everyone excluding the Sentinels bowed. It was the Queen.
Her gown was almost entirely purple save for a wide red stripe down the middle. It glittered in the light and trailed her for several feet. A shimmering golden collar fanned out behind her head like a peacock’s tail with faceted crystals arrayed along the edge. Jaron couldn’t tell where she was looking, because her eyes had no pupils or irises. They were crystal orbs. Her hair was arranged into two braided buns on the sides of her head. Her crown was crystal set in a silver rim. Lips painted red, expression unreadable. She glided down the carpet toward them, the Sentinel Commander marched a short distance behind her.
Princess Valara reached over, squeezed Jaron’s hand and whispered. “Stand up.”
Jaron rose with Valara, bending at the waist to bow forward. She moved as though floating through the air, coming up to the stage and around the table. Servants followed to move her dress so she could sit down, right next to Jaron. He stayed up with Valara until the Queen sat, then they took their seats.
“Proceed,” the Queen commanded.
The Valmari immediately returned to fraternizing. The Queen turned her head toward Jaron, her hands in her lap. Valara quickly pulled her hand back and straightened her posture. Her unusual eyes notwithstanding, Jaron thought she was an otherwise striking woman. The resemblance to the Princess was obvious, but her aura seemed detached. He was not so much looking at a woman but some kind of ethereal creature.
Her silence started making him uncomfortable, so he introduced himself first.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Your Majesty,” Jaron was careful not to touch her. “I’m Jaron—”
“I know who you are Lord Spellcraft,” she interrupted.
The Queen stood again, prompting him to return to his feet.
“Come with me,” said the Queen.
The entire banquet hall and all its occupants was suddenly sucked into a single point of light in Jaron’s vision, before bursting out into new surroundings. He was now standing on the flat roof of the citadel with the Queen. The sun was approaching twilight, and she floated away to look toward the mountains. When Jaron saw her extend her hand, he walked next to her and took it into his.
“Lord Spellcraft, I know you seek my daughter’s hand. Today I will be choosing her husband,” she continued.
“I know, Your Majesty,” Jaron stated.
The Queen released his hand and floated away to face into the sun. A cold breeze struck them that made Jaron shiver and rub his arms. Her Majesty was unfazed.
“She begged me you know,” the Queen spoke. “Begged me to let her talk to the boy who cut her face when his magic sword came flying through her chambers. She cried for weeks.”
“I didn’t know that,” Jaron admitted.
“Since then you’ve become a dear friend not only to her, but to all of Valmaron,” the Queen turned her head toward him. “She loves you, with all her heart.”
Jaron felt his face flush with warmth, and his mind became empty. The Queen turned the rest of her body toward him. “Do you know when I last saw the King? Do you know the last time I touched my husband?”
Jaron shook his head.
“Three things define the Queen’s life. She will have power, she will bear children, and she will be alone,” the Queen leaned closer to his face.
“What do you mean, Your Majesty?” Jaron asked.
“The citadel isn’t good enough for you, and it won’t be good to you. You would spend your days in the Prayer Lair, locked in a deep sleep where your children would be older every time you wake up. You would miss their birthdays, you would miss your wife, and you would grow old without ever seeing the sun again.”
The Queen floated up to Jaron, reached out and rested a hand on his cheek.
“That is why I cannot choose you,” she said.
The Queen floated away and kept her back to him, while the cold wind failed to affect him anymore. He felt a sting in his palms, and unclenched his hands realizing his nails had pierced them. Then he remembered what he’d discovered earlier that day. All he had to do was find the Soul Codex. No more Unscrupulous meant no more hiding, no more citadel.
“It doesn’t have to be that way,” said Jaron. “The Emissary—”
The Queen spun around faster than anyone he’d ever seen, her crystal eyes smoldering red.
“The Emissary is a thief!” she hissed.
This time the Queen didn’t glide, she shimmered into light and appeared before Jaron. He took a startled step back from the Queen’s fury. Her eyes dimmed back into blue, and with a slow breath she’d composed herself. She put her hand gently on his chest.
“I will not break my daughter’s heart, and I will not subject you to such cruelty,” she gently stroked his cheek. “The Princess will marry the man you bested in today’s contest. He will suffer the King’s burden, and you will claim your birthright as the son of Annika Zayn. Enjoy your Valmari luxuries, serve your people, and master the Slicer. It’s already too late for us.”




CHAPTER 11

Jaron appeared back in the banquet room without the Queen, where Valara opened presents in the middle of a crowd. Crestfallen and contemptuous, he stormed off toward the foyer outside the hall, but there were too many swarming Valmari. He tried brushing past them, but when his presence was completely ignored his patience fled.
With one strong push he shoved a portly man aside and knocked him down. The Valmari around him gasped at the brutish behavior, he ignored them and continued out of the archway and stood outside as his blood boiled and the Slicer started turning red. He looked back toward the Princess and saw two Sentinels approaching him.
Oh great.
The pair stood in front of him menacingly and turned their mirrored face plates toward him. He tried to look around them for Valara, but instead he saw Chloe noticing the commotion.
“Assault will not be tolerated, Tolian. Do that again, and we will remove you,” the Sentinel to the left warned.
“My name is Jaron,” he retorted defiantly.
“I don’t care,” the Sentinel spoke before they both turned around and left.
The Sentinels walked out of the sight as Chloe walked out to him. Esmerelda came with her and stood in the archway to watch them.
“Where are you going? The Princess just started opening gifts,” she said.
“There’s no point talking to her. I’m leaving,” Jaron snarled.
“You’re angry,” said Chloe. “What did the Queen say?”
“Of course I’m angry,” Jaron blurted. “The Queen told me to enjoy my ‘Valmari luxuries’ and forget about Valara. Valmaron needs the Slicer so here I am.”
He resisted the urge to punch something and began pacing instead. The Slicer vibrated with every ebb of his anger.
“You were chosen for a purpose,” Chloe stated.
“I don’t need anything to be chosen for me, I can make my own decisions,” Jaron retorted.
“Lord Spellcraft, we can’t escape our Script.”
“I don’t need to. I have another way.”
“What will you do?” Chloe’s eyes piqued with interest.
“What I said I would do,” Jaron looked toward a mirror down the corridor ahead of him. “I’m going to destroy the Unscrupulous, and then I’m going to fix everything.”
“And how do you expect to do that?” Esmerelda questioned from the entrance.
“The Emissary told me about something called the Soul Codex. It’s the reason I have the Slicer. If I find it, fates can be rewritten and nobody has to suffer because of them. Ever.”
Chloe’s eyes widened at the revelation. Jaron took a deep breath and stopped pacing. He bowed his head to both Casters in succession.
“Thank you for your help earlier. It was good to meet you both. I have to go now,” Jaron started walking toward the exit. Chloe stepped in front of him.
“You’ll need someone who knows how to use that thing,” Chloe pointed at the Slicer. “So I’m coming with you.”
“You’re Valara’s guardian, you can’t just leave the citadel.”
“She can and she will,” Esmerelda interrupted from the door. “And so will I.”
“And why would you do that?” asked Jaron.
“Maybe I’m bored. Maybe you can’t do it alone,” said Chloe.
“You won’t get very far just swinging that around like a boy with a stick,” Esmerelda sassed.
“I appreciate the offer,” Jaron glowered. “But I don’t need chaperones.”
“Get over yourself,” Esmerelda rolled her eyes. “Chloe is my sister-in-arms. I’m coming to protect her, not you.”
Jaron wanted to contradict her, but Esmerelda glared with her hands on her hips.
“Alright,” Jaron sighed. “But we still have to get the Princess to let you two leave.”
“That isn’t a problem,” Esmerelda retorted. “The Queen gave you permission already.”
“No she didn’t,” Jaron argued.
“Valmari luxuries,” Chloe quoted while blushing. “You’re half-Valmari.”
“What does that mean?” Jaron asked with veiled impatience.
“It means there’s a loophole we can use, if you're serious about this Codex,” Esmerelda revealed with a hardened tone.
“It involves marriage,” Chloe explained with a curious expression. “By law we’d be your concubines, then we could go.”
Jaron’s eyes went wide. “I can do that? Won’t they take your crystals?”
“Only if Valara discharges us as her royal guardians, which she won’t,” Esmerelda said in a bragging sort of voice.
Jaron lost himself and hugged Esmerelda. She went stiff, so he let her go and backed away. “Forgive me…it’s a bit of a habit.”
“Don’t get too excited. You’ll be responsible for us,” Esmerelda crossed her arms and started tapping her foot.
“I understand,” Jaron replied.
“Try to keep your hands to yourself in the future. And I have requirements if we’re to do this,” Esmerelda brushed off her robe and glared at him.
“Name them,” said Jaron.
“I want my own house by the water when this is over,” she said. “And I want puppies.”
Jaron cracked a smile. That was easy enough. “Deal.”
“Alright, come on,” Esmerelda tilted her head toward the banquet.
The Valmari knew to move aside when the Two Terrors cut through. Jaron stayed close behind them as they came up to Valara while she opened a box filled with stuffed animals.
“Oh…” Valara smiled through her teeth. “More plushies…thank you.”
“Your Highness,” Esmerelda addressed her.
“Yes Esmerelda?” Valara smiled with undivided attention.
“Well…Chloe and I are going to leave the citadel with your friend Lord Spellcraft.”
“Leave?” the Princess looked perplexed. “I don’t understand.”
“We’ve decided we’re going to marry him,” Chloe explained.
Her eyes shot wide open and she banged her fists on the table so hard it rattled the silverware. “You whaaaat?”
The entire room was silenced by Valara’s outburst. She stood up abruptly and pointed a shaky finger at the three of them.
“You! All of you, outside, now!” she commanded before marching off in a huff.
“That went well,” Jaron mused.
They all followed the Princess out of the banquet room and waited by the archway. Nosey eavesdroppers crowded around the door to witness the ruckus. Valara ran her fingers through her hair with her back turned, shook her head, and then spun around with glowing eyes.
“Explain yourselves,” she sternly demanded. “This is supposed to be my birthday party, and now you’re stealing my Casters? I’ve known them for years and you’ve known them for a day!”
“He’s going through the Withered Willow,” Chloe interjected. “We’re going to help him vanquish the Unscrupulous.”
“And we’d never abandon you, we’re still your guardians,” Esmerelda used a softer tone.
Valara’s eyes returned to normal. She shook her head and pointed at Jaron. “But why the sudden interest in him? I know the citadel can be boring, but rushing off to war can’t sound that interesting.”
“Well, you did ask us to protect him in the arena. And this is even more dangerous,” Chloe pointed out.
“And you always said he was cute after his awkward phase,” Esmerelda teased. “We wouldn’t want his pretty face ruined.”
“W—what?” Valara hid her blushing face. “Don’t tell him that!”
She walked up to Jaron and leaned in toward his face. “And do you actually like them? Or is this some sly method of taking my Casters to fight for you?”
Jaron looked from Caster to Caster, and then back to Valara’s suspicious expression. “If I’m being honest…they did want to come, and the Emissary said there’s a way to win.”
Esmerelda shook her head in exasperation.
“So they’re not good enough for you then?” the Princess balled her fists. “You don’t think they’re pretty?”
“I think they’re stunning,” Jaron admitted with solid eye contact. “And if they’re good enough to protect you, then the Unscrupulous won’t stand a chance.”
Chloe smiled, but Esmerelda crossed her arms. Princess Valara’s severe expression relented, and she looked happy again.
“Alright Jaron,” Valara replied calmly. “They’re yours.”
The arrangements didn’t take particularly long. Down by the stateroom mirrors, Princess Valara held Chloe and Esmerelda tightly in a group embrace. Jaron heard her sniffling on their robes.
“I’m happy you get to go on an adventure,” Valara wiped the tears off her cheeks. “Just don’t let this dolt get himself killed.”
“If anyone gets to kill him, we’ll make sure that it’s you,” said Esmerelda with a smirk.
“And you!” Princess Valara wagged her finger in front of Jaron. “You’d better take supreme care of these two. They’re the best you could ever hope to have, besides me of course.”
Chloe’s bottom lip trembled while Esmerelda’s eyes glistened. Jaron tried to smile, but only ended up pressing his lips together. Valara stared at each of them briefly, neither one speaking a word. When Jaron couldn’t decide what to say, he bowed briefly and prepared to leave.
“Just a moment!” Quartermaster Quartz, now wearing a monocle, found them in the crowd holding two slips of gold paper.
“Your Highness. Lord Spellcraft,” he greeted with a bow. “I understand that Chloe and Esmerelda will be leaving the citadel with you?”
“It’s true,” said Jaron.
“Am I also correct that they have not relinquished their positions as the Princess’s personal protectors?” he queried.
“You are,” said Valara.
Quartz nodded and then offered a slip to each Caster. “Should either of your crystals be at risk, wrap them in these and they’ll be transported here. Safely here.”
The Two Terrors promptly took them and bowed their heads.
***
Jaron’s mother took it surprisingly well, all things considered. Although, bringing the Two Terrors home without warning would certainly be something she’d make him pay for later.
“You’re gone for one day, and you come back with two Casters? And I thought your father moved fast. Are they already pregnant?” Lady Spellcraft sassed.
Jaron closed his eyes, pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. “They’re here to help us.”
“Please forgive my son’s uncouth explanations,” his mother replied as she greeted Chloe and Esmerelda with a kiss on the cheek. “Welcome to our family. Is your husband treating you well?”
“Thank you my Lady,” said Esmerelda. “He hasn’t been entirely unpleasant.”
“It’s barely been an hour!” Jaron objected.
Lady Spellcraft ignored his protests. “Delighted to hear it.”
“Excuse me my Lady, but is there anything to eat? We were too busy to munch on much,” asked Chloe.
Lady Spellcraft looked expectantly at Jaron, who put his face in his palm and snapped his fingers with his other hand. An elder aide attended him from the corner of the living room.
“Harvey, prepare a platter please,” Jaron instructed.
“Of what my Lord?” asked the attendant.
Jaron looked at the women, had himself a brilliant idea, and then at the attendant with a cocky grin. “Everything they don’t serve in the citadel.”
Dinner wasn’t the only thing roasted at the table, as Lady Spellcraft entertained the Casters at his expense. They ate their fill, and so did his three brown labradors.
“Thank you for your hospitality Lady Spellcraft,” said Chloe as she rubbed her stomach with one hand and a scavenging dog with the other. “I don’t think I’ve ever eaten so much.”
“Think nothing of it,” said Jaron’s mother.
Jaron took his chance to escape the situation, turning his head to address Harvey.
“Show them to their rooms please,” Jaron asked.
Esmerelda froze. His mother instantly softened her gaze.
“What’s the matter?” asked Jaron.
“I’ve never had my own room, not since I was little,” said Esmerelda.
“Where did you sleep?” Jaron wondered.
“In communal bunks. The entire caste shares a barrack,” she replied.
Jaron took a deep breath while a dog tried to lick gravy off his dangling fingers. He stood up and tucked his slobbery hands behind his back.
“You won’t ever have to live like that again,” Jaron said seriously.
A glimmer of a smile betrayed Esmerelda’s stoic air. “Thank you my Lord.”
Harvey ushered the ladies to the stairs, which is when all three dogs ran over to Chloe and jumped excitedly.
“Looks like you have bedmates tonight,” said Lady Spellcraft.
Chloe beamed at the dogs and chased them upstairs. Esmerelda followed. Jaron sunk back into his chair. His mother kept tapping her fingertips on the table.
“What?” he asked.
“They’re quite pretty, even for Valmari. How old are they?” Lady Spellcraft inquired.
“Chloe is nineteen, Esmerelda is twenty-seven,” Jaron answered.
“Plenty of time,” she quipped. “And when you return, will you fulfill your duty?”
“I’ll give them whatever they ask for. They’ll be taken care of,” he grumbled.
Lady Spellcraft straightened her posture and leaned toward him. “Jaron, a woman needs far more than just food and shelter.”
“What else am I supposed to do then? They offered to help, I accepted,” Jaron replied.
“They offered you their lives,” his mother waited for that one sink in. “They believe in your purpose. They’re trusting you. Do you know how difficult that is for us?”
Jaron looked to the crackling fireplace and fell silent, slightly embarrassed at how lightly he’d taken the Casters. He took a deep breath and pushed an unfinished fish around his plate. Managing farmers and blademen from a distance was a lot easier than interpersonal politics.
“You didn’t answer my question,” Jaron said finally.
“Well spotted,” his mother smiled and stood. “Try to focus on what’s in front of you. They deserve more than just your provision.”
“So then I should forget about Valara?” asked Jaron.
His mother came around the table, bent forward and kissed Jaron on his forehead.
“I’m sure you’ll work it all out,” she said before leaving.
Jaron heard feet moving away from the upstairs bannister as Lady Spellcraft walked out the front. Someone had been eavesdropping.
A gentle creaking from the staircase startled Jaron awake. He’d fallen asleep on his favorite leather chair in front of the fireplace after the aide went home. The creaking got closer until a woman stepped into the light. It was Esmerelda. She emerged from the shadows in a white negligee hastily hemmed to her height. He looked her up and down as she descended. The Caster garb had been concealing how well-proportioned she was.
Esmerelda flinched when she finally realized he was there. “Apologies Lord Spellcraft, I didn’t know anyone else was awake.”
“You can call me Jaron, nobody’s around,” he said as he stood up. “Do you need something?”
“I was looking for water. The fountain spout upstairs isn’t working,” said Esmerelda.
“It’s a new house. The workers haven’t finished setting the pipes. There’s a cask in a closet upstairs,” said Jaron.
“Thank you,” Esmerelda moved to go back up. “Goodnight Jaron.”
“Goodnight Esmerelda.”
She took one step and stopped, then turned back around. “Why aren’t you sleeping?”
“I have a lot to think about,” Jaron admitted. “Why aren’t you? Something wrong with the bed?”
“Not at all,” she crossed her arms. “I’m used to sleeping in the citadel. Chloe was my bunkmate.”
“Oh.”
Esmerelda looked up and then sighed loudly. “You need rest, and I’d sleep a lot better if someone else was in the room.”
Jaron felt warm in the face at what he thought she was suggesting. “I’m sure Chloe won’t mind if you kick the dogs out.”
Esmerelda groaned. “Look…I heard what your mother said. If you’re going to take this seriously, the least you could do is comfort me when I ask for it. Or is that too difficult?”
“No,” Jaron stood up a bit too eagerly. “I’d be glad to.”
Esmerelda turned her back and took another step up the stairs.
“Come to bed,” she turned her head to the side. “Just keep your hands to yourself.”




CHAPTER 12

Jaron awoke with the rising sun from the deepest sleep he’d had in weeks. He immediately registered a warm, clothed figure draped over him. Still on teddy bear duty. It felt so soothing he nearly fell back asleep until the smell of burning roused him. Somebody was cooking, but Harvey wasn’t due to arrive for another hour. Teddy bear duty was unfortunately over. He carefully slid out from under Esmerelda’s arm without waking her. She slept as Jaron managed to creep out of the room and closed the door quietly behind him.
The smell became much stronger, with savory bacon and sweet berries underscoring the foul odor of smoke. Jaron made his way downstairs into the kitchen where Chloe was hovering over the stove in a blue bed-robe. Her short frame was far more shapely than he expected, now that her Caster garb wasn’t sagging over her. The quality of Valmari stock wasn’t getting old. She didn’t notice while Jaron inspected the serving table covered in plates of failed creations.
Eggs boiled in crushed blueberries, bacon reduced to a pile of ashes, and a crude attempt at toast that apparently involved throwing an entire loaf into open flames. Chloe turned around holding a fork and spatula, jumping slightly when she saw Jaron.
“I’m sorry about the mess my Lord, you’ve risen earlier than I was expecting,” Chloe started clattering about trying to clear the table. “I was hungry and I wanted to learn how to cook.”
“It’s a process,” Jaron politely placated.
He swept his hair back and helped her clean, stacking the disaster over by the sink. One thing on the table looked promising though: sausage links with scorched onion quarters. The meat had mercifully only been boiled. Chloe proudly took the plate to a counter top underneath an open window and placed it there. Jaron pulled up two stools and sat next to her. She pushed the plate, sliding it over in front of him.
“Is this for me? Aren’t you having anything?” he questioned as Chloe waited expectantly.
“I already ate, it was awful,” she propped her cheek into her hand and leaned on the counter with her elbow, smiling sweetly. “Try it!”
Damn she was cute. The first link he cut into exploded with liquid, having clearly sat in the water too long. He shoveled it into his mouth and consciously chewed it. It was atrocious. Jaron would never admit it either, especially not to that face. He reached for an onion piece and that instantly improved the flavor.
“Do you like it?” she asked.
Jaron was having difficulty swallowing, chewing endlessly but he managed to contort his packed cheeks into a smile. Chloe clapped excitedly. When he finally gulped down his food, she handed him a cup of water.
“How was your rest? I noticed you found your way into Esmerelda’s clutches last night,” she said with a benign smirk.
“Comfortable,” Jaron admitted, “She’s a bit of a burrower.”
Chloe giggled, “She is. Sometimes I’d sneak into her bunk.”
Jaron gulped more water down. “Were the dogs troublesome?”
“No,” Chloe smiled. “They were great.”
Jaron swallowed the rest of his water in a single slurp before looking at the sunrise through the window.
“If there’s anything I can do to make it more comfortable for you—” Jaron stopped himself. “I want you to like it here.”
Chloe made a curious expression at him before hopping down from her stool. She walked over, rose to her tip toes and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek.
“I see why she likes you,” said Chloe before sauntering away.
Jaron watched her leave at a complete loss for how to react, touching the spot where she’d smooched him. At least now he didn’t have to finish the plate. He sat in silence, peering out the window as clouds concealed the sun.
What have I gotten myself into?
“Wait,” Jaron said to himself in delayed realization. “Who likes me?”
It took a month to construct from the day Jaron returned from the citadel. The mighty vehicle came into view as Jaron approached it on horseback: the War Wagon. Rows of Tolian blademen marched in the morning sun wearing carmine colored breastplates built from boiled leather. The grass on this part of the grounds had been trampled so frequently it stopped growing. Hidden beyond a tree-line where they couldn’t be observed, the War Wagon waited an acre away from the mouth of the Withered Willow.
Divided into individual segments that could hitch together, it could travel as one large trolley. Each one twice the length of any carriage, built from metal plating with barred windows. The wheels were oversized sets of six, shaped from petrified wood encased in armor. Even the axles were built from metal cylinders. Most of the segments were troop transports with wide doors that could drop into ramps, including the caboose. Jaron headed for the biggest one: the command car.
The command car had a sharp, wedge shaped plow built onto the front, with an observation deck above it. So heavy it needed an extra set of wheels on each side, and built to withstand an attack from any direction. Battlemaster Beardy stood outside waiting next to the holosphere form of Quartermaster Quartz.
Beardy pounded his right fist over his heart and bowed, “Lord Spellcraft.”
Jaron returned the salute and dismounted in front of them, smiling proudly at the construction.
“She’s beautiful Quartermaster, even the Battlemaster has to admit that,” he said as he strode up to the pair.
“I’d rather wear the plate myself than depend on a big box to protect me,” Beardy grumpily grumbled.
Jaron came up to Beardy and put a hand on his shoulder, admiring the Battlemaster’s new leather armor. “Oh come on, you look devastating. Speed was never your strong suit anyway.”
“Plate armor is a strong suit,” Beardy retorted.
Turning to Quartz, Jaron pointed to the wagon as servicemen carried supply crates onboard. “How close are we to working out the movement?”
“The complete trolley can be pulled by the command car using the Slicer as the focal point,” Quartz put on his monocle from his breast pocket. “Once separated, your control over them will be severed.”
“Horses are better,” said Beardy with his arms crossed.
“Too heavy,” said Jaron.
“Horses need feed, this doesn’t,” Quartz retorted. “Lots of poop. Too much poop.”
Jaron strode along the side of the command car and went up the ramp door. The interior possessed a completely different aesthetic. Scented with bergamot oil, polished wood finishings,  even lace curtains over the side windows. Beardy hated it, the women loved it. Holo-Quartz followed him onboard, gesturing to a tactical table in the center of surrounding seats.
“Whatever is around you will be represented here when you touch the top. Tap on, tap off,” he explained.
“I’m amazed Tuppence found the funds for this little flourish,” said Beardy.
“His exact words were: ‘In these times, such measures are necessary.’ Now excuse us Battlemaster, I need to talk to Quartz,” Jaron dismissed him.
Beardy took his leave while Holo-Quartz walked through the table to inspect the barricade door to the next compartment. Jaron made a grim face and looked up at the ceiling.
“How are the wedding plans going?” asked Jaron.
“The royal wedding is still some months away,” Quartz didn’t even turn around. “Troy Maximillian has suffered a case of persistent diarrhea. Or as he calls it: ‘booty shooty’.”
Jaron snickered uncontrollably. “That’s unfortunate. Did he eat a bad fish?”
“He wanted me to Script him a pair of…what did he say? Glorious glutes,” Quartz turned around. “I told him muscle augmentation is unpredictable and illegal, but he took it upon himself to steal an incomplete Script I’d left on my desk.”
“How careless of you,” Jaron teased.
“Indeed. I never should have told him you thought his posterior was flat. So small. Very small,” Quartz walked to the front console and bent over to look at the levers on it. “Speaking of weddings, how are the Two Terrors?”
“It’s been…nice. We eat, we talk. Sometimes Chloe likes to wrestle. Esmerelda and my mother make fun of me.”
“Sounds like you’re becoming good friends,” said Quartz.
“Yeah,” Jaron admitted. “I think we are.”
“My Lord!” a blademan ran into the command car. “The Unscrupulous are coming!”




CHAPTER 13

Jaron watched the edge of the Withered Willow from his black horse in full cuirass. His leather armor matched the color and design of Beardy’s chest-piece, who sat on a stallion next to him. Plate pauldrons and matching grieves kept him lightweight, but offered little protection compared to the full plate the Tolians sacrificed to build the War Wagon. They didn’t even wear helms because of poor visibility, and they wouldn’t help against the Unscrupulous. Master Gokiy trotted to Jaron’s left on a white mare.
As the only gap in the mountains surrounding Valmaron, the Withered Willow served as a threshold to the valley. A vile, putrid forest of black trees and bog four acres wide with an unknown depth. No paths had been paved through it, nor were there any maps of it. A torrent of mist and fog was moving their way like a storm-front. Showy bastards.
“Do we know how many there are?” asked Jaron.
“At least a platoon,” Beardy replied.
“Something is odd,” said Master Gokiy.
Jaron turned to him. “What?”
“They usually raid our crops at night. It’s barely noon,” he pointed out.
“Aye,” Beardy nodded. “The gardens are an hour’s march from here, they’d never make it unseen.”
A realization dawned on Jaron as the fog reached the edge of the Withered Willow and stopped. The Tolian vanguard formed a line ahead of him, spears over shields. Tolian blademen formed up on the flanks to box them in. A line of Unscrupulous stepped out of the fog. Their form fitting armor was midnight obsidian, their faces hidden by red masks depicting the visage of foul fanged beasts. They moved like twitchy marionettes, occasionally contorting with no regard for the sound of snapping bones coming from them. Their bodies themselves would instantly vanish, appear slightly off to the side, and then back where they started. The only weapons they carried were black daggers that could change length at will.
“We have to protect the War Wagon,” Jaron drew the Slicer. “Send men to guard it!”
“Aye,” Beardy rode off on his muscled mount with a war hammer on his back.
Jaron prepared to charge as more Unscrupulous emerged from the mist. Master Gokiy galloped to block him.
“Wait my Lord,” he held up an arm. “This will be your first skirmish. Don’t let them see what you can do yet.”
The Unscrupulous rushed in, bashing into the vanguard and pushing them back as though they were children. The blademen closed in on their flanks and began hacking into them.
The Unscrupulous did not bleed, nor did they show any regard for the wounds they received. Jaron watched as their daggers shifted to the size of a sword and back, stabbing and piercing through any gaps they created in the first wave.
“They need help,” Jaron voiced.
“Let your commanders do their jobs, your time will come,” Gokiy responded.
More Tolians fell as the Unscrupulous whittled down their opponents with few losses.  Their unpredictable movements made openings where there weren’t any, and in the opening minutes of the battle the Tolians had lost twenty five men while the Unscrupulous only lost two. They kept fighting even if they lost an arm, their heads were their only weakness.
“I’ve had enough,” blurted Jaron.
“No my Lord!” Gokiy objected.
“I won’t watch them die!” Jaron shouted at Master Gokiy. “Send for Esmerelda and Chloe, and tell Hattie to deliver as much water as she can! Go, now!”
Master Gokiy closed his mouth and lowered his head. “As you command.”
Jaron squeezed his legs tighter around his mount and leaned forward, the horse took off. He reached the broken defensive line and threw the Slicer straight at the Unscrupulous. It spun like a windmill as it whizzed through the air and took off three heads before coming back to his hand. That got their attention.
Jaron stood up on the saddle of his horse, keeping his torso low and then jumped up and over it. He threw the Slicer again and landed on the grass as it cut down six more who tried closing in around him. One of them made it through and tried to cut him down, but the Chaser Bracer stopped it. The Slicer claimed his attacker’s head as it returned to Jaron’s hand.
Cheers erupted from the nearby blademen, who were emboldened enough to break rank and charge in to help him. More Unscrupulous came for him. Jaron focused his intention onto the Slicer itself, allowing it to guide his body wherever it wanted to go. Without thought or planning, he spun the sword around his back and deflected a dagger aimed for his kidneys. Jaron continued the motion all the way around and cut the head off the one who appeared behind him.
As soon as his assailant fell, he swung the sword back up and over his head, turning to bring down two more who had lunged at him. Another Unscrupulous got close and got into a blade bind with him. Still guided by the Slicer, Jaron instinctively lifted his arm and stopped the tip of the lengthening dagger with his bracer. They disengaged blades and backed away from each other. The Unscrupulous made his now-short sword into a spear and threw it at him. Jaron ducked it, snatched it out of the air and threw it back into his opponents chest.
The Unscrupulous looked down, pulled it out and shrunk it back into a dagger. Jaron smiled as a rush of adrenaline pulsed through him. The surrounding Tolians were also doing better, fear having left their minds as their Lord had personally entered the fray. The Slicer compelled him to rotate his body. It was just in time to evade a thrown dagger which stuck the wounded one in the forehead, killing it for him.
Jaron turned to see the Unscrupulous who tried to catch him off guard, and then repaid the favor by throwing the Slicer through his entire head. He spit on the ground as it went down. The Slicer returned as Jaron saw the last few invaders fall, his blademen impaling them over and over until they stopped moving.
That was the last of them. All of the Tolians roared and struck their chests with their fists, screaming their victory into the sky. Another nudge from the Slicer, and Jaron looked back into the fog. An Unscrupulous he’d only heard of as a child came stomping out, a Golem.




CHAPTER 14

It stood triple the height of any normal man. A towering, bulky version of the Unscrupulous foot-soldiers with a sword as tall as it was. Massive shoulders resembling hot boulders, and skin that appeared to be made of black glass. One Golem could dispatch half a battalion, and this one was bigger than the one of legend. The scattered Tolian forces assumed new lines, three rows of pikes and assorted blademen bringing up the rear.
“Hold!” Jaron shouted as he walked casually to the front of the line. “This one is mine.”
The Golem stood waiting, a deep rumble resembling laughter came from it as it hoisted its sword aloft with one hand. Jaron got right up to it and stood looking up at it.
“Go on then,” Jaron goaded it.
The Golem immediately swung down faster than its size suggested, its weapon struck a triangle shaped shield of semi-transparent yellow light. The Chaser Bracer emitted it as Jaron blocked the blow over his head, the Golem recoiled its head in confusion.
“My turn,” said Jaron.
The power of the Golem’s strike flowed into Jaron’s other arm. He swung the Slicer straight up, and the entire torso of the Golem split away. The force of the blow destroyed its head, and its lower torso crumpled over dead, along with its now-fragmented sword. Victory.
Another explosion of cheering from the men who began chanting their Lord’s name. The celebration was short lived, because more Golems emerged from the mist. Five of them, and they weren’t alone. More Unscrupulous foot-soldiers came with them, at least double the number of the first wave.
“Fall back!” one of the commanders shouted.
The Tolians lines began withdrawing, sharp tips facing forward. Jaron snarled and began moving back. A new company of blademen and calvary came charging in, giving respite to the first defenders who were regrouping. Jaron watched as the Golems knocked his men away like toys, whistling for his horse. His black steed returned, and he got up to it and fell to the rear of the lines as one of his commanding officers came to meet him.
“My Lord!” the commander addressed him. “We’ll have to mobilize the entire regiment, or we won’t even slow them down.”
“Do whatever you need to,” Jaron breathed, aghast at the screaming he heard coming from the men.
His gut churned as he recalled Master Gokiy’s suspicions, creating a distinct sense of dread. Something wasn’t right, the Unscrupulous didn’t typically commit to this level of aggression. Not in his whole life. Beardy returned at full speed, bashing away foot-soldiers with his war hammer. Jaron rode over to meet him, impressed that the aging Battlemaster didn’t have a scratch on him.
“My Lord!” he huffed. “It was a distraction! They’ve seen the War Wagon, and they’re sneaking away as we speak.”
“How did they even know to look?” Jaron shouted angrily.
“I don’t know, something must have alerted them,” said Beardy as he wiped the sweat off his brow. “We can’t pursue until we get past those Golems.”
Jaron looked toward the battle, watching the Unscrupulous hold their lines as a small group ran along the perimeter and vanished into the fog. They couldn’t know, or everything would be ruined. He couldn’t throw the Slicer while his men were this mixed among the enemy, but he couldn’t wait for all of them to die either.
“I’m going in,” Jaron declared. “We can’t let them escape.”
“Aye,” Beardy pulled his horse next to Jaron’s. “I will fall with my Lord if that is the way of it.”
Suddenly, a blue fireball arced over the field toward the battle. It struck the lead Golem and encased it in dense flames. The Golem swung around wildly, forcing the men to back away from the Unscrupulous who were now fortifying around it. Two Casters came flying overhead side by side, it was Esmerelda and Chloe. Esmerelda flattened one hand and slashed across the air with it, causing her blue shield wall to erupt from the ground and block the opposing forces. Chloe sidewinded to the flank and started hurling more blue fireballs into the Unscrupulous, torching every single one. Esmerelda careened to the opposite flank as the Tolians retreated from the scene, lowering their swords in astonishment.
The Two Terrors landed on the ground opposite each other and held their arms forward. Esmerelda’s shield wall suddenly folded itself into a box around the Unscrupulous, and then Chloe clapped her palms together and held them there. The flame-filled box shrank several meters at a time, crushing the Unscrupulous and concentrating the flame into the size of an apple.
Both women snapped their fingers at the same time, and the tiny box exploded all of its flames toward the Withered Willow, incinerating the entire tree line without a single ember left behind. Nothing remained of the Unscrupulous.
Beardy slowly turned his head to Jaron and pointed a thumb in the direction of the women. “Can you get more of those?”
Jaron sheathed the Slicer and grabbed the reigns of his horse. He had one answer. “Get your own.”
With a kick the horse made way for the battlefront, the Tolians clapped and murmured amongst themselves as Jaron caught up to the edge of the fog.
“Is that all?” asked Esmerelda. “That was easy.”
Jaron shook his head and looked toward the fog, which hadn’t moved away yet.
“They’re still out there, and they know about the wagon,” said Jaron. “We have to kill them all, or they’ll make something worse.”
Beardy raced up to them, “The men are prepared to chase. Are you ready my Lord?”
Chloe looked into the Withered Willow and then up to Jaron. Esmerelda walked up to Jaron’s horse as well and rested her hand on the animal.
“If you want to go after them, we’re with you,” said Esmerelda.
A long arm of black shadow shot out of the mist and snatched Chloe like a doll before pulling her into it. Esmerelda instantly panicked and ran to the fog’s edge.
“Chloe!” Esmerelda screamed.
Jaron drew the Slicer without thinking and readied his horse when Beardy wrapped his arm around his neck and held him.
“Let me go!” Jaron howled. “They took her!”
“Settle down!” Beardy shouted. “You won’t save her by rushing recklessly!”
Another arm crept out of the fog. Esmerelda didn’t see it coming. Jaron elbowed Beardy to escape and then jumped off his horse, tackling her to the ground before it got her too. The arm took Jaron’s horse instead. He watched as the fog broke and rushed away into the forest. All of them were gone, and the only image left was the scorched remains of dead trees.
Jaron sat up and helped Esmerelda to her feet, pulling her into him so he could hold her. She was crying. Her shoulders seized with sobs as Beardy got off his horse to stand between them and the Withered Willow.
She clutched him tightly, buried her face, and wept onto him. He didn’t know how angry he could be until that very moment. His mind had emptied itself of everything except overwhelming rage and a desperate need to save Chloe. Embers of gold and red light manifested around him briefly while the Slicer hummed in its scabbard. Jaron glared straight into Beardy’s eyes, who nodded in silent understanding.
“I’m going to get her back,” Jaron said with tranquil fury. “And if anybody tries to stop me, they die.”




CHAPTER 15

Piles of the dead were loaded onto carts and carried away; Jaron could do nothing for them. For those that survived, Mudmaster Hattie’s water had just arrived on two wagons. She rode on the first one, reigning the horses herself. Esmerelda faced the Withered Willow a safe distance away, staring silently as Jaron paced around the rows of casualties lining up.
“Everyone has been accounted for my Lord,” Beardy reported.
Jaron took a deep breath, trying to focus the best he could on all the men wincing in pain. Even when he pushed Chloe out of his mind, his body reminded him with unbearable burning in his gut. The red embers would intermittently reappear around him, forcing Jaron to consciously distract himself every time the Slicer vibrated.
“Your water is here!” Hattie called out, waving at Jaron from her perch.
Her typical smile was notably absent, although this clearly wasn’t her first time around blood or dead bodies. Jaron walked over as she got down and untied the rope securing the barrels.
“Give me a hand will you?” said Hattie as she summoned nearby blademen to start unloading.
The heavyset woman was strong for her age, able to move a full barrel of water and plop it down by herself. Jaron walked up as she tore the lid off the first one.
“Forgive me Lord Spellcraft,” Mudmaster Hattie said with a small curtsy. “I can imagine how a battle would make you thirsty, but wouldn’t the men be better served with medical attention?”
“They’re about to get it,” Jaron answered flatly.
He tapped the buckle on his belt and it inflated into the satchel.
“Oh!” Hattie squirmed in surprise. “That’s a new one.”
Jaron took out the Abuse Juice and pushed its cap open, popping out the spigot and holding it over the water. One tap of his finger released a solitary drop into the water barrel.
“Take the water to the men and pour it over their wounds,” Jaron ordered. “It will heal them.”
“Lovely…” Hattie’s smiled returned, “Absolutely lovely! I always knew you’d make a wonderful leader, I told Samantha just last week and then she said—”
Hattie continued babbling to herself as she went about the business of taking water out of the first barrel of newly made Abuse Juice and poured it into the next barrel down, and so on and so on. Within a minute every barrel had been converted and could be used on the men. Clever woman. Even diluted, it would still help.
Master Gokiy’s hand fell onto Jaron’s shoulder from behind him, patting him as he came around.
“My Lord, you won a great victory today,” Master Gokiy nodded.
It didn’t feel that way to Jaron. He looked over to Esmerelda, who was still frozen on the spot staring at where Chloe had been taken.
“It’s not a victory until the battle is over,” Jaron spat. “And it isn’t over until I have her back.”
Master Gokiy said nothing. Jaron turned to face him.
“I gave the order to bring them into the fight, it’s my fault she’s gone—”
Gokiy interrupted him there. “If you hadn’t, many more would have died.”
Jaron balled his fists, growling to himself in frustration. “I promised to take care of her, I promised to take care of everyone. Instead, Esmerelda suffers and Chloe is either dead or worse.”
Master Gokiy shook his head. “If they wanted to kill her they could’ve done it where she stood. She’s alive.”
“Aye my Lord,” said Beardy as he walked up to them. “The Unscrupulous have revealed their eye on Valmaron. They knew of our workings, which means your little Terror is the honey trap.”
Master Gokiy nodded in agreement. “She is the first Caster to be captured since the Seventh Era, she will be too valuable a prisoner to simply execute. But she is in danger. We will need to move quickly.”
“The War Wagon isn’t ready yet,” Beardy responded.
“Then work through the night,” Jaron snapped. “I don’t care what it takes; we’re leaving by noon tomorrow.”




CHAPTER 16

Jaron sat on the sofa in his living room, gazing into the blazing fireplace that matched his mood. Esmerelda was with him, lying with her head on his lap facing the fire. He caressed her hair, trying to soothe her as best he could. She’d been inconsolable since the battle and hadn’t spoken.
“We’ll get her back Esmerelda,” Jaron broke the silence, not fully believing it himself. “Chloe will be alright. She’s like you. She’s strong.”
Esmerelda sniffled and sat up straight. She ran her fingers through her hair and clutched her head for a moment. She shook her head no.
“I’m not strong,” Esmerelda dropped her arms into her lap. “Not like this.”
“Lies,” Jaron retorted.
Esmerelda didn’t answer. Jaron stood up and walked to the fireplace, leaning against the mantlepiece and casting his shadow across the entire room.
“When my father disappeared, I said I’d never smile again,” Jaron admitted. He turned around to face her. “That turned out to be a lie too.”
“You don’t understand,” said Esmerelda. “I’ve taught Chloe since she was ten. She’s like my little sister, and she’s all I have.”
“More lies,” Jaron contradicted.
Esmerelda made a confused face, turning her head to hide and wipe a tear that escaped.
“You have me,” he walked over to the sofa and squatted down in front of Esmerelda, taking her hands into his. “We will get her back. You don’t know what I can do. Ask my mother what happens when I’m angry.”
“No man or mountain can stop Jaron from getting what he truly wants,” his mother interjected from the doorway.
Esmerelda rose to her feet abruptly and gave a bow. “Lady Spellcraft.”
His mother walked over and took both of Esmerelda’s hands, cupping them in between her own. Lady Spellcraft smiled reassuringly. “Don’t be afraid for Chloe my darling. Be afraid for what the enemy has now unleashed upon themselves by taking her.”
Esmerelda looked over at Jaron as he got up from crouching, then turned back to Lady Spellcraft.
“Get some rest love,” she kissed Esmerelda on the cheek, “I must speak to my son.”
Esmerelda bowed her head. “Yes my Lady.”
Lady Spellcraft waited for Esmerelda to get upstairs, and then stepped over to the nearest chair facing the sofa in the corner by the fireplace. She sat as Jaron returned to the sofa. His mother crossed her legs over and rested her intertwined hands on her lap.
“The city is hailing you as a hero,” she said.
“I don’t care,” Jaron snarled.
“Jaron, you are too hard on yourself. Countless daughters and sons just had their fathers return home after being miraculously healed. You are making a difference.”
He stayed silent, watching the fire while his mother’s eyes burned a hole in him.
“So did it happen again?” asked Lady Spellcraft.
“No,” Jaron replied. “I’ve got control over it.”
“Have you?” his mother said sardonically. “Because from where I’m sitting it could happen any moment.”
“I’m angrier than I was last time. I’m still fine,” Jaron stated.
“It’s not just anger that awakens you, it’s fear.”
“I’m not afraid,” he replied blithely.
“Yes you are,” Lady Spellcraft countered. “You’re afraid of never seeing her again. You’re afraid to disappoint Esmerelda. You’re afraid of failing.”
“Stop,” Jaron commanded.
The flames in the fireplace suddenly blew back and nearly extinguished, but there was no wind. The air in the room remained still. The fire eventually recovered, and the light returned to the room as the firewood crackled loudly. Lady Spellcraft looked at the fireplace for several moments, and then came to her feet to sit next to Jaron on the sofa. She reached up and started stroking the back of his head with a smile.
“You may fail to do everything you want to, but you will never fail to do everything you need to,” she kissed his temple. “Get some rest. Esmerelda won’t be able to sleep alone tonight.”
With that, his mother left out the front door and went home. Jaron stayed on the sofa alone for a few more minutes looking at the fire, and then a flash of fury arose in him. He stood up.
The fireplace extinguished instantly with a wave of his hand. He obeyed his mother’s request and went upstairs while taking off the armor he was still wearing. Jaron pulled off his pauldrons one by one, followed by his cuirass which hit the steps with a plopping ‘thud’.  On the second floor he passed by Chloe’s room where all three dogs were in her bed curled into a ball of fluff. Esmerelda’s bedroom door was still open. She was laying on her side, weeping quietly. He waited by the door, removing his blood-covered tunic before throwing it down the hall.
Jaron came around to the other side of the bed and reclined next to her against the headboard. She immediately turned over to face him and held on to his bare chest. He put his arm around her and held Esmerelda until her crying slowed. Eventually it subsided, until all she did was breath deeply. And that was how they both fell asleep.




CHAPTER 17

The men loaded up supplies onto the War Wagon, carrying crate after crate onboard while Mudmaster Hattie supervised. Groups of troops entered up the ramps into the trolley cars as farm workers carried a set of Count Zayn’s cooling tombs onto the caboose. Master Gokiy stood off with Esmerelda as they talked. Jaron waited at the top of the ramp to the command car, eager and raring to go with a persistent glare on his face.
“That’s the last of it,” Battlemaster Beardy came to the base of the ramp. “We’ve just gotten sight of a holosphere on its way here.”
Jaron took a deep breath and nodded his head. “I’ll take it in here.”
Within moments it floated into the command car and Jaron led it around the tactical table. His mouth instantly felt dry when he saw a preview of who was calling. It was the Princess. He reached up and touched the holosphere, manifesting her form instantly in the room. She’d been crying. Jaron scratched the back of his head, his eyes darting around looking for the words.
“I’m not sure what to say,” Jaron confessed.
Valara held out a crystal in her palm. “The Quartermaster received a Glitter Flitter a few moments ago. It’s Chloe’s.”
Jaron felt like a hammer struck his chest to speed up his heartbeat. “That means she’s still alive.”
“It means she’s defenseless!”
The Princess turned around and walked across the compartment, looking ahead at the door to the deck. She spun around and revealed her glowing irises. “You were supposed to take care of her!”
“I will,” Jaron contended forcefully. “And I’ll kill whatever I have to in order to do it.”
Holo-Valara marched up to him, properly scaled to her real size. Jaron held eye contact until her eyes stopped glowing. She reached up to touch his face, but pulled back when she realized she couldn’t.
“I want you to promise me Jaron. Promise me you’ll save her. Promise me you won’t get hurt,” she choked back a sob. “Promise me you’ll all come back.”
“I promise,” said Jaron.
The Slicer began humming, and Jaron’s anger subsided long enough to clear his mind and focus on a single thing with absolute clarity. He reached out and touched Holo-Valara’s hand. It was solid. She gasped in shock with wide eyes as Jaron lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it. The Princess smiled and cried at the same time. He reached up with the other hand to touch her face when a voice interrupted from the door.
“We’re ready my Lord,” said Beardy.
Jaron lost his concentration and his hand went through hers like a ghost. She vanished.
“Fine,” Jaron barked.
The ramp door to the command car closed with a heavy ‘clank’. Beardy and Esmerelda sat at the tactical table, along with the commander of the blademen and two of his officers standing at the back corners of the compartment. Master Gokiy wouldn’t be coming. Jaron stood at the front of the compartment where a sloped glass shield served as a window to see ahead outside. A crescent shaped wooden console with a series of levers was arrayed around Jaron standing in the middle. Each lever had a bezeled bead beneath it, with Script etched along the border of the console. In the center of the console was a slot buffered by gathered leather.
Jaron slid the Slicer down into it until only the handle stuck out. The entire War Wagon came to life with a shudder, the beads in the console glowed red, denoting disconnected trolley cars. Jaron switched each lever sequentially, which made repeating clicking sounds as they went. The War Wagon locked its hitches with a loud metallic ‘clunk’ and the beads went from red to green.
One push forward on the Slicer and the War Wagon moved. The ride wasn’t the bumpy affair Jaron expected, instead it was smooth and controlled. The War Wagon felt heavy and rooted to the ground, with gentle sways as it rolled over rocks and fallen trees. Jaron pulled the handle to the right and the War Wagon turned into that direction, exiting the construction site and heading across the plains toward the Withered Willow. Jaron pushed the handle further forward and the wagon picked up speed, faster than a galloping stallion. He couldn’t help but smile at the power at his fingertips. He lurched the stick left and back again to force the wagon to sway abruptly.
“Candied cadavers!” Beardy shouted from his seat.
Jaron narrowed his gaze as the wagon barreled into the Withered Willow, the plow smashing a decaying tree aside like a dried twig. They rushed through the scorched part of it until reaching the sparse spread of dead trees, going through whatever lay in front of the plow with ease. They were in.




CHAPTER 18

The landscape inside the Withered Willow was more of the same: endless swathes of long-dead trees as far as the eye could see. The sun never reached the muddy forest floor. The overcast sky above turned everything into a dull, dreary gray. Absolute silence surrounded Jaron, both inside and outside of the wagon. Beardy got up to look out of the viewing window on Jaron’s right, grumbling at the lack of life.
“You were right to commission this contraption my Lord,” Beardy conceded. “This would have been a fool’s errand on foot.”
“We should have caught up by now,” Jaron opined. “We’ve covered more than a day’s march in less than an hour.”
“They can’t have gotten far,” said Beardy.
Esmerelda moved up to Jaron’s left, peering out the window. “Chloe never would have made it this far on foot, they’d have to carry her.”
Jaron stopped the War Wagon. It jolted to a halt.
“What is it?” Beardy inquired.
Leaving the Slicer in the console, Jaron moved over to the tactical table and sat down. The others joined him. He tapped on the top of it, and a demarcated square suddenly melted into watery liquid. The liquid rippled and churned until it formed into shapes of their surroundings. The War Wagon was in the middle looking like a caterpillar made of water, with spires of liquid all around to show the trees. They’d been heading east, as the north and south ends of the Withered Willow were enclosed by plateaus forming a corridor.
“There,” Esmerelda pointed to a small bump ahead of them.
“Aye,” Beardy concurred.
An officer burst into the compartment from the back door. “My Lord!”
The commander standing present lifted his hand to stop the man. “What is your report?”
“I’ve just come from the observation deck, sir,” said the officer with a bewildered stare at Jaron. “A voice is calling for Lord Spellcraft.”
“Is it a woman?” Esmerelda perked up.
“It is.”
Jaron got to his feet and retrieved the Slicer from the slot. “Open the door.”
The commander protested. “It could be a trap my Lord! I will send men out, you must remain in the wagon.”
“You heard him!” Beardy stood up and interjected with a booming bass. “Open that damn door and let us out! Deploy wagons two through six and form a perimeter, we’re going outside.”
The Battlemaster took his war hammer from his back clasp as Esmerelda walked to the door. The three of them went as soon as the ramp went down. Blademen formed up and watched the woods as the voice echoed from ahead.
“Jaron!” Chloe’s voice cried out for him.
“Chloe!” Esmerelda called back.
Jaron and Esmerelda ran ahead of Beardy and saw a figure hunched over on the forest floor. They came up and saw her purple Caster robes and necklace on the ground besides her, absent its crystal. She cried again.
“Jaron,” she squalled.
Esmerelda flew to her side and clutched her tightly, before reaching to her hood and pulling it down. Chloe’s face looked up at them. Jaron exhaled in relief, putting the Slicer away and kneeling beside them. Chloe smiled briefly, and then the bones of her face started shifting under her skin, which changed color into Nubian brown. Her blonde hair fell out and long black box braids grew in their place. It was a woman, but it wasn’t Chloe. She sneered at Jaron and then hissed. The imposter pulled a dagger and stabbed Esmerelda, twisting the blade in her gut. Esmerelda yelped as the woman grabbed her by the throat and forced her to stand up with her.
Jaron went for the Slicer too late, the woman kicked him with enough force to throw him against a nearby tree and knock the wind out of him. The dark woman shoved Esmerelda against a different tree with a gleeful smirk, the knife still in her stomach. Esmerelda’s crystal began to glow when the woman suddenly withdrew the blade and used her now bloody hand to clutch the crystal.
“No no no,” the imposter spoke in a mocking tone. “No cheating.”
Black smoke came from a faceted onyx gem ring on the woman’s finger and washed over the necklace, rendering the crystal colorless. Beardy’s war hammer bashed the woman away from Esmerelda, who crumpled to the ground.
“Get her inside!” the Battlemaster shouted to the men as he lifted Esmerelda.
The commander bolted over to them and scooped Esmerelda into his arms before carrying her away. Jaron’s disorientation finally faded, and he stumbled to his feet as Beardy came to pull him up. The imposter rose from the ground smoothly. She cut the front of the Caster robe open and then yanked it off, revealing Unscrupulous styling underneath. Black heeled boots, black leggings, and a black long-sleeve shirt that looked like serpent scales. Anger and anxiety started to overcome Jaron’s senses as he drew the Slicer, manifesting red flecks of energy along with it.
“No no no, none of that,” the woman waved her hand and the Miasma from her ring completely banished the lights.
After extinguishing them, the Miasma gathered in front of Jaron and rapidly rushed toward him. It collided with the Chaser Bracer’s shield, splashing off of it like a torrent of water before disappearing.
“Who are you?” Jaron growled.
The woman made a manic giggle as she lifted her dagger up to her mouth. She stuck her tongue out and cleaned Esmerelda’s blood off with it.
She answered in a slow, low, airy inflection. “My name, is Ash.”
“You’re still standing after tasting my hammer,” Beardy gripped it with both hands. “Let’s see if you can survive another.”
Ash pursed her lips and made a long whistle, loud and resonant to the point of making Jaron’s ears ring. Large dark beasts suddenly burst out of the ground, snatching some of the men and pulling them down. They screamed as their bones were crunched by jagged stone teeth. The attacking creatures resembled giant hounds made of mud and rock. Short snarling snouts and no eyes. An entire pack popped out of the ground, with some of them prowling over to form up around Ash. The Unscrupulous woman pointed her dagger at Jaron, smiled devilishly, and then spoke to the hounds.
“Kill them all. And bring me the boy’s face.”




CHAPTER 19

A dozen men fell within minutes as the hounds tore through them like paper. Their weapons did little to stop the pouncing beasts, who like the Unscrupulous foot-soldiers neither bled nor reacted to their wounds.
“Chop their legs off if you have to!” Battlemaster Beardy slammed his hammer into a pouncing hound, bashing it away into a tree. “We need more men!”
More wagons emptied themselves of blademen and it took a group of them just to disable one beast. Only complete dismemberment stopped them. Jaron ducked aside as a beast came for him, taking its head off and then spinning into a slashing crouch which removed a hind leg. Its beheaded torso kept crawling until Beardy crushed it with an overhead slam of his hammer.
“We need to get to the wagon my Lord,” Beardy batted another beast away. “They’ll rip us all apart at this rate!”
Jaron stood back to back with Beardy, looking over to see a pair of hounds on either side of Ash. Her expression showed wide eyed delight with a toothy grin. She pointed at him.
“Behind you,” Ash warned in a singsong voice.
Another beast jumped out of the ground from underneath Beardy, knocking the Battlemaster down and rolling with him. Jaron jumped onto the hound’s back and stabbed it in the back of its neck, which didn’t stop it at all. Beardy shoved the handle of his hammer into its mouth to keep it from biting him. Jaron twisted and then pulled, the hound’s head came off. Beardy pushed it off him and used his hammer to break its legs.
Jaron threw the Slicer and watched it claim the limbs of three charging hounds, who were finished off by blademen. Beardy ran toward Ash with a battle cry, who sent her two beasts after him. As soon as the Slicer returned to Jaron, he threw it again and disabled one while Beardy assaulted the other.
They were winning. The hounds were falling, leaving only Ash. When the last beast died, Jaron pointed his Slicer at Ash and approached menacingly. She brought her hands up next to her head and started clapping.
“Aww, you beat all my pets,” Ash pouted momentarily and then smiled.
Her dagger melted into black goo which covered her right hand and hardened into golden finger armor. The tips were sharp like claws, with her black ring having fused with the metal to become a part of it.
“You’ll be next in a moment miss,” Beardy threatened before charging at her.
One moment Ash was seconds away from being crushed under the war hammer, the next she became like a dark shadow and appeared behind him. She thrust her claw tips into his back, and then tore upward as Miasma flew out of the wound. “Oh please.”
Beardy dropped his hammer and went face down, motionless.
“No!” Jaron shouted.
He slashed the air in front of him with the Slicer, and suddenly Ash’s left arm came clean off from ten feet away. She fell to one knee and clutched at the bloodless stump where her arm used to be.
“Good job!” Ash reacted in a shrill voice. “I felt that.”
She stood back up to face Jaron and the two started pacing sideways, circling each other. Ash narrowed her eyes as a new arm suddenly sprouted out of her shoulder. The new arm was now bare and exposed, with dense Script covering it like gold tattoos. Jaron growled in disgust, tensing his Slicer grip in preparation.
“You’re strong,” Ash shadow-stepped behind him. “But I’m fast.”
Her claws clashed with the Chaser Bracer as Jaron turned to block it. He backhanded Ash with the full force of her own blow and she hurtled against a tree, landing like a cat. Jaron threw the Slicer at her head, but she rolled out of the way and blasted Miasma at it from the gem on her ring. Jaron was already running toward her as the Slicer dodged the Miasma by returning to him. He instinctively swung to his right as Ash shadow-stepped again to appear there. The Slicer connected with her lunging claws and took her fingers clean off.
Ash hissed and pushed him through the air and onto his back. She lurched forward and pounced. Her remaining thumb claw turned into a spike that jutted from her fingerless hand, thrusting down as she landed. Jaron deflected her attacking arm with the bracer, and then impaled her with the Slicer before shoving her off, rolling on top, and pinning her to the ground. He jumped back up and got clear of her limbs, keeping the Slicer pointed down at her.
“Where is Chloe?” Jaron demanded.
Ash laid on the ground, sprawled out with a blank expression at the sky.
“Now I’m getting frustrated,” she said, before shadow-stepping back to her feet.
Jaron pretended to lunge forward, and Ash flinched. He smiled. She rolled her eyes. With a cracking, fleshy sound to accompany it, her fingers grew back. The wound underneath her damaged scale armor healed as well, but now her only weapon was her ring.
“I was going to take my time peeling your skin from your flesh,” Ash looked up thoughtfully. “But now I don’t want to play with you anymore.”
Jaron braced for another trick, but instead Ash cupped her palms next to her mouth. She sang the next thing she said. “Oh Jeff-freeeeeeee!”
The hound corpses crumbled into chunks and rolled over to a pile behind Ash. Jaron threw the Slicer at Ash’s neck, but she shadow-stepped away. He didn’t see her anywhere after that. He ran over to Beardy and rolled him over, he was still alive. Barely. Black liquid mixed with blood oozed from his mouth as he coughed.
“Poison my Lord,” he choked out.
The pile got larger and swelled. Jaron acted quickly. He used his satchel and took out the Abuse Juice, pouring a drop into Beardy’s mouth.
“Stay awake old man,” Jaron tapped Beardy’s cheeks repeatedly. “Swallow!”
Blademen surrounded Jaron and Beardy, propping the Battlemaster up on their shoulders and carrying him away. The pile of beast bits formed into the rough shape of a person, with two legs and arms, but that was where the similarities ended. It was taller than ten men, with a bulking build and massive shoulders. It’s arms were thicker than its legs, with heavy clubs for hands. A single red circle glowed in its stump of a head. No mouth or nose to speak of.
“Cyclops…” Jaron realized aloud. “Get back to the wagon!”




CHAPTER 20

The War Wagon’s doors were shut as Jaron rushed over to Esmerelda, who had been laid on the floor of the command car.
“Did you give her the water?” asked Jaron as he knelt by her side.
“Yes my Lord,” the commander confirmed.
He picked up her head and saw that her wound had not only closed, but no longer existed. She was still warm, but the color was leaving her face and her head was limp in his hands.
“She’s not waking up,” Jaron started to panic. “She’s not waking up!”
He started shaking her and squeezing her hand. No response.
Thud. Jaron started breathing heavy. Thud. The Cyclops was moving toward them.
“My Lord!” the commander implored him. “We have to go now!”
“Shut up!” Jaron shouted and threw the Slicer at the console. It landed perfectly in the slot and pushed itself forward.
The lights came on and the War Wagon took off. He turned back to Esmerelda and brought out the Abuse Juice.
“Give me your knife!” he ordered the commander, who immediately obeyed.
He took the small blade and cut Esmerelda’s palm, which bled black ooze. He shoved the spigot into the wound and tapped several drops into it until her blood turned red again. Jaron put the vial back into his satchel and held out his free hand. “Give me the water.”
He was handed a canteen of healing water and poured it onto the slit he’d made in her palm. The wound washed away like it had been painted on. Relief replaced worry as the color slowly returned to her face, then she gasped for air.
“Esmerelda!” Jaron dropped the canteen and cupped her face in his hand. “I have you. You’re going to be fine.”
“I know,” she breathed weakly with her eyes closed. “I still have to kick your arse.”
Jaron smiled and looked up to the ceiling in relief. The heavy footsteps of the Cyclops returned, and they were getting louder and closer together. Thud thud thud thud thud!
The sound of creaking metal accompanied a concussive shockwave as the wagon rocked to the side. Jaron looked at the console. The Slicer was definitely full throttle, but the bead for the caboose had turned red.
“I’m going to sit you up, alright?” Jaron reassured Esmerelda. “Move the men toward the front of the wagon, as many as you can!”
“As you command!” the commander ran out of the compartment and headed to the other trolley cars.
Jaron propped Esmerelda into a tactical chair facing the back, and then a heavy hand fell onto his shoulder. It was Beardy, he was back on his feet.
Tough bastard.
The War Wagon jerked again, but it was the plow bashing through trees this time.
“My Lord,” Beardy spoke in low rumble as he gestured down to Esmerelda’s necklace. “Her crystal.” 
“I know,” Jaron lamented. “But we don’t have time, we’ve got to get away from this Cyclops before we all die.”
Beardy became bug-eyed. “There’s a Cyclops?”
“You were asleep,” Jaron moved to the console. “A lot’s happened since then.”
Another shockwave and the next bead turned red.
“Can’t this thing go faster?” Beardy complained.
Jaron shook his head and went over to look at the table image. The Cyclops was in full sprint, and it was gaining on the next wagon.
“In that case,” Beardy picked up his hammer. “I’d better go get a good look at this thing.”
“Sit down! What do you plan to do, tickle it?” Jaron barked.
“Might have worked,” Beardy grumbled to himself and stood next to Esmerelda’s chair. The Battlemaster looked at Esmerelda who hadn’t opened her eyes yet. After a brief stare, he shook his head and averted his eyes, muttering to himself. “I really need to get one of those.”
“Hold on!” Jaron warned.
Another wagon down, Jaron went back to the console and veered to the left trying to lose it but the Cyclops changed course to intercept the command car.
“It’s only after us,” Jaron realized. “I have an idea!”
“Don’t tell me I have to flirt with it,” Beardy quipped.
“Tell the men in this compartment to move to the second wagon, I’m going to cut them loose,” Jaron ordered.
“Understood,” Beardy turned to the two officers hanging on for dear life in the corner. “You there! Out!”
They didn’t argue, and were gone within seconds. Jaron pulled sharply to the right to dodge the Cyclop’s next attack, and then pulled the lever for the rearmost wagon.
Beardy cheered from behind him. “It’s ignoring them!”
Jaron nodded and then swayed to the left, releasing wagon after wagon in a zig zag. The Cyclops ran fast in a straight line, but slow to change direction.
“Last wagon!” Jaron declared as he pulled the last lever, setting all the men free.
The War Wagon got faster as it pressed on ahead. Beardy walked up to Jaron and looked out the front window.
“Good idea my Lord,” said Beardy. “What’s next?”
Jaron glanced at the Battlemaster. “I hadn’t thought that far ahead.”
They both nearly lost footing when the wagon shook as the Cyclops bashed the back of it, peeling the rear away to the exposed air. Another swing and a part of the roof had been knocked off. Jaron couldn’t use the Slicer, he needed to control the wagon. Beardy laughed joyfully at the hulking creature as he saw it for the first time.
“I always knew it would take a legend to kill me!” he blared.
The Cyclops lifted one of its clubbed fists, prepared to bring it down once and for all when Esmerelda raised her hands and pointed her pinky fingers forward. The wagon became encased in a glowing green outline and came to an abrupt stop. The War Wagon suddenly reversed and shot between the Cyclop’s legs as it ran right past them and smashed the ground instead. The War Wagon went back at least 50 feet and halted. Esmerelda extended her first fingers and then touched them at the tips.
The War Wagon lifted off the ground, and then flew ahead when Esmerelda thrust her hands forward. The Cyclops started turning around after freeing its club from the ground. The War Wagon speared right through its body, plow first. Debris from the creature flew around the exposed compartment as it they travelled through. The command car landed on the ground and control was returned to Jaron, who sped away from the lifeless pile the Cyclops left behind. Jaron turned around and saw Esmerelda rise to her feet, her strength having returned to her. Damn she was amazing.
“How did you do that?” Beardy asked with obvious wonder.
Esmerelda grabbed her necklace and tore it off.  “The wagon has shard dust in the flooring.”




CHAPTER 21

The War Wagon rolled through the Withered Willow at full speed, its occupants exposed to the elements from the damage done to what remained of it. Beardy stood vigilant at the back end with his war hammer, while Esmerelda remained at the tactical table. She maintained a blue shield around the wagon while Jaron commandeered it. The air was getting colder, and the sun was going down.
“How much more of this dead forest my Lady?” Beardy asked in growing impatience.
“We won’t make it out before nightfall,” she answered.
Jaron stopped the War Wagon and took the Slicer. “Then we’ll camp here.”
Beardy backed away from the edge of the compartment and turned around. Jaron went over to sit at the table.
“Will that shield of yours last overnight?” asked Beardy.
“If I want it to, yes,” said Esmerelda.
Beardy nodded and then started rummaging through the tertiary compartments the wagon still had. Jaron leaned forward with his elbows on his knees, hands clasped together.
“Is there anything we can do about your gem?” asked Jaron.
Esmerelda shook her head. “There isn’t any known technique to restore the light of a crystal once its been corrupted.”
Jaron furrowed his brow and sat back with a sigh. “So in other words, don’t let Ash touch the Slicer.”
“You defeated her,” said Esmerelda, looking at Jaron inquisitively.
“I made her work for it,” Jaron suppressed a flare of frustration. “But I didn’t kill her.”
Esmerelda placed her necklace on the table and leaned toward him. Beardy was arguing with himself as he tossed out damaged bits of wood and shredded shrapnel.
“If she returns,” Esmerelda stared intensely. “Are you confident you can win?”
“I’m confident I’ll take her damn head off.”
Beardy came to them with a pile of green blankets and plopped them on the floor. “We’ll have to make do. I’ll keep first watch.”
Jaron nodded in agreement, and then perked up as he remembered something. “Hold on.”
He brought out his satchel opened it to take out the glasses he got from Quartz.
“What are those for?” asked Beardy.
“Here,” Jaron handed them to him. “We can’t light a fire without drawing attention, but you should be able to see with these.”
Beardy grumbled and put the glasses on. His eyes looked huge behind the lenses. Esmerelda tried to stop the smile forming on her face while Jaron chortled through his nose. Beardy snatched them back off in embarrassment. “Is it doing something to my face?”
“Don’t take them off, I’ve just never seen you with glasses is all,” Jaron snickered.
Beardy put the glasses back on. “These are something else.”
His bug eyes blinked twice. Esmerelda finally cracked and started giggling. Beardy scowled at the two of them and walked over to see his reflection in the window. He instantly spun around and pointed accusingly.
“I look like an idiot!”
“No no,” Esmerelda composed herself the best she could. “You look ravishing.”
Jaron snickered uncontrollably. Beardy stormed over to the busted back end muttering something foul and sat with his legs hanging off the ledge. He definitely looked like an idiot.
The day turned to night within the hour, and Jaron laid on his back with the Slicer on the floor next to him. Esmerelda sat in one of the chairs, fortifying and resetting the shield. Jaron grew weary of the dreary environment and constant cloud cover. He’d been on edge for two days straight, and was having a hard time thinking of anything else but Chloe’s safety. His eyes shut while he imagined the stars, slowing his breath and picturing what it’d be like to watch them with someone he cared about. When he opened his eyes the clouds had cleared, leaving nothing but the night sky. Jaron grinned in satisfaction. Esmerelda came over to him and saw where he was looking, then she froze.
“What am I looking at? That’s not the moon,” she asked in astonishment.
“They really don’t teach Valmari about anything outside the citadel do they?” asked Jaron.
Esmerelda crossed her arms, “Casting is a lifelong vocation. We learn what we need to and don’t waste time on the rest.”
Jaron sat up and pulled a blanket over his shoulders, patting the floor next to him. Esmerelda hesitated at first, but came over to join him. She sat down and Jaron pointed up to the sky.
“The large circle is the moon,” he explained.
“I know what the moon is,” Esmerelda scolded. “It trades places with the sun every night.”
Jaron nodded. “Then you know the little twinkle lights are the stars. But you see that big one moving?” He pointed at a particularly luminescent blue light in the sky, much larger than all the other stars. “That’s the Brightstar. It appears one night a month, so you wouldn’t have noticed it yet.”
“So then that’s the Sky Scar,” Esmerelda guessed, pointing up toward a red strip of flame-like aurora moving slowly overhead.
“Yes,” Jaron confirmed. “Vaelonn sent the Brightstar to guard the Sky Scar. One day the Sky Scar will spill the Levidra, and the Brightstar will destroy them all.”
“That’s not correct,” Esmerelda shook her head. “Vaelonn is the Brightstar. The Sky Scar is a door to the heavenlies, reminding us of divine judgment. The Levidra will be the penalty for the sins of the Unscrupulous. When all evil is atoned for, Vaelonn will return to the divine realm through it and take the Levidra with him.”
Jaron raised an eyebrow as he took another look up at it.
“Never heard that version before,” he admitted. “What was life like in the citadel? Is it just a bunch of rich families playing dress-up?”
“No,” Esmerelda shook her head. “At least not for me.”
Jaron saw the look in her eye, which wasn’t happy. “Is Caster life difficult?”
“Sometimes,” Esmerelda answered. “But you get used to it.”
“Is that why you joined me?” Jaron swallowed. “To make it better?”
She frowned. “I told you what I came for.”
“I’ve never gotten a straight answer from either of you,” Jaron made a face of friendly amusement.
Esmerelda licked her lips and rolled her eyes, her shoulders sinking with a deep sigh. “You never saw us in your holospheres with Valara, but we were there in the room for years. I suppose I felt like I knew you, and we’d miss your obvious infatuation with Her Highness if you died or disappeared.”
“So it was to cure your boredom?” Jaron jeered.
“I didn’t say that!” Esmerelda rapidly turned to scowl at him, but her face softened quickly after. “Chloe likes you…ever since the day you tried to climb the barricade to visit Valara in the citadel.”
“That was two years ago,” Jaron laughed. “You were there for that?”
“I told you, we’ve been watching,” Esmerelda dismissed. “She’d never seen a man go so far for anyone…that’s not how the Valmari do things. Chloe used to joke that if Valara didn’t marry you, she would.”
“I didn’t know that…” Jaron trailed off.
Chloe had always been sweet to him. She’d practically thrown herself into the role, and he never knew why until now. The fact that he’d gone a month with them at arms length bothered him.
“She always wanted to get married,” Esmerelda disclosed. “But she loves being a Caster, and she loves Princess Valara. So she found a way to have it all.”
“She’ll have more than that,” Jaron resolved.
“Don’t tell her I told you,” Esmerelda urged. “—when we find her.”
She still believed, Jaron felt relieved. An agonizingly loud silence followed, so he searched for more conversation.
“So, how do you become a Caster? You never talk about it,” Jaron questioned.
Esmerelda tensed up.
“Never mind,” said Jaron.
“It’s alright,” said Esmerelda. “I didn’t choose it for myself, my mother was a concubine to a Valmari scion. Daughters who aren’t wanted are sold to the Caster Caste or raised into concubines, and the boys become servants or Sentinels. Some volunteer.”
“You were sold?” Jaron scowled.
She nodded her head. “And Chloe. Space in the citadel is expensive, and selling offspring is a good way to make profit. I haven’t seen them since. They might have moved outside to live among the Tolians, I don’t know.”
“I like the citadel even less now,” Jaron grumbled. “Tolians would never do that to their own people.”
“No, you’d just kill each other in a tavern squabble,” Esmerelda retorted.
Jaron shook his head. “It’s not as barbaric as you think. We work together to support everyone and keep the Unscrupulous away. It’s not perfect, but we don’t abandon our own.”
“Let’s talk about something else,” said Esmerelda.
“Alright,” Jaron relented. “But I’m telling you that I’ll never do that to you.”
Esmerelda shivered when a cold gust blew through the compartment, pulling her arms further into her robes. Jaron immediately shared his blanket by putting an arm around Esmerelda’s shoulders to cover her with it. She stiffened momentarily, but relaxed as her body absorbed his warmth.
“Why do you do that?” she asked, staring straight ahead.
“Do what?” said Jaron.
“Always making everyone feel better. Always making me feel better. I’d still help even if you didn’t.”
Jaron turned his head to face her and waited until she looked at him. They made eye contact when she finally did.
“We’re married right?” Jaron grinned. “It’s my duty—my pleasure, to take care of you. I wouldn’t have it otherwise.”
Esmerelda held the gaze, slowly slid her hand out of her sleeve and put it on top of his. “I want you to kiss me now.”
Jaron didn’t even have to think about it, and reached up to touch her cheek. Damn, she was as soft as she was stunning. Esmerelda closed her eyes and leaned in close, faintly smiling at Jaron’s touch. Then, he fully pressed his lips against hers. Her own hand came up to his face while she sweetly kissed him back.




CHAPTER 22

“Lord Spellcraft, wake up!” Beardy called out to him.
He stirred under the blankets as Esmerelda held onto him, having forgotten where he was. Beardy tapped the floor with the handle of his hammer. Jaron snapped awake and sat up. It was the middle of the night.
“Unscrupulous?” asked Jaron.
“Aye,” said Beardy. 
Esmerelda groggily sat up before Jaron grabbed the Slicer and stood, walking to the window to peer outside to no avail. It was too dark. He turned as Esmerelda came up next to him.
“Are we still shielded?” asked Jaron.
“We are,” Esmerelda affirmed.
Beardy stomped over and pushed the bridge of the glasses against his nose, looking out of the window. “It’s the fog. It’s returning, but only a single plume.”
“Esmerelda,” said Jaron. “A little light please.”
With a single snap of her fingers, a flare of yellow appeared in the air over the wagon and illuminated the Withered Willow around them. Jaron saw the funnel of fog rotating and counter-rotating toward the War Wagon, when it suddenly launched up and over to land some yards behind them.
Jaron walked to the back of the exposed command car holding the Slicer at the ready. Beardy moved to his right, Esmerelda to his left. She looked frightened, but steadfast.
Jaron reached over and squeezed her hand. “Make another shield for yourself. Don’t let it down no matter what.”
Esmerelda nodded and moved behind him.
“Jaron Spellcraft!” the voice of a man shouted through the fog column.
The fog faded away, revealing a single individual. A tall, skinny person, clad in a black leather trench-coat stood on the forest floor with his long arms hanging by his sides. His shoulders were exceptionally wide despite his otherwise slim stature. His shiny, leather-like skin was completely red. He had three pointed ears on each side of his bald head, fanned out like tail-feathers. His nose was formed into a permanent snarl, with black lips and big yellow eyes. His pupils were reptilian slits.
“I never thought I’d see someone uglier than me,” Beardy commented as he removed the glasses and tucked them away.
“If you wish to discard your beauty,” the man raised his hand, revealing his long fingers with sharp white nails. “That can be arranged after we’re done talking.”
“Speak your purpose, demon,” Beardy snarled.
“Demon?” the man rested a hand on his chest and chuckled. “You’re as flattering as you are pretty. I think I’m in love!”
“Don’t fall for me yet,” Beardy readied his hammer. “You’re not my type.”
“That’s a shame,” the being retorted. “You’ll find I can be quite hospitable. My name is Zen Daaz, and I’ve come to parley with your young Lord.”
Jaron spat. “And why would I talk to the Unscrupulous?”
“You still call us that? Pity that you don’t know us nearly as well as we know you,” Zen Daaz lamented.
“Answer my question,” the Slicer flickered with red light. “What do you want?”
Zen Daaz smiled and stuck out his slithering serpent tongue, licking his lips with it. “Straight to business then? I love a man who takes what he wants.”
He blew a kiss at Jaron and then waved dismissively at Beardy.
“I’m afraid I’m breaking up with you mister hammer head. Try to get over it,” Zen Daaz said derisively.
Beardy bashed his hammer on the floor. “Let me kill him Lord Spellcraft, this one taunts us.”
“You have five seconds to say something useful before I wear your head from my belt as a trophy,” Jaron threatened.
Zen Daaz giggled like a young girl and clapped excitedly. “Delightful! As much as I would adore being attached to your hip, I think you would be more interested in retrieving the charming young woman I took just the other day.”
“Chloe,” Esmerelda uttered as Jaron narrowed his eyes.
“Yes. Yes, indeed,” Zen Daaz smiled. “Chloe.”
“I don’t like this my Lord,” said Beardy.
“Where is she?” Jaron demanded.
“Why, in the Ziggurat of course,” said Zen Daaz.
“And why would you come all this way just to hand her over?” said Jaron.
“I would never simply hand her over,” Zen Daaz took a step toward the wagon, prompting the three of them to take defensive stances. “You understand the value of exchange, do you not? I want to make a trade: her life for your cooperation.”
Esmerelda walked up from behind Jaron. Her face completely livid. “Give me back my sister, or I will decorate this forest with your entrails.”
Zen Daaz slapped his knee and cackled maniacally. “Oh you really know how to talk to a man don’t you? Esmerelda.”
She was about to walk forward, but Jaron moved his arm in the way to keep her back.
“What do you want from me?” Jaron questioned with a hoarse and hateful howl.
Zen Daaz clapped his hands together and pointed both index fingers at Jaron. “I want you to murder our sovereign, Lord Buun.”




CHAPTER 23

Zen Daaz stood on the back of the command car, his arms tucked behind his back, eyes scanning the compartment. Esmerelda had him boxed in a blue shield while Beardy kept a close watch on him. The War Wagon moved at full speed through the Withered Willow, but Jaron sat at the table and controlled it remotely.
“Impressive sword you have there, you must let me touch it sometime,” said Zen Daaz.
“You take me for a fool, Unscrupulous,” Jaron growled. “We know about your Miasma.”
The War Wagon hit a bump, but Zen Daaz didn’t stumble even slightly. He brought his right hand from around his back and looked at the black stoned ring he wore, lightly chuckling.
“I wasn’t referring to your sliver,” he winked. “But you have nothing to fear from the Miasma, Lord Spellcraft. It wouldn’t work on it even if I tried.”
Esmerelda showed surprise and then looked at Jaron.
“And why is that?” Jaron questioned.
Zen Daaz released Miasma from his ring, breached a hole in the shield, stuck his arm through and pointed at the Slicer in the console. Beardy lifted his hammer, prepared to strike.
“It is written,” Zen Daaz answered. “The Script on it clearly notes that its light is unwavering.”
“Good,” Jaron retorted. “That means I can kill you easier than I thought.”
Zen Daaz brought his hand back inside the shield and covered his mouth to chuckle. “Well, I don’t know if easier would be the appropriate term.”
“Easier or not, Lord Spellcraft has won every battle he’s had against you lot,” said Beardy.
“A rare feat for such a young man, you must be proud,” Zen Daaz teased. “Although, you will find that there are things far worse than the acolytes you slew so handily.”
Esmerelda reinforced the shield, prompting Zen Daaz to sigh in resignation.
“I would very much like to sit down,” he said.
“We weren’t offering,” said Beardy.
“I wasn’t asking,” Zen Daaz said grimly.
His ring expelled Miasma and pushed the shield in front of him out to the sides, allowing him to step through. Jaron pointed the Slicer at Zen Daaz and stepped forward.
“If you don’t want to stand, I can always cut off your legs,” Jaron threatened.
Zen Daaz ignored him and came to a chair by the tactical table to sit down. “My Lord, please. If you want me on my knees, there are much easier ways of convincing me.”
Beardy moved cautiously around, standing behind a vacant seat within striking range. Esmerelda pointed at Beardy’s hammer, and enchanted it with a red glow.
Zen Daaz nodded his head in approval. “Now that would be wonderfully painful. Shall we go over some particulars then?”
Jaron stood next to Esmerelda, shadowing her chair protectively before speaking. “How are we supposed to kill your Lord in the heart of your territory? Why would you even do that?”
“By walking in the front door,” Zen Daaz said simply.
Esmerelda looked at Jaron with a perplexed expression, but Beardy looked skeptical. Jaron kept a blank face.
“As to your second question,” Zen Daaz continued. “Position is not given in perpetuity. Those who have the power to rule, do so. Lord Buun has been at the top since before any of us were born, but his endless Scripting to preserve that power has had…inconvenient consequences.”
“Explain,” Jaron insisted.
“Lord Buun is the source of the Miasma, and he has become Unsealed. His Soul Scroll cannot balance the changes he has bestowed upon himself. He will soon annihilate, taking every one of us with him.”
“Then he does us a great service,” Beardy quipped.
Zen Daaz lifted his hand and turned up his nose. “Not quite. The Miasma must be tamed, or it will spread across what’s left of the world and consume all life. The Withered Willow is but a taste of its deleterious potential.”
Esmerelda chimed in through her teeth, tightly clutching her armrests. “So how do we stop it?”
“With that,” Zen Daaz pointed at the Slicer. “Slay Lord Buun before he annihilates, and the Miasma will temporarily seek another vessel. That’s where I come in.”
“And we’re supposed to just trust you?” asked Jaron.
“Certainly not my Lord! Our alliance is simply an act of self preservation, but what could be more binding?” Zen Daaz replied.
“And you went through all this trouble just to get my attention? Why take Chloe to do it?”
“I never planned for Chloe specifically. But I knew the only way to draw you out of Valmaron was to threaten something you cared about. It is your way, just as malevolence is our way.”
“And how did you know of the Slicer in the first place?” Jaron questioned.
“Because Vaelonn herself showed me your Script,” Zen Daaz revealed.
“He lies,” Esmerelda snapped. “Vaelonn is a ‘he’.”
“He comes both ways, just like I do,” Zen Daaz blew a kiss. “Strictly speaking, Vaelonn is neither.”
“You speak nothing but falsehoods,” Esmerelda declared disapprovingly. “Why would our divine benefactor show you?”
“My dearest Caster, if there’s one thing you should know about me it’s that I will never lie to you. Credibility is everything in these sort of dealings,” Zen Daaz countered.
“Answer her question,” Jaron ordered. “Why would Vaelonn help you?”
“I would think the answer to that is fairly obvious,” Zen Daaz held his head low and shook it. “Vaelonn has no interest in watching over a world bereft of potential. Contacting me was a logical choice. We are, after all, instruments of Vaelonn’s will.”
“Heresy,” Beardy spat.
“A difference of opinion, nothing more,” said Zen Daaz.
“You still haven’t explained the most important part,” Jaron interjected. “How do we breach your Ziggurat?”
“You don’t. As I said, you are walking in the front door, as my guests.”
“That won’t work. They’ll know what we’re there for,” said Jaron.
“They absolutely will! But that isn’t the point, treachery is expected among our ilk,” Zen Daaz slid his hands down to his thighs and squeezed them with a gentle moan of pleasure. “It’s not about the game, it’s how well you play it.”




CHAPTER 24

“We’re here,” said Esmerelda as she watched the tactical table smoothing out on the frontier. “The end of the Withered Willow.”
Beardy and Esmerelda abandoned Zen Daaz to come to the front of the War Wagon as the sun began to rise directly ahead of them. The Withered Willow abruptly stopped at the mouth of the plateau corridor, and what they saw was no better than where they’d just left.
“Ah yes,” Zen Daaz stood up from his chair. “Welcome home.”
A blasted terrain of cracked, dry mud went on as far as the eye could see. Not a single shrub or tree in sight. High winds carried gusts of dust through the air, giving everything a distinct brown and orange hue. Six massive obelisks, black in color and half the height of the citadel, were arrayed in front of them. Three to the left, three to the right, one hundred meters apart. Bolts of persistent red lightning linked them, fencing in the entire Withered Willow.
Only the center obelisks had no lightning between them. Instead, two rows of obelisks equal in size formed a lightning fenced lane heading straight ahead all the way down to the Ziggurat in the distance. The black compound was a massive structure, far shorter than the citadel but much wider, easily large enough to house every Valmari. There were four main levels. Each terraced level receded into stepped, rectangular platforms, with the smallest one at the top. An immense staircase ran up the front to the peak, with arched entrances at every level. The only way out was forward.
“You’ve been keeping us caged in like animals,” said Beardy.
“Ho!” Zen Daaz leered at them. “I didn’t build this, and would you really want to leave your lovely valley in exchange for this endless wasteland?”
“Better than being cattle,” Esmerelda snarled.
Jaron looked on at the hopeless expanse, and then swiftly pulled the Slicer out of the console and held it at Zen Daaz’s face.
“If you betray us,” he inched the blade closer. “You won’t be alive long enough to enjoy it.”
Zen Daaz stepped even closer to the Slicer, touching the sharp edge to his throat. “I love it when you talk dirty.”
Beardy stood with his enchanted hammer ready, waiting to strike Zen Daaz down where he stood. Esmerelda suddenly thrust her palms down at the floor.
“I’m done waiting,” she said.
The War Wagon lifted off the ground and flew forward. Jaron continued to hold the Slicer at Zen Daaz’s throat, glaring menacingly while the Unscrupulous cretin kept a gleeful look on his face. The wagon swept past a dozen obelisks in moments, landing at the outer staircase.
“If you kill me here,” Zen Daaz’s voice became quiet and smooth. “You won’t see Chloe again.”
“My Lord,” Beardy cautioned.
Jaron withdrew the Slicer and returned it to its sheath. “Let’s go then.”
“As you command,” said Zen Daaz.
He clapped his hands twice, and then fog burst up from around their feet and encased them in dense mist. It swirled around them violently, with Zen Daaz slowly raising his outstretched arms to the sides. He held his palms up like he was orchestrating music. The air pressure felt as though they were traveling at nearly unbearable speed, and then the fog dissipated as quickly as it came.
They were now standing in a spacious, square concourse. Flame torches lit the room all the way around. Dark stone bricks comprised the interior, with a large staircase going up the middle to a second floor balcony that wrapped around the entire room. The hard floor was decorated by red carpeting with gold trim. A candle chandelier hanging from the middle of the chamber provided extra light. There were no sounds, and no people.
“Where is everyone?” asked Jaron, shifting his eyes around.
“Waiting to ambush no doubt,” said Beardy.
“The Seekers of Vaelonn aren’t a social bunch. We tend to keep to our own factions,” Zen Daaz walked ahead of them to take the lead. “If you see anybody wandering around, feel free to kill them!”
Zen Daaz proceeded to walk to a dark corridor on his left.
“First thing he’s said that I like,” said Beardy.
“Beardy, give me the glasses,” Jaron ordered.
The Battlemaster immediately produced them and handed them over. Jaron took Esmerelda’s palm, held it up and placed the glasses in her hand.
“In case you need to see,” said Jaron, staring her in the eyes.
Esmerelda nodded in understanding, tucking them away into her sleeve.
“Are you coming?” Zen Daaz’s voice echoed from across the room, waiting by his chosen exit.
“Tell me where we’re going first,” said Jaron.
“My Lord!” Zen Daaz squealed with exaggerated shock. “Why, to see Chloe of course!”




CHAPTER 25

They arrived at the bottom of a zig-zag stone staircase leading into a dungeon hall, where the only way to see inside each cell was to hold up a torch. Prisoners were kept in pitch black otherwise. The smell of dank, decomposing bodies joined the odor of excrement and other bodily fluids. Zen Daaz led them down to the end of a stockade corridor, before turning to face them and holding the torch to their left. Esmerelda ran past them and grabbed the metal bars to look inside. Chloe was barefoot on the floor facing away in the fetal position. She’d been stripped down to her undergarments, which were more tan than white at this point. Rage and relief all mixed into one as Jaron looked at her.
“Chloe!” Esmerelda called out to her.
Chloe flinched and covered her head with both hands.
“Did you hurt her?” Esmerelda seethed at Zen Daaz. “If you touched her I’ll—”
“I haven’t touched her,” Zen Daaz interrupted.
“Let me in,” Esmerelda demanded.
“Esmerelda?” Chloe unsteadily rose to her feet and stared at her in disbelief. She looked over and saw Jaron standing there too. “Jaron?”
“Stand back,” Beardy ordered.
He bashed the door with his enchanted hammer and it flung open with a splash of red sparks. It smashing loudly against the inside cage and rattled into bent shapes. Esmerelda ran inside and squeezed Chloe, who slowly reached up and hugged her back. Silent tears fell down Chloe’s cheeks as she closed her eyes and smiled.
“You found me?” Chloe uttered breathlessly.
Esmerelda sniffled and ended the embrace, dusting off Chloe’s shoulders with her hands. “We wouldn’t give up on you. Especially him.”
Chloe stared at Jaron with a look of confusion and wonder. She ran over and jumped up into his arms, wrapping her legs around him. He caught her and held her up by her bottom while she squeezed him around the neck and nuzzled him. It tickled, making him chuckle.
“Thank you…” said Chloe, her voice muffled on his shoulder.
“Don’t thank me,” Jaron replied. “We’re together for life.”
Chloe moved her head back, grabbed the sides of Jaron’s face and kissed him forcefully. He kissed her back before realizing he was doing it, exhaling his release of the tension he’d been holding. In that moment, Jaron discovered how much he cared for her. When he remembered Zen Daaz watching them, he put her down gently with an irritated groan. “Come on, let’s go.”
Esmerelda came and put an arm around Chloe as Zen Daaz cleared his throat.
“That was a marvelous reunion, but I’m afraid you’re being a bit premature about our deal,” he stipulated. “I recall saying I would return her to you after the work is done, this was just a visit.”
Jaron squared up with Zen Daaz, looking up to the towering demon man defiantly.
“No, your exact words were ‘her life for your cooperation’. I’m still cooperating, so she goes wherever I say she goes,” Jaron turned to look at her condition. “And get her some damn clothes.”
***
Chloe admired herself in a mirror as she donned a form-fitting black bodysuit underneath Unscrupulous trimmings. On her torso she wore a double-buttoned black leather vest with red shoulder pads tapering off into a rounded tip. Her boots were thick soled, giving her a little extra height and her forearms were covered with chrome-like bracers.
“It’s not very comfortable,” Chloe admitted. “But I kind of like it.”
Zen Daaz spread a paper diagram across a wooden table in the center of his large study.
“Our women don’t wear dresses,” he revealed. “Full coverings make it easier to prevent unsavory assaults.”
Esmerelda walked up to the table with a disgusted expression. “You must be disappointed.”
“Mmm hmm,” Beardy grumbled.
“My only disappointment is that nobody has tried to do it to me!” Zen Daaz lamented with a pouty sad face.
Jaron rolled his eyes and then leaned his fists on the table. He saw the drawing depicting a black cube. “So this is what you’re going to trap the Miasma in?”
Zen Daaz bowed his head. “It is Lord Spellcraft. This vessel is carefully Scripted to be nearly indestructible, which means the Miasma can never escape.”
“Or be destroyed,” Beardy added.
“And who will control it?” asked Jaron.
“Me of course!” Zen Daaz announced with an inspired expression.
Chloe stopped what she was doing, walked away from the mirror and went over in between Jaron and Esmerelda. The face she gave Zen Daaz was an expression Jaron had seen before: killing intent.
“And once you’ve had your prize, what then?” Beardy interjected as he walked toward them.
The Battlemaster inattentively held his hammer over the table, preparing to drop it on top of the drawing.
Zen Daaz snatched the parchment off the table. “Careful, careful!” He rolled it up and tucked it into his coat. “After we’ve concluded our happy task, I was thinking about turning the dungeons into a nursery.”
Esmerelda scoffed.
“Tell the truth,” Jaron demanded.
“I am telling the truth. Our members aren’t easily replaced and new mothers have a tendency to disappear into the barrens with their children,” Zen Daaz answered.
“To get away from you,” Chloe snarled.
“No,” an airy hiss came from a blackened corridor into the room. Two black hounds emerged from the shadows and stepped into the room, their snarling snouts drooling black ooze. Ash stepped forth behind them with new claws on her right hand and golden scale plates covering her left arm. “To get away from me.”




CHAPTER 26

Jaron instantly drew the Slicer at the sight of Ash. Esmerelda moved in front of Chloe while Beardy came around to stand side-by-side with Jaron.
“You all survived? Tsk tsk,” Ash taunted. “I’m getting too careless. This time I’ll lacerate your throats.”
“Ash, as much as I enjoy your little diversions,” Zen Daaz interrupted. “Your bruised ego doesn’t interest me. Find someone else to play with.”
“Spare me your sanguine censure Zen,” Ash hissed and pointed at Jaron. “I owe that one pain!”
Zen Daaz slowly walked past the group and stood between them and Ash. He cupped his forehead in his hand and shook his head with a long sigh.
“Sweetie please, don’t make me repeat myself. Walk away, final warning,” Zen Daaz said seriously.
Ash turned to leave but then suddenly shadow-stepped toward them.
Zen Daaz reached an arm out to his side and caught Ash by the throat in transit, effortlessly lifting her off the floor. She scratched wildly at his face but her arms were too short to cover the difference in length. When she tried scratching his arms, he tightened his grip on her neck which made a slight crunching sound. Ash went from scratching his arm to clutching it. The hounds barked and charged in, but Zen Daaz’s yellow eyes flashed brightly. The hounds slid on the floor trying to backtrack hurriedly, yelping and whining as they fled. After the beasts were gone, Zen Daaz tossed Ash into a nearby wall with a forceful ‘thwack’. His glowing eyes returned to normal.
“Are we listening now?” said Zen Daaz. “Or would you rather watch me defile your corpse with your severed head sitting on my dresser?”
Ash cautiously got up and began backing away. “I will have him Zen. Don’t let your guard down.”
She disappeared back into the shadows and was gone again.
“Wouldn’t dream of it darling! Die slowly!” Zen Daaz waved after her.
Zen Daaz turned around with a gracious grin and started fanning his face with his fingers. “She is delectably displeased! You may want to avoid that one during your stay, which brings me to your accommodations. I assume you’ll all be wanting separate rooms, yes?”
“Hah!” Beardy chortled. “As if we’d let any of you catch us alone. Four beds, one room.”
Beardy turned around and did a double take when he saw the predicament Jaron was in. Esmerelda and Chloe were holding onto each other, with Jaron sandwiched between them. He turned back toward Zen Daaz and hung his head down grumbling. “Effin’ Valmari. Fine…two rooms.”
The bedroom was surprisingly lavish compared to the minimalist sensibilities Jaron came to expect. Black gargoyle statues decorated the crown molding, with candle lanterns decorating the tan-bricked stone walls. The room was oval shaped. A curved, black-stained wooden dresser was set against the wall to the right. The bed was massive, red pillows with black sheets and enough room to sleep a dozen people. A black armoire was pushed against the wall opposite to the dresser. A small archway on the left led to a beige marbled en-suite, with a glass chandelier above a pool-sized ceramic bath tub. Like the citadel, it had running water and vanity mirrors.
“This is…a bit much don’t you think?” asked Esmerelda as she looked around.
Chloe sprinted into the room and jumped right onto the bed, sprawling out on her back and flapping her arms like a snow angel. “It’s so niiiiiice.”
“What do you take me for?” Zen Daaz scoffed in huffy offense. “Vaelonn’s servants should be rewarded lavishly!”
The red faced Unscrupulous looked over at Jaron, who was crossing his arms and leaning against the entrance.
“It’ll do,” said Jaron.
Zen Daaz pursed his lips and stared knowingly. “I expect the bedding to be ruined by the time you’re all done. I have too many unsoiled sheets as it is!”
Jaron stepped into the room and looked around, trying not to enjoy any of this but feeling a sense of relaxation coming over him. Zen Daaz shuffled to the door.
“Before I leave,” Zen Daaz poked his back back in. “This door is Scripted, keep it shut unless you want uninvited guests. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to show your Battlemaster to his room, or…ho! Maybe my room. La dee deeee la dee daaaaa…”
Zen Daaz went off and slammed the door behind him, making everyone jump.
Jaron looked around and then to Chloe and Esmerelda. “What do you think?”
“I think Zen Daaz is confusing this with a vacation,” said Esmerelda.
“I think, this is a vacation!” Chloe gushed as she sat up abruptly and leaned back on her elbows. “You know what else I think?”
Chloe pat the bed next to her, staring at Jaron with a libidinous gaze. Esmerelda rolled her eyes and walked over to sit on the foot of the bed.
“Don’t encourage him Chloe,” Esmerelda rolled her eyes.
“I’m allowed to. And he clearly wants to.”
“I literally haven’t said anything,” Jaron muttered aloud, knowing full well that Chloe was right.
Esmerelda took her boots off and stretched out her legs. She averted her eyes and watched her toes while stretching out her feet. An idea popped into Jaron’s head.
“Esmerelda,” Jaron called.
Her head jerked up and her eyes opened wide. “Yes?”
“Do you still have that Glitter Flitter? The paper I mean.”
Esmerelda’s face fell. “Oh…yes actually.”
She reached into her robe and pulled out the gold wrapping, offering it to Jaron. He walked over and took it to the dresser placing it flat.
“What are you doing?” asked Chloe.
“Telling the Princess where we are,” said Jaron.
He knelt down and pulled a small knife tucked into his boot and then used it to scribble a message directly onto the Flitter’s surface. Once he finished, he crinkled it up and watched it fold itself into a bird before flying off and going through the wall like a ghost.
“That was…actually clever,” said Esmerelda.
Jaron set the dagger onto the top of the dresser and then took his armor off, having worn it for nearly two days straight.
“I’m getting a bath. Make yourselves comfortable,” he said as he walked toward the en-suite.
He heard both women start giggling mischievously. The bath itself was glorious. The spigot was capable of spewing cold and hot water, which he took advantage of to soak and sooth his muscles.
I shouldn’t be enjoying this, but this place is better than our finest inn.
When he’d dried off and dressed, he went back into the bedroom to find Esmerelda and Chloe fast asleep, their hands touching. He chose not to disturb them and went over to a leather chair next to the night stand, reclining into it when he noticed his belt on the floor. The buckle was flashing blue over and over again. Jaron got up and grabbed it, tapping the buckle to see what it was. He dropped the belt onto the floor when an holo image manifested right in front of him. It was Princess Valara.




CHAPTER 27

“Quartz works quick,” Jaron remarked.
“Never mind that! Let me see them!” Valara badgered.
“Sssh!” Jaron looked at the sleeping girls and then grabbed the belt. Holo-Valara saw them in the bed and gasped. Jaron took the belt into the en-suite, forcing her to follow him into it which is when she started looking around at the freshly emptied tub and luxury fixtures.
“What is this? Some sort of holiday?” said Valara, hands on her hips.
“They’re sleeping,” Jaron urged. “We’re still in the Unscrupulous lair.”
“Doing what?” she questioned impatiently.
“Finishing this fight. One of the Unscrupulous has turned on their leader, and he’s arranged for me to get close to him.”
“Jaron, that’s dangerous,” the Princess’s voice softened. “You have the girls, why not just leave now?”
“Because I gave my word, and I always keep my promises.”
There was silence between them. Princess Valara averted her eyes as Jaron stared her down. She started growling in frustration. “Do that thing you did again so I can slap you.”
Jaron smiled. “Valara, we’ve never been this close to winning before. You have to realize that.”
“…I know.”
“You trusted me to find Chloe, and I have.”
“Yeah…”
“Trust me to do this and bring us all back,” Jaron held his gaze, waiting for Valara to look at him.
Eventually she couldn’t keep up the charade and finally made eye contact. “Fine, but you have to do it quickly! I’m hearing whispers that your crusade failed, and they’re thinking of taking temporary control to prevent unrest.”
“Valmari in the city?”
“Casters in the city. They’re calling for the removal of Lady Spellcraft from authority so they can step in. Jaron you can’t let them!” Princess Valara explained.
“Who is ‘they’?” Jaron growled.
“Duke Maximillian and my fiancé, Troy.”
Jaron clenched a fist as his stomach started boiling.
That bastard.
He wanted to rush home right then and skewer the Duke and his son into a pig pen, as if he didn’t have enough problems to deal with. Jaron took a deep breath, slowing his heartbeat along with the vibrations of the Slicer.
“Tell my mother we’re alright, but don’t tell anyone else. There’s a traitor in Valmaron.”
Princess Valara held her hands up to her mouth, which had opened in shock. “How do you know this?”
“They know too much about us. Valara, please don’t tell anyone else. I don’t want my mother endangered.”
The Holo Princess nodded her head. “You can trust me Jaron.”
“Thank you,” Jaron was about to end the Holo when Valara stepped closer into him.
“Jaron?” she tilted her head down and bit her bottom lip while looking up at him. “Chloe is probably feeling emotional after all that’s happened. If she needs it…she likes being caressed behind her knee.”
Jaron raised an eyebrow and his head recoiled. “How do you know that?”
She started fidgeting with her hands and squirming. “Well…there was this one time we were experimenting and—”
“Never mind. Forget I asked,” Jaron smirked at Valara. “Thanks.”
The Princess winked at him with a cheeky smile, reached up with her hand and touched her collarbone with her fingertips. Jaron was about to touch the belt buckle when she stuck her tongue out at him before raising her voice. “And I like it too!”
Her holo instantly vanished. Jaron felt his cheeks flush warm, and then went back into the bedroom. The girls had since curled up by the pillows, leaving plenty of room by the foot of the bed. He laid across it, rested his head on his palms and fell asleep.
Three heavy knocks on the door stirred Jaron awake. It took a moment for him to remember where he was, then he realized he was still in the Ziggurat. Jaron sprung out of bed and got to his feet. He reached down and picked up the Slicer, moved to the door and lifted his weapon high. With one hand he turned the golden handle and swung the door open. It was Beardy, and his body was in tatters.
The Battlemaster breathed heavily. Bleeding scratches were all over his shirtless, fat torso. He had bruises on his face along with a black eye and a missing tooth. His beard had been ruffled and shuffled completely out of its styling, and his hair was frizzled and standing on end like he’d been struck by lightning. Beads of sweat dripped from his forehead.
“What’s happened?” Jaron looked behind Beardy looking for any pursuers. “Who attacked you?”
“They were like cats, rabid angry cats!” he trilled between breaths.
“What the hell happened?” Jaron tried not to wake the women.
“Zen Daaz!” Beardy heaved a deep breath. “He sent three courtesans to my chambers. They did things—a lot of things. It. Was. Wonderful!”
“Bashing brainstems,” Jaron shook his head in annoyance. “Beardy, it’s the middle of the night.”
Jaron started to push the door closed but Beardy blocked it and stuck his head in. “My Lord, I can’t go back. They’re still waiting in my bed. They never tire!”
“Then may your little death be glorious and messy. Goodnight Battlemaster.”
Jaron pushed Beardy out and shut the door. He walked back to the bed and noticed a small golden ring on Esmerelda’s middle toe. It was about to fall off her foot. Jaron crawled on the bed and pulled it off the rest of the way to avoid losing it in the sheets. As soon as the ring was in his hand, it expanded to the size of a bracelet. Jaron’s eyes widened as he realized aloud what he was holding. “An Entangle Bangle.”




CHAPTER 28

Jaron sat at the edge of the bed with the bangle, his mind racing for explanations of what Esmerelda had been doing with it. Had she been talking to the Emissary? As far as he knew, only royals had access to him. An accusation appeared in his mind that Esmerelda was in league with someone else, but he shook off the uncomfortable thought. Jaron decided the only way he would know was to use it. It was late, so whoever was on the other side would be caught unawares if it was an enemy.
He stood up and turned around facing the bed, slid the bangle on his wrist and kept the Slicer close. The air pressure began to change, growing thicker as Jaron concentrated his intention on the bangle. He didn’t want to leave, he specifically wanted to bring them here. The light from the candles stopped reaching the rest of the room, dimming it out until only the flames themselves could be seen. The bangle became hot. Jaron kept focusing until the air returned to normal, the bangle cooled, and the light returned. A young woman was now sleeping in her nightie on the foot of the bed with the twin bangle on her toe. Princess Valara.
Jaron stumbled back in shock, took off the bangle and dropped it. It bounced on the floor and rolled away, which stirred the Princess in her sleep. He was at a complete loss trying to figure out what just occurred.
How could this happen?
Valara began to wake, peering through nearly closed eyes up at him.
“Jaron?” she said quietly. Then her eyes went wide. “Jaron!”
She jumped up and nearly fell off the bed, stumbling onto her feet. Valara looked around incredulously, her mouth agape in total disbelief. Her head turned to see Esmerelda and Chloe on the bed, and then she whipped around to stare at Jaron.
“Are we—? Did you—?” her face became red. “What the hell have you done?”
“Valara?” Chloe croaked and looked over. She went from groggy to happy in two seconds. “Valara!”
Chloe sprung up and ran across the bed, jumped to the floor and squeezed her. When she realized the situation, she backed off and then at Jaron inquisitively. The ruckus also woke up Esmerelda, who was now scrambling off the bed. She took one look at Valara, and then to her feet to notice the missing bangle. Esmerelda’s face became incensed and she closed her eyes while curling her fingers like they were claws.
“Jaron…” Esmerelda said in restrained calm. “Did you use my Entangle Bangle?”
All three women put their hands on their hips and waited for his answer.
“Might have touched it once or twice,” Jaron admitted nervously, before growing defensive. “And what were you doing with it?”
“You idiot! I gave it to her in the stateroom the day you left the citadel!” Valara rebuked him.
Jaron flashed back to think of what she was talking about when he recalled their long hug goodbye. It had to have been then, only he hadn’t seen it.
“Hold on, you still haven’t answered my question! What. Were. You. Doing. With. It?” Jaron questioned.
“It was for you,” said Chloe.
The other two women’s faces softened, looking less angry and a little more sad.
“What?” Jaron said.
“It was the Princess’s idea in case you got in trouble…we could save you,” Chloe continued.
Jaron’s anger completely deflated while Valara’s returned.
“And now you’ve ruined everything, and you brought me to-” Valara glanced around- “Wherever this is!”
Jaron walked across the room and picked up the bangle, approached Esmerelda and offered it to her. She snatched it out of his hand and slid it on her finger.
“You could have told me,” he said.
“No, I couldn’t have,” Esmerelda reached up and cupped Jaron’s cheek. “Once I felt you wouldn’t abandon us, I just forgot about it.”
The room went silent. Valara stormed off and shut herself into the bathroom. Chloe went after her, knocked gently on the door, went inside and closed it. Jaron shook his head.
“This is a mess,” he said.
“It is, and it’s all your fault,” -Esmerelda kissed his lips- “…but you’ll make it right.”
Zen Daaz was thrilled the next morning in the library.
“My my Lord Spellcraft! I know Tolians are competitive but if you wanted three women, you could have asked me!” Zen Daaz gushed as he meandered around his study hall.
Valara had since changed out of her nightgown and into an outfit similar to Chloe’s, except her shoulder pads were golden. Jaron thought she looked striking.
“I hate it,” Valara complained.
Zen Daaz moved over to Valara and guided her with a hand behind her back to the center table. She balled her fists the entire time.
“Do try to forgive me Your Highness, I don’t typically have guests of your caliber,” Zen Daaz mused before wiggling his finger and causing an armchair to slide over and seat her before sauntering away.
Beardy stood in a corner with his hammer, his head having been shaved bald. He said nothing. Esmerelda looked at the books on the vast shelves, while Chloe strutted next to Valara to stand guard. Zen Daaz began a slow clap, causing Valara to flinch every time he did.
“Ho!” he chirped. “This presents a wonderful opportunity! With the Princess in our midst, the Sentinels will march for us soon!”
“How will they know she’s here?” Jaron narrowed his eyes.
Zen Daaz side-stepped to Valara and pointed at the signet ring on her left pinky finger. She recoiled away from him with a disgusted look, and then nodded to Jaron.
“They would have tracked me by now. They already know I’m here,” she admitted.
“And then the Sentinels will arrive and boom!” Zen Daaz wiggled his fingers theatrically. “Blood spatter! Brain matter! Beardy is fatter!”
“No I’m not,” Beardy grumbled.
“Tell that to your belt buckle, it’s begging for dear life,” Zen Daaz retorted.
Jaron pounded the table. “So then who wins?”
“We do my Lord! The weaker Seekers will be crushed under the might of the citadel’s finest defenders. The stronger ones will put up a slightly better fight, and in the middle of all that chaos,” Zen Daaz took his finger and pretended to slit his own throat.
“You can’t do it,” said Valara. “The Sentinels won’t stop after they’ve found me. They won’t stop until every one of you are dead.”
“Precisely!” Zen Daaz held himself by the shoulders and wiggled. “Which means we’ll need a means of sending them home. I believe the Princess can help us in that regard.”
“Explain yourself, heathen,” Valara snapped.
Zen Daaz giggled. “Heathen? Why I believe we share the same religion Your Highness.”
Valara’s eyes flashed in anger when Jaron held up a hand to stop her.
“Don’t Valara, it’s not worth it,” Jaron turned to Zen Daaz. “How is Valara supposed to banish the Sentinels?”
Zen Daaz side-stepped to Valara in exactly the same manner as before and pointed to the signet ring again. “I can turn it into an Entangle Bangle, a one-way trip to whomever is tracking it. With enough aether—”
“What’s aether?” Beardy interrupted.
“Casting energy,” Esmerelda and Chloe said in unison.
Zen Daaz continued. “As I was saying, with enough aether we can widen the aperture—” he moaned loudly. “—and thrust the Sentinels back onto their bunks!”




CHAPTER 29

Jaron explored the massive Ziggurat alone, remaining attuned to the Slicer while he stalked through the corridors. It detected no danger, even on occasions where he felt someone lurking. He found his way back to the staircase leading down the dungeons, looking for something in particular. Just as he was about to descend them, he heard a blood-curdling scream followed by abrupt silence. Jaron raised the Slicer and prepared for a fight. The clicking of heels echoed up the stairs. Jaron waited until he saw someone come around the corner. It was Ash.
She locked eyes on him and stopped. Her claws melted away and turned into a golden shoulder pad on her right side. Fresh blood was on her heeled boots, which she’d tracked upstairs.
“You,” Jaron prepared to throw the Slicer, when she put her hands up and showed her empty palms.
“Not yet, pretty one,” the corner’s of Ash’s mouth slowly crept up. “I have something special planned for you.”
Jaron backed up and allowed Ash to come to the top of the staircase. She tilted her head and looked him up and down.
“I could crush your bones one by one, and you would still fight to the end,” Ash said dreamily.
“Or I could kill you where you stand,” he retorted.
“You could try,” she stepped closer. “You certainly know what to do with all that young flesh.” Ash stuck a finger into her mouth and started licking it salaciously before reaching toward Jaron with it. He raised his bracer, so she lowered her arm. “But who would protect your precious girls if you failed? Zen Daaz may be cordial, but he is far from kind.”
“Don’t get yourself worked up,” Jaron snarled. “It didn’t turn out so well for you before, or do you need a remedial lesson?”
She made a long hissing sound as she ran her hands from her shoulders down to her thighs, reveling in the texture of herself. “I’m going to make you feeeeel, Jaron Spellcraft. I will cut you where you cannot see, and where you cannot heal. When I finally ssslay you, you’ll be too broken to live.”
Ash blew a kiss. Jaron swung the Slicer at her neck but she’d already melded into the shadow with no trace. He braced for a sneak attack. When none came, he frustratedly walked down the blooded steps until he was down in the dungeons. No guards, not even a guard station. They simply locked you away. Holding the torch in front of him, Jaron made his way down the cells and saw an open one. A naked man with a hole bored through his ear laid on the floor, no doubt the work of Ash’s heel. He went further down and found an empty wall tucked away in the dark. This was it.
Jaron put the torch on a nearby sconce, reached into his pocket and retrieved a piece of parchment he’d been given from Zen Daaz. Rotating it right side up, Jaron copied the Script onto the wall using the Slicer. He scratched a circle, then three more offset circles in an overlapping pattern. The arcane symbols came next. Big ones in the middle of the circles, medium ones in the overlaps, and then little ones going around the whole thing. When he finished the wall shuddered and the etching lit up with a hot red glow. It worked. The light faded until the etchings turned gold on the wall’s surface. A man called out to him as he turned to leave.
“That’s a nice pocket knife ya got there stranger.”
Jaron grabbed the torch and walked to the cell the voice came from. A man sat against the wall, but all he could make out were his brown boots.
“If you think I’m going to cut you out of there, you wouldn’t get very far,” said Jaron.
The man got to his feet and stood. “Yeah, I know.”
The man who came into the light had a youthfulness about him, although definitely in his thirties. He was deeply tanned, with curly dark brown hair and similarly colored eyes. His cheeks and chin were scruffy from lack of shaving, and his clothes were unusual.
A white but filthy long sleeve shirt, collared around the neck. He wore a brown leather holster vest over it, with several little pockets and short straps with buckle clasps. His pants were khaki colored with even more pockets down the legs. He’d never seen that style anywhere in Valmaron, let alone the citadel.
“Who would you be, mister? Yer clothes ain’t like the ruffians prowlin’ this place,” asked the prisoner.
“Because I’m not from here,” said Jaron. “And who are you?”
The man stuck his hand out through the bars on his cell and smiled. “I’m Darren. Darren Devereux. Everybody calls me Kip, but you can call me Captain. Captain Kip.”
Jaron put the Slicer away and reluctantly shook his hand. “I’m Jaron Spellcraft.”
“Spellcraft eh? Are you one of them tower people we sometimes pass by?”
“Are you talking about the citadel?”
“Sidda-what? You got me at a disadvantage mister, most of the outsiders we get are from this creepy castle.”
“You said you’re a Captain, of what exactly?” asked Jaron.
“Of a Rumbler no doubt! Seen better days but she’ll tear it up as good as any other,” said Kip.
Jaron stared at him, completely confounded. Kip shook his head and chuckled.
“Oh yeah, you tower folk probably don’t get out much. I’m Captain of the Bowering Bungler. But don’t let her name fool ya, she never breaks down and she can haul ass!”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. You don’t haul asses, they haul you,” Jaron retorted.
Kip sighed in exasperation, leaning forward against the cell. “Okay, how do I put this? Think of a Rumbler as a ship, a big ship with wheels.”
“You mean like a wagon?”
Kip’s face lit up. “Yes! Exactly like a wagon! Except mine is much much bigger! Made outta metal n’ scrap. And asses don’t haul it, engines do!”
Jaron raised his eyebrow skeptically. “So where is your ‘Bungler’?”
Kip slouched and shook his head. “Somewhere in this death trap I reckon. I rolled by lookin’ for new hitchhikers and got hit by them big zappers out there. Woke up in this cell.”
A bolt of inspiration struck Jaron. Kip saw it and a twinkle formed in his eye too.
“You thinkin’ what I’m thinkin’?” Kip questioned.
Jaron smirked. “What did you have in mind?” 
Kip clapped and then cocked his elbow with his hand in a fist. “Yessss! Alright, if you can get me to the Bungler, I’ll give ya a free ride outta here.”
“I’m not alone,” said Jaron.
“Passengers? Well that might cost you a little extra. How many we talkin’?”
“Three women and a—”
Kip held up his hand. “Hold on there partner, three women? In that case, I’ll waive my usual fee if you can get me a piece of that pretty.”
Jaron snorted. “They’re taken.”
“Taken?” Kip scratched his chin scruff. “I guess I can work on that. Either way you got yourself a deal!”




CHAPTER 30

Jaron stood against a bookshelf in an aisle of Zen Daaz’s library, hidden away from sight. Chloe had him pinned against it, pressing her body into his and kissing him deeply. His aggression took charge, causing him to push and pin her against the opposite bookshelf, completely smitten. After spending so much time fearing for Chloe’s life, Jaron couldn’t restrain his affection. He simply couldn’t get enough of her lips.
“It’s finiiiiished!” Zen Daaz sang from somewhere within the study.
Jaron pulled out of the kiss to glance down the aisle, but Chloe whimpered and pulled his head back into it.
“Lord Spellcraft! Lady Chloe!” Beardy shouted.
The pair ignored him, until Zen Daaz suddenly manifested from a cloud of fog right next to them. Chloe jumped as Jaron wrapped his arms around her and shifted her away. Zen Daaz looked elated, Jaron frowned, and Chloe stared daggers. Zen Daaz pressed his palms together and looked upward.
“Ah!” he moaned. “Why did you stop? I would’ve kept quiet. I might have even joined in.”
“Yuck,” said Chloe.
“Yes, yuck!” Zen Daaz performed a dancing spin, “Yuck all over the floor, the walls, the—”
“Thank you for that image, I’ll be having nightmares for weeks now,” Jaron took Chloe’s hand and left Zen Daaz in the aisle.
They made their way down to the table on the bottom level. Beardy was sitting at it on a bench, with Esmerelda and Valara across from him. Valara was whispering something into Esmerelda’s ear, who had a scandalous grin on her face.
They both jerked away from each other and sat up straight when Jaron and Chloe appeared.
“Where were you two?” Beardy grumbled.
Zen Daaz appeared in a puff of fog right at the head of the table, gesturing toward the pair with his palm. “Those two haven’t been able to keep their hands off each other! Regrettably, I found them right before the good part.”
Chloe blushed profusely, while Jaron ignored the taunt.
“What have you finished?” said Jaron.
“Hopefully you this evening,” Zen Daaz answered.
“You are the most despicable, incorrigible, dirty flirty floozy I have ever met,” Princess Valara said with a scowl.
Zen Daaz held his palms to his heart. “Ho! Flattery will get you everywhere.”
“You haven’t answered my question,” said Jaron.
“Ah yes,” Zen Daaz gestured to the middle of the table, and a small cloud of mist appeared.
The cloud immediately dispersed to reveal a simple, black cube. It was no larger than Jaron’s head, but small enough for Zen Daaz’s long fingers to clutch it in one hand. He held it up and rotated it to inspect it. Zen Daaz hugged it momentarily, then held it out to spin around joyfully before presenting it to the table.
“Behold! I tried to think of a fancy name but ‘hexahedron’ sounded so boring. So instead I’m calling it the Hex. Rhymes with my favorite word,”
Zen Daaz grinned.
“Vex,” Beardy spat.
Zen Daaz shook his head. “Good guess, but no.”
“That’s what you’re doing to me right now,” Beardy retorted.
“All he cares about is doing it to you,” Esmerelda jabbed.
Jaron groaned. “How do we use it?”
Zen Daaz placed the Hex down on the table and pushed it back toward the center.
“You throw it,” he explained.
“Throw it?” Jaron repeated.
“Yes. You throw it into the Miasma, and it will do the rest.”
“Where is Lord Buun?” asked Jaron.
Zen Daaz held up his hands defensively. “Slow down Lord Spellcraft, we can’t pop this cherry without a little foreplay. Lord Buun resides in the atrium at the top of the Ziggurat, guarded night and day by his Overlords.”
Beardy sighed impatiently. Princess Valara crossed her arms.
“How many are there?” Esmerelda followed up.
“Two,” Zen Daaz answered.
“Just two? There’s six of us,” said Jaron.
Zen Daaz wagged his finger at Jaron. “My Lord, those two are avatars of Lord Buun. You see, his condition prevents him from ever leaving his throne. He does not walk, he does not eat, and he does not sleep. He has split his strength between the pair of them. Even if you were able to kill them, you would simply return their powers to him. And that, would see you quickly killed.”
“So you’re saying we can’t kill them, we have to occupy them until Lord Spellcraft strikes him down,” Beardy grumbled.
“Vending vixens,” Princess Valara muttered.
Zen Daaz turned to look at the Princess in excitement. “Really? Do you know any?”
“You looked rather spry on your feet against Ash,” Jaron said to Zen Daaz. “Beardy and I take one, you take the other.”
“You are not fighting without me,” Esmerelda asserted.
“Or me,” Chloe added.
Jaron looked at them tenderly and shook his head. “Esmerelda, I need you keep watch over Valara. And Chloe, your crystal is gone.”
“I can handle myself Jaron,” Princess Valara frowned at him.
“I believe you,” Jaron replied. “But I can’t focus if I’m thinking about your safety.”
Zen Daaz took a long deep breath. “That’s all very endearing, but Her Highness has a part to play in this too. And I fear I won’t be taking part in the battle.”
Everyone looked at Zen Daaz wearing outrage on their faces.
“The Princess must use her Casting to summon a considerable amount of aether, and I must continuously calibrate the portal to keep it open,” Zen Daaz explained.
“We’re not dragging this out. How many Casters do you need to do it quickly?” Esmerelda questioned.
“Preferably two, but if the Princess can focus long enough—”
“We have two,” Esmerelda interrupted.
Zen Daaz narrowed his eyes suspiciously. “You two require crystals.”
Esmerelda reached into her robe and pulled out Quartz’s glasses, tapping each crystal lens with her index finger. “One. Two.”




CHAPTER 31

“Are you girls nearly done?” Jaron complained outside the bathroom door of the chamber suite.
The sounds of Valara and Esmerelda laughing and splashing in the tub was his only answer.
“She won’t go any faster,” said Chloe from the bed, wearing the Unscrupulous equivalent of a nightgown.
It was essentially a black negligee that parted down the middle and opened like a bathrobe. A red lace at the top and around the waist kept everything from spilling out. Zen Daaz had his weavers make it for her after bragging about his design contributions. In terms of modesty it only left some things to the imagination, which resulted in Jaron becoming hot-blooded at the sight of her. She invited Jaron to the bed with a pat on the dark sheets. He obliged.
They gazed at one another for a few moments, with Jaron thinking about how exquisite she was. Chloe blushed as though she heard his thoughts, though it was probably just his expression.
“I know I wasn’t away for long, but I missed you,” Chloe admitted.
“I understand,” Jaron voiced. “Those two days—”
“Felt like forever,” Chloe finished.
Jaron looked over Chloe’s face, but didn’t find any signs of harm. He reached up slowly and stroked Chloe’s hair past her cheeks. She closed her eyes and savored the touch.
“Did they hurt you?” Jaron asked, stroking her lovely face.
“Not physically,” she answered with closed eyes and a dreamy smile. “But it stopped hurting when you came.”
Jaron nodded and dropped his hand. Chloe quickly slid hers over to hold it.
“If I’d known this would happen, I never would have taken you along,” Jaron admitted.
Chloe frowned momentarily, but then relaxed her face.
“And if I’d known that a madman with puppies was going to cut down a thousand enemies just to find me, I’d have come sooner,” she responded.
Jaron chuckled at that. “It wasn’t a thousand.”
“I don’t care,” Chloe rebuffed. She put a hand on his cheek, moved in and kissed his lips. “You came for me.”
They stayed like that for a moment, until Jaron felt himself blushing for a change. He turned to glance at the door, and the other two girls showed no signs of speeding up.
“I asked them to take a while,” she touched his face and gently turned him toward her. “I want to be with you.”
“You are with me,” Jaron smiled back at her.
“No, I want to be with you.”
Chloe reached down and loosened the lace securing her waist. The nightie fell open, exposing her skin. Absolutely breathtaking. Jaron inhaled slowly as he saw all of her for the first time, the sight of which excited him so much it hurt. Chloe had been such a flirt since he brought her home, and as sweet as anyone he ever knew. He’d been wanting this more than he’d been admitting to himself.
She took his hand and guided it onto her waist before pulling Jaron into a slow, tender kiss. With his other hand, he held her face and pressed his lips more deeply against hers. In that moment, only Chloe existed. His hand moved of its own accord to caress her breast. She fell back onto the pillows with an anxious gasp, locked her ankles behind his legs, and pulled him on top of her.
Tolians mated for life. That was how he was raised and it was how he felt. It made him nervous, not because he didn't understand how sex worked—his mentors had explained it well to him, but because he expected his first time to be with Valara.
Now, he had this sweet girl in front of him, and all the mental rehearsals could never have prepared him for the moment she unbuckled his trousers. He wanted one thing: to make this good for her.
His clothes didn't have far to go, as Chloe showed no interest in fully disrobing him. Her lecherous eyes were far more prominent than any nervousness she might have been feeling too. When she touched him, it sent shivers down his spine.
“Are you ready?” asked Jaron.
“Mmm hmm,” Chloe nodded.
He touched his tip to her soaking entrance, braced himself, then slipped into Chloe.
“Ahh…” Chloe moaned with an airy breath.
This was a pleasure Jaron had never known. Chloe felt unbelievably good, so much that his body took over for him as his hands clutched her breasts while they kissed. A line of spit connected their tongues, his cock fully inside her with nothing left exposed. He held still at first, taking in the feeling until Chloe gazed into his eyes.
“Make love to me,” she whispered.
He thrust fully into her, feeling her tightness travel over every inch of his throbbing arousal. Now he knew…this was what pussy felt like. The excitement was beyond what he could control, he had to taste whatever he could.
Jaron swirled his tongue around Chloe’s nipples, sucking them fully into his mouth while his groin collided with hers.
“Mnh…mnh…mnh,” Chloe whimpered into his ear.
Her sounds provoked his pleasure, causing him to pulsate as he felt an orgasm approaching. Relieving oneself felt nothing like what was rushing from the base of his manhood all the way up to the tip—this felt like an entirely new level of climax.
“Chloe, it’s happening,” Jaron groaned.
She hooked her legs behind his.
“Yes…” she moaned in reply. “Oh…oh…oh!”
He sped up at the end, looking into her eyes before he bellowed a great cry of pleasure, then he came inside Chloe. The eruption was beyond his control. Chloe’s pussy gripped him, took him in, and milked his seed drop for drop.
Jaron could do nothing except hold onto her, muting his sounds in the pillow behind her head while he savored every spurt into Chloe. If he had known it would be this good, he’d have made a move sooner.
All sense of time and identity faded. He wasn’t a young noble behind enemy lines, nor was he a Tolian warrior, he was just a man cumming in his wife. She dragged her hands up and down his back, her legs firmly locking his in place so that he’d remain within her.
If married life meant he got to do that regularly, he was immeasurably grateful. Better yet, he was grateful that Chloe was his. The afterglow of their sex was so good he was even harder than when they’d first started, having taken the edge off with that experience.
“Jaron…” Chloe said softly. “Don’t stop.”
That was the only encouragement he needed. With his sensitivity reset, Jaron held Chloe’s body and began pumping her in earnest, their union much wetter and louder the second time around.
“Hha! Hha! Hha!” Chloe panted as Jaron got rough with her.
All of the attraction, flirting, and tension he had for Chloe got taken out on her all at once. All that time of being married to her and now he needed to get everything out of his system.
Their skin clapped with each thrust, their lips met in intermittent kisses, and Jaron her breast firmly in his hand. He didn’t keep score or concern himself with holding back, his youth propelled him through another climax, filling Chloe up with a lifetime of unspent seed.
Cumming inside her without stopping for a break excited Chloe to the point that lost herself in her own orgasm.
She screamed. “O—ohh
my—ahh!”
Jaron wanted Chloe so much that he became more passionate the longer it went on, savoring the sight of her pretty pussy as he went in and out.
His third ejaculation however, was the one that demanded he rest. He held onto Chloe’s impeccable breasts, slammed into her, and shot everything he had left until it leaked out of her and onto the bed.
Chloe giggled, squeezed Jaron's face between her hands and kissed his lips repeatedly. He shared in her joy, smiling while they felt the afterglow. His heart swelled with affection he didn’t know he was capable of, adoring the sight of Chloe beneath him and treasuring her very existence.
“Wow,” Jaron breathed. “I needed that.”
“I promised myself we’d do this if I ever saw you again,” she giggled. “We’ve been married for a month and it was all I could think of.”
She squeezed her herself around him with a suggestive glimmer in her eye. With one final pump Jaron withdrew from Chloe, allowing a steady stream of seed to spill from her glistening folds. He couldn’t believe he just came in her, and that it was the single greatest thing he ever felt.
He plopped down beside her, pulling her into an embrace and sealing the sex with a kiss.
“I was already happy to marry you, but now I’m thrilled,” said Jaron. “We’re really together now.”
Chloe smiled with endearing, loving eyes. “I’m glad I was the first. How was it?”
“Chloe…you’re amazing, and you feel so good.”
“You know the best part of all that?” asked Chloe.
“What?”
“We’re going to be doing this a lot.”
***
Jaron woke up in a dark void, without the Slicer. Completely disoriented, he reached forward for a solid surface of any kind, only for the void to rip away like a confiscated blanket. It collapsed into the place with his Soul Scroll in the center. But the room was silent, and the Slicer wasn’t with him.
“Jaron Spellcraft,” said the voice of the Emissary from behind him. “Welcome back.”
Jaron recoiled away and turned around in shock. “Where is Chloe? How did I get here?”
The Emissary opened his arms as if to hug him, his halo light turning green.
“You serve Vaelonn,” the Emissary smiled warmly. “I am always with you, even in the blackest darkness.”
Jaron felt apprehension. His body wanted to run, but there was nowhere to go. The Emissary’s halo light turned violet, and then to blue.
“You must relax, I am here to offer you a blessing,” the Emissary spoke.
“A blessing?”
“Yes, an aid on your journey to discover the Soul Codex.”
Jaron shook his head and frowned. “Is it true?”
The Emissary tilted his head.
Jaron continued. “Has Vaelonn truly reached out to the Unscrupulous? To Zen Daaz?”
The Emissary floated sideways and came to the Soul Scroll in the center of the room, resting his hand upon it with the other arm pointing up. “Vaelonn is not a respecter of persons. Any who may serve, shall serve.”
“And what’s in my Soul Scroll? Why do I have the Slicer?” Jaron questioned.
The Emissary shook his head slowly. “If I told you what I know, you would do everything you could to alter the Script. That cannot, must not, be permitted.”
“Do I succeed?” Jaron grew impatient. “Do I find the Codex?”
The Emissary slowly nodded. “You shall.”
The assurance relieved Jaron’s anxiety, although his reservations about working with Zen Daaz persisted. Jaron breathed then slowly approached the Emissary, who reached forward and embraced him gently.
“You have nothing to fear, young one,” the Emissary rocked him back and forth like a child. “I have sent a servant of Vaelonn to aid you in your search. When the time is right, she will find you.”
Jaron released the embrace and looked up at the Emissary’s face, whose eyes were concealed by a bright light coming from inside the halo. The Emissary clutched Jaron’s head, pulled him in and kissed the top of it before gliding out of his personal space.
“She will call herself by the name Ketra. You must take her on your journey when she arrives,” the Emissary revealed.
“What will she do?” asked Jaron.
The Emissary majestically opened his arms and made his hands into fists.
“She will service you. She will travel with you until your task is done, and then you will be separated.”
Jaron lifted his eyebrows. “Will she die?”
The Emissary opened his fists and slowly shrugged. “That, young Jaron, will be up to you.”
The Emissary and the room were pulled into a single point of darkness, then everything was gone. Jaron awoke in the bed with a naked Chloe holding onto him. She was fast asleep with her body draped over his. Just like his previous encounter with the Emissary, he never left.




CHAPTER 32

Jaron strode into Zen Daaz’s library later than everyone else, mentally replaying his encounter in the night…and the following morning before anyone else woke up. Everyone was in their usual places. Esmerelda and Chloe had chosen to stand beside a seated Valara, with Beardy across from her. Zen Daaz stood at the head of the table, and Jaron took a seat across from him.
He looked over and shot a smile at Chloe, who bit her lip and looked down. Esmerelda smirked at him, while Valara was narrowing her eyes at him with pink in her cheeks. Beardy looked straight ahead, but when Jaron glanced at him the Battlemaster looked with just his eyes and then winked. When Jaron saw Zen Daaz’s face however, his mood was instantly fouled.
Zen Daaz stood there grinning with puckered lips. His eyes were in a wide stare, looking straight at Jaron. It went on for many seconds, with Zen Daaz frozen with that expression. Jaron looked at him and waited, but Zen Daaz just kept staring. Big eyes. Puckered lips.
“What?” Jaron finally broke the silence.
Zen Daaz backed his head up like a chicken and switched to a knowing grin.
“As I strolled outside the guest chambers last night, my six ears picked up the distinct sound of my nightwear being put to good use,” he teased.
Jaron felt embarrassment, followed by irritation, but then a glimmer of amusement arose in his spirit.
“It wasn’t put to good use,” Jaron’s scowl slowly gave way to a smirk. “It wasn’t on very long.”
Zen Daaz and the girls all squealed with delight at the same time. Beardy broke out into a full belly cackle and started clapping. Jaron’s dimples hurt from how hard he was smiling. Zen Daaz extended his long arms, made a swooning sound, and then shuffled around the table to hug Jaron while patting him on the back. It was awkward. After which, he backed away with a mischievous simper.
“Splendid my Lord, absolutely splendid!” Zen Daaz then bent forward and stuck his face out toward Chloe with a wiggling finger pointing at her. “You let me know if you need another nightie. I have one with a big hole in the—”
Princess Valara slammed her palms onto the table. “If you would desist for one minute! We are here to destroy a great evil, not tease Chloe about her private lovemaking session!”
“Session?” Zen Daaz looked intrigued. “From what I heard, there were three of them.”
“Four,” Esmerelda corrected.
Everyone stopped and stared at Esmerelda. Chloe’s mouth dropped.
“Four?” Princess Valara silently mouthed.
“You were asleep…they were up early,” Esmerelda admitted.
Zen Daaz narrowed his eyes deviously at Esmerelda. “And do you require special attire? I only heard two voices in the throes of violently disorienting orgasms, and I was hoping I’d hear more.”
“See what you started?” Princess Valara accused Jaron.
“Jangling javelins…” Jaron put his face into his palm.
“While we all enjoy a laugh at our Lord’s expense, perhaps you could come to the point?” Beardy complained.
“Come to the point?” Zen Daaz repeated with a deadpan face. “I could have a field day with that one, but I’ll acquiesce to your request.”
The Unscrupulous marched back to the head of the table and summoned Valara’s signet ring into the air in a puff of fog. He pinched it between his thumb and middle finger. Its color had changed from silver, to gold with red lines running through it like veins.
“By noon tomorrow, the Sentinels should arrive from the Withered Willow. The Sentinel Commander is among them,” said Zen Daaz.
“Sephaeus?” Princess Valara blurted in surprise.
Zen Daaz nodded his head. “This changes things slightly, but all is well.”
“How so?” asked Jaron.
“With Sephaeus leading the Sentinels, we will have far less time to slaughter Lord Buun before they reach the top and recover the Princess. I will need all of you to meet me here no later than sunrise,” Zen Daaz held out his arms in a big gesture. “Tomorrow, Lord Buun falls!”
Jaron rushed down to the lowest level of the Ziggurat wearing Quartz’s glasses. Through them he could see through walls with full illumination. He evaded Unscrupulous patrols one floor at a time, knowing when and where someone would be. Even more amazing was the detail in which it enhanced his sight. Any object he focused on would receive a detailed breakdown of its Script on the right lens with words made of fire. The left lens took it a step further by answering his curious thoughts with lists of a surface’s composition and dimensions.
Quartz, you are a brilliant madman.
Jaron reached the lowest and largest level of the Ziggurat, where the foot-soldiers resided separately from their lieutenants in the higher levels. He darted through a long, winding staircase toward something that looked like a stable, there he saw it. In the southeast corner of the Ziggurat in a large chamber leading to a tunnel heading outside. The thing was as ugly as it was huge. Bigger than two of Jaron’s houses combined, with four immense wheels half as tall as it was. It was shaped like a ladybug with armor made of haphazardly shaped mismatched metal plates in varying states of decay and rust. Some panels were hanging off by a single bolt. The front had a large window wrapping around the entire ‘head’, with clear glass orbs where the eyes would be.
This must be it.
Jaron lifted his right wrist where Esmerelda’s Entangle Bangle now resided. With a thought, he vanished from the base level and appeared in front of Valara’s bangle. Hers had been slipped onto a torch sconce in the dungeons, right in front of Captain Kip’s cell.
“You got some crazy gizmos Mister Spellcraft!” Kip cheered from behind bars, rolling a Garble Marble between his fingers.
“Lord Spellcraft,” Jaron corrected.
“I’m not calling you that,” said Kip.
“Then I’m not calling you Captain,” Jaron countered.
Kip glowered at him. “Can we agree on just Jaron?”
“Can we agree that you’re an idiot?” Jaron replied.
The two of them smirked at each other for a moment, until Kip held up his hands to concede.
“You sound like my ex-girlfriend,” Kip mused before leaning against the cell door. “Did you find it? My Rumbler?” asked Kip.
“I have,” Jaron confirmed.
Kip pumped a fist to celebrate but accidentally struck a cell bar. Hard. He wildly shook his hand in a futile bid to fling the pain off. “Ow!”
Jaron lowered his head and shook it in disapproval. Kip went from shaking his hand to blowing on it, having split the skin open on his middle knuckle.
“Try not to get yourself killed before you’ve even left your cell,” Jaron said exasperatedly. “Here.”
Jaron opened his satchel, pulled out the Abuse Juice, and poured a drop on Kip’s hand. The Captain looked in stupefaction as his knuckle wound vanished right off of him.
“Ain’t you just full of surprises?” said Kip.
“Waste of a drop if you ask me,” said Jaron.
Kip chuckled. “So what’s the plan? Can you get me out?”
“Not yet. Tomorrow morning, it’s going to get wild around here. Keep quiet and avoid attention. When I come for you, be ready to run.”




CHAPTER 33

Sunrise came. Jaron equipped the Chaser Bracer to his forearm, fastened his armor and checked his satchel for any more surprises. He had half a vial of Abuse Juice left along with the Garble Marbles. Jaron counted his lucky stars that he now had all of his enemies in one place. All his anticipation gathered in his gut, heating his blood and focusing his mind. Fully equipped and eager to fulfill his oath to destroy the Unscrupulous, Jaron took one last look inside the grand bathroom. He’d shut himself in so the others could get dressed.
Jaron knocked on his side of the bathroom door, signaling he was ready. Esmerelda opened it shortly after with a blank expression on her face. He stepped into the suite and saw Chloe and Valara also dressed in their Unscrupulous outfits. Chloe had a solemn focus on her face, while Valara’s expression resembled restrained dread. No one spoke. Jaron walked toward the entrance, but then stopped and looked around at the room. All three women were standing around the bed, looking at its ruffled sheets one last time.
Jaron understood. He felt it himself. The weeks they’d spent in this room had been joyfully pleasant. He didn’t want it to end, and in the Ziggurat of all places. One silent goodbye to their little nest and Jaron walked out of the room with the others right behind him. Beardy met up with them in the corridor and they marched down to meet Zen Daaz.
Zen Daaz waited for them just outside the library, lips curled up in a twisted smile as he greeted them. “Good mourning my dear comrades!”
No one in the party spoke. Zen Daaz pouted.
“It grieves me to see your jovial spirits so suddenly snuffed out after all the fun we’ve had,” Zen Daaz pulled the signet ring out of his pocket and put it on his pinky. “But I assure you when Lord Buun is dead, I will personally guarantee the safety of everyone still standing.”
“What do you care what happens when we’re done?” Jaron said testily.
“I don’t,” Zen Daaz admitted. “But what Vaelonn wants, Vaelonn gets.”
“And what reward has Vaelonn promised you for your compliance?” Beardy questioned.
Zen Daaz lifted his palms to the sky in an ecstatic display and answered. “Everything.”
“I want to go home,” Valara said feebly with an uneasy look on her face.
“And you can!” Zen Daaz looked down at her with a narrow grin. “One way or another.”
“Then let’s be done with it,” said Esmerelda.
Zen Daaz dropped his arms and didn’t move.
“What are we waiting for?” asked Jaron.
There was a ‘boom’. The floor beneath them shook, causing dust to fall from the ceiling.
“That,” said Zen Daaz.
“It’s them,” said Chloe.
“We’ve got to move,” said Beardy.
“A moment please,” Zen Daaz held out his left hand and a column of fog flew into it, depositing an ivory war hammer with a handle as long as Chloe’s height.
The massively oversized sledge head was half the size of a raccoon trap. Script wrapped around it and spiraled down the handle..
“What is this?” Beardy growled.
“For you my liege,” Zen Daaz stuck it out and offered it to him.
“I like mine just fine,” he replied.
“So do I,” Zen Daaz snipped. “But you’ll find that this one is not only lighter than the one you’re accustomed to, but all the more devastating. In fact, if the ladies would be so kind as to imbue it with aether, any wound you receive will multiply your strength while you wield it.”
Beardy dropped the hammer he was holding and reached out with googly eyes to take the new one. He gripped it with both hands, gave the handle a squeeze, and then jerked the hammer toward a nearby wall. It blew a hole straight through with a burst of air. A devious grin appeared on Beardy’s face. Esmerelda shook her head disapprovingly and then slipped the glasses out of her robe sleeve. She held it out in front of her and let go of it. It remained suspended in midair and floated over in front of Valara, whose eyes flashed into blue. Chloe held out one hand along with Esmerelda, causing the lenses to light up.
A bolt of something like lightning shot from the Quartz’s glasses and struck Beardy’s new weapon. The ivory hammer glowed briefly, and then drew the light back into itself. Esmerelda took the glasses back and tucked them away.
“Alright, let’s go,” said Jaron.
Zen Daaz raised his arms and a maelstrom of mist appeared around them. Their hair blew violently in the torrent. Brief blurs of black would shift through it, giving the sensation that they were all moving extremely fast. Flashes of gold light illuminated them from the outside with thunderous booming, and then they were standing outside the Ziggurat at the top of the prime staircase. Jaron tried to look down at the bottom, and saw hordes of Unscrupulous rushing from the first level like tiny ants. Even at this distance, he was able to vaguely make out what was happening.
Shining, golden figures came against them. Sentinels. They moved in streaks of gold light, faster than any shadow-step he’d seen from Ash. It was hard to tell exactly what they were doing but he could see they were rampaging through the Unscrupulous like coordinated angry bulls. Columns of golden light exploded up ahead of them, incinerating whatever was in front.
“Lord Spellcraft, we’re heeere!” Zen Daaz sang.
Jaron turned back around and saw a well-lit archway into the Ziggurat’s top level. Zen Daaz went ahead first, leading them through a corridor exposed to the rising sun from clear skylights. They came into a beige, square chamber. A walkway wrapped all the way around covered by solid ceiling. Stone columns held them up as the floor dropped down two steps into a center square. The clear roof in the center of the atrium was allowed the orange sky to cast the outer walkway in shadow. Piles of Unscrupulous corpses littered the room, having been dragged from the center and thrown against the edges. The smell was noxious, dry, and deathly. Princess Valara’s frightened gasp came at the sight of who else was in the room. A red marble throne at the far end radiated an aura of Miasma. A dark figure sat on it, unmoving.
Lord Buun.
His body was covered in a black, demonic armor with no visible creases or openings. Flame-like spikes curved out of every major joint including the shoulder pauldrons, and they were writhing. The armor’s surface material resembled the black stone of the Miasma rings. The chestplate had a shape resembling an anguished, screaming face pushing out of his torso. Dozens of red eyes embedded all over his arms and legs watched every direction in the chamber.
His entire head was covered in leathery, smoky gray skin so dark it was almost black. The skin around his mouth was cracking apart. His eyes were blood red, with smoldering flames within them. Large ribbed horns jutted out of both sides of his bald skull, sweeping out and then inward before going straight up again.
Two cleavers the size of swords were stabbed into the floor in front of him. One red, one black.
“Vivisected veins,” Beardy uttered. “What is he?”
“This is your cue ladies!” Zen Daaz snapped his fingers. “Esmerelda. Chloe. I need you to stand to the left and right sides of the room. Summon all the aether you can muster, and focus it onto the ring. Ignore the corpses. Princess, you’re with me. I want shields over shields protecting your Casters and us. I suspect you know how to do that?”
A terror-stricken Valara nodded her head, while Esmerelda and Chloe spread out to the take their positions. All three women immediately began Casting, their bodies encased in a shining blue outline as they began. Lord Buun spoke. His voice was a deep, reverberating bass.
“Zen Daaz,” Buun blared.
The mere sound of his voice caused Jaron and Beardy to ready their weapons.
“Hello Lord Buun!” Zen Daaz shouted gleefully with his arms out. “I hope you don’t mind the intrusion, we’ve come to kill you.”
“You disappoint me,” Lord Buun answered. “I have given you years to prepare for this, and instead you bring children to their deaths.”
“I confess they’re a bit young, but they’re so good at taking instruction. This one in particular—” Zen Daaz gestured toward Jaron. “He is the one who will be removing your overstayed presence from the world of the living.”
“Living?” Lord Buun began chuckling in a deep, rumbling timbre. “I am already dead.”
The Overlords emerged from the wall behind the throne, flanking Lord Buun. They looked exactly like him, only they had no mouth or nose, only the eyes. Each one walked up and claimed a cleaver, standing side by side.
“Join me,” said Lord Buun.




CHAPTER 34

“Raaaaaah!” Beardy bellowed as he swung his hammer down to crack the floor beneath the Overlords.
The two monstrosities ignored the act, advancing toward them in deliberate steps.
“You take the red one,” Jaron aimed the Slicer at the Overlord with the black cleaver and attuned his focus.
Quartz’s glasses floated in front of Valara, who used her Casting as a focal point for Esmerelda and Chloe. Beardy ran in and his Overlord opponent swung his cleaver across the Battlemaster’s waist. Beardy parried it with the hammer handle and then bashed the Overlord in the chest. It barely stumbled, and then swatted Beardy away by hitting his hammer with the flat of its cleaver. The blow briefly staggered the Battlemaster.
“I said try not to kill them!” Zen Daaz shouted.
“Do you have any idea how hard that is?” Beardy screamed back.
Jaron ducked underneath a swing intended for his head and rolled behind his opponent.
The Overlord’s many eyes staying locked on, never losing sight of him. Jaron let his Slicer-attuned body do the thinking, instinctively ducking and weaving as his opponent brought its cleaver over and across in broad slashes. Jaron saw an opening and went for it, but the Overlord feinted him and sent Miasma from its eyes toward Zen Daaz and Valara. Princess Valara’s eyes never stopped glowing, and her shield shoved forward and collided with the Miasma. It drilled though and hit a second shield behind it. Valara kept replacing the shields but the Miasma kept going through them.
Jaron tackled the Overlord, but it was too heavy and sure-footed to take down. He roared in frustration as the Slicer glowed red and he lost his attunement. He struck the Overlord on the back and staggered it with amplified force, causing it to engage him again. It grabbed Jaron by the Chaser Bracer and threw him down. Jaron crossed his arms over his head, Chaser Bracer first to stop the cleaver coming down on him. It’s shield stopped the blow, but there was still enough force to concuss him against the floor. The Overlord struck Jaron’s shield repeatedly, over and over and overwhelming Jaron’s ability to do anything in return. He couldn’t even roll out of the way in time.
“Jaron!” Chloe cried out to him.
“Ladies! Focus!” Zen Daaz yelled.
Beardy shoved his hammer into his opponents torso, pushing it back and holding it away from him. It swung its cleaver out and the tip cut Beardy across the chest.
“Gah!” Beardy winced in pain.
“Beardy!” Jaron called out to him.
The Battlemaster’s eyes went into a berserk glare, his shoulders flexed and he smashed the Overlord’s head with his hammer. It stumbled aside and then Beardy bashed it the other way and sent it colliding with Jaron’s attacker, knocking its cleaver away from its hand. The opening gave him enough time to roll over and cut the Slicer across his opponents shins, embedding it in the armor. The Overlord recovered just in time to smack him away in the head. Jaron was instantly dazed. He could distantly hear his name being called while a blurry shadow descended on him.
The Slicer dislodged itself from the Overlord’s leg and returned to Jaron’s hand, instantly quickening him with renewed vitality. The Overlord retrieved its cleaver and swung. Jaron lifted the bracer and blocked the next attack with less recoil than before, feeling stronger than at the beginning. Jaron returned the favor by cutting the Overlord’s cleaver in half using stored force from the Chaser Bracer. Beardy bombarded his opponent with multiple overheard smashes, forcing it to back up and block with both arms securing its red cleaver. Jaron ran and slid underneath his opponents legs, spun around and cut the Slicer across as hard as he could. It took one leg out from under the knees. Using the opening, Jaron performed an amplified Slicer throw and took off the sword hand of Beardy’s enemy. Beardy pressed his aggression and knocked his opponent to the ground, before kicking its cleaver out of its dismembered hand.
“My Lord!” Beardy gave Jaron a boost and stuck his hammer out sideways.
Jaron kicked off the hammer and threw the Slicer straight for Lord Buun. It spun through the air headed for his chest when the Overlords and their cleavers dissolved into Miasma and reformed in front of him, completely regenerated. Both Overlords swung their cleavers down in parallel, deflecting the Slicer to the ground.
Beardy cackled boisterously. “Of course it couldn’t be that easy!”
Jaron called the Slicer back to him and backed up next to Beardy when he noticed a swirling mass of orange and blue light forming over the skylight. Esmerelda and Chloe were concentrating intensely, their bodies shielded by layers of blue boxes. Princess Valara’s entire body glowed fiercely. She’d gathered so much aether that the blue outline shining around her glimmered like the Brightstar. Zen Daaz held the signet ring out in front of him with his face furrowed in focus.
The Overlords remained in front of Lord Buun.
“Pitiful,” said Lord Buun. “Now I know how you fight.”
The Overlords marched to the center of the chamber and held their ground. Miasma flowed out of their backs and formed into the shape of bat-like wings, solidifying into a dense mass of swirling shadowy tendrils. Beardy’s aimed its red cleaver at him, and Jaron’s body instinctively raised the bracer.
“Beardy!” Jaron shouted. “Get down!”
Dozens of thin black spikes extended at them from the Overlord’s wings. A flat blue shield wall from Valara was cast in front of Beardy, but it only stopped a handful. The Battlemaster was impaled in several places from his arms to his legs. The Chaser Bracer stopped the onslaught for Jaron, but Beardy fell to one knee and used the hammer as a prop.
“That hurt…” Beardy coughed up blood as his hammer glowing a burning red. “But you shouldn’t play with your food!”
The Battlemaster swung his hammer at the air, and a cascade of red aether washed across the chamber and carried the Overlords to the other side where they went into the wall behind Lord Buun. Their bodies dissolved again and reformed in front of Buun, wings extended. The Casters still weren’t ready, but the portal over the roof grew. Valara glimmered so brightly that Jaron couldn’t look directly at her. He took Beardy’s hand and pulled him to his feet.
The aging warrior stumbled, with streams of blood pouring down his legs. Jaron went for his satchel, but Beardy clutched his wrist with a bloodied hand and stopped him. “No my Lord, I need this strength.”
“You’re losing too much blood!” Jaron yelled.
“Aye,” Beardy admitted. “And he will pay for every drop! I will take them both on while you slay that devil. Today, I become a legend!”
Beardy’s body became imbued with blue aether as Princess Valara transferred her glow to Beardy, shielding him in a dense shell so luminous his skin couldn’t be seen. Beardy stalked toward the two Overlords, his hammer as bright as he was.
“Lord Buun! Feast your eyes on the legendary Battlemaster Beardy, slayer of Unscrupulous and savior of Valmaron!”
The Overlords sent more black spikes, but they only chipped some aether off his shield. Jaron watched in astonishment as he leaped almost as high as the ceiling and landed between the Overlords, separating them with a whirling swing of his hammer. They both flew up and away and covered their cleavers in Miasma before throwing them down at him. A single ‘swoosh’ of the hammer deflected them, which he then thrust forward. The hammer’s force hit one Overlord squarely in the chest and sent it through a column and into the wall.
Beardy jumped toward the other one, which reformed its cleaver and flapped its wings to head toward him. The two collided but Beardy caught its sword hand and tackled it to the ground, straddling it on the floor and punching it repeatedly. The second Overlord came from behind but he turned around and grabbed it too, rolling on the ground and throwing him off. They were still in the way, Jaron had no opening.
Beardy brawled while the Overlords whittled his shield down bit by bit, but were punished each time by a fist or hammer hit. The Overlords both grabbed him by the throat, and he returned the favor and grabbed them both by the throat. He slammed them onto the floor and held them there while they flailed their cleavers and wings wildly to remove what remained of his protection.
“Now my Lord!” Beardy shouted.
Jaron saw the opening and took it. With a great heave, Jaron transferred all the remaining energy from the bracer into his arm and threw the Slicer at Lord Buun. It spun through the air aimed straight for his chest, passing the Overlords and Beardy.
The Slicer stopped rotating and sailed tip first like a spear for Lord Buun’s sternum. The Overlords melded into a ball of black and swallowed Beardy whole. The mass swooped back and reformed into one larger Overlord in front of Lord Buun, holding Beardy up by his head. The Slicer impaled Beardy in the chest, dispelling his shield as the hammer shattered into shards.
“Beardy!” Jaron cried out as the Overlord unceremoniously flung his lifeless body aside.
Valara shrieked. Jaron heard the beat of his own heart in his ears, and then everything went silent.
“You bastard!” Jaron bellowed.
The roof of the atrium exploded upward as the debris hovered over them without falling down. The columns crumbled into chunks as the walls cracked and burst away. Esmerelda and Chloe covered their faces with their arms as the wind swept over the exposed top of the Ziggurat. Jaron felt his fury physically burst out of his chest in the form of fiery red tendrils that swarmed over his body and covered most of his arms and hands. More tendrils covered his face until he couldn’t see anything. His vision suddenly returned in a single color: red. A column of black and red aether exploded upward from around his feet and swirled around him like a tornado.
Jaron had no thoughts. No feelings. No memory. Only an urge.
Kill.
He took one step and was suddenly in front of the oversized Overlord. It lifted both cleavers and brought them down on his head. A single swing of his arm shattered them on contact. Jaron flattened his fingers and then gored the Overlord straight through its belly. His hand clutched its spine and forced the Overlord down to its knees. With his other arm, Jaron grabbed it by the horn and tore its head off its body.
The Overlord dissolved into Miasma and reunited with Lord Buun, whose face betrayed a look of complete bewilderment as he gazed upon Jaron.
“Zen Daaz,” said Lord Buun. “What have you brought here?”
Jaron grabbed Lord Buun by the jugular, dug his fingers in, and ripped it out. Black ooze spewed from his open throat. The flame left Buun’s eyes and then his head fell back against the throne. Lord Buun was dead. A loud thunk shook the ground behind Jaron, who turned around and saw a hulking Sentinel whose helmet had gold wings for ears. His mirrored face plate was molded into the face of a cherub. Shard dust glittered all over his armor except for the breastplate, which had a double terminated crystal set on the sternum.
“Sephaeus!” Princess Valara exclaimed.
“Sephaeus!” Zen Daaz mimicked giddily.
The Sentinel Commander kept his helmet facing Jaron, slowly circling the room and moving between him and the others. The aether surrounding Jaron faded somewhat, with only a thin membrane covering his skin. Jaron looked over and saw Chloe gazing at him in terror. Esmerelda did the same.
“I will deal with you momentarily Unscrupulous,” said Sephaeus. “Princess Valara, what am I looking at?”
“It’s Jaron! He killed Lord Buun but something’s happened to him!” she replied. “You have to help him!”
The Slicer flew back into Jaron’s hand, and then its blue blade glowed red.
“Stay back Your Highness,” Sephaeus opened his right hand and a yellow ball of light appeared over his palm. It became the shape of a glowing golden great-sword when he grabbed it. “That isn’t Lord Spellcraft.”




CHAPTER 35

“Don’t hurt him!” Chloe objected.
“I will do what is necessary,” Sephaeus brandished his great-sword and lifted it toward Jaron.
The Sentinel Commander swished his blade to trace a circle of yellow light. Golden chains immediately sprouted from the halo and wrapped around Jaron like tentacles. Sephaeus rotated his wrist, turning the sword like a key. The chains tightened around Jaron many times over, binding him completely until the light ring flew over and slipped tightly over his midsection.
“Don’t overdo it Sephaeus!” Princess Valara protested. “He’s already bound!”
“Not yet,” Sephaeus replied.
Jaron struggled against the chains, writhing back and forth angrily as the red in the Slicer got brighter.
“Don’t struggle!” Esmerelda shouted at Jaron.
Jaron kept going, prompting Sephaeus to draw another circle and double what he’d just done. He released the Slicer and it zipped straight up and severed the binds in a single swipe. They dispersed into specks of light.
“Whatever you are,” said Sephaeus. “Stand down.”
Jaron clutched his head and began raging, his head twisting back and forth before crouching into a prowling stance.
Kill.
Just as Jaron went to pounce, Sephaeus blitzed into a streak of gold light and they collided in the center. The Sentinel Commander rammed straight through Jaron’s charge, pushing him down onto the floor with one hand on his chest, and his great-sword pinning the Slicer down. Jaron used his free arm to punch Sephaeus in the chest, sending him up into the air toward the widening portal.
Jaron got up on his feet and jumped up, meeting the Sentinel Commander in the air. Sephaeus punched back, knocking Jaron away at high speed. He blitzed again, coming from behind Jaron and grabbing him from behind the neck. Once he had him, he blitzed back to the top of the Ziggurat and crashed Jaron down face-first near Lord Buun’s throne.
“Stay down,” Sephaeus warned as Jaron tried to push up. “I can’t hold back if you resist.”
Jaron looked up and saw Beardy’s body, renewing his rage. He began overpowering Sephaeus. He rose up to his feet and stabbed the Slicer backward toward the Sentinel Commander, but he was too quick. Sephaeus turned away from it and threw Jaron off the Ziggurat, but before he could fall his body halted in mid-air. This time Jaron blitzed Sephaeus, swinging the Slicer down on his head. Sephaeus blitzed backward and around Jaron, pummeling him with punches too fast to respond to. Golden streaks dashed back and forth, hitting Jaron on each pass.
Jaron let go of the Slicer. It flew out and caught Sephaeus on the side, gouging a chunk of metal out of his armor. The Slicer flew around again and the Sentinel Commander barely ducked, being struck on the helmet which split away from his head. Sephaeus blitzed out of the Slicer’s path and swung his great-sword down on Jaron. The aether on his body chipped off the edge of the golden great-sword.
He called the Slicer back, but Sephaeus was quick enough to dodge its return and create some distance between them.
“Jaron, stop!” Princess Valara beckoned.
Sephaeus cracked his knuckles and lowered his chin.
“Stay back! I’m ending this now.”
The Sentinel Commander sprouted angelic wings made of golden light and took to the sky just beneath the forming portal. Jaron’s aether funnel reappeared around his body as red lightning began crackling around the Slicer. Sephaeus held his right arm out as if to reach for something. Little pearls of gold aether started forming in the space surrounding Jaron.
“Sephaeus, no! You’ll kill him!” Valara screamed at him.
The Sentinel Commander clenched his extended hand out into a fist, and a column of yellow light exploded from underneath Jaron’s feet and enveloped him. Searing, excruciating heat  came over Jaron’s entire body. The red fiery tendrils on his arms peeled away and were incinerated in the blast. He dropped the Slicer, and then Sephaeus blitzed straight down and cratered Jaron into the stone floor next to Lord Buun’s body.
Sephaeus stood with his boot on Jaron’s chest, and then summoned his great-sword once more to aim it at his face. A glimmer of memory returned to Jaron as he felt the receding tendrils fall away. The red vision peeled itself off, and then Lord Buun’s body abruptly exploded into a mass of Miasma at point blank.
Sephaeus and Jaron were immersed in it, with the Sentinel Commander’s wings instantly vanishing. Jaron could feel all of the strength leave his body and nearly lost consciousness. His vision was completely obscured by the Miasma, and he felt too heavy to even crawl. Something clinked on the floor next to him, and then the Miasma was suddenly swallowed into the Hex. The Sentinel Commander stood over Jaron with the light having left every bit of shard on his armor. Sephaeus fell over next to Jaron, unconscious.
The portal in the sky above them suddenly exploded into a wide whirlpool of orange and blue. Bolts of orange lighting shot out of it and reached around the Ziggurat before returning to the portal with Sentinels tethered to them. Every one was sucked into the portal, all but Sephaeus. Zen Daaz walked over to the Hex, picked it up and tucked it under his armpit. He began clapping as Esmerelda and Chloe stopped Casting and fell to their knees, visibly worn out from the exertion.
“Wonderful performance everyone!” Zen Daaz grinned and then held the Hex out in his hand, right above Jaron.
Princess Valara ran over to check on the girls, helping them to their feet and ushering them over to Jaron. They got down to look at him, who could scarcely move.
“Jaron! Are you alright?” Chloe checked on him.
“Did we win?” Jaron asked weakly.
“Seriously?” Princess Valara asked incredulously.
Esmerelda knelt down beside him and put her hand on his chest. “You don’t remember what happened?”
Jaron turned his head and saw Sephaeus lying next to him. He became instantly concerned. “How long was I gone? Did I do that to him?”
Princess Valara shook her head.
“He basically kicked your arse,” said Esmerelda.
“And good for him too!” Princess Valara interjected. “You deserved it for worrying me like that!”
Jaron slowly lifted his arms, reaching up to touch Esmerelda and Chloe’s faces. Chloe threw herself on him and squeezed him. Zen Daaz walked away.
“Help him up,” said Chloe as she pulled Jaron to sit. Esmerelda helped from the other side.
Jaron’s eyes locked onto the body of Beardy, who lay face down at Zen Daaz’s feet.
“Beardy…” Jaron said ruefully.
Zen Daaz turned toward them. “Save your tears, young ones. He died better than any Tolian could ever hope for.”
Fog appeared around Beardy’s body, and then it carried him up into the portal.
“What did you do with him?” Princess Valara questioned tempestuously and rose to her feet.
“Ensuring he receives a proper burial, silly!” Zen Daaz gandered at the signet ring and then looked up at the portal.
He threw the Hex into it. Chloe and Esmerelda shot up to their feet.
“You knave! You wanted the Miasma in Valmaron!” Esmerelda snarled.
The portal changed color from orange and blue, to pure orange. Princess Valara’s eyes began glowing as she gathered aether.
“Please Princess, it’s been such a long morning and I’ve done you the favor of sealing all Miasma within the Hex,” Zen Daaz removed his black ring and dropped it.
Jaron’s trembling arm reached for the Slicer, glaring at Zen Daaz. “Whatever you’re planning to do, it won’t work. Vaelonn will-”
“I’ve already done it,” Zen Daaz made a gratified smile. “Vaelonn’s children will require guidance in the new world you’re about to see. The Emissary’s time is coming to an end, and the Ziggurat is lost.”
“You’re going to kill the Emissary? You can’t!” Princess Valara flared out her fingers and launched red orbs at Zen Daaz.
He faded into the fog and appeared behind them before they struck. He grabbed Esmerelda and Chloe by the backs of their necks and sent them up into the portal in his fog.
“No!” Jaron tried to move but his body wouldn’t obey. He couldn’t even focus enough to command the Slicer.
Princess Valara spun around and punched Zen Daaz in the face. It did nothing.
“Ooh so feisty!” Zen Daaz grabbed her fist, spun her around and pulled her back against him with a hand on her throat.
“Let her go,” Jaron snarled.
“I know how badly you must want this,” Zen Daaz smelled her hair and ran his fingers down her shoulders. “So beautiful, so untainted, so thirsty.”
Zen Daaz pushed Valara down onto her knees, cackling in amusement. He stepped on her ankle and pinned her there, she yelped in pain. Her eyes flashed again and yellow aether spears appeared around Zen Daaz’s head. He vanished again, appearing next to Jaron and grabbing his throat, pulling him close and sticking out his forked tongue to lick his cheek. Zen Daaz smacked his lips in savory satisfaction, turning Jaron’s head toward Valara.
“He’s even better than I’d hoped! Go on, tell him! Tell him you want him, you neeed him. We can expose everything, and I mean eeeverything!” Zen Daaz laughed and dropped Jaron back down.
Princess Valara’s glow went from blue, to red. She shrieked in rage and an unseen force knocked Zen Daaz sideways and against the remaining half of a standing stone column. His yellow eyed glowed brightly as his mouth stretched into a wide, eerie smile. He vanished into fog and appeared right in front of Valara and then pushed her onto her back.
“That was sensuous, but pointless. You lack the skills to kill me, and I can’t seem to kill you yet. We all have our parts to play. So until you do yours, I will be keeping your sweet Casters in Valmaron for the time being.” Zen Daaz lifted a finger up. “That reminds me!”
He spun around toward Jaron. Princess Valara reached toward a sharp piece of debris on the ground and slowly stood up.
“I must thank you for that little errand you performed down in the dungeons. I’ve decided to build my nursery in the citadel, so instead…” he snapped his fingers. “Everything goes.”
A tornado of fog formed over the Ziggurat and began ripping the top of it to pieces. Another funnel claimed Zen Daaz and he flew off into the portal which closed behind him. The debris hovering beneath it began falling down around them. Valara covered her head and ran over to Jaron, covering his vulnerable body with hers. She whimpered and yelped as the fog-nado began ripping its way toward them, when suddenly a large hand grabbed Jaron and pulled them up. It was Sephaeus.
The Sentinel Commander handed the Slicer to Valara, and then began carrying them out of the radius. Jaron held out his left hand, showing Esmerelda’s Entangle Bangle on his wrist.
“Valara, do what Zen Daaz did! Put all the aether you have into it and get us out of here!” Jaron mustered the strength to shout.
The Princess roughly nodded her head, looked down and saw Quartz’s glasses. She snatched them up and began gathering orange energy, funneling it into the bangle. Sephaeus removed it from Jaron’s wrist and put it on himself, and they were instantly in the dungeons by the other bangle on the torch sconce. The Scripted wall was now glowing, with the circles he’d etched actively spinning around each other much like the tornado on top of the Ziggurat. Black aether flowing from dead prisoners flew into it.
“Quick!” said Jaron. “Give me the Slicer!”
Valara handed it over, and Jaron stumbled over to Kip’s cell with them.
“Took ya long enough!” Kip took one look at Sephaeus and then back to Jaron. “Where’s the other women?”
Jaron cut the cell lock with a loud shout. Kip pulled it open and stepped out. Princess Valara furrowed her face.
“Who is this?” she gestured to the foreign Captain.
“An idiot,” Jaron replied as he snatched Quartz’s glasses from her and shoved them onto Kip’s face. “Now take us to your Rumbler!”
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Dust fell from the ceilings as shifting bricks cracked and crumbled from quaking. The fog-nado demolished the Ziggurat floor by floor. Debris from outside whirled around and bashed the exterior loudly
“There’s another one!” Kip shouted.
An Unscrupulous foot-soldier crawled along a wall like a spider, having six arms and no legs. Princess Valara thrust her palm out toward Kip, and the glasses he was wearing shot two blue fireballs from the lenses. It struck the foot-soldier and knocked it off the wall before engulfing it entirely. The Unscrupulous made a terrible screech as its arms curled inward.
“Warn me before you do that!” Kip complained.
The quartet followed him down a corridor leading to a branched hallway. The one on the right led to a staircase. Kip ran up to it and then skid to a stop, causing the others to bump into each other.
“Oops! Wait,” said Kip as he looked around and then glanced left. “This way!”
He ran down the other one as Valara looked at Jaron with incredulous annoyance.
“You’re right Jaron,” Valara agreed. “He’s an idiot.”
“It’s time to move,” Sephaeus urged them.
They ran to catch up to Kip when a ceiling block collapsed onto them. Valara screamed as Sephaeus stepped under it and caught it on his shoulders.
“Go!” Sephaeus shouted.
Jaron reached and grabbed Valara’s hand, pulling her out of the cave-in. Once they were free, Sephaeus roared and threw it off. Kip had completely taken off. The walls shifted further as they sprinted down the hallway to reach him.
“He’s going to lose us,” Valara was winded and slowing down. “We’re not going to make it!”
Sephaeus grabbed them by their wrists and stopped them. The end of the corridor caved in and separated them from Kip.
“Yes we are,” he said. “Spellcraft, get angry!”
Jaron eyes widened in horror. “…I can’t. Not again.”
Sephaeus pulled off his gauntlet and slapped Jaron across the face. Now he was mad. The Sentinel Commander then pushed Valara into Jaron’s arms and pointed at the cave-in.
“See that? She is getting through no matter what! You understand? We
are getting through!”
A flurry of golden aether started manifesting around them while Jaron’s breath sped up. More of the corridor began to fall when they suddenly burst down the hallway and through the rubble, crashing out and reaching the room on the other side.
“Alright Spellcraft,” Sephaeus stood them all back up. “You’re not a lost cause after all.”
“My Rumbler! My Rumbler! Look! She’s here!” Kip jumped excitedly and pointed at it.
“I know you idiot!” Jaron shouted. “Open the damn thing!”
They ran through the large bay where countless other treasures and devices were waiting. The War Wagon’s remaining command car was there too. Jaron pointed to it as they came up to Kip, who was scrambling to the back of the Bowering Bungler.
“Kip!” Jaron alerted him. “We need to take that!”
Kip started fidgeting with a series of levers and looked over to the wagon. He turned his head to Jaron with outraged confusion. “Now you want a ride and a tow?”
“What’s in it?” asked Sephaeus.
“Shard dust,” said Jaron.
The Sentinel Commander pushed Jaron aside and took his place.
“Kip,” Sephaeus repeated. “We need to take that.”
Kip groaned and pulled one last lever. A giant ramp door opened straight from the back of the Bungler. They ran inside to a roomy interior which looked as weathered as the outside. Metal grated floors, a curved cavity on the side walls, and all sorts of things Jaron didn’t understand. Buttons, toggles, and levers on metal consoles, with cargo on a rail. And that was just the back bay. A massive hook connected to a tether hung from the ceiling. Kip ran over to a podium with levers and started fidgeting around. The hook wiggled, but didn’t move. More of the Ziggurat started breaking down, getting closer to them.
Princess Valara walked up in front of the Captain and clapped her hands on the podium.
“Kiiiip,” she said with visibly restrained frustration. “What are you doing?”
“The winch circuitry is fried! I can’t tow it!” he replied.
“I don’t know what you’re saying!” Princess Valara shouted in frustration.
The Princess snatched the glasses off Kip’s face, turned around, then aimed her free hand at the wagon. A green rope of aether shot forth and wrapped around the War Wagon’s wheel. With one tug it dragged the Bungler up the ramp. She looked back at Kip with contempt.
“Can we go now?” she asked tartly.
He closed the loading bay door.
“To the cockpit!” Kip waved them over toward a metal archway out of the loading bay.
“Why the hell does he have chickens in a hole?” asked Jaron.
Sephaeus shook his head and shrugged. They followed Kip into a wider cavity with complicated metalworking in the center of the room. His best guess was it was the engine Kip talked about. Ladders on the side of the room went up to somewhere he didn’t see. They passed out of the engine room, through another narrow corridor, and into the head of the Bungler. There were more toggles, buttons, and levers than he could count on the front console. The sidewalls had even more along with spoked copper wheels that could be turned. In the center an iron spoked steering wheel stuck out. A green glass screen stood up behind it.
“Find a place to park your ass!” yelled Kip.
Valara sat in a chair next to him, Jaron took the chair on the other side, while Sephaeus stayed over by a side wall. Kip put his hands on the steering wheel and pulled a nearby lever. The entire Bowering Bungler shuddered with the loud sound of the engine spooling up.
“I see why it’s called a Rumbler,” Sephaeus mused.
They drove for two seconds and then it stalled. Kip pounded the console. “That overpaid pixie was supposed to tune me up before I left!”
The Captain got up and ran back out of the cockpit. Valara looked at Jaron incredulously.
“Unbelievable,” Jaron rolled his eyes and went after him.
He caught up with Kip in the engine room. “What’s the matter?”
Kip smacked the side of his big box engine. Many large cylinders stuck out of the top and bottom arrayed in rows.
“The injectors are misaligned, I can’t get enough fuel,” Kip dashed around the engine, touching and grabbing parts.
“And you can mend that?” asked Jaron.
Kip popped his head around the engine. “I’m a Captain, not a mechanic! What do I look like?” Captain Kip popped his head away and then popped it back out. “Don’t answer that.”
Jaron’s frustration swelled up to the point that he kicked the gargantuan engine—it immediately started back up. Kip jumped around in shock.
“I did it!” Kip celebrated.
They dashed back into the cockpit and the Bungler sped off. The collapsing interior bounced off its armor without getting inside. They sped out the entry tunnel into the wasteland, heading down the aisle of obelisks around the Ziggurat. The Bungler attracted the red lighting fence, striking it multiple times.
“Valara, can you shield us?” asked Jaron.
The Princess shook her head.
“I can,” Sephaeus stood up to go to the loading bay when another bolt struck them right on the cockpit.
The interior lights started blinking and the steering wheel turned on its own. The Bungler drifted to the right heading straight for the red lightning links.
“We’re supposed to be heading there!” Jaron pointed west toward the Withered Willow in the distance.
“Aw crap,” Kip panicked. “She’s buggin’ out!”
“What does that mean?” Jaron shouted back.
“The Bungler’s programmed to haul it back to the caravan when she’s taken too many licks, I have no control!”
The Bungler charged into the red lightning barrier and went into overdrive, speeding off into the barrens and into the dust storms. Jaron focused as hard as he could on the Slicer.
Get us home. Get us home. Get us home!
Nothing. His connection wouldn’t restore no matter how many times he tried. The obelisks got further and further away, until there was nothing but barrens around them. Jaron slumped back in his seat, clutched his hair and buried his face in his palms.
“I’m sorry,” said Captain Kip. “The Rolling Rumblers can’t afford to lose a single one.”
“How far away are they?” asked Princess Valara.
Kip hesitated. Jaron looked up and stared him in the eyes. “How long?”
Captain Kip closed his eyes and shook his head. “Four weeks.”
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Jaron sat on the floor against the wall in the loading bay, staring despondently at the War Wagon while Sephaeus went through tearing out floorboards. His mind sifted through thoughts of his fallen friend, who helped him find Chloe without question. But he refused to dishonor Beardy’s sacrifice with tears, knowing that the Tolian Battlemaster wouldn’t have wanted to die any other way. Holding in his emotions was a bit more difficult where Esmerelda and Chloe were concerned. Although no tears came, his eyes still glistened. He growled at himself and leaned his head back against the patchwork metal interior, staring ahead as Princess Valara came out and sat right down beside him.
“Are you alright?” she asked with a gentle expression.
Jaron held his hands out and bent his fingers like he wanted to choke something.
“I finally had them,” he snarled. “I had them, and now they’re both gone.”
Princess Valara reached up and combed her fingers through the hair on the back of his head.
“I was going to teach them how to ride horses when we got back,” Jaron continued. “Esmerelda thinks wagons are too slow, and Chloe likes to fly a lot.”
“Do you love them?” Valara asked softly.
Jaron dropped his hands, took a breath and nodded slowly. Valara smiled with a distinct glimmer of hope and relief.
“Then we’ll see them again,” she said confidently, and then pulled him into a hug. “You never give up, you’re too strong.”
Jaron closed his eyes and returned the embrace. They sat like that for a long silence, her caressing his head and him holding onto her waist—until a loud crash came from the War Wagon. They separated as the Sentinel Commander jumped out shortly after, without his armor. He piled it next to the command car. He wore a basic tan tunic with identically colored trousers. Even without his Sentinel regalia, he had a brawny body. One could easily mistake him for a Tolian with how strongly built he was. Well over six foot, with legs thick enough to stretch the thighs of his trousers. His barrel chest protruded so far out it almost qualified as a shelf. Sephaeus walked over and addressed the Princess.
“I got what I could, but I’ll need to burn the resin to get it out,” said Sephaeus. “I can’t do that here.”
Princess Valara didn’t take her hands out of Jaron’s hair. Captain Kip came into the loading bay. He eyed them individually before looking at the Sentinel armor on the floor.
“Are ya gonna keep that?” asked Kip.
Sephaeus turned his back and crossed his arms. “It’s useless.”
“Useless?” Kip looked appalled. “That’s good salvage! Do you have any idea how much I’ll get for that?”
“Congratulations, you’re rich,” Valara mocked.
“Damn right!” he clapped. “How much ya want for the wagon?”
“Keep it. I don’t care,” Jaron dismissed.
“Yeeeeehaaaaaw!” Kip ran over and kissed Jaron on the top of his head before going to see the War Wagon.
The Captain walked around it in elation. Sephaeus got in to move the planks out of it. Kip started snapping his fingers repeatedly.
“Hey hey, careful with my salvage!” he objected. Sephaeus ignored him.
Kip turned back to Jaron. “You folks won’t regret this. I’ll upgrade the Bungler and get ya’ll a rocket home!”
Valara furrowed her eyebrows while Jaron raised one of his.
“What’s a rocket?” asked Valara.
“It’s like a big spear that you sit in, and then it flies,” Kip explained.
“You can fly?” said Jaron.
“How do you think we know about yer tower? Air’s too hot and dusty for plane engines, so we send rockets to scout ahead! I’m assumin’ ya’ll got a way past that fancy forcefield blocking our rockets from going over the mountains?”
Sephaeus stopped unloading and stared at Kip.
“I didn’t know there was one,” Jaron answered. “Nobody can climb them.”
“It must be the power that prevented the Miasma from entering Valmaron,” Valara looked over at Sephaeus. “Did you know about this?”
The Sentinel Commander nodded his head. “I do not know how it is made, but I know aether produces it.”
“It would take a hundred Casters to keep that up all the time,” said the Princess.
“Thousands,” Sephaeus corrected.
“The Slicer can get through it,” Jaron’s face became somber. “Although I don’t know how we’d manage that.”
Sephaeus jumped down from the War Wagon. “I will teach you.”
Princess Valara smiled. “You’ll turn him into a Sentinel?”
The Sentinel Commander shook his head. “No. That would take too much time. Spellcraft needs to master his emotions first.”
Jaron got to his feet and paced away, resting his hands on his hips. Princess Valara stood up as Kip went back to gushing over the armor pile.
“You sound like Master Gokiy,” said Jaron.
“Your master is right,” Sephaeus retorted. “You are giving the Slicer too many mixed signals.”
Jaron spun around, indignant. “How would you know?”
Sephaeus pointed at the Slicer on his hip. “Because you’re not attuned to it.”
“That’s not my fault!” Jaron approached Sephaeus, glaring into his eyes. The Sentinel Commander maintained a blank expression. “It stopped listening to me after I killed Buun.”
“Wrong,” Sephaeus blurted. “It is listening to you. You’re afraid to lose control again, so the Slicer is responding to your wish by restraining your aether.”
Jaron’s expression softened, and then he averted his eyes. “Then…how do I get it back?”
The Sentinel Commander looked at Valara, who quietly watched the exchange. He nodded his head to the Princess and then looked back at Jaron. “You can start by owning your decisions instead of feeling sorry for yourself. Take the day and prepare yourself, we begin tomorrow.”
“Begin what?” Jaron questioned.
“Training.”
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“Again!” Sephaeus instructed as Jaron got back to his feet on the dry, cracked barrens.
While there were no dust storms, the heat forced the Bowering Bungler to stop in order to cool itself. The only other object on the sunny landscape was a steep plateau the size of a small mountain a half mile away. Captain Kip serviced the Bungler while Jaron, Valara, and Sephaeus trained nearby.
Jaron got ready while Princess Valara began Casting again. Her eyes shimmered into blue and she made an underhanded slicing motion with her hand. A thin strip of blue aether erupted from the ground and went toward Jaron. He tried to cut through it but was carried back several feet instead. He hit the ground uncomfortably hard and dropped the Slicer.
Valara looked disappointed. Jaron got back up with his hand rubbing his aching sides. He wiped his sweaty forehead and caught a hot breath.
“We’ve been at this for an hour and I still can’t stop her,” Jaron complained.
Sephaeus walked over to the Slicer, picked it up and carried it to Jaron. He did not accept it back, spitting blood onto the ground next to him.
“You can’t stop her because you don’t want it enough,” said Sephaeus.
Jaron flared his nose. “What do I want then? Wise Sentinel.”
“You want to check your attitude,” Sephaeus said sternly.
Jaron lowered his chin, but didn’t take the Slicer back. “Fair enough.”
“You’re afraid to hurt the Princess, which is allowing her attacks through,” Sephaeus explained.
“I killed Beardy,” Jaron growled frustratedly. “I won’t kill her too.”
He sat on the ground and put his head between his knees. He peered up at the Sentinel Commander with one eye shut to block the sun.
“Your Battlemaster was a warrior, the warrior. He laid down his life the moment he first raised a weapon in defense of Valmaron. You did not kill him, no one could,” Sephaeus held up the Slicer. “And you won’t hurt her if you’re specific in your intent. Shall I show you?”
“Yes,” Jaron accepted.
“Very well.”
Sephaeus spun around and cut the Slicer upward toward the plateau, and the entire thing exploded into an eruption of massive boulders and pebbles mixed in a mist of red particles. The plume of rubble spread out and rained down around them. They struck a blue dome shielding the three and failed to harm the Princess, but Kip had to cower under the Bungler. Jaron jumped to his feet, his eyes nearly bugged out at where a tiny mountain used to be.
“The Slicer answered you!” Jaron exclaimed.
“Because you allowed it to,” Sephaeus said simply.
Jaron immediately took the Slicer, looking the crystal blade up and down. “You enjoyed that didn’t you?”
Sephaeus looked up and shrugged. “It packs a decent punch.”
“If you’re gonna blow up half the desert, at least wait for me to leave!” Kip shouted at them.
***
Nightfall came with tranquil winds. The Bungler rumbled on with its eyes lighting the land ahead of them. Jaron meditated cross-legged in the loading bay across from Sephaeus. Princess Valara slept in a small bedding compartment on the level above the engine room. Sephaeus flicked a tiny rubber ball at Jaron’s forehead. He frowned and peeked at the Sentinel Commander with one eye.
“Close your eyes,” said Sephaeus. “Focus.”
Jaron did as he was told and went back to meditating. He got popped on the forehead again. He ignored it that time. And the next time. And the next. Finally Jaron’s patience ran out and he caught the next ball.
“Are you going to keep doing that?” Jaron protested.
“Yes,” Sephaeus threw another one.
Jaron sprung to his feet. “How am I supposed to concentrate on nothing when you keep distracting me?”
Sephaeus slowly got to his feet. “Sit down.”
Jaron glared defiantly.
“I said sit,” Sephaeus repeated.
Jaron got back down with an exasperated grunt as Sephaeus mirrored his lotus pose.
“It’s not about having zero thoughts, it’s about watching your thoughts,” said Sephaeus.
“I don’t understand,” said Jaron.
“Fighting your mind only creates resistance and wastes energy. You must learn to observe your mind and choose how you will respond. Separate your actions from your emotions.”
“And if I get angry again?”
Sephaeus leaned forward. “Then you allow it. That is how aether manifests. Allow your emotions and decide where you want them put to purpose. That is basic Casting.”
“I’m not a Caster. Esmerelda tried to—” Jaron cut himself off. “We didn’t have time for me to learn much. I don’t even know what all those colors mean.”
“Explaining it won’t give you emotional control,” Sephaeus shook his head. “But very well. Each color is attracted by an emotion. The strength of that emotion is the strength of your Casting. You direct it with your intent. Purple involves compassion and works best on the mind.”
“I’m not feeling compassionate right now,” Jaron muttered.
Sephaeus ignored the remark. “Blue is easy. Any state can bring it, but your concentration gives it solidity and energy. When the Two Terrors fly, they’re probably using that. Green is passion absent sadness, which will bind things together.
“Yellow is your manifested force of will. Orange is creative, transmuting energy brought by desire. And red is made by anger, capable of great destruction.”
“I’ve made red before,” Jaron recalled. “How do I keep myself from hurting the wrong people?”
Pop. Sephaeus threw another ball.
“You remember. Remember what you’re angry at…and remember what you love,” Sephaeus stood up and turned away. “We’re done for the day.”
The Sentinel Commander strode off with heavy steps out through the engine room. Jaron sat in silence staring at the Slicer, deciding to try again. He closed his eyes to concentrate when the Bungler made a sudden jerking motion and slowed to a stop. Jaron got up and ran to the cockpit. Kip was flipping toggles and switches, moving around the cockpit like an overburdened cook.
“Why are we stopped?” asked Jaron.
“Somethin’s jammed in one of the scoops, the Bungler won’t budge until it’s out,” Kip answered.
“What is it?” asked Jaron.
“Sometimes tumbleweed gets in there,” Kip looked accusingly at him. “Or big rocks.”
“I’ll go clear it out then. Is there a way to reach it?” asked Jaron.
“From the inside, yeah,” said Kip. “Go check the manifold access from the engine room.”
Jaron stared blankly at him. Captain Kip rolled his eyes.
“Open the big barrel shaped cylinder on the side. Scoop out whatever’s blockin’ the filter and we’ll be underway.”
Jaron got up and went to the angry, shuddering engine room. He looked past blowing steam and saw a large pipe running along the floor to a bulging object Kip called a ‘radiator’. A latch sealed a hatch which he pulled open. The change in air pressure blew out the object onto the engine room floor. It was a naked woman. Bronze skinned like Sephaeus, with the same kind of wavy golden hair long enough to pass her shoulders. She looked disoriented and her boots had been worn so badly the soles were peeling off. And she was tall.
“I need help!” Jaron shouted.
Kip ran in and nearly tripped over himself, completely stunned at the sight.
“Mister Spellcraft you are just the gift that keeps on givin’ ain’t you?”
“Get me something to cover her with you idiot!” Jaron snarled.
“On it!” Kip ran off while Jaron cradled the woman’s head. Her sapphire eyes fluttered open as the Captain returned with a blanket and threw it on her.
“Are you alright?” asked Jaron.
“I t-think so,” she answered weakly.
She started fading and Jaron gave her a light shake awake. “Stay with me. Tell me your name.”
“My name, is Ketra.




CHAPTER 39

“I don’t like it,” said Princess Valara.
They all sat in the cockpit while Ketra recovered elsewhere in the Bungler, discussing their new hitchhiker.
“There wasn’t much else we could do. All we had was that gray blanket,” Jaron pointed out.
“You tore it in half, tied one part around her bottom and the other around her top. She’s practically naked!” Princess Valara protested.
“I know,” Kip grinned. “Isn’t it awesome?”
Princess Valara held up her hand to block Kip’s face from view. Sephaeus had his arms crossed. “All this space and no spare clothes, no wonder you smell.”
“I been bathin’!” Kip replied.
“We get a gallon a day with no soap. That’s hardly a bath, and your boiled grain is hardly food,” Valara complained. “But we’re getting off subject. We’re talking about Ketra. She just turns up out of nowhere, knows who Jaron is, and is perfectly comfortable being naked in front of him? I don’t trust her.”
Jaron recoiled his face with a frown, “Is this about her looks?”
“She is so hot,” Kip drooled.
Valara blocked Kip’s face again with her hand. “What does that even mean?”
“It means she’s sexy, ya know? Gorgeous, beautiful, whatever ya wanna call her. She’s hot!” Kip explained.
“Very hot,” Sephaeus agreed.
“And tall!” Kip added.
“Very tall,” said Sephaeus.
Princess Valara groaned in shrill frustration. “Argh!”
Jaron started arguing back and forth with Valara. “She’s not even my type!”
“Are you saying she’s not beautiful? You brought it up!”
“Of course she’s beautiful!”
“So she is your type.”
“No, she isn’t.”
“What is your type then?”
“You are,” Jaron looked Valara right in the eye.
That one had her blushing. After a moment of being clearly flustered, Princess Valara composed herself and stood up.
“That’s hardly even the point,” she retorted. “Why would Vaelonn help both us and Zen Daaz? That feels odd.”
“Zen Daaz was lying,” said Jaron.
“Zen Daaz never lies,” Princess Valara replied.
“Neither does the Emissary,” Sephaeus stated.
Valara clutched her hair with her fists and made a wide-eyed look of disbelief. “I can’t believe I’m having this conversation with two grown men who—”
“Three,” Kip chimed in.
“You don’t count,” Valara continued. “Grown men who can’t see past their eyes!”
“What would you have me do, throw her back outside?” asked Jaron.
Princess Valara crossed her arms. “No.”
“Then she stays. She might know something we don’t,” Jaron decided.
He was tired of arguing, and even more tired of this subject. The Emissary’s words were all he had to go on, whatever it took.
“Jaron,” Princess Valara walked over and got on her knees in front of him. She took his hands into hers. “I’ll do whatever you tell me to do, but something is really wrong about all this and I don’t feel good about it. I’m asking you to trust me. Please.”
Princess Valara’s eyes pleaded with him. Jaron looked for a way to contradict her, but his heart gave in. He sighed. “Alright Valara. We can find the Codex without her. When we get to the Rolling Rumblers, we’ll leave her with them.”
“Yes!” Princess Valara sprang up happily and shoved her lips right onto Jaron’s.
It took a few seconds for her to realize she was kissing him. She quickly pulled away and stood up, visibly shocked at what she’d done. She held her palms to her cheeks and turned around. Jaron melted into his chair. Kip made an ‘ooh’ face. Sephaeus didn’t react.
“I-I-I apologize, that was uncalled for,” Valara stammered.
Jaron took a moment to recover, grinning ear to ear. Infatuation got the better of him—without thinking, he grabbed her arm and spun her back around, then pulled her back in. He kissed her just as forcefully as she did to him. Valara was even more passionate the second time, but then broke the kiss abruptly.
Her face blushed the deepest red, her mouth opening and closing as if to say something. No words came, instead she stormed out of the cockpit. Jaron reclined into his seat, his stomach fluttering from his first kiss with the Princess. He’d waited too long for that. Sephaeus finally uncrossed his arms and stood up.
“Spellcraft, the Princess is engaged,” he said.
Jaron frowned. “I know.”
“Don’t ever do that to her again,” the Sentinel Commander warned before walking out.
Jaron sunk down into his seat, forlorn.
“I think you should definitely do it again,” Kip chimed in.
It was Jaron’s turn to storm out. He marched into the engine room and distracted himself with the symphony of sounds coming from the Bowering Bungler’s heart. The heat quickly began to bother him, so he went back into the loading bay and leaned against the War Wagon’s plow. He heard footsteps. Jaron turned around and saw her. It was Ketra.
“You’re making the right choice,” said Ketra. “None of you know me.”
Jaron averted his eyes in embarrassment. “I’ll make sure you’re well off before we part ways.”
“I appreciate that,” said Ketra.
An irresistibly uncomfortable feeling took hold of Jaron’s chest.
“Did the Emissary really send you?” he asked.
Ketra carefully stepped toward him and adjusted her makeshift tube top to contain her busty bosom, which was nearly eye level with his face. Jaron felt himself blushing and his blood getting hot. He averted his eyes.
“I wasn’t told much,” she admitted. “Only that I would find you and that we had to travel together.”
“I got the same,” said Jaron.
Ketra backed away from him and curved her body backward to lean against the plow. “Aren’t you going to ask me where I’m from?”
“Why bother? If you lie I won’t know, and if you tell the truth I won’t know. You’re not Valmari, definitely not Tolian, and you don’t look like Unscrupulous.”
“But I am Unscrupulous,” said Ketra. “Or at least, I was.”
Jaron immediately reached toward the Slicer. Ketra saw him do it, and started moving toward him slowly. He drew it fully and held it out at her. “Stop where you are.”
Ketra slowed down, got down onto her knees in front of Jaron and exposed her neck.
“Then do it. I understand,” she urged him. “You can’t let me live knowing what I was.”
She grabbed the Slicer with her hands and pulled it against her neck, breaking the skin and bleeding it. The Emissary’s words came back to him: it would be his choice. He watched the blood dripping down her neck.
“Stop!” Jaron pulled the Slicer away and threw it across the loading bay.
Ketra looked up at Jaron, who took her hands and pulled her up. Her neck healed after a few moments.
“Thank you Jaron,” said Ketra. “…There’s something I need to tell you.”
“Which is?” he wondered aloud.
“I met Jevaan Spellcraft.”
Jaron’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head. “My father?”
Ketra nodded back to him smoothly. “After he left Valmaron, and I’m not sure that he’s dead.”




CHAPTER 40

Jaron and Ketra stood across from each other against opposite walls in the War Wagon, the front console jutting out between them. The carpeting and floorboards were completely ripped out, leaving nothing but a metal floor where the wood used to be.
“You still haven’t explained how he escaped the Withered Willow,” said Jaron.
“Because I helped,” said Ketra.
“What were you doing there in the first place?” Jaron retorted.
Ketra curved her chest out while she inhaled, taking a long breath as she looked over at the tactical table. She’d since discarded her tarnished boots and went barefoot.
“I want a child,” she admitted.
Jaron was taken aback. “Excuse me?”
Ketra moved a hand to her stomach, gently tracing a circle on her skin with her fingers. Jaron stared at her towering, voluptuous figure a little longer than he meant to before looking away.
“I want to have a child, and I want to raise it in Valmaron,” Ketra explained.
“So you escaped,” Jaron put together.
Ketra nodded. “I wanted in, he wanted out, so I showed him the way through.”
Jaron crossed his arms and started tapping his foot. He waited for further elaboration, but it did not come.
“Where did he go?” Jaron asked.
“He told me that he had a son, that he wanted a better life for you,” she added.
“You haven’t answered my question,” said Jaron.
Ketra pointed up. “The Brightstar.”
“What?” Jaron’s eyes widened. “How?”
Ketra shook her head. “I don’t know, but I saw him go up. He was only gone for a moment when your Slicer appeared in his place. It fled when I touched it, and your father’s men chased me away believing I killed him.”
Jaron’s mind raced with questions and possibilities, leading to one. “How did you make it all the way out here?”
“I haven’t been out here, if that’s what you’re asking,” Ketra crossed her arms underneath her bosom. “I had nowhere else to go. I laid low in the Ziggurat until things got so bad I left again.”
“You must have gone while I was still there,” Jaron realized.
Ketra nodded. “That man who calls himself Captain told me that his people send these machines to pick up the fleeing women they found.”
“The Emissary said you would help me,” Jaron recalled. “How would you do that exactly?”
Ketra let her arms fall and slowly walked over to Jaron. He tensed up and balled his fists.
“Touch me,” she said with a firm gaze.
A flabbergasted flinch from Jaron followed. “Why?”
“You won’t understand until you do. Go on, touch me,” Ketra implored, looking into his eyes with a particular intensity. “Please?”
Jaron felt his blood burn and his mouth become dry. He hesitantly lifted his left hand and reached for her arm. Before he could touch it, she took his hand and guided it closer.
“Not here,” said Ketra. She watched his eyes and made no sudden movements, bringing his palm up to just beneath her collarbone. When he gulped, she pressed it down. “Here.”
Jaron felt his entire body become suddenly warm. All of his anger and anxieties were suddenly seized from his mind and pulled out through his hand. His troubles washed away, leaving relaxed fearlessness behind. A slight euphoria followed it, and then the Slicer flew into his hand once more. Ketra released him and stepped back, looking at him with a predatory expression.
“What,” Jaron was amazed. “What was that?”
“I’m Scripted to sooth with a touch,” Ketra explained. “I was told you would be troubled by your trials, and that you would need a balm to recover your spirits. I’m here to relieve you.”
Jaron looked at the Slicer. It flickered slightly, finally. He slid it into its scabbard, grinning excitedly. “So all I do is touch you by your neck, and it works?”
“It’s not that simple,” Ketra looked off to the side. “It works in tandem with your desire. You have to touch me how you want to.”
Jaron caught his gaze wandering and then brought them back up to her eyes. “Thank you Ketra. You’ve already helped more than you know but—” Jaron shook his head. “If that’s how it works, then it would just lead to trouble.”
“I know,” Ketra had an unsettling, intense gaze. “Do what you want to me.”
Jaron laid in his cot on the sleeper level in the Bungler, conflicted and avoiding everyone else. They still had more than a week until they’d rendezvous with the Rolling Rumblers, and it was getting harder to resist Ketra. He’d been thinking about her since they talked, and her touch was wearing off. His connection to the Slicer was fading again, and thoughts of Ketra distracted him. Jaron climbed down into the loading bay to meditate, but Sephaeus was there with Princess Valara. She’d been avoiding him since their kiss, and he found Kip too annoying to be around. He wanted to go outside, but the Bungler drove non-stop.
He closed his eyes and pictured the sun over his head, focusing on the Slicer when the Bungler slowed to a halt. A minute later, Kip arrived in the loading bay.
“What’s wrong with your Bungler?” asked Valara.
Kip looked exasperated. “I reckon she’s overheated again, and I’ll need to drill for fuel soon.”
“What kind of fuel?” asked Jaron.
“Water. Bungler zaps it up, makes fuel and steam and then—” Kip interrupted his tangent by pulling the lever to the bay door. “Ya know what? Never mind.”
Kip went outside. Sephaeus glanced out the door, looked at Valara, and then looked to Jaron.
“Spellcraft,” he said. “We’re training outside.”
Jaron frowned, what he really wanted was time to himself. Valara was too close, and too far. “I need to meditate. You two start without me.”
Sephaeus twitched his eyebrows, and then nodded. Valara made a disappointed frown.
Jaron went back and climbed back up into his cot, leaving the curtain to the compartment open. He plopped his head down and closed his eyes when a hand startled him. It was Ketra.
“Your spirit is disturbed, I can sense it,” she said.
“I’d prefer some privacy for a while,” Jaron replied.
Ketra ignored him. She climbed into the cot and got right on top of him, with her face hovering over his. “Go on. Anywhere you want, or it won’t work.”
“I don’t need you to do this,” Jaron clutched the bedding tightly to avoid touching her.
Her hair dangled down beside their cheeks, caging their faces in. She got close, but she did not kiss him.
“This is what I am,” she breathed into his ear. “This is why I’m here.”
“Ketra. Get. Off. Me,” Jaron’s blood boiled and his heartbeat pulsed in his neck.
“I will,” she lowered her face down next to his ear and spoke barely above a whisper. “After you touch me.”
“This is wrong,” Jaron resisted.
“Why? Is it because you want to touch me here?” Ketra took his hand and put it on her waist. “…Or here?”
She guided his hand up, slid it under her top and helped him get a good squeeze. She wasn’t making this easy. Jaron pulled his hand away as fast as he could without tearing the fabric off.
“Ketra. It doesn’t matter if I want this. Leave.”
“What if I want it? Vaelonn does,” Ketra pushed her weight onto him and started rocking back and forth. “How long will we play this game? You need this…admit it.”
“Ketra…” Jaron moved his hand to push her off, but she grabbed it and placed it on her thigh. She used her other hand to pull her top straight off her torso, snapping the knot in the back.
Jaron froze. This was happening too fast, and his self-control was slipping.  Ketra slowly sat up so he could see her menacing sneer, along with the full glory of her topless torso. Damn. It was getting harder to think through the inferno of desire—Jaron never experienced a seduction like this before.
In his momentary thought paralysis, Ketra took both of his hands and put them on her breasts, swaying and swerving her hips while giggling. What remained of Jaron’s willpower disappeared. She won. He wanted her, believing this was for his own good.
“I’ll do all the work,” she whispered as she undid his belt and reached into his trousers without hesitation. Once she held him, she smirked deviously. “I’ll even let you spill it all inside me…”
Jaron was too excited to stop now. Ketra watched his eyes, lifted up, and waited for him to look down at their mutual readiness. That was when she let him watch as she took it all the way in.
Jaron stifled a groan as Ketra’s pussy enveloped him. This alluring, exotic woman had just aggressively insisted that she let her pleasure him, elevating his every sensation.
Ketra laughed with her mouth closed, a devious expression on her face.
“How does it feel?” she asked. “You’ve never felt a woman like me have you?”
Jaron shook his head. He assumed it would all be the same, but the feel of Ketra’s pussy was completely different from Chloe’s. Deeper, and warmer as well. Her body was softer, being thicker and much bigger than he was.
Her pussy gripped him differently, not as indiscriminately tight as Chloe’s but with an all-encompassing pressure that rhythmically massaged his cock.
It took him a moment to realize Ketra was doing that on purpose.  When she moved, she didn’t move up and down so that he could slide in and out, which is what Chloe did. No, instead she kept him fully inside her and gyrated forwards and backward, overwhelming him with near-orgasmic pleasure the entire time she serviced him.
The way Ketra was going, Jaron felt like he’d cum before he meant to.
“Ketra stop,” he said. “It’s too soon.”
“No it’s not. Cum right now,” she said with a pleasured whimper.
He looked down to see her slit, and felt himself on the verge of exploding. Ketra was making him cum, fast.
“Already? Right now?”
“Right now. Feel how good it is, then cum inside me.”
To drive her point home, Ketra leaned back, spread her legs, then showed her pussy lips swallowing his cock over and over again. Ketra was too good, Jaron couldn’t take it.
Jaron lost control, grabbed her massive breasts and muffled himself by sucking on them. He exploded in Ketra so hard he became lightheaded, acutely aware of every pulsating gush of seed she took from him.
“Mmm, just like that. Keep cumming,” she moaned.
Not that Jaron had control over it anyway, but he continued to flood her long after her request.
When his cock was finally spent, he relaxed on the cot and breathed deeply, feeling incredibly good as every anxiety left his body. It worked.
Ketra smiled faintly at Jaron, continuing to pleasure him while staying on top of him.
“That was…incredible,” Jaron admitted. “It didn’t have to end that fast though.”
“There’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Ketra replied with a lustful look. “For now, don't try to last. I’d like you to…fill me up quickly.”
A strange request, but Jaron felt like it took a certain burden of performance away from him. He noticed too that Ketra still hadn’t dismounted him, and was still servicing him with the clenching of her nethers.
“Ketra, what’s that for?”
“Your Tolian heritage is showing…you’re still hard,” Ketra crooned with a smile. “I’m going to make you cum again…just in case I didn’t get it all out of you.”
“My suffering or my seed?”
“Both. Lie on top of me.”
It was a difficult shuffle in a space so small with a woman so tall, but Ketra managed to place herself beneath Jaron, her long legs spread wide for him. He moved to mount her, holding his readiness at the threshold of her pleasure treasure.
“Go on,” Ketra encouraged. “Put it back in.”
Jaron closed his eyes and groaned as he slipped back inside her. Her physique was incredible, and her massive breasts provided the perfect cushion as he buried himself within her. He gripped her skin, dragging his tongue along her chest as his pelvis collided with hers.
“Mmmh,” Ketra voiced with closed eyes.
Their limited space prevented any vigorous thrusting, and Jaron began to truly enjoy what he was doing when Ketra suddenly gave him a stern look.
“Don’t take too long or your friends will catch us,” she warned.
“Ketra I just came, I need a moment.”
She smirked. “Or maybe you need more motivation.”
Ketra began pivoting her hips to meet his thrusts, breathing heavily as she did so. Her motion aroused Jaron further, bringing with it a heightened pleasure. She spared no inch of him, everything went inside when their mounds met.
“Give it to me,” she said with sultry insistence.
He throbbed once. It was close.
“Damn,” Jaron blurted out as the plateau began to override every sensation in his body.
“Is this pussy good?”
Her provocations were working—he was mere thrusts away from the end.
“Yes Ketra.”
“Tell me where you’re going to cum.”
“Huh?”
“Oh…tell me you’re going to cum in my pussy.”
“I’m going to—ohh—I’m going to cum in your pussy.”
“Yes. Yes. Now, now, now!”
That was all it took. His cock twitched violently, and he pushed all the way inside her with grit teeth and stifled breath. This orgasm released even more seed than the first, with Ketra’s lewd talk summoning spurt after spurt into her luxurious snatch.
Ketra embraced him, pulling Jaron down to lay on top of her while her hips did the work of emptying him into her, giggling lecherously as she did so. When he was done, she brought her lips to his ear in order to whisper.
“Good boy.”
Her ability had certainly relieved Jaron of all that burdened him, and he felt a feral satisfaction from Ketra’s vested interest in having his seed.
When he moved to withdraw from her, Ketra stopped him.
“Stay inside me,” she demanded.
“I thought you were worried about being caught?”
Ketra reached for the curtain and pulled it shut.
“I lied,” she replied with a teasing expression. “Nap with me. It’ll fall out on its own.”
“Is this for my sake?”
“No,” she said. “It’s for mine. You’ll stay with me, won’t you?”
“Yes Ketra.”
“And you’ll let me have you again when we wake, right?”
The voice she asked him with brought him into the palm of her hand.
“Yes Ketra.”




CHAPTER 41

The final leg of the journey took them uphill across a rocky knoll, The Bungler rolled over every bump with cushioned grace while Jaron sat in the cockpit. Kip had fallen asleep at the wheel, his head cocked back with jaw agape. Princess Valara sat with her hands on her lap with legs crossed toward Jaron, who tried to make the Slicer move out of its sheath with his thoughts. His control over it faded again over the past few days, bringing consternation alongside failure. Training had devolved into an inconsistent light show, and it was supremely frustrating. Sephaeus stood against a side panel, watching Jaron blankly.
Ketra’s power was losing its potency. A simple touch no longer worked, and her clandestine visits were becoming more frequent to match his desires. Jaron had to use the Garble Marbles to conceal their amorous cries. It was at the point where he spent every free moment with her, unable to resist the constant pleasure she offered.
And he still hadn’t told Princess Valara about it, and she still wasn’t speaking to him except during training exercises. He felt guilt, a feeling he couldn’t shake off. He needed Ketra again, hating himself for it. Jaron got to his feet and marched out of there. He climbed up the ladder and walked all the way down the catwalk to the furthest cot alcove, where a hanging curtain concealed Ketra. Jaron pulled open the curtain and found her underneath a sheet, laying on her side propped up on her elbow.
She’d been expecting him.
“Do you need it?” she asked.
“Yes,” said Jaron.
Ketra rose smoothly and gestured for him to join her. He sat down, but stared straight ahead.
“You seem distracted,” Ketra observed. “Have I been pleasing you properly?”
“You have,” said Jaron.
“And yet you can’t look at me,” Ketra observed. “Are you ashamed?”
Jaron felt the guilt grow sharply. He nodded his head.
“Because you like it,” she said it as a statement, not a question.
“…Yes,” Jaron confessed.
“Say it,” Ketra commanded. “Say you like it. Tell me you need me.”
Jaron obeyed. “I like it…I need you.”
“Good boy.”
Ketra slowly laid down on the cot, and then reached for Jaron’s hand. She put it on her thigh, drawing it up toward her waist and then gripped his hand onto her sheet. In one motion she threw it off, revealing her body in its entirety.
“Look at me,” she said in a smooth, airy tone.
Jaron obeyed. His heart pounded, and his breathing sped up. Ketra was too much, and he was getting more worked up every time. She postured invitingly, making firm eye contact with narrow eyes as she opened her legs to show off.
“Take your time,” she whispered.
“We’re nearly there,” Jaron stated with the faintest resistance.
A slight grin formed on her face. “Just a quick one then.”
That was all the persuading it took. Before Jaron could climb on, the sound of approaching footsteps on metal alerted him. He shot up to his feet and hurriedly yanked the curtain shut to conceal Ketra. Sephaeus was coming down the catwalk.
“We’ve arrived,” Sephaeus glanced at the closed curtain. “It’s time to move.”
Jaron gulped down his frustration and followed Sephaeus through the sleeper level. Right before they got to the ladder, Sephaeus grabbed Jaron by the shoulder and slammed him into a wall. The man was overwhelmingly strong, and he looked angry.
“That woman has bewitched you,” Sephaeus said in a severe tone.
Jaron glared at Sephaeus tried to walk away. Sephaeus shoved him back against the wall.
“What difference does it make?” Jaron spat.
“I’ve been watching. You need to focus. You waste your strength on petty pleasures instead of committing to the task at hand,” Sephaeus reprimanded.
Jaron grabbed the Sentinel Commander’s wrist and slid out of the hold, spinning behind him and kicking Sephaeus behind the knee. That dropped him down to kneel, but he never lost hold of the hand Jaron used on his wrist. He tucked forward, pulled Jaron over his shoulder and slammed him down onto the metal grated floor. The Sentinel Commander stood over him and waited for Jaron to catch his breath. Jaron stood and the two squared up, with Sephaeus looking completely calm and relaxed.
“Are you going to settle down, or do you prefer the view from the floor again?” Sephaeus inquired.
“I’ve done everything you asked,” Jaron argued. “This is the only thing that works.”
“Then is your plan to fornicate with Ketra before every battle? Wake up!” Sephaeus chastised. “I’m starting to agree with Valara’s point of view.”
Jaron dropped his chin and narrowed his glare.
“Nothing’s changed. I’m still leaving her with the Rumblers,” Jaron said through his teeth.
“And will you? You’ve become attached, in more ways than one.”
Silence. Sephaeus put a hand on Jaron’s shoulder, who didn’t dare remove it.
“You have two outstanding women at home supporting you,” Sephaeus continued. “And one down below.”
The Sentinel Commander turned and left abruptly. Jaron remained on the catwalk, deflated. Chloe’s face flashed through his mind. Her smile, the way she crooked her neck when she giggled when she pretended to be coy, the look in her eyes when they were intimate. Her smell, her skin. It was too much. Trying to shake it off only loosened the sound of Esmerelda’s voice into his head. He remembered her tone when she reprimanded him, and the delighted girly groan she gave when when she kissed him. All their time together and he still hadn’t consummated their relationship, all because of how she put everyone else before herself.
Then he heard her calling out his name when he faced Lord Buun. The next thing he saw in his mind was them being taken up into the portal, too fast for their faces to even react.
“Argh!” Jaron roared and punched a wall panel.
His knuckles took more damage than the metal did. An intense quaking shook Jaron out of his reverie. It felt like a titanic stampede. The Bowering Bungler vibrated as loose bolts shook out of their sockets around him. Jaron heard Kip start cheering from down below. They were here: the Rolling Rumblers.




CHAPTER 42

Jaron watched from the cockpit while the high sun peered in through the windshield. The heatwaves radiating from the barrens blurred into the sight of massive metal monsters coming straight at them over the horizon. They came in many different shapes and configurations, making the Bowering Bungler the least obnoxious. Even at this distance, their size was obviously immense. They were formed up like a line of calvary on a hill, swarmed by dozens of smaller Rumblers like the Bungler. The rest were gigantic in comparison.
The largest one came into view, shaped like a tortoise shell. Its ten treaded wheels alone were large enough to fit dozens of Bowering Bunglers inside. The deep vibrations it made from its movement struck the Bungler like a wall of thunder.
“There she is, look at her!” Kip pointed at it. “That there is the Leviathan!”
The Rolling Rumblers didn’t slow down, and the Bungler’s steering wheel suddenly jerked. Captain Kip had control back. He turned the Bungler around and accelerated, matching speed with the incoming caravan.
The rest caught up in short order, with Princess Valara looking wondrously at the machines racing ahead of them. A shadow passed over them from behind and then something grabbed the hull with a jolt. It lifted them off the ground and carried them over to a Rumbler with a massive maw on top of it. It swallowed the Bungler whole, setting them down in a bay filled with more Rumblers.
Kip clapped his hands. “Welcome to the Rolling Rumblers my friends!”
Something landed loudly on top of the Bungler’s cockpit, startling Princess Valara. A head popped down over the windshield to peer inside. A young woman wearing a brown helmet with black pigtails smiled at them. She was a freckled oriental woman with a face smeared with oil and soot. She waved happily, still upside down.
Kip screamed in horror and shook his fist at the windshield. “Get off the Bungler you rattled ratchet!”
The woman disappeared back up over the hull and ran along the top.
“Who was that?” asked Jaron.
Kip wiggled his fingers and shuddered. “That was my mechanic, Kayori. Overpriced pain in my ass let me tell ya.”
Sephaeus uncrossed his arms and turned his head to see Ketra coming into the cockpit, now ‘dressed’ in her two-piece blanket. Kip spun his chair around and gazed at her with ardor.
“So hot. So tall,” he murmured.
“Don’t you have somewhere to be?” Princess Valara grumbled at Kip.
Kip snapped out of it. “Right. Let’s head on out the back so I can get paid for this salvage!”
Out the back they went where a squad of men with strange tools waited. A group of them used a metal cart to haul the Sentinel armor away while another group broke down the War Wagon with whirring blades and mechanical claws. Sparks flew from the top of the Bungler as repairmen in black goggles sealed imperfections on its patchwork plating.
Jaron looked to see multi-story catwalks and doors all around the bay. Everything was made from mismatched metal. The people dressed in leather apparel, with gadgets and tools tucked away in their belts. A band of mechanics stood near another Rumbler catcalling and swooning over Ketra, who ignored them and stood next to Jaron. Captain Kip went off and returned with a full backpack of jingling sounds. He set it down heavily and opened his arms wide like he meant to hug them.
“My friends, we are in business!” Kip unstrapped the top of the pack and withdrew plain square metal chips. There were bigger ones in the bag. He walked over and offered a handful to Jaron, who put them in his satchel.
“That’s called money, you do know what money is don’tcha tower boy?” Kip teased.
“I’m not an idiot, idiot,” Jaron jeered.
Kip grinned and offered his hand. Jaron smirked and shook it.
“That’s enough to get ya’ll food, drink, room and board- you name it,” Kip slid over next to Ketra. “And will you be disbanding from our crew today my towering little candy box?”
Ketra turned her head away in disgust. “Take me wherever you put people like me.”
Princess Valara sighed in relief. Sephaeus was a statue up until that moment.
“Say your goodbyes,” Sephaeus grunted as he walked away.
Ketra slid a hand onto Jaron’s shoulder and leaned down to speak into his ear.
“Find me later,” she whispered, and then licked his neck.
Princess Valara balled her fists and kept her face turned away. Kip led them up a catwalk onto the top level. They left via a wheel sealed door where a metal bridge connected the outside to another large Rumbler driving in tandem. The hot air rushed through their hair as Jaron braced the guard rail for stability. Three men walked toward them. A pudgy old man in tan leather pants with overall straps, a matching jacket, and a wide rimmed hat came walking across the bridge with two brutes behind him. They wore telescopic goggles with extra lenses rotated to the side. Metal sticks were tucked into a holster sheath on their hips. Kip narrowed his eyes, looking serious for the first time since Jaron had met him.
“Hello Darren,” said the old man in a slow drawl.
“Warren,” Kip replied curtly.
“Aren’t ya gonna introduce me to yer new posse?” Warren smiled churlishly.
Kip closed his eyes and sighed. “This is Warren Wager. He runs some establishments around these parts.”
“And who’s this colossal cougar with perfect skin?” Warren looked at Ketra and tipped his hat.
“Not mine,” said Kip.
“Not yours? She came in with you didn’t she? Oh well I suppose I’ll get straight to it,” Warren held onto his overall straps. “You owe me Darren, and that pack o’ slabs ya got wouldn’t even begin to cover what I loaned ya to get the Bungler.”
Kip reached into the pack and pulled three slabs the size of letter parchments. “That oughta do.”
Warren closed his eyes and slowly shook his head. “That’s the problem with you simple folk, ya don’t include the cost of doin’ business.”
“Take the money Warren,” Kip snarled.
Sephaeus uncrossed his arms and Jaron slowly moved his hand to the Slicer. The brutes gripped the sticks at their sides. Princess Valara stood still.
“Keep it,” said Mr. Wager. “I’d hate to spoil your windfall. Nah, nah. I’ll take your pretty young friend here and we’ll call it even. How’s that sound?”
“I told ya Warren, she ain’t with me,” Kip retorted.
“Well…” Mr. Wager pulled a stick of his own and aimed it at Ketra. “That’s a shame.”
Bang!  Ketra went down, with a hole in her chest.




CHAPTER 43

Jaron instantly drew the Slicer. Mr. Wager aimed the stick at him with a simple bend of his wrist.
“Now now let’s not bring a knife to a blamfight,” Mr. Wager warned as his associates drew theirs.
Jaron looked down and saw blood oozing from Ketra’s wound. She’d been hit just below the clavicle. Her eyelids were barely open, but she still breathed. Princess Valara raised her hand and pointed two fingers at Mr. Wager with a narrow glare.
“I’ve had enough of you,” said the Princess.
Nothing happened. She pulled back her hand and looked at it in confusion. Sephaeus flared his nostrils and slightly bared his teeth.
“My Casting…” said Valara.
“Won’t work out here little miss,” Mr. Wager tucked his stick away. He rolled up a sleeve and showed Script markings on his forearm.
“Ya see, we’ve encountered all kinds of strange folks out there in the barrens. I even pay people like Mr. Devereux here to bring back as many as he can find,” Mr. Wager rolled his sleeve down. “And some of them, work for me. I got them writin’s all over the caravan, so whatever little fairy dust ya brought may as well be saw-scrap.”
Jaron slowly lowered the Slicer, looking down at Ketra. Sephaeus held his arm out to guide Valara back.
“There’s a smart feller,” Mr. Wager smiled. “Ya’ll are new ‘round here so I’m gonna let that slide. Ya’ll take care now! And if yer lookin’ for a job I’d love to have ya over in the Leviathan. Toodleloo!”
The brutes holstered their weapons and left with Mr. Wager back across the bridge. They disappeared behind a hatch into the next Rumbler.
“One day,” Kip growled. “I’m gonna shoot that scoundrel in the head.”
“Not if I kill him first,” said Sephaeus.
“Jaron…” Princess Valara spoke as she pointed. “Ketra.”
In an instant, Jaron was at Ketra’s side with the Abuse Juice. The wound was too large, and he didn’t have any water to mix it with. He pressed down on the hole, but it kept bleeding.
“You should be healing. Why aren’t you healing?” Jaron asked with urgency.
“Script…” she forced a whisper. “Failed.”
Jaron made a snap decision and pushed the spigot into Ketra’s wound. She winced as he tapped the bottom of the vial, directly forcing some in. By the time he put the Abuse Juice back in his satchel, her injury had mended.
“At least that still works,” said Jaron.
Her eyes fluttered open and Jaron pulled her to her feet. Kip rubbed the back of his own neck, while Princess Valara backed up against the exterior wall with a defeated expression.
“I’m sorry about that,” said Kip. “But I’d be careful about yer little gimmicks and gizmos. Mr. Wager owns half the caravan, and the other half don’t got Blammers the way his does.”
Kip’s condo was hardly better than the Bungler. The gray walls were rusted in places, with light fixtures dotting the ceiling. Some of them flickered intermittently with buzzing noises. Vinyl seats with metal frames. Ketra came to a round metal table wearing a purple dress with a leather black and purple halter corset. She sat down next to Princess Valara, across from Jaron who sat between Kip and Sephaeus. They were in Kip’s condo on the Dundering Domicile.
“You look smashing,” Princess Valara offered a weak smile.
“I appreciate that Your Highness,” said Ketra. “I like yours as well.”
Valara traded her Unscrupulous uniform for a shimmering cyan dress with a matching black and cyan bustier with long white sleeves.
“How much do I owe you for the clothes?” asked Jaron.
Kip held up his hand in huffy refusal. “No charge. Consider it a favor for today’s earlier mishap.”
Jaron nodded his head gratefully. Sephaeus chose to wash his Valmari tunic, while Jaron changed into more appropriate clothing. He wore dark green trousers, a matching tailcoat with a brown vest over a white shirt. Leather straps with bronze buckles went around his torso to secure a brown shoulder pad. There was a hat included, but Jaron wasn’t going to wear that. The Slicer was affixed to his hip with the same brown buckled belt he’d received from Quartz.
“You’ll stick out like a sore thumb without new threads Mister Sentinel,” said Kip.
“What do we need to get this rocket of yours?” Sephaeus ignored the suggestion.
Kip leaned back and rested his head on his hands. “First we need an order approvin’ all the scrap it takes to build one, that’ll cost some slabs. We need to find our own water to make the fuel, and then there’s the silo rental.”
“So what you’re saying is we need more money,” said Princess Valara. “Typical.”
“Hey now, I tried hookin’ ya’ll up but there’s costs involved!” said Kip.
“Now you sound like that Wager,” Princess Valara bemoaned.
Ketra touched the spot where her wound had healed.
“Is he going to be a problem?” asked Jaron.
“He’s always a problem,” Kip slammed his fists on the table. “Got his stubby little fingers in everythin’. He owns bars, brothels, and some of the Captains are under his thumb. We gotta be careful so he don’t take an interest in ya’ll.”
“I’m going to break his neck,” said Sephaeus.
“Can we get some of those ‘Blammers’ you mentioned?” asked Jaron.
“Not without a special permit,” Kip replied. “And havin’ one puts a target on yer back.”
“What happens to me?” asked Ketra.
“Well there ain’t much for a lady to do outside of bein’ a Captain,” Kip sank back into his chair, and stared until he snapped his fingers at an idea. “You could be a barmaid! My cousin got a speakeasy over on the Dinky Dustbunny. A looker like you’d have no problems stackin’ slabs.”
Princess Valara crossed her arms. “And how are we supposed to get more currency? You’re an even bigger idiot than I thought if you think I’ll parade myself about like a common servant.”
Kip chuckled and pointed his thumb over at Sephaeus. “Big boy over here could be a bodyguard, or a bouncer.”
“I’m not doing that,” stated Sephaeus.
“Hmm,” Kip held his chin. “If ya’ll know how to find water, you could knock two brutes with one blam. Save some for yer rocket, sell off the rest.”
“I’ll get the water,” said Jaron, looking down at the Slicer. “I’ll rip it from underground if I have to.”
Kip nodded in approval. “Best place to start is to talk to the Brood Triplets, they got ways of findin’ aquifers.”
Ketra put her hands on the table. “Brood Triplets? You mean Ava, Ana Lee, and Abigail?”
Everyone turned to look at Ketra. Jaron narrowed his gaze while Valara peaked an eyebrow.
“That’d be the ones! Ya’ll friends or somethin’?” Kip looked excited.
“They used to be called the Blood Triplets. They were Lord Buun’s deadliest concubines, until he exiled them for trying to bear his children.”
“Exiled?” Valara breathed. “Why didn’t he kill them?”
“Because it would have taken the entire Ziggurat to do it,” Ketra lightly balled her fists. “If they are here, we’re in more danger than I thought.”




CHAPTER 44

Jaron dropped his Tolian clothes on the floor of his new condo, one of the biggest on the Dundering Domicile. It had enough bedrooms for Sephaeus and Princess Valara, who took the master suite. The plated walls were the least rusted out of every Rumbler he’d seen, and the suspension kept the condo from any serious jerking. The leather upholstery came primarily in varying shades of white and brown, and the lamps were bolted down. They were given coin-sized gears with finger holes to be used as keys.
“You will need to survey the sisters before they find out about us. I will keep Ketra away from them. They might recognize her,” said Sephaeus, who stepped into the living area.
“I thought we were done with Ketra?” said Jaron.
Sephaeus sighed. “Our Script remains interwoven for the time being.”
Jaron shook his head. “No. Let’s stay away from her. They won’t think we know her if we aren’t around to start with.”
Sephaeus raised an eyebrow, and then nodded. “Very well. We’re done with her.”
“No,” Princess Valara stepped out of the suite. “You’re not.”
Sephaeus looked mildly surprised, Jaron even more so.
“I don’t like Ketra. She’s distant and mysterious, and I have to crank my neck up just to avoid looking at her oversized breasts.” Valara closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “But we can’t turn our backs on her now. At least not until we’re ready to leave.”
“Fine,” said Sephaeus. “I’ll check on her at the tavern.”
“No,” Princess Valara contradicted. “Let Jaron do it. You’re too obvious. I want you to get the shard dust and look for blindspots in Wager’s dead-zones.”
Sephaeus locked eyes with Jaron, who made no expression.
“If that is your wish,” Sephaeus conceded.
“It is,” she said. “Jaron, may I have a word?”
Jaron broke eye contact with Sephaeus and followed Valara into her room, which had a single shaded window beside the plush bed. Once they were in she turned around with tears welling in her eyes. Valara flung her arms around Jaron and embraced him, sniffling boogers on his brand new shirt. He put his arms around her and held her tightly. A breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding finally released as the tension in his body disappeared.
“I’m sorry about how I’ve been lately. I didn’t know how to handle what happened between us,” said Valara as she stepped away, wiping her face with her sleeve.
“It’s alright,” said Jaron.
“I’ve missed you,” she confessed.
Jaron wanted to grab her right then, but kept himself rooted. “And I’ve missed you Valara.”
Princess Valara turned away and walked to the window, watching the endless landscape whizzing by. She fiddled the engagement ring on her finger.
“I don’t want this wedding,” Valara bitterly admitted.
Jaron remained silent. She turned around.
“What did my mother say to you? She announced Troy Maximillian as the future King shortly after you left,” she questioned.
Jaron took a deep breath. “She said we couldn’t be together, because the throne would tear us apart.”
Princess Valara scoffed. “It’s my thirteenth birthday all over again!”
“Excuse me?”
“She said ‘the Queen does not indulge herself in matters of romance, it is her solemn duty to be mother to all of Valmaron’. I thought she was just telling me I was too young to have a boyfriend.”
Jaron leaned against the wall next to the door, crossed his arms and frowned.
“The Emissary said we’d find this thing: the Soul Codex. If we do, everything can change. Even that,” said Jaron.
“Yes…but until we do I can’t just throw myself at you,” Princess Valara lowered her gaze. “As much as I might want to.”
Jaron nodded in disappointment. “I understand.”
“You’re not getting off that easy though!” she said with a fierce face. “You’re going to get this rocket, you’re going to find this Codex, you’re going to kill Zen Daaz, and then you’re going to marry me Jaron Spellcraft!”
Her list of demands made Jaron smile brightly. “Yes, Your Highness.”
Jaron entered the Dinky Dustbunny and found it to be a dingy establishment. The circular bar was in the center, surrounded by stools. Table booths with wide benches and booths connected around the walls of the room, with round tables between them and the bar. Loud percussive music came out of boxes known as ‘speakers’, and Ketra was an absolute hit with the clientele. Tables full of intoxicated patrons lavished gifts and money on her, filling an entire bucket sitting on the bar. The other barmaids visibly despised her, with their serving trays in their hands. She owned them, and it had only been a week. When Ketra saw him, she strolled away from her customers to their audible disappointment.
“You’re good,” Jaron complimented. “You’ve got them wrapped around your finger.”
She gestured to a break-room and Jaron followed her in. Ketra shut the door, turned around and pushed him against it. She went down to her knees with sultry eye contact and started messing with his belt buckle, but he stopped her.
“What are you doing?” asked Jaron, trying not to get excited.
“Just a quick swallow,” Ketra slid her hands up his legs and gripped them tightly. “Or a long one, if you ask nicely.”
“That’s not why I’m here,” Jaron took Ketra by the upper arms and stood her back up.
“Then are you here to take me?” she slammed a hand on the door next to his head to pin it shut.
“Your shift isn’t over yet,” Jaron replied.
“No I mean,” Ketra lifted one leg and pulled her dress up to show her thigh. “Take me.”
Jaron shook his head. “No. The Princess thought it’d be a good idea if we watched you, in case the triplets came around.”
Ketra tilted her head, something was different about her.
“I finish in an hour. We can be alone after,” she suggested.
“I feel fine.”
“So?” she rubbed her thigh against his. “Maybe I want to enjoy myself. You like it too, don’t you?”
“Of course I like it—I don’t want to use you for sex.”
“You’re already using me,” Ketra smirked. “And I’m using you.”
“We can’t keep doing this,” Jaron protested. “You’re going to get pregnant.”
“I haven’t bled,” Ketra leaned her face closer. “I already am.”




CHAPTER 45

“I know you’re scared, but I knew what I was doing,” Ketra voiced with a distinct smugness.
Jaron sat on the sofa of Ketra’s condo. Every emotion he had swirled into a mass of rampant anxiety. He didn’t know what to think, what to do, or how he’d tell the others. Part of him was happy for her, but a nagging part of him felt betrayed, tricked even.
“All those times you begged me to—did you do this on purpose?” Jaron questioned.
Ketra sat down next to him, reached over to stroke his hair but he leaned away. She lowered her hand to place it on his leg instead.
“Of course I did,” she answered smoothly.
“You didn’t have to trick me,” Jaron spat. “But I won’t abandon you. I’ll gladly take you in.”
Ketra shook her head. “I’m not marrying you. That’s not why I did this. I don’t want a claim to your lands, your titles, or even your name.”
“Why then?”
She stroked his thigh. “Because I wanted it, and so did you.”
“I didn’t ask for this.”
Ketra giggled. “We’ve been together more times than I can count, and not once did you deny me. Like a good little boy, you gave it to me every time I asked. Every. Single. Time.”
“So then it’s my fault,” Jaron voiced in a beleaguered tone.
“Why does it have to be anyone’s fault? It felt good didn’t it?” Ketra moved her hand to his shoulder and started massaging it. “I won’t apologize, you shouldn’t either. Now, take off your clothes.”
Jaron stood up and turned around to look down at her. “I don’t want to do this anymore.”
“Don’t lie to me. Yes you do,” Ketra looked at him straight faced, and then slowly rose up in front of him, imposing her height. “And you don’t get to end this.”
Jaron stood his ground. “It’s finished.”
Ketra grabbed Jaron by his throat and clamped down. Jaron snatched her wrist with one hand, peeled it away and used the other to take her by the neck, shoving her back down onto the sofa. Her face became feral with excitement. Ketra wrapped her legs around his waist, flipped him over and took the mount. Jaron gripped her arm and the side of her neck to push her sideways, but she held on with her legs and they rolled onto the floor. He ended on top, pinning her wrists to the floor. Ketra laughed in delight and then bucked her hips against him.
“Do it Jaron,” she begged in a wanton voice. “One last time.”
He gritted his teeth and felt the last of his resistance break. Just one more time, he thought. He freed her arms and hurriedly started undoing her corset, as she undid his belt. This wasn’t abut the Slicer, this was about them. They weren’t even fully undressed before he gave in to all the lust he’d been restraining.
With a single rip of her panties, Jaron penetrated Ketra with a heavy sigh of relief. He hated how much he needed to be inside her. He held her legs up behind her knees, lorded over her, and thrust hard.
Being such a tall and voluptuous woman meant that her pussy was substantially large— proportional to the rest of her, and it was he who got to conquer such a deluxe-sized mound.
Jaron went as hard as he could with reckless abandon, knocking the wind out of her with every pump.
“Oh, ohh, ohh, ah, ahh!” Ketra moaned as her composure was lost.
He’d never seen Ketra so aroused before, and this was the first time she hadn’t tried to rush him through it. All the other times she wanted his climax as soon as she could—which was no longer necessary now that she was pregnant with his child.
Ketra grabbed his head, looked into his eyes with that devious desire, and smirked at him.
“Yes, take me. Take me! You love this pussy!”
“Unh—yes Ketra.”
Jaron grunted from the buzzing of pleasure her naughty words caused him. His cock became covered in a pristine coat of her glistening wetness, prompting him to drive it all the way into her and pivot his hips from side to side.
He wanted to feel every bit of this, and use it just the way he wanted. Ketra ripped her corset open to expose her breasts, sticking her tongue out lasciviously. Jaron suckled her massive bosom, Ketra dug her nails into his back and scratched—hard.
The feeling of broken skin gave way to leaking blood, but Jaron didn’t care. He was lost in the experience of Ketra. Picking one leg up, he put it over his shoulder and lifted her entire waist.
“Oh?” she chirped.
Jaron made use of the new angle, plunging inside and keep it there, using his hip flexors to drive hard without ever actually pulling out. Ketra’s breasts smacked against each other from his roughness, and then the undeniable feeling of orgasm approached.
“Ketra, I’m close.”
“Mmm—you know what to do,” she voiced. “Tell me where you’re going to cum.”
Jaron watched himself disappear inside Ketra, then cried out one last time. “Your pussy I—I’m cumming!”
She grabbed him by the arse, held him in, and crooned while Jaron squirted stream after heavenly stream inside her. He let her waist back down on the floor, pounding the rest of his orgasm into her before Ketra slid off him and sat up.
Without warning, she put him in her mouth and cleaned up his cum with her tongue. She gathered a glob of white, swallowed it, then brought his tip past her lips as her head bobbed enthusiastically.
Jaron could have jumped out of his skin—he hadn't even recovered from the orgasm he just had. Ketra used it to her advantage however, then opened her mouth and stroked him with her tongue resting beneath his sensitive shaft.
Her looked into her eyes, and she looked into his. It was understood. His nethers tensed up while Ketra held eye contact the entire time she deeply sucked his cock, which by this point was still recovering.
She didn’t care how soft it got, and slurped it semi-flaccid until it was revived.
“Mmm, mmm, mmm,” she hummed as her head moved back and forth.
She’d never been this motivated before. The way she serviced him was wanton and passionate, her tongue sweeping underneath his cock to send jolts of pleasure through him. Jaron came again, this time witnessing a pool of his seed on Ketra’s tongue as he dribbled out another ejaculation.
With a satisfied grin, Ketra put her mouth back on his cock and gulped down with loud sucking sounds. Her limps firmly clamped on his shaft, she stroked him rapidly until Jaron was fully spent.
Next thing he knew, she pushed him onto his back, then tore herself out of the rest of her dress and stood over him.
“Ketra, what is this?”
“Our last night,” she said with narrowed eyes as his cum dripped from her slit to the floor. “Make it count. You can leave now, or I can put it back in.”
Part of Jaron wished his body would stop responding, but he was still engorged, and Ketra had a direct path to his lust.
“Put it back in,” he said.
That was when she slowly slipped his tip past her pussy lips, and took him inside her again.
***
Jaron awoke to someone knocking repeatedly at the front door of his condo. He sat up and winced as he felt the stinging of scratch marks on his back; Ketra’s handiwork after a long night of copious copulation. The knocking continued. Jaron got out of bed with a groan and went out as Sephaeus came out to check.
“I’ll handle it,” Jaron grabbed the Slicer next to the front door and then opened it.
It was Kayori.
“Hiiiiii!” she jumped up and hugged Jaron. She shook his hand with a series of bows. “Am I doing it right my liege? Lord? Leaderman!”
Sephaeus approached from behind Jaron. “What is this?”
Kayori saw Sephaeus and then stared.
“Hiiiii!” she ran past Jaron into the condo and jumped up into the Sentinel Commander’s arms, who for the first time showed complete and utter shock.
She hopped down and shook his hand too. “So strong! So buff! So big! Can I eat you? No wait that’s not right, can I get you something to eat?”
“What is happening out here?” Princess Valara emerged from her room in a robe.
Kayori froze in place and her face went deadpan. She dropped to the ground and plopped her arms out in front of her, face down.
“It’s the Princess!” Kayori looked up, prostrating before Valara. “Don’t tell them to chop my head off, I still need it!”
Princess Valara walked up to Kayori looking confused, but amused. She offered her hand to help the woman up, but Kayori interpreted that as an invitation to kiss her hand many times.
“Muah! Muah! Muah!” Kayori moved away after that while Valara laughed.
“Someone tell me what is happening,” said Jaron.
Kayori straightened up and saluted him. “Chief Mechanic Kayori reporting for breakfast—I mean sexes—wait! No no, I had it right the first time.”
Sephaeus shook his head and went back to his room.
“Excuse me?” said Jaron.
“Captain Kip asked me to scoop ya’ll down to get some eats before we head out to prospect for water.”
“How are we going to find water out here?” asked Valara.
“We do it all the time! Just like if your Sentinel man married me, we’d do it all the time!” Kayori replied.
Jaron choked back a laugh. Sephaeus was not amused.
“How can we help?” asked Jaron.
“It won’t be much, just watchin’ on the monitor till we find a cavity. We drill down and whoosh, one satisfied customer,” she replied.
Jerky, jerky, and more jerky. The Rolling Rumblers apparently ate leather in addition to wearing it. Kip met them in a diner car on the back of a flat Rumbler. Jaron and Valara sat at a bench table, with Kip, Kayori, and Sephaeus across from them. Sephaeus made the mistake of sitting down first, because now Kayori had him boxed in the booth. She was squeezing his biceps.
“I got new monitors on the Bungler that can see twice as far into the ground thanks to them triplets. Cost me a shiny slab. Once we get out there, we see what we can find, fill up our tank and be back the same day.” said Kip.
“You can fill up my tank,” Kayori flirted with Sephaeus. He cringed. Valara laughed.
“And you find water every time?” Jaron asked skeptically.
“Not every time. There’s a lot of competition from Mr. Wager’s Rumblers so sometimes Captains get bumped off drill sites,” said Kip.
“Not if you have the right friends,” a woman interjected.
Three women in dresses walked over to their table. One red, one blue, and one green. All three women had identical faces.
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Valara leaned in to Jaron and whispered. “It’s them.”
“I know,” he whispered back, sneaking his offhand to the Slicer.
Clearly their former Lord only wanted the best of everything, because they were quite pleasing to look at and still looked young like Ketra. The three sisters were pasty pale, like they avoided sunlight their whole lives. Their eyes were the brightest brown, with dark hair that would’ve been black were it not for the hint of hickory it reflected when struck by the light. They maintained well-proportioned figures, which Jaron expected given their history. Their presence commanded the attention of nearby patrons, especially the men.
“Why Darren, you don’t look as happy to see me as you usually do,” the sister in the red dress said with a pout. “And here I was looking forward to rebuffing your poor attempts at flirting.”
The other two sisters giggled with their hands over their mouths.
“Mornin’ Ava, what brings you down from your establishment?” asked Kip.
“These three actually,” she gestured toward Jaron, Valara, and Sephaeus. “My sisters and I have never met Valmari before, let alone royalty.”
“I’m not Valmari, I’m a Tolian,” Jaron said with flared nostrils.
“Truly? I thought the big one was the Tolian.” Ava looked at the Sentinel Commander with excitement. “I hope you don’t mind, we’ll be having sex later.”
“Triple witch, triple bitch!” Kayori clung onto Sephaeus tightly.
“Ava,” said the sister in green.
“Yes Abigail?” Ava replied.
“Can I have the young one?” Abigail looked at Jaron and her pupils briefly glowed with an orange glimmer. “He looks experienced.”
Ana Lee gently giggled. “I think someone’s been training him how to handle women.”
Princess Valara cocked her head sideways with a furrowed frown. She looked at Jaron sternly. All three sisters giggled in unison.
“Alright harpies, what do ya want?” asked Kip.
Ana Lee and Abigail gasped in shock.
“Harpies?” said Ava. “Darren what’s wrong? You’ve never been this mean before! It’s not like I charged you that much. Have you given up on us already?”
“Don’t tease if you ain’t gonna please,” Kip retorted.
“Hm,” Ava put a finger on her lips. She threw herself down against Kip’s side and squeezed around his torso. “Don’t hate me Darren, we still have so much to do together.”
“State your business,” Sephaeus grumbled.
Ava got back up with a gasp. “So he can talk!”
“Are you gonna git on with it or not?” Kip sighed exasperatedly.
“Oh fine,” Ava brushed the front of her dress off. “Warren Wager increased his finder’s fee, which makes staffing our brothel more difficult. And expensive.”
“Can’t you just kill him? Aren’t all Unscrupulous Scripted?” Valara questioned.
The triplets all looked surprised at the Princess, and then their eyes simultaneously narrowed.
“The girl’s been talking,” Abigail said in a deeper voice.
“And I thought Ketra doesn’t like to talk,” Ana Lee hissed.
“Calm down sisters, it’s only embarrassing if you’re ashamed of it,” said Ava. “The virgin is correct, but someone wrote an even greater Script around the caravan long before we got here. Aside from a few parlor tricks, we’re completely powerless against Warren Wager.”
“I hate having to listen to men!” Abigail complained.
“She hates listening to men,” Ana Lee added.
“It’s all about wits now, and money,” said Ava.
“I hate money!” Abigail hissed.
“She hates money,” said Ana Lee.
“I love money!” said Kayori.
“I propose a collaboration,” Ava continued. “I’ve seen big boy wandering around making suspicious hand gestures, and I know shard dust when I see it.”
Sephaeus crossed his arms.
“I told you you’re too obvious,” said Valara.
“I know you’re looking for places where Casting still works. I also happen to know that the Leviathan runs on aether, not water,” Ava revealed.
Jaron and Valara looked at each other.
“I thought you’d appreciate that. I also think you’ll appreciate my offer,” said Ava.
“Which is?” asked Kip.
“We have a few Captains who’d gladly do us a favor,” said Ava.
“I’m not sleeping with Geoffrey,” said Abigail.
“He doesn’t like you! He likes me,” Ana Lee bragged.
“We look exactly the same!” Abigail argued.
“Sisters, please,” Ava waved her hand dismissively. “My friends will protect your…’Rumbler’ while you get what you need.”
Kip smiled deviously. “Which’ll get ya’ll what you need.”
“Which will get us in trouble with Wager,” Valara realized.
“Which will get us into the Leviathan,” Jaron finished.
The Brood Triplets all clapped. Kayori clapped too.
“I’ll work out the details, you just take your cute little machine into the barrens.” Ava gestured to her sisters, who sped off. “Do visit our brothel sometime! Unscrupulous women are masters of their craft.”
Ava left, with Valara and Jaron skeptically frowning at each other. Kip snapped his fingers and pumped his fists. “Boy ya’ll really are some lucky charms! Warren Wager won’t know what hit him!”
Kayori kept nuzzling against the Sentinel Commander with a contented smile, smearing engine grease on his tunic.
“Can I get up now?” asked Sephaeus.
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“They’re going to betray us,” said Princess Valara.
“I know,” Jaron agreed.
They stood in the back of the Bungler while men loaded up supplies. Kayori was flitting around looking for Sephaeus, who was hiding in one of the cots up top.
“What do you want to do then? We can’t let them have that aether, especially when so many people depend on it,” said Valara.
Jaron folded his arms and contemplated, struggling to come up with ideas. He frowned in deep thought until Valara suddenly leaned forward and kissed him on the lips for a quick peck. Jaron widened his eyes and his dimples appeared in an uncontrollable smile.
“What was that for?” he asked.
“Practice,” Valara teased. “And I thought maybe it’d help you think better. Did it work?”
Jaron found that his mind was surprisingly clear. “Yes actually. Let’s try again to be sure.”
“Jaron!” she smiled and hit him on his chest. “So what have you come up with?”
“Well, their plan hinges on us surviving. But Mr. Wager is the lynchpin, right? If we pay for the rocket in someone else’s name he won’t think to sabotage it,” Jaron theorized.
“So you don’t want to get the aether?” asked Valara.
“No, we just need to get out. I’m done playing puppet,” said Jaron.
Princess Valara nodded her head, and then looked down. “Maybe we could use Ketra?”
“No,” Jaron said flatly.
“Why not?” asked Valara.
“I can’t be around her anymore,” Jaron admitted.
“How have you come to this?” Princess Valara crossed her arms. “You didn’t have a problem when she was crawling into your cot before.”
Jaron jerked his head in surprise. “You knew about that?”
“Do you think I’m an idiot?” she scoffed.
He groaned. “Why didn’t you say anything?”
“Because you were hurting!” she shouted, drawing the attention of some of the workers. Princess Valara grabbed Jaron’s wrist and pulled him over to a corner. “That’s not why I’m angry. Well, maybe a little, but that’s not the main reason. I’m angry that you tried to keep it from me. I’m angry that I pushed you away and that—” she hesitated. “…you needed someone else.”
Jaron reached for her hand. She pulled away at first, but then allowed their fingers to touch after he hung his head. “I’ve been a fool.”
“Yes you have, and you’re going to make up for it,” she relinquished his fingers. “But I need you to be the man I’ve always known you to be, and do whatever you have to do. I need you to talk to Ketra. Will you please do that for me?”
Jaron looked up at Princess Valara and held eye contact with her silently. He wanted to tell her more about what happened, but decided it wasn’t a good time. He nodded.
“I will,” Jaron capitulated.
“I still don’t like her, or trust her,” said Princess Valara.
“Neither do I,” Jaron affirmed.
Valara made a skeptical face at him, before caving into curiosity with a question.
“What was it like?” Princess Valara blushed. “The triplets said that Unscrupulous women are the best at it. Is that true?”
“Yes—I mean no—” Jaron shook his head. “I mean, Ketra’s good. She knows what she’s doing, but it’s too…impersonal. I like it better with Chloe.”
Princess Valara smiled brightly like his words came as a relief, and then poked him in the chest with a playful finger.
Kip’s voice spoke from the bay door entrance. “Make yer bunks and pack yer trunks! We’re goin’ for a ride ya’ll!”
Everyone sat in the cockpit as Kip sped over hills in the barrens. Princess Valara held a round green screen the size of a dinner plate, on loan from the Brood Triplets, interpreting the location of a potential aquifer.
“Some of these cavities look caved in,” said Valara.
Kip steered wildly. “That’s because they already been hit! We been drainin’ the desert for ages, comin’ back around after it refills.”
“It sounds like the barrens dried because of you,” Jaron mused.
“It’s been dry for as long as we can remember. Nobody knows what started it, or how it refills” said Kip.
“Where did the Rolling Rumblers come from?” asked Valara.
“Hell if I know! The only story we really got is that the world got real bad, and people kept whatever tech they could,” Kip honked his horn aggressively as another Rumbler flew from the right side and cut them off. “Learn to drive you hemorrhoid huffin’ half-wit!”
The monitor started beeping. That meant water.
“Spellcraft,” said Sephaeus. “Use the Slicer to draw water from the ground.”
Jaron pulled the Slicer out and set it in his lap. He closed his eyes and focused on it, watching his other thoughts pass by as he concentrated.
Give me water!
The Bungler shifted to the right, dodging another competitor. Jaron kept his eyes squeezed shut and visualized water underneath him, but the Slicer did not respond.
“Don’t force it,” said Sephaeus. “Establish your intention and leave the rest alone.”
Jaron opened his eyes and hammered the console in frustration. Sephaeus shook his head.
“Stop here,” the Sentinel Commander ordered Kip.
“Here? What for?” Kip questioned as he hit the brakes.
“Princess Valara,” said Sephaeus. “Please assist me.”
Valara nodded her head and set the monitor down on her seat. Sephaeus stood in front of her and pulled out a smelted ball of steel glittering with shard dust.
“Reach as deep as you can. My aether is yours,” said Sephaeus.
Princess Valara nodded to him, and then her eyes glowed. Jaron watched as Sephaeus held the shard ball up, floating it over his hand. Valara held her palms out to her sides, feeling around for something. Suddenly a small geyser of water blasted out of the ground a hundred feet in front of the Bungler and showered the surrounding mud. Kip hooted and cheered. He hit the accelerator when something blasted a hole through the Bungler’s cockpit. Valara and Sephaeus ducked to the ground while Kip shielded his head with his arms. Jaron was backed into his chair from the force as metal debris and wiring dangled from the hole in the side of the Bungler’s head. Jaron saw through the hole and watched as a black spiked Rumbler came toward them, a large cannon attached on its side.
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“What was that?” Jaron braced himself on the console as Sephaeus rushed Valara back to her chair.
“A Blam-Can!” Kip steered the Bungler’s head away from the line of fire and accelerated. “That’s the Poachin’ Porcupine, one of Wager’s!”
“Don’t Rumblers go back to the caravan when they’re injured?” Jaron questioned.
“Only when the outgoin’ transponder fuse blows out!” Kip replied.
“I don’t know what that is,” said Jaron. “Valara, can you shield us?”
Princess Valara wasted no time clapping her hands together and thrusting them forward. A blue shield cascaded over the Bungler’s hull like syrup. Another shot came and hit somewhere on the rear, and then another shot came from dead ahead.
It struck the Bungler’s windshield and Valara’s shield dissipated in that spot, before filling back in with blue aether. Sephaeus made a grim expression at the source of the shot. A Rumbler with a cab shaped like a metal skull came charging at them straight on. It’s mouth had a large Blam-Can sticking out, and on its sides were two similar weapons with smaller holes arranged in a circle. They began spinning and released a loud, percussive thunder. Rat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat!
Small holes formed on the shield and began to overwhelm its ability to re-establish coverage. The windshield cracked in several spots. Kip turned the Bungler away and drove down a decline onto a flat.
“How are they doing that?” Jaron raged.
“Blam-Buckets! Another one of Wager’s!”
“They must be Scripted!” said Valara.
“I’m getting tired of him.” Sephaeus strapped in. “Hold onto something.”
The Sentinel Commander clutched his shard sphere and manifested gold aether.
“Whooaaaaaa!” Kip panicked as the Bowering Bungler suddenly sped up, violently rattling the hull as it raced through the sunny barrens. Kayori came running in from the engine room with a wrench the size of a sword.
“Hot stuff! Engine hot! Gotta slow down!” she shouted in a frenzy.
“I can’t!” Kip replied.
“Sephaeus, you’ll break the Bungler!” Jaron warned.
“If we slow down then they will break the Bungler!” yelled Sephaeus.
Fiery explosions burst ahead of them in a wall of smoky spires, forcing Kip to drift into a sideways stop to the sound of whining metal. Something snapped and the Bungler stalled out, leaning to one side.
“Uh oh,” Kip quipped. “I think that was a sway bar.”
“Move this thing!” Jaron shouted.
“Yer little stunt overloaded my Bungler!” Kip complained. “We ain’t goin’ nowhere and they got Slot-Rockets!”
Kayori spun her big wrench like a baton. “I’ll fix the funk, don’t hurt my hunk!”
She dashed back into the engine room as Princess Valara’s eyes glowed brighter.
“I won’t let them through,” she said with an airy intensity.
More projectiles struck the Bungler, knocking it back and forth while Kip toggled the starter trying to get it running again. Sephaeus lent his power to the Princess and turned to shout at Kip.
“She can’t hold this forever,” Sephaeus snarled.
Jaron stood up and clenched the Slicer, closing his eyes to concentrate. Some of the shots were getting through and sending shrapnel to the floor. He ignored the noises and tried to make something, anything, happen. The Poaching Porcupine circled around them and lined up for another run. The skull Rumbler pulled ahead into a swerve when a massive metal ball connected to a chain bashed it on the side. It knocked the Rumbler over, crushing one of its Blam-Buckets in the process. The ball retracted itself and vanished behind the Bungler. The Porcupine re-aligned itself and started shooting at something behind them.
“Cap’n Kip,” a voice came through on the console speaker. “The Brood Triplets send their regards!”
A big, boxy Rumbler with a long arm drove in front of the Bowering Bungler. The wrecking ball dangled from it. The Porcupine backed up as another Rumbler, smaller and shaped like a mouse snuck up behind it. The mouse Rumbler had two oversized forward facing metal fists on both sides of its cockpit.
“Yeeeehaaaaaw!” Kip cheered and jumped up from his seat.
The mouse Rumbler’s fists started jerking back and forth like pistons, pummeling the Porcupine’s armor and dislodging its spikes. The Porcupine fled.
The big boxy Rumbler and the mousy one parked beside each other in front of the Bungler, just as the engine came back on. Whatever Kayori did got it running again.
A different voice came from the speaker. “You owe us a drink and a night in the brothel!”
Kip pressed a button and spoke back. “You boys just signed up for the time of yer lives!”
Jaron looked at the Slicer in disappointment and put it away. He sat down as Princess Valara dropped the shield to take a deep breath.
“Who are they?” she asked.
A new voice spoke over the speaker. “Is that a girl over there? I’ll buy two drinks if ya’ll can set me up.”
The first voice returned. “All that don’t amount to a hill o’ beans, Geoffrey. We both know you handle women about as well as you handle yer liquor: very poorly.”
Captain Kip guffawed and happily spun his chair to face the others. “I’d like to introduce ya’ll to Captain George and his brother Geoffrey. George got the big one, that’s the Baneful Bruiser. The other one’s the Scrappy Scrambler.”
“We need to move,” said Sephaeus, who was peering out of the breach in the Bungler’s head.
A roving line of Rumblers were approaching, with the Poaching Porcupine among them.
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“I can’t shield all three of us at once!” Princess Valara extended her protection to the Bruiser and Scrambler, but the result were three spotty shields with constantly shifting zones.
The Bowering Bungler rolled roughly as its damaged suspension allowed heavy vibrations into the cockpit.
“Did ya’ll do a dookie in Mr. Wager’s mornin’ munch?” Captain George said through the speaker.
Geoffrey echoed his brother’s sentiment. “This ain’t the usual derby, this is a deliberate demolition!”
All three Rumblers raced away, but the Bungler fell behind and Mr. Wager’s Rumblers were gaining on them. A shot came through the cockpit and knocked tiny metal pieces onto Valara’s hair. She made a frightened whimper and covered her head. Sephaeus did his best to pick up the slack. A realization struck Jaron and he pulled Quartz’s glasses out of the satchel and dove to the Sentinel Commander. “Sephaeus! Use these!”
Jaron shoved them into his hand before being knocked off his footing. Sephaeus braced himself against Valara’s chair while Jaron fell against a side panel as Kayori’s voice came through the speaker.
“They just popped my bubble! Fuel leak! Must retreat!” Kayori squeaked.
A Blam-Bucket shot pierced the cockpit and struck Sephaeus in the leg. He went down and dropped his shard ball along with the glasses. The glasses slid away while the sphere rolled underneath the console where Jaron couldn’t easily reach. The shields on all three Rumblers dropped. Every sound faded from his perception as he saw a terrified Princess Valara crying out. Jaron’s fear was replaced with an overwhelming urge to protect her. His anger flared up at his inability to wield the Slicer, and he thoughtlessly ran across the cockpit to reach her. A shot pierced the side panel and he felt a sharp pain lodged inside his gut.
Jaron grabbed Valara out of her chair and yanked her onto the floor. She rolled on top of him as blood appeared through his shirt. Kip abandoned his Captain’s chair and hit the deck beside them. The Rumbler came to a halt.
“Jaron! You’re hurt!” Princess Valara exclaimed.
“I know,” Jaron groaned. “It’s alright.”
He pulled the Slicer out and put it in Valara’s hand.
“Take it,” he breathed. “It’s yours.”
Princess Valara’s eyes teared up and her breathing accelerated. She gritted her teeth and her eyes narrowed in fury. Her irises began to glow again but this time, they were gold. Valara threw her head back and shrieked at the ceiling. The entire roof of the Bowering Bungler’s cockpit exploded upward and outward, tearing and shearing it apart with a metallic whine. A dome of green aether formed over all three Rumblers, forcing the Bruiser and Scrambler to brake inside its field. She looked back down at Jaron tearfully, then moved in to kiss him.
“They want water,” she stroked his hair and gazed into his eyes, smiling. “I’ll give them water.”
Valara stood up holding the Slicer’s handle in a reverse grip, handle up blade down. Her body slowly lifted off the floor and she hovered up above Jaron and the Bungler. She let go of the Slicer and it floated in front of her emitting gold light. The Princess outstretched her arms and raised them up, causing the ground to quake violently. The monitor on the console began beeping wildly, until it rang a solid tone.
A column of water erupted out of the ground outside the shield and reached an easy fifty feet into the sky. Another one blasted forth across from it. And another. And another. Princess Valara swept her arms across and a new one emerged everywhere she gestured. The sound of dozens more Rumblers rushing to the site filled Jaron’s ears. He felt his pain vanish and rolled over. He saw Sephaeus sitting up against a wall, tying his wound off with a tourniquet made from a trouser sleeve.
Kip scurried over to Sephaeus, helping him to his feet and then looking at the area around them in complete bewilderment.
“Holy hull plating,” said Kip.
Wager’s Rumblers fired at the shield bubble, but their rockets and rounds were caught in it like flies to a spider. They emptied their entire arsenals before other Rumblers bashed past them with no regard, heading to the immense geysers the Princess summoned. Wager’s Rumblers rotated around to flee.
“No,” Princess Valara said calmly. “You don’t get to leave.”
She thrust her arms forward, and all the armaments were flung back, targeting Wager’s men and destroying the entire group in a series of simultaneous explosions.
Valara landed back down and then lifted a single hand. The Bowering Bungler’s scattered metal all came rushing back to it and rebuilt itself to perfect condition in seconds. The gold glow faded, the Slicer dropped to the floor, and Valara collapsed into Jaron’s arms. He looked at her in complete amazement, brushing her hair out of her face.
In that moment he noticed his wound had closed, and so had the Sentinel Commander’s. Sephaeus looked impressed for the first time.
Kip stared with a dropped jaw, lifted a hand and pointed his finger at Valara. “Can she do that again?”
The engine room door flew open behind Kip and knocked him down to the floor. Kayori bolted in.
“The wrench wench does it again!” Kayori cheered. “I want double pay!”
Kip rolled over on his back, pained but amused. “Take the day off.”
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Jaron waited anxiously for news of Valara’s condition from the couch, in complete silence. The caravan was stopped; no vibrations or engines of any kind. Between the new water and salvage from Mr. Wager’s Rumblers, the Rolling Rumblers weren’t going anywhere for a while. Sephaeus stepped out of Princess Valara’s bedroom after putting her to bed.
Jaron stood up. “How is she?”
“Tired, but unharmed,” said Sephaeus. “She will need to recover from the effort.”
Jaron exhaled and sat back down. Sephaeus withdrew Quartz’s glasses from his pocket. The Scripted frames were twisted and bent.
“Can you save them?” asked Jaron.
“I will remake it into something better suited for Casting,” Sephaeus replied, moving to a lounge chair across from the sofa.
“What she did,” Jaron began. “It was—”
“Only a taste of what is possible if you can control the Slicer,” Sephaeus interrupted.
“That gold light…I’ve seen you use it,” Jaron observed.
Sephaeus nodded. “Gold is one of the highest forms of aether. It is pure power used in furious defense of a loved one, and is not as easily vanquished as some others.”
“So Zen Daaz can’t use it?” asked Jaron.
Sephaeus shook his head. “No Unscrupulous can. They lack the heart for it, which puts it beyond their reach.”
“How do you channel anger and love at the same time? What do Sentinels think of when they’re defending?” asked Jaron.
Sephaeus leaned back in his chair and said nothing. Jaron shook his head and apologized.
“Never mind. That’s none of my business,” said Jaron.
The Sentinel Commander slipped the busted glasses into his pocket and intertwined his fingers on his lap.
“We think of who we had to let go of in order to gain the gold. I will leave it at that,” he answered.
Knock knock knock. Someone was at the door. Jaron and Sephaeus both jumped to their feet and came to the door, waiting on opposite sides of it. Jaron held the Slicer in one hand and put the other on the door clasp. Sephaeus nodded to him, and then Jaron opened it. The Brood Triplets stood at the door, with Ava in front.
“Darlings!” Ava held her hands out and walked into the condo, completely ignoring the weapon Jaron was holding.
She squeezed his cheeks between her palms and gave him a long kiss. Jaron stood there in complete discombobulation. Ana Lee and Abigail stood on their tip-toes and peppered Sephaeus with kisses on his face before he had a chance to react. After they finished inundating the pair with affection, the sisters went over to the couch and made themselves comfortable with Ava sitting in the middle. All three had big smiles.
“What—” Jaron found his words again. “What are you all doing here?”
Ava popped a hand fan out and began cooling herself with it.
“Firstly, to congratulate you on exceeding all expectations,” Ava leaned forward. “Warren Wager is completely off balance trying to salvage the situation. He’s withdrawn all his men into the Leviathan and hasn’t been seen since.”
“How convenient for you,” Sephaeus said curtly.
Abigail giggled while Ana Lee blew a kiss at him. Jaron shut the front door and put the Slicer away.
“So now what do you want?” Jaron followed up.
“The entire caravan is bubbling with stories of the angel who summoned a lake in the middle of the desert and made them rich,” Ava chuckled. “Our establishment has never been so busy.”
“You haven’t answered my question,” said Jaron. “What. Do. You. Want?”
“It’s not about what we want, but what we know,” Ava snapped her hand fan shut and stood up.
The Brood Triplet walked up to Jaron and reached down into her cleavage, only to pull out a piece of leather. She held it up between two fingers like a playing card and offered it to him. It had Script sewn into it. Jaron looked at it exasperatedly, but didn’t take it.
“Are you going to tell me what this is?” he asked.
“It’s what Mr. Wager has been using to nullify our abilities,” said Ava.
Jaron looked at Sephaeus, who simply shrugged it off.
“Are you going to tell me what that means, or do I have to guess?” said Jaron.
“I took this off one of his brutes while he was…‘distracted’,” said Ava to the giggles of her sisters. “This Script has two parts: one that’s been pulling aether into the Leviathan, and another that makes nearby Scripts subordinate to it before it blocks them.”
“I don’t know how to read Script,” said Jaron.
“I do,” Sephaeus came over, took the piece of leather and took a moment to look at it. “This is a Counter-Clause.”
“A what?” Jaron was confused.
“It’s a conditional decree that can supersede other Scripts,” Sephaeus explained. “This one only works as long as enough aether is present.”
“Which means the Leviathan is the reason our enhancements haven’t been working,” said Ava.
“This Script is too sophisticated to rewrite. Who wrote this?” asked Sephaeus.
“We don’t know,” Ava replied with dead eye contact.
“So someone with expertise in Script either was, or is, somewhere in the caravan,” Jaron realized.
Abigail and Ana Lee clapped.
“Who would know how to make this?” asked Jaron.
Ava turned away and went back to her sisters.
“I’ve heard some rumors. None are particularly compelling but there is one possibility,” Ava crossed her legs at the same time as her sisters. “A person. A fragment of Lord Buun.”
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Jaron and Sephaeus stood side by side, arms crossed in front of the Brood Triplets.
“That’s impossible. I killed Lord Buun,” said Jaron.
The triplets all reeled back and laughed.
“You? Kill Lord Buun?” Ava teased. “You don’t have to lie to charm us, your exploits today were impressive enough.”
“I was there,” Sephaeus confirmed, silencing the laughs of the triplets. “It’s true.”
The triplets looked at each other with sincere bewilderment. Ava stood up slowly and gestured to Ana Lee. Ana Lee stood up, walked over to Jaron and then raised her hand.
“Don’t touch me,” Jaron said roughly.
“Please sir,” Ana Lee said respectfully. “Let me.”
Jaron looked at her hand skeptically, but did not move away. She cautiously rested her hand on his shoulder, and then slid it up to hold the side of his neck. Ana Lee closed her eyes and took a slow, deep breath in through her mouth. She opened them on the exhale.
Ana Lee withdrew her hand like she’d touched fire, looking at Jaron in amazement.
“What is it?” asked Abigail.
“He’s telling the truth, and there’s something else with him,” Ana Lee replied in a soft volume. “This isn’t an ordinary Tolian.”
Ana Lee backed away and moved toward Ava, clutching her arm and hiding behind her slightly. Abigail got up and did the same.
“Tolian, what is your name?” asked Abigail.
“Jaron. Jaron Spellcraft.”
Ava nodded. “Tell me, Jaron Spellcraft, what became of the Ziggurat?”
“Destroyed,” Jaron answered.
Ava inhaled sharply, her face showing a mixture of shock and fright. “And what of the children?”
Jaron’s eyes softened. “What children?”
“There were children in the Ziggurat, hidden away from the rank and file. It was as much a home as your citadel.”
“If there were any, they died when Zen Daaz betrayed us,” Jaron lamented.
Ava looked furious. “Zen Daaz? That wayward warlock!”
“Sister…be careful,” Ana Lee warned.
Ava collected herself with a breath. “Are you going to kill us too?”
Sephaeus and Jaron shared a brief look, and then Jaron shook his head.
“That depends on you,” Jaron answered.
Ava sighed in relief and went back to her jovial self. She took out her fan and cooled her face, although her sisters still kept back.
“I confess I’m quite surprised. Lord Buun was extraordinarily gifted, and a polymath in his own right. But even if you killed him, his aspect would remain even after his physical death,” said Ava.
“I don’t understand. Why would a piece of Lord Buun be here?” asked Jaron.
“To save him from himself,” said Ava. “He kept writing new Scripts, and he knew he couldn’t stop himself. He tried to control it by sealing his knowledge of Script into the body of a child.”
“It didn’t do him any good, he was on the verge of Annihilating when I killed him,” Jaron explained.
The triplets nodded their heads.
“Lord Buun banished the child into the barrens, and we never heard of it again. Given what we know now, that child has grown up and is under Warren Wager’s employ,” said Ava.
“Make the salient point,” Sephaeus interrupted. “Why would we help you regain your abilities? What would stop the Unscrupulous from rising again with the Rolling Rumblers under their banner?”
Ava shook her head. “I don’t want the Unscrupulous back, especially after what they did to us. And do you know what happens to children born to Unscrupulous women on the caravan?”
“No,” said Sephaeus.
“Wager takes them; snatches them out of their mother’s arms! He takes them to the Leviathan and uses them as collateral so we don’t become a problem to him. Some of them are even old enough to be his brutes. We had to Script new arrivals to be as barren as our surroundings.”
“I really hate this man,” Sephaeus grumbled.
Jaron felt a pang of outrage forming inside him, but his skepticism remained. He uncrossed his arms and narrowed his gaze. “Your claim is that you want the children?”
“Why do you think any of us are here in the first place?” Ava retorted. “We left so we could be mothers, not slaves!”
Jaron and Sephaeus made eye contact again and then nodded.
“Alright,” said Jaron. “We will help you on one condition.”
The triplets clapped excitedly.
“Name it,” said Ava.
“You don’t get to keep your abilities when we’re done. The aether stays, and you change your Scripts,” said Jaron.
“Whaaaat?” Ava was outraged.
“That’s unfair!” said Abigail.
“Completely unfair,” Ana Lee commented.
“We will handle Wager so none of your women will be in danger. But you will not take over the Rolling Rumblers with your powers,” Jaron asserted.
“We will be defenseless and surrounded by men,” Ava argued. “Why should we believe your idea is any better than ours?”
“I suppose we’ll have to trust each other then, won’t we?” Jaron replied.
Sephaeus suppressed a nasal chuckle. Ava glanced at her sisters, who nodded. She closed her eyes in resignation.
“You’re a ruthless negotiator, but we agree to your terms,” Ava affirmed.
“Good. Now leave,” said Jaron.
The Brood Triplets made a flirty face and began walking toward the door while blowing kisses.
“You’re a brash young man, but I’m starting to like you,” said Ava. “Be sure to have sex with us sometime!”
They slammed the door behind them. Sephaeus turned toward Jaron and shook his head in disapproval.
“What?” Jaron said defensively. “I’m not going to sleep with them.”
“Uh huh.”




CHAPTER 52

Jaron stood outside Ketra’s condo door, having been there for several minutes. He felt afraid of what would happen if he knocked on her door, or if he’d be able to deny her. Nervousness paralyzed his arms, with every part of him screaming to walk away and come up with another plan. With Princess Valara resting, he had no other options but to do as she asked and talk to Ketra. He knocked three times.
Don’t open it. Don’t open it.
He turned to leave when the door swung open with Ketra standing there in a blue nightie.
Damn it.
“Hello Jaron,” Ketra looked down at him inquisitively.
“I have an offer, and a favor to ask if you’re interested,” Jaron sounded as businesslike as he could. A glimmer of a smirk appeared on Ketra’s face. She moved aside and ushered him in.
He wished he’d met her in public instead of alone in her condo. She sat down on her couch while Jaron remained standing.
“Can I offer you something?”  she asked. “A drink?”
He shook his head. “I won’t be here that long.”
Ketra leaned forward, pushing her cleavage together through the top of her nightie. He averted his eyes to the side. Ketra relaxed back against her couch when he didn’t take the bait. She stared at him and waited.
“You told me you once tried to go to Valmaron,” said Jaron. “Do you still want to go?”
Ketra’s face showed no reaction. “I assumed you wouldn’t want me there.”
Jaron took a deep breath. “I have a way to bring you there, if you’re still serious about that.”
She tilted her face and perked her eyes slightly. “Go on.”
Jaron found a chair across from her and sat on it.
“The man who shot you…we’re getting rid of him,” said Jaron.
“And you want my help,” Ketra stated.
Jaron nodded. “If you aren’t interested, I’ll be going.”
He began to get up but Ketra held up a hand and wagged her finger. “I will help you, but I have a condition.”
Jaron braced himself.
“We’ve never kissed, you and I,” Ketra pointed out.
Jaron swallowed. “You never let me. Is that all you want?”
“No,” said Ketra. “I want a kiss, but I want it right before I leave.”
“You want a kiss goodbye,” Jaron stated.
Ketra stood up. Jaron leaned back. She walked to him, leaned forward and put one hand on his cheek. She came close, but stopped short to hold eye contact. Her sapphire eyes reflected the light from a nearby lamp. 
“When you kiss me, you have to mean it,” Ketra continued. “I want you to do it as if I were your Princess. I want you to act like you care, like you could-—” Ketra’s eyes glistened, but she did not cry. “Like you could actually love me.”
Jaron’s gaze faltered.
“Ketra…I—”
“Don’t say it. Don’t lie to me,” Ketra shook her head slightly. “When I leave for Valmaron, I want you to remember me. What I felt like, what I smelled like, what I tasted like. I want you to miss me after I’m gone.”
Jaron closed his eyes and nodded.
“Are we agreed?” she asked.
“Damn it Ketra! You can’t ask me not to get involved with my own child,” Jaron balled a fist and pounded it on his chest defiantly. “I am Tolian.”
“Then if you do as I ask, and you make it to Valmaron, you will be there when it’s born,” Ketra replied to Jaron’s incredulous scowl. “Are we agreed?”
He took a deep breath and restrained the urge to touch her. “Yes Ketra.”




CHAPTER 53

“Is it ready?” asked Jaron.
Sephaeus brandished the Entangle Bangle that Jaron kept from Esmerelda, inspecting the gold ring after polishing it. They sat at the table in Jaron’s condo, along with Ketra.
“I don’t understand how this will work,” said Ketra. “Everything is blocked.”
“Mostly everything,” Sephaeus corrected.
“It took a few tries, but there’s a loophole in the Script.” Jaron smirked slightly. “It mostly only works on things that can affect living beings negatively or give a physical advantage. My healing water still worked. Their Blammers can break Caster shields, and the Brood Triplets still have tricks up their sleeve.”
Ketra tilted her head inquisitively. “And my touch still works.”
Sephaeus made a low rumbling sound in his throat. “There’s a bigger picture here. The largest Rumblers do not run on water fuel, they have some kind of aether engine. That’s how the Counter-Clause stays in effect over a large area: they’re receiving aether from the Leviathan.”
“I see…” said Ketra. “They have a Script that is donating aether to other Rumblers.”
“That’s why the loophole exists, and it’s why we need your help,” said Jaron. “We’re going to make a hole in the dead-zone, and use that to activate the Bangle.”
“I still don’t see how I can help you,” said Ketra.
“You can help us get more of these,” Jaron held up the pellet that fell out of his wound when Valara healed him. “They’re individually Scripted to banish any aether that gets near them. With your earnings, I want you to purchase a rocket. That’s how we’re getting into the Leviathan.”
“A rocket?” Ketra looked surprised. “I’m fairly certain that would kill you.”
“Only if I’m in it,” Jaron smiled. “We’ll copy the Script onto the entire rocket and hit the Leviathan with it. Aether won’t get near it, and that’ll be our blindspot to use the Entangle Bangle.”
“So that’s how you’re going to get me into Valmaron, you’re going to copy that Script to rocket me through the shield. Clever boy,” Ketra folded her arms and made a casual smirk. “I still see a problem with your plan. You only have one half of the Bangle, the other is buried under the remains of the Ziggurat.”
“You’re sitting in front of the Sentinel Commander,” Sephaeus chimed in. “I’m well versed in Bangle Script.”
Ketra raised an eyebrow.
“He changed it,” Jaron explained. “We can use this piece as a one-way jump, but only where our eyes can see. They use something like it on the mirrors in the citadel.”
Ketra relaxed into her chair with a seductive gaze. “I underestimated you.”
Knock knock knock. Someone was at the door. Jaron got up and opened the gear-locked door to reveal Kip standing there.
“Howdy ya’ll,” he gave a cocky smirk and tipped his head toward Ketra.
Ketra stiffened her posture and made a look of disgust. “You brought Captain Idiot?”
Jaron let him in.
“Oh it ain’t Captain no more! Now it’s Commodore! Commodore Kip. Got me a whole slew of Rumblers wantin’ to roll with me after our last run,” Kip chuckled and did a quick tap dance.
Sephaeus rose from his chair and walked to Kip, who looked at him cautiously. The Sentinel Commander extended his hand, and the two shook on it. Jaron returned to his seat and the other men joined him. Jaron saw Kip wearing a four-barreled metal stick with large gears on each side of a joint where a curved handle folded down.
“Is that a Blammer on your hip?” asked Jaron.
Kip looked down at it before smiling proudly at everyone. “That it is! They ain’t givin’ out any permits at the moment, so I had Kayori make me one usin’ scraps from Wager’s fallen folk.”
“Isn’t that illegal?” Sephaeus questioned.
“Only if I fire it. Ain’t got no shot in it, I just like the way it looks on me.”
“Did you come to show off your new toy?” asked Ketra in mild annoyance.
“Only if you ask me nicely,” Kip teased. “I’m here to help Jaron when the fireworks pop off!”
“Fireworks?” Sephaeus repeated.
“Well yeah! Mr. Wager ain’t about to go quietly, and it’s gonna take the whole caravan to do him in,” Kip explained before pulling out two leather strapped arm braces with a glittering metal plate across their tops. A lens from Quartz’s classes were set in the middle of both bracers.
“Here ya go Mister Sentinel, had ‘em made adjustable. Just turn the gear on the bottom to tighten the straps,” Kip handed them over to Sephaeus, who took them with a nod. The shard dust ball had been melted down to help make the pair.
Jaron turned at the sound of a door opening. It was Princess Valara, she’d finally gotten up from her sleep and stood at the threshold of her bedroom door.
“Valara…” Jaron was relieved to see her.
She yawned with a long stretch and rubbed her eyes. “How long was I asleep?”
“Three days,” said Sephaeus.
Princess Valara instantly woke up with outraged eyes. “Three days? Why didn’t anyone wake me?”
“You exhausted yourself when you used the Slicer, we had to let you recover,” Sephaeus answered.
“Why if it ain’t Princess Miracle back from her royal slumber!” Kip stood up and opened his arms in a big gesture.
“Don’t call me that,” said Princess Valara. “Jaron, what have you been doing all this time?”
A cocky grin appeared on Jaron’s face. “Taking over the world Your Highness.”
Ketra giggled briefly before stopping to compose herself. Princess Valara put her hands on her hips and smiled narrowly. “What are you about to do?”
“What I said we would do: build a rocket.”
Someone banged frantically on the front door and opened it. Ava rushed in. Ketra rose defensively as Jaron reached for the Slicer. Kip sighed when he remembered he had no ammo.
“My sisters!” Ava panicked. “He’s taken them!”




CHAPTER 54

Jaron knelt in front of the triplet’s chair and wiped her bloodied nose with a wet rag. Ava followed him curiously with her eyes while he treated her minor wounds.
“You look alright, just bruised up,” said Jaron.
“If I had known that Tolians treated their women so generously, I might have chosen a different career,” said Ava.
Jaron finished and stood up. “Where has he taken them? I assume the Leviathan.”
Ava nodded. “He has them in a chamber underneath its engine.”
Princess Valara crossed her arms. “And how would you know that?”
“Oh calm down!” Ava pointed at her left eye. “I can see what my sisters see. They haven’t managed to take away all my endowments.”
Kip raised his eyebrows while Ketra lowered hers. Jaron tossed the rag onto a nearby table.
“This doesn’t change anything, we just have to move fast,” Jaron said to the others.
Ava looked horrified. “You don’t understand, they’re Scripting the Leviathan to overload the other Rumblers by tomorrow night. They’re going to destroy everything they can and start over!”
Princess Valara gasped. Kip had an outburst. “That swollen swindlin’ swine!”
“We need a new plan,” said Sephaeus.
“Which Rumblers have special engines?” asked Jaron.
“There are four of them, including one here on the Domicile. The others are on the Towering Tumbler, the Mashing Mincer, and the Glamouring Goat,” Ava explained.
“The Goat belongs to Wager!” said Kip. “He’s gonna blow his own Rumbler?”
“If he has the Leviathan he won’t need it,” Ketra pointed out.
“He also doesn’t know that we know, so the engines should be undefended,” Jaron realized.
Sephaeus nodded along with Valara.
“I’d wager a guess—” Kip started but then everyone looked at him with sharp disapproval. “Sorry—I reckon that the Goat won’t be such a quiet affair.”
“Then here’s what we do,” Jaron cracked his knuckles. “We pool our resources and purchase an existing rocket from whoever owns it. That’s the one we Script.”
“That’d be the owner of the Gamblin’ Goose,” said Kip. “He won’t part with it cheaply.”
“He will if I convince him,” said Ketra to Ava’s annoyance.
“And what am I supposed to do, sit around while you all run off into a series of explosions?” Princess Valara complained.
“You can sit on me,” Kip flirted.
Jaron glared at him before rolling his eyes. “Valara, I want you to take the Slicer and go with Sephaeus.”
“And do what with it?” Valara questioned.
“Protect yourself for a start,” Jaron continued. “We’ll copy their shot-Script onto some ‘maggot’ pieces—”
“Magnets,” Kip corrected.
“Whatever,” Jaron dismissed. “Break into the other engines and dispel the aether. Just in case we fail.”
“Spellcraft, I would be more effective elsewhere,” Sephaeus protested.
Jaron shook his head. “You’re a big target, and you can’t dodge Blammers. Keep Valara out of the fight, we’ll do the rest.”
Valara shook her head defiantly. “I will not let you run headfirst into danger and get hurt like you always do!”
“The Princess has a point,” Ava interrupted. “You’re just one man, you can’t storm the Leviathan by yourself.”
“Two men!” Kip interjected.
“You don’t count,” said Ava. “I have some old weapons you could make use of.”
“Blammers?” asked Jaron.
Ava smiled. “Even better.”
Kip relished the sight of George and Geoffrey carrying a large trunk onto the back of the Bowering Bungler. New armor plating and additional upgrades were being installed in a showering spray of sparks. George and Geoffrey were dressed nearly identically: brown overall trousers, white short sleeve shirts, and telescopic goggles over their eyes. George wore brown gloves. Geoffrey was bald, while George had a mess of black hair. Their skin was thoroughly tanned, but their biggest difference was their height. Geoffrey was nearly as tall as Sephaeus, but George was as short as Chloe.
“Is that what I think it is?” asked Kip.
“Don’t you know it!” said George. 
Geoffrey turned a series of gears on the front of the trunk and opened the latch. What he pulled out resembled a Blam-Can, but small enough to fit on a man’s shoulder.
“The Blam-Bazooka!” Kip cheered.
“How could that possibly help us?” asked Jaron.
Ava stood behind them. “It’s Scripted to retrieve its payload after use, so it never runs out of shot.”
Geoffrey handed the Blam-Bazooka to an ecstatic Kip. George reached down and pulled out a brown gear cut into two halves with finger holes for holding. The gear teeth were large and well spaced.  He tossed them to Jaron.
“Put ‘em on,” said George.
Jaron did so, and was shocked when the entire trunk broke down and assembled itself into an armor around his torso and arms.
“Bashing brainstems…” Jaron said in astonishment.
“Those are the Buckler Knucklers,” said Ava. “They were made to counter the Bazooka, and you can arrange the metal with your thoughts to make a shield at the cost of your armor. They never mass produced these relics; you two carry the only existing examples.”
A mischievous grin curled Jaron’s mouth upwards. “Commodore Kip?” He turned to look at him. “Send your friends to the Glamouring Goat.”
Jaron waited in the early morning sun on a bridge several levels below the Leviathan’s lowest floor. Kip, George, and Geoffrey were with him. Geoffrey had a Blammer holstered on every limb, including two on the front of his chest. He strapped a long one to his back. George had a Blam-Bucket with a big keg on his back feeding it ammunition. The quartet waited as the entire caravan remained in an eerie silence, the absence of rumbling engines giving way to the desert breeze. They’d been waiting for nearly an hour, and nobody entered or exited the Leviathan.
“Why ain’t there any look-outs?” asked Kip
“Too many directions to get blammed from I reckon,” said Geoffrey. “Inside’s safer.”
“I’m going to need you all to stand very close, or I won’t be able to take you with me,” Jaron warned.
The group huddled closer when an enormous noise blasted a wall of dusty wind in all directions. The rocket had launched from a Rumbler with several scaffolds on its top.
“Whoo hoo!” Kip cheered.
This was the first time Jaron had ever seen such a thing, and he was gobsmacked by how fast it shot up in the sky with a skewed trajectory. It tipped downward and its purposely-depleted fuel started sputtering. The rocket crashed into the side of the Leviathan in a concussive fireball, causing the Leviathan’s metal frame to groan as debris rained down from its newly made wound.
Kip pulled out a speaker-box and shouted into it. “There’s your cue!”
Dozens of engines came to life and the Towering Tumbler dropped its massive ramps and released an armada of Commodore Kip’s Rumblers. They raced toward the posh, polished Glamouring Goat. The Goat opened its hangar as Wager’s Rumblers sped out.
Rat-tat-tat-tat-tat! Bang bang!  A cacophony of blambursts erupted below Jaron as Wager’s men fought their way out into the barrens to stop the attacking force. Slot-Rockets whizzed overhead and made craters as smaller Rumblers overturned into them. An array of Blam-Buckets extended out of the sides of Glamouring Goat and began firing into the sortie.
Jaron pulled out an extendable telescope and zoomed into the opening on the side of the Leviathan. A rafter was dangling out the side but he could see a stable platform further in.
“There!” Jaron exclaimed. He ducked down and his armor came off to form into a circular barricade around their legs. The Entangle Bangle warmed up on Jaron’s wrist, and then they were in. The area inside had been abandoned. Jaron scanned around the interior and saw a corridor on the other side of an open space.
They moved toward it when a series of shots went off. The attacks ricocheted off the shield and all four took cover behind it. Jaron reshaped it so that it made a big square blockade in front of them. Geoffrey leaned toward the edge of the shield and a series of lenses on his goggles popped out to peek around the barricade.
“We got a centurion on the right, two brutes on the left, and one up high!” said Geoffrey.
George grinned and then nodded as the Blammers paused to reload. “Here’s a happy helpin’!”
George came out from behind cover and blasted at the two on the left. Kip ducked out the other side with the Blam-Bazooka and took out the one on the right. The shot exploded on the centurion’s armored chest and the shrapnel flew back into the Bazooka’s barrel. Geoffrey stood to his full height and took one shot from a hand-held Blammer and the one up top fell from the rafters. They moved on toward the corridor and Jaron reassembled the shield into his personal armor.
“The engine should be on a lower floor near the center, close to the wheels,” said Kip.
“Downstairs then,” said Jaron.
They came to a stairwell leading to a utility room filled with pipes and steaming machines. Two brutes were waiting for them. They ducked behind the corner while shots whizzed by. Geoffrey peeked around the corner and then shook his head.
“No good! We’d be sittin’ ducks!” he announced.
Jaron backed up and didn’t see any other ways through, except for a crawlspace behind some overhead piping. Big enough for one.
“Occupy them,” Jaron tapped Kip and pointed up at it.
George moved to the corner and started blasting indiscriminately around it. Kip gave Jaron a boost up to the hatch, who climbed through and shuffled on top of the pipes. He saw the two men exchanging shots with the others, crawled to the other side and dropped down. They heard him land. Jaron converted his armor into a shield and rushed them. They fired until their shots ran out, striking nothing but solid metal.
Jaron recalled the shield onto his body and punched one across the face, dislocating his jaw. The other one received a swift uppercut followed by a straight kick that knocked him into his cohort.
“Advance!” he alerted the others.
The rest caught up and Geoffrey casually shot both brutes as he walked past. An explosion went off just before he stepped onto the next stairwell.
“A whole gaggle of ‘em!” said George as Jaron formed the shield on the floor to block the shot coming up through the grating.
“Mister Devereux!” said a familiar voice. It was Warren Wager.  
“Mister Wager!” Kip shouted back mockingly.
“You got some big bearings rollin’ into my house and makin’ a mess with yer new friends! How bout we talk it over?” Mr. Wager hollered back.
A series of shots came up and hit the shield. Jaron looked up at Geoffrey and nodded.
“I’ll get you a shot,” Jaron declared.
Jaron opened a small hole in the shield wall, Geoffrey pulled the Blam-Rifle off his back and stuck the barrel through. He opened fire. Twice.
“Ah!” someone cried out.
“Back up you morons!” Mr. Wager shouted.
Jaron sealed the hole while Geoffrey used his goggles to glance around the shield. He shook his head at the others.
“You wasted yer shot?” George complained. “Just like women and drinks! Can’t take a shot or take a shot!” 
“Is Geoffrey up there?” Mr. Wager yelled. “Yer no better than the puke stain you left outside my club!”
George became furious. “Ain’t nobody bullies my brother but me!” He jumped from behind cover and rained down shots at Wager and his men. One of them fired back and struck him in the leg. He went down with a pained shout.
“George!” Geoffrey pulled him out of the line of fire as Wager and his brutes withdrew.
“You alright man?” Kip asked while patting George down for any more wounds.
“Hey hey!” George protested. “Watch where yer touchin’!”
Geoffrey set his brother against a wall and punched it. “I’m gonna blam that man’s bearin’s right off his lil’ dangler! Nobody shoots my brother but me!”
“What about that magic water ya carry around?” asked Kip.
“I gave it to Valara, just in case,” said Jaron.
“And you picked now to let that slip? And I thought I was the idiot!” Kip raged.
“I’m not the one who got myself shot!” Jaron shouted back.
“Argh!” Kip growled in frustration and tore a piece of his sleeve off. He gave it to Geoffrey who tied it around George’s leg.
“Take muh Blam-Bucket,” said George, who laboriously unstrapped it from himself.
“Will you stay with him?” Jaron asked Geoffrey.
“Nah,” Geoffrey pulled two Blammers from his legs and gave them to his brother. “I’m with ya’ll.”
“Let’s catch that sum’bitch,” said Kip.
Jaron picked up the Blam-Bucket and put it on.
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The Buckler Knuckler shield fanned around the nozzle of the Blam-Bucket, fully protecting his team as they came out of a tunnel into a larger room. They’d reached a connecting foyer that led into the bowels of the Leviathan, where a squad of centurions covered head to toe in armor waited for them in front of the engine room. They resembled copper statues with tiny gaps between the plates. Geoffrey popped out from behind cover and took two shots, one from each Blammer in his hand but it bounced off them with a loud ‘ping’. They unloaded in turns, giving no break to shoot back.
“We’re pinned down!” Kip shouted. “Jaron, use that thing!”
The weight of the Blam-Bucket was off-putting, but he pulled the trigger. Jaron was a terrible shot. The recoil was so extreme he would have hit the ceiling if the shield didn’t weigh it down. It did enough. The resulting spray discombobulated the centurions, staggering them backward and disrupting their aim.
Kip jumped out and took another shot with the Blam-Bazooka. Thoomp! It smashed into a centurion and knocked it clear off its feet, knocking away armor plating in the process. The shot shrapnel rebuilt itself into a ball on the way back into the barrel, and then he fired again. The centurions went down one at a time while Geoffrey took shots at the gaps in their armor. With the centurions vanquished, Jaron withdrew the shield into armor, taking a break from the encumbrance of the Blam-Bucket.
Explosions and shots sounded loudly outside, with reports coming in on Kip’s speaker-box. “The Goat’s fixin’ to make a run for it!”
“It’s gotta be Wager,” Kip realized. “He’s about to fly the coop!”
“If they haven’t left yet then he’s not onboard,” Jaron added.
“Kayori!” Kip called into the speaker-box.
“Shootin’ and tootin’ and always groovin’!” Kayori replied from it.
“Get under that vile pile and take out her legs! I don’t want Wager goin’ nowhere!” Kip ordered.
“Yup yup buttercup!” Kayori answered.
Jaron looked at the large door leading to the next room, and picked up the Blam-Bucket with a groan. He preferred fighting with speed, but this thing forced him to stand still when used. Geoffrey went first to stand beside the door while Kip stood on the other side. Jaron stood ready to fire as Kip opened the door slightly and bashed it the rest of the way open with the Bazooka. Wager’s men were fleeing back out an upstairs hatch. Jaron marched into it and saw a circular room with metal grating over rafters. In the center stood a large cylindrical glass column with a storm of red and green aether swirling within. The top and bottom fixtures were made of metal counter-rotating pylons. And they were speeding up, turning the aether from green to red. It hummed a loud ‘Vuuuuuuurrrm’ noise.
“That don’t look too good,” Geoffrey mused.
“You gonna shoot that thing?” asked Kip.
“If I shoot it, all of your biggest Rumblers will lose their power,” Jaron retorted. “And the red aether can kill us.”
“Fair enough,” said Kip. His eyes snapped open wide and he shouted. “The sisters! They’ll oughta be downstairs!”
Jaron saw one staircase going down and one going up to the next rafter.
“I’ll go down, you two go up and wait for me,” said Jaron.
Kip and Geoffrey nodded and started climbing.
Just as Jaron got ready to go, a metal hand grabbed his ankle and pulled him onto the ground. He dropped his weapon, although the Blam-Bucket reservoir was still on his back. One of the Centurions was still conscious, and was now reaching for it. Jaron grabbed it first and went to aim it but the Centurion got ahold of it too, wrestling him for it. The man inside was bigger than Jaron, and the difference in strength was too great.
Jaron sent his armor plating straight into the Centurion’s chest, forming a double layer over him and pushing it away. He got back onto his feet and quickly dropped the Blam-Bucket, kicking it back behind him. The Centurion got back up slowly, while Jaron summoned the Buckler Knuckler’s armor to cover his head and torso. There was no time to go for a Blammer, so the Centurion stomped over and threw a punch. Jaron ducked under it. One hit from the Centurion would do too much damage, he had to end it quickly.
He lowered his stance and struck the Centurion in the knee, then the groin, followed by an uppercut to the chin. Metal struck metal but some of the force seemed to go through, the man inside the Centurion armor stumbled back. A Blammer popped out of compartments on each of its forearms before being aimed at him.
Jaron formed the armor into a tower shield and stepped sideways. The Centurion suddenly grabbed the top of it trying to pry it away, forcing Jaron to dismiss the protection and bring it over his torso and upper legs. He saw an opening in the Centurion’s abdomen, opened by the Blam-Bazooka earlier.
The Centurion got a shot off as Jaron ran sideways, grazing his thigh. He fell to the ground loudly, reaching for one of the fallen weapons. Jaron formed his armor into a turtle shell over himself, pulling his body into a fetal position. The Centurion was on him in seconds, and started stomping a metal foot on it.
“I’ve had enough of you,” Jaron uttered.
Bang! The Centurion stopped stomping and clutched himself over the new hole Jaron made. He hit his exposed weak-point with the weapon he’d gotten ahold of. Jaron got up, dropped the Blammer and finished the Centurion with a Knuckler blow straight into his wound. It toppled the man to the ground, and he did not move after that.
A distinct limp accompanied Jaron’s walk to the Blam-Bucket, which now felt even heavier as he put it back on. He worked through the pain, walking around the platform and down the stairs to a bottom chamber at the base of the aether engine. The door leading into it was already ajar. Jaron pushed it open with the Blam-Bucket’s nozzle and saw two of the triplets.
Ana Lee and Abigail sat next to each other, tied to metal rods that connected to the engine upstairs. Their eyes lit up when they saw Jaron. He dropped the Blam-Bucket at the door and went to them. They were gagged with torn pieces of their own dresses. Jaron put down the Buckler Knucklers and the armor fell away. He untied Ana Lee first.
“Jaron? You’re saving us?” she voiced with delight.
He took off Abigail’s gag next and started working on their ankle bonds.
“Oh you delightfully death-dealing daredevil, we are definitely having sex later,” Abigail declared.
Jaron got them fully untied and brought them to their feet. They smothered him in a tight hug, followed by several smooches on his cheeks.
“Alright girls, you can stop,” Jaron chuckled. “The fragment—the Scripter I mean. Where has he gone? Did Wager take him?”
The girls shook their heads and looked at a gear-locked hatch. There was another door in the room surrounded by Script etchings. Jaron nodded and took the girls by one hand.
“Kip and Geoffrey are upstairs. I need you two to run there. Get as far away from the Leviathan as you can,” he instructed.
“You’re staying behind?” asked Ana Lee.
“I’m going to get that Scripter,” Jaron explained. “Now run.”
The girls did as they were told. Jaron retrieved the Buckler Knucklers and walked to the door. It wasn’t even locked, so he rotated the gear handle and it opened for him. He slid the Knucklers on and adorned his body in its armor, carefully stepping into a small room. There was a single lamp atop a steel table opposite the door. One person sat at it, scratching something onto the leather pages of a thick book. It was not a man, it was a child. The child turned around.
A barefoot girl who looked no older than twelve sat in front of him, wearing a filthy fabric frock. She had wavy dark hair and fair skin that hadn’t seen the sunlight. The color of her gray eyes featured prominently even in the limited illumination. Her expression was one of casual curiosity, not fear.
“Where’s Mister Wager? Is it time to go now?” she asked.
“What is your name?”  asked Jaron.
“My name? It’s Devari,” she answered, coming to her feet with her book clutched in her arms.
Jaron glanced behind him as explosions from outside got closer, shaking the hull frame. He looked at the girl who stood there waiting.
“Devari, I’m Jaron,” he said. “I need you to come with me. It isn’t safe for you right now.”
“It ain’t safe for you either,” said Mr. Wager, who was standing behind Ana Lee and Abigail armed with the Blam-Bucket. The keg was hastily slung on one shoulder.
Jaron flared his nostrils and snarled. “No minions this time?”
“I wasn’t expectin’ you to make it past my centurions let alone swing this way,” said Mr. Wager. “We ain’t got a lot of time so I’m gon’ make this real simple. You give me my girl, and I’ll give you yers,” said Mr. Wager.
Ana Lee and Abigail locked eyes with Jaron and shook their heads no.
“You’ll kill us as soon as you have her,” Jaron growled.
Mr. Wager lifted the nozzle of the Blam-Bucket higher, aiming at Jaron’s unprotected head.
“I could kill you right now,” he said. “But I might hit lil’ Devari here and well, that’s just unacceptable.”
Jaron glared defiantly.
“Would you prefer I kill these two instead?” he gestured at the two triplets with the weapon.
“Jaron?” Devari called to him softly, holding out a page torn from her book. “Could you give this to Mister Wager?”
“Jaron?” Mr. Wager repeated mockingly with a smile. “Could you give that to Mister Wager?”
The scowl never left Jaron’s face as he took the page and glanced at it. It wasn’t Script, it was a drawing of the Blam-Bucket with just one word: empty. He looked back at Devari, who tilted her head winked at him.
“Mr. Wager,” Jaron said with a grin. “I think you’re out of shot.”
The aging tycoon pulled the trigger and got nothing back except a loud ‘click’. His eyes went wide and he pushed the girls into the room before running away, dropping the Blam-Bucket on his way out.
“He’s going to escape!” Abigail hissed.
“No he won’t,” said Jaron, who turned to look at Devari. “How did you know it was empty?”
Devari reached into a pocket on her frock and pulled out a handful of black metal beads. She opened her hand and let them all fall to the floor.
“This is the Scripter? How did she do that?” Ana Lee looked astonished.
“I don’t like Blammers,” Devari said simply. “So I took them.”
“How long have you been here?” asked Jaron.
Devari looked up and furrowed her face in intense concentration. “Forty years I think.”
“She’s still a child…” Abigail breathed.
“Can we leave now?” asked Devari.
Jaron nodded and then turned to the two triplets. “Let’s go.”
Devari tore another page from her book and held it up. “You’ll need that to stop the engine. You can put it anywhere.”
Realization caught up with Jaron and he removed the Knucklers so he could snatch the page before leading the girls out. He smacked the page against the metal piping and it sunk into the surface like water onto fabric. Jaron didn’t stop to see what it did. They ran up to the top level and rushed out the door leading to the exterior catwalk. Kip blocked a bridge leading to the Glamouring Goat while standing next to Geoffrey, holding Mr. Wager at blampoint. Jaron approached behind him with the girls.
“Devari,” Mr. Wager said in an even tone. “Do you remember what I said would happen if you ever misbehaved?”
The girl’s expression changed into one of visible worry.
“If any of ya’ll shoot me, the girl dies. I been suckin’ out her years and addin’ ‘em to mine. She can’t grow up, and I can’t die. At least not for a while,” Mr. Wager turned around, pulled out his Blammer and shot Jaron in the ribs before he could put on the Knucklers.
“No!” Abigail cried out.
“Looks like I missed his heart,” Mr. Wager chuckled. “I been losin’ my touch.”
He readied another shot, but Geoffrey came up from behind and tackled Mr. Wager to the ground. The old man rolled over while Geoffrey pummeled his face and shot him in the chest. Geoffrey stumbled back against the guard-rail, looked down at his wound, and fell backward over the bannister. The fall was too high to hear an impact. Kip shouted in outrage and dropped the Blam-Bazooka, charging at the old man. Mr. Wager spun around and aimed his Blammer at Kip, who halted abruptly. Jaron clutched at his wound while Abigail and Ana Lee crouched protectively around him. Mr. Wager aimed the Blammer from Kip, to the triplets instead.
“I still got another shot left. Now ya’ll let me onto my Rumbler and we can part ways without any more fuss,” Mr. Wager threatened coolly.
Kip’s balled fists shook in livid frustration, held his head low and nodded.
“There’s a good feller. Now you come over here, stand with yer friend, and gimme the girl,” Mr. Wager flicked the Blammer barrel to gesture him over.
Kip walked down the rest of the bridge and stood next to Jaron and triplets. Devari took a page out of her book and handed it to Kip, before Mr. Wager took her hand and dragged her away onto the bridge toward the Glamouring Goat.
“Douchey moochy broke his coochee!” Kayori’s voice announced over the speaker-box.
The Glamouring Goat jerked downward loudly, collapsing off its own wheels which rolled off after being rammed by a tag team of Rumblers. It tilted away from the Leviathan with wailing metal as the suspension crunched under it and toppled over. Mr. Wager immediately stopped before the end of the bridge, watching his prize crumble.
He turned around and walked back with Devari, who clutched her book tightly. Kip smirked at Jaron and then stepped to block Mr. Wager from leaving the bridge.
“You ain’t goin’ nowhere,” Kip said darkly.
Mr. Wager shook his head. “I got the whole caravan rigged to blow. You let me leave or we all die.”
“Guess we all die then,” said Kip.
Mr. Wager raised his Blammer at the same time Kip drew his personal one from his hip. Both extended their arms, aimed high, and pulled the trigger in one motion. Bang! Only
Kip’s Blammer fired, and a hole was now in Mr. Wager’s head. Right between the eyes.




CHAPTER 56

“Jaron you idiot!” Princess Valara ran over to him, Slicer in hand.
She knelt down on the catwalk outside the Leviathan’s docking bridge with a full canteen of Abuse Juice. Ava and Sephaeus were with her. The Brood Triplets rejoined in a group hug.
“This is exactly what I said would happen,” Valara scolded him.
“It’s gone right on out the other side,” said Kip, who was standing over Mr. Wager’s fallen corpse. “Better use that canteen quick.”
Princess Valara poured the canteen onto Jaron’s front, then Sephaeus rolled him onto his side so she could treat the back too. She shook her head in frustration. “Where was your armor?”
“He took it off to save my sisters,” said Ava, who was standing in the middle of the triplets.
Ava came and knelt down next to Jaron, while Princess Valara balled her fists defensively.
“No one has ever done what you have done for us,” Ava admitted. “Please accept this token of my appreciation.”
Ava leaned forward when the Princess held her hands over Jaron’s face and covered him.
“Don’t. Kiss. Him,” Valara warned.
Jaron laughed as his strength returned, preparing to sit up when Valara kissed him instead before glaring at Ava defiantly.
“That’s it?” Ava looked unimpressed. “I think the man at least deserved some tongue with that.”
“You should get naked,” Abigail remarked.
“I’ll get naked!” Ana Lee chimed in.
“Nobody is getting naked,” Princess Valara huffed.
Jaron sat up and saw Devari standing at the end of the bridge with her book, looking down at the debris field in front of her. Jaron stared pensively, which prompted Valara to watch her too.
“What will happen to her?” asked Jaron.
Ava stood back up and went to rejoin her sisters. “I suppose that’s up to you, Lord Spellcraft.”
The Brood Triplets curtsied and then rushed away into the Leviathan. Jaron looked at Sephaeus, who stood with his arms crossed.
“How did it go?” Jaron asked.
“I had nothing to do. It was absolutely boring,” said Sephaeus.
Valara helped Jaron to his feet and gave him back the Slicer along with the Abuse Juice vial. He looked over and saw Kip standing over the body of Mr. Wager’s, staring down at it silently. He held his Blammer with one hand, while balling his fist with the other.
“You got off too easy,” Kip spit on the body and walked away from it, going toward the Leviathan door. “I got word they found the kids in the cargo hold and they’re pretty shaken up. I’mma head down and get ‘em.”
Jaron nodded to Kip as he took his leave. Sephaeus kept vigil while Jaron walked toward Devari, stopping on the bridge a few feet behind her.
“It was you who switched the shot wasn’t it?” Jaron asked.
Devari turned around and nodded with a smile.
“Wager made it sound like your fates were tied together,” said Jaron.
“He was bluffing to save his hand, I still have some time,” she replied.
Jaron felt a sadness come over him. “How long do you have?”
Devari shrugged. “However long I would have had left.”
“A few decades doesn’t sound so bad,” said Jaron.
“No…it doesn’t,” she turned her head and looked off to admire the horizon as the wind swept her hair back. “And I want to see everything.”
Jaron turned to look as well, but to him it was just barrens. When he saw the contented expression on Devari’s face he realized that the world was still new to her.
“Speaking of everything,” she pointed at the Slicer. “What are you doing with the Shodin Star?”
Jaron’s surprise showed on his face. “The what?”
“That crystal you’re carrying, it’s written right on it,” she replied.
Jaron held the Slicer out and turned the blade down. “Can you read this?”
Devari nodded. “I can.”
She set her thick tome down and took the Slicer by its handle, holding it close to her face as she scrutinized it with one eye. “That’s what I thought. It’s definitely the Shodin Star.”
“What’s the Shodin Star?” asked Valara as she approached them on the bridge.
Devari straightened up to look at Valara, then to Jaron, then back at the Slicer again.
“It’s a tool intended for a Scribe,” said Devari.
“Don’t you mean a Scripter?” Princess Valara corrected.
Devari shook her head and then scrunched her nose in thought while looking up at Valara. “Are you the Muse?”
“Muse? I don’t know what you mean,” Valara gestured to Jaron.
The little girl looked at him instead. “How did you get all the way up there?”
“Where?” Jaron questioned, confuzzled.
Devari turned around and pointed up at the Brightstar overhead, which shined clearly even in the daylight. “There.”




CHAPTER 57

Sephaeus flipped through the pages of Devari’s book at the condo table. The Sentinel Commander had a furrowed brow as he went through page by page, studying the compilation the gifted girl had created. She let them borrow it and went with the Brood Triplets while they re-united children with their formerly Unscrupulous mothers.
“What’s it about?” asked Jaron.
Sephaeus shook his head. “I don’t fully understand it.”
Princess Valara’s neck recoiled from the admission. She pointed at some of the Script on the page Sephaeus was looking at.
“I’ve seen a lot of those symbols in the citadel, can’t you read them?” she asked.
“Yes. And no,” Sephaeus answered.
Jaron raised an eyebrow. “How is that possible?”
“It’s not the symbols, it’s what they add up to. I’ve never seen Scripting this complex,” Sephaeus replied.
“Add up to? You mean it’s like numbers?” asked Valara.
Sephaeus nodded his head. “Most Script is written like instructions, or contracts. But this is written like arithmetic, as though Lord Buun was solving some sort of equation.”
Jaron sat back to cross his arms and shook his head. “You’re starting to sound like Master Tuppence, and you’re making even less sense than him. How can letters act like numbers?”
Sephaeus closed the book with a loud ‘thunk’. “The runes serve as both. You can arrange them in something resembling a sentence, but if their position is wrong you risk unbalancing the Soul Scroll of that object and Unsealing it.”
“That’s what happened to Lord Buun,” Jaron added.
The Sentinel Commander nodded. “Annihilation is the violent re-balancing of a Soul Scroll in relation to things around it. Make enough improper changes, and something elsewhere can unravel. Lord Buun discovered the existence of a greater Script encompassing all things. His understanding of Soul Script far exceeded ours.”
“And now that little girl has it,” Jaron remarked as he sat back in his chair.
Everyone became quiet for many moments, with Princess Valara tapping her fingertips on the table. The Sentinel Commander wore a distinctly disturbed expression while Jaron crossed his arms trying to think.
“You know Sephaeus, you’re actually quite knowledgeable,” Valara smirked. “I think this is the most I’ve ever heard you talk!”
The Sentinel Commander folded his arms while Jaron took a deep breath.
“So do we let her finish her work?” Jaron asked.
“We need to take her back to Valmaron. She’s too dangerous,” said Sephaeus.
“Oh relax!” said Valara. “She’s had forty years to blow up the world. Hasn’t done it yet.”
“Someone else did,” said Sephaeus. “A long time ago.”
Jaron and Valara immediately leaned forward on their seats.
“Did you get that from the book?” asked Jaron.
“Yes,” said Sephaeus.
“Does it mention anything specific?” asked Valara. 
“The book says the world was much larger once, and full of life. Something went wrong,” Sephaeus had a grim expression and then looked at Jaron. “Your Slicer, the Shodin Star, has something to do with putting things right. Valara is mentioned, and so are you.”
Jaron and Valara looked at each other.
“It’s settled then. We take Devari with us. This book could be the Soul Codex we’ve been looking for,” said Jaron.
“There’s still something that’s been bothering me,” the Princess spoke. “Zen Daaz claimed he was working on Vaelonn’s behalf, and he was at least as good as Quartz at Scripting, if not better. If he gets the Codex he could—” Princess Valara shuddered at her thoughts. “…I don’t feel we should give it to the Emissary.”
Sephaeus raised an eyebrow. “Princess, the Emissary has been the foundation underpinning our society for centuries.”
“Valara, Zen Daaz is trying to get rid of the Emissary,” said Jaron.
Princess Valara smacked the table with her fists. “So Vaelonn and the Emissary are enemies now? Why send you to get the Codex, and then have Zen Daaz oppose you? You two have got to think for yourselves! It’s about time I did…”
Jaron stopped to consider her words before speaking. “So then who do we trust?”
“Neither,” Valara answered. “We trust in each other.”
Sephaeus looked disturbed, but resolute. “As you wish Your Highness, but there’s still the problem of getting into Valmaron. Five people won’t fit on one rocket, we’ll need to build several to take us all.”
“No,” Jaron contested as he put his hands on the table. “Just one. I hope you don’t mind staying up late Sephaeus, you’re going to be busy.”
***
“I look pretty!” Devari admired herself through a mirror at the newly opened fashion shop owned by the Brood Triplets.
Valara began fitting decorative brooches fit for a Princess in Devari’s hair. Her glorified rag had been replaced with a simple, white hemmed black dress and matching button boots.
“You’re going to be quite the catch when you’re older!” said Ava, who tied a black leather belt with gold buckling around Devari’s waist.
“I am older,” Devari giggled.
Jaron rose from his chair and decided to take a walk outside while the girls played dress-up. He walked out onto an adjoining catwalk connected to the Littering Lummox. The caravan was still stationary, though most of the salvage from what they called ‘The Rolling Rumble’ had been gathered. The Glamouring Goat was gone, and a portion of its plating had been donated to build the rocket Jaron saw rising out its silo in the bright sun. Even the breeze was tranquil.
“Hey Jaron,” said Kip’s voice from a radio-box in Jaron’s coat pocket. “Come’on down!”
Jaron made his way to the Towering Tumbler, where the Bowering Bungler had just finished repairs. It had thicker armor now, and didn’t resemble a ladybug anymore. A big metal horn stuck out of the top of the head with an extra pair of wheels under the body. And it was covered in weapons.
Kip smiled as he walked up to Jaron and they clasped hands, pulling each other into a hug. Jaron gave Kip a good pat on the back before looking up at his Rumbler.
“What did you do to the Bungler? It’s even uglier now,” asked Jaron.
“It ain’t the Bungler no more, now it’s the Bitchin’ Beetle!” Kip announced proudly. “Even got Blam-Cans on it!”
Kayori popped up from behind a crate full of tools, skittered over to Jaron and gave him a squeeze. “Meet yer new Deputy and Chief Mechanic Sexy Minx Miracle Goddess!”
“Deputy?” Jaron noticed an additional badge on her outfit.
“Yeah, the caravan made me Sheriff on top of Commodore, so I been busy pickin’ up the pieces now that Wager kicked the bucket.”
“Actually he dropped it,” Jaron corrected.
Kip chuckled and shook his head. “Whatever man, I just wanted to thank you for all your help. Yer always welcome with the Rollin’ Rumblers.”
Jaron nodded, and then leaned in to Kip to talk into his ear. “And our special delivery?”
Kip jerked back and clapped loudly. “Jacked up and ready to roll!”
A crate fell over behind Jaron. He turned to see George arguing with himself about where he left a tool. Jaron wanted to talk to him, but George angrily stormed off.
“We’re lookin’ after him,” said Kip, a softened gaze on his face. “Ya’ll do what you gotta do.”
It was time. Jaron walked Devari onto the launch platform of their multi-colored metal rocket. Light smoke billowed from the bottom as launch crews made final checks. He looked up and saw a spiral staircase wrapping around the silo all the way up to the capsule.
Devari smiled brightly, taking Jaron’s hand before he led her up the stairs to a bridge. The bridge reached the capsule, where Ketra waited for them by the open hatch. Jaron and Ketra locked eyes briefly. Devari walked over with her book, and Ketra took her by the hand to strap her inside. Once the girl was strapped in, Ketra turned back around and walked to stand in front of Jaron.
“The girl will be safe,” Ketra assured.
Jaron nodded. “I appreciate it. What will you do in Valmaron?”
Ketra shuffled her shoulders slightly. “Have our child somewhere out of sight, and raise it to be as strong as its father.”
He said nothing. Ketra broke the silence by pointing at the Slicer at his side and stepping closer. “Have you worked it out yet?”
Jaron looked down at it and shook his head. “No, but I will.”
Ketra lifted one hand and placed it on Jaron’s cheek. When he looked into her eyes, a pang of regret arose in him.
He felt conflicted. Part of him wanted to be with her, but he also knew they weren’t a match. Something about Ketra was too remote. Despite himself the woman was unreachable, unreadable, and aloof.
“Do you remember what I asked for?” she questioned.
“I do,” Jaron answered.
“Then promise me you’ll remember today,” she said.
“I’ll never forget,” he replied.
Ketra smirked at him, and then closed the distance between their faces. Jaron held her cheeks, closed his eyes, and kissed her with everything he had for her. She inhaled sharply through her nose and clutched his head forcefully. It continued until she broke contact, kissed his top lip and then tenderly bit his bottom lip before pulling away.
“Jaron…” she fell down onto her knees after the kiss, burying her face in her hands as her body started convulsing with sobbing sounds.
He knelt down in front of her and reached out to stroke her hair, when she suddenly jerked her head up to look at him. She pulled the Slicer out of Jaron’s sheath and ran him through with it. His eyes widened and the sharp pain locked his body. She pushed him over and then opened his satchel to grab the Abuse Juice. She opened the cap, dumped out the rest and tossed it off the bridge without a hint of emotion.
She turned her back and shook her head as Jaron struggled to come onto his elbows. Ketra turned back around with a manic face that was no longer hers. It was Ash. She licked Jaron’s blood off the Slicer and then flicked the rest off, holding it down at her side as she shrunk to her normal height.
“Hello loverboy! Or should I say…daddy?” she rubbed her belly.
In an instant, Jaron’s mind had gone to tatters before dropping into a lake of anger. He tried to get up, but his body wouldn’t cooperate. All his strength had fled from him.
“What is the meaning of this? What have you done with Ketra?” he mustered the effort to shout.
“I told you this would happen didn’t I? Oh sweet sweet Jaron,” Ash used her free arm to slide her hands down her front and clutch between herself. “I said you would feel, and that I would wound you deeply.
For one moment I truly had your heart, and it was delicously worth it!”
“Where. Is. Ketra?” Jaron coughed laboriously and tasted his own blood.
“You don’t get it yet?” Ash bent toward him and giggled mockingly. “It was always me.”




CHAPTER 58

Jaron watched Ash get into the rocket with the Slicer. He tried to call it back, but it did not come. The bridge rattled as the rocket engine came alive and gathered lift. He was too close; Jaron would be caught in the path of the after-burn. In that moment his hope had fled as his body bled. With nothing left to lose and nothing left to gain, Jaron closed his eyes in acceptance. Valara and Sephaeus had been right all along, and now he would burn for it. A sense of comfort came from the knowledge that the Emissary told him the truth: a woman called Ketra would come to him. He would find the Soul Codex, but he was never told he would survive the journey. Zen Daaz won. This must have been what the Emissary didn’t want him to change. Another thought came in the back of his mind: Chloe. Esmerelda. Valara. They would be left alone, and he loved them in ways he didn’t know he could until that moment.
This isn’t right. I can’t die now. I have too much to live for!
A pair of large hands scooped him under his arms and dragged him away as the rocket blasted off into the sky, taking Ash and Devari with it. His consciousness lasted long enough to see Sephaeus above him. Jaron closed his eyes and everything went dark.
Jaron awoke in bed with wrappings around his torso. He was alive, in a room aboard the Mangled Medic. Princess Valara stood over him, along with Sephaeus and Kip near the foot of the bed.
“How am I alive?” Jaron asked weakly.
“Sephaeus is a Sentinel,” Valara stated, her face contorted in a disapproving frown. “He’s always watching.”
“It’s her,” Jaron whispered. “I fought her in the Withered Willow. Her name is Ash, and she has the Slicer.”
“And Devari,” Sephaeus stood with his arms folded.
Jaron touched his bloodied bandage wrap. The stab wound felt swollen, itchy, and spectacularly sore. It had been burned shut. He took his hand away from the wound and let his hand fall. “It was revenge. She wanted to hurt me, in the worst way she could.”
“Connivin’ wench! Shoulda known there’d be a stowaway when we left that Ziggy-rat,” Kip blurted out.
Princess Valara stuck a hand up and shook her head, silencing him. “No…she wanted much more than that.”
“She’s pregnant,” Jaron admitted. “With my child.”
“You were dumpin’ loads in her cargo hold?” Kip asked with a flabbergasted face before crossing his arms. “I guess I would too.”
Valara pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed with closed eyes. Jaron had nothing to say to that.
“I’ve gone through Devari’s notes,” Sephaeus changed the subject. “The Soul Codex can be in more than one place at once. Ash wanted it, but she needed your blood to get it.”
“I don’t understand,” said Jaron.
“Jaron, you are the Soul Codex,” Valara breathed.
“That’s impossible,” Jaron coughed. “The Soul Codex is in Devari’s book.”
“No, it isn’t,” Sephaeus contradicted. “No mortal could comprehend the fullness of Soul Script.”
“Then how did I get it?” Jaron questioned.
“It’s passed paternally to the first-born child of it’s mother. Your father had it, you have it—” Sephaeus grumbled.
Valara interrupted tersely. “And now she has it.”
“The Codex, how do I use it?” asked Jaron.
“We don’t know, but Zen Daaz likely does. If he acquires it, we will be powerless to oppose him,” said Sephaeus.
Jaron sat up violently, sending pain through his entire body. “The nursery!”
“Nursery?” Princess Valara repeated in befuddlement.
“He said he wanted to build a nursery. That’s got to be it!” Jaron exclaimed. “The Emissary implied that the Soul Codex could give him a mortal life.”
“Wait, ya’ll got an immortal?” Kip looked impressed.
Princess Valara and Sephaeus looked at each other with mutual recognition.
“The Emissary never physically resided in the citadel, he exists outside of our realm. If the Emissary becomes mortal, Zen Daaz can kill him,” Sephaeus explained.
“And he’s going to put him in the body of my unborn child,” Jaron realized.
Princess Valara stomped. “That still doesn’t answer how Vaelonn fits into all this!”
“Killing the Emissary would be the ultimate sin,” said Sephaeus. “The Levidra would be unleashed to bring about the Atonement, and Vaelonn would be able to return to the divine realm.”
“The Emissary is going to help Vaelonn go home by sacrificing himself,” Jaron added. “Which would leave Zen Daaz to rule over what’s left of our own.”
Jaron struggled to get out of his bed, prompting Kip to come to his aid and help him find his footing with a pat on the back.
“I’ll give you two a moment,” Sephaeus turned and left the room. Kip followed.
Jaron stumbled a few steps forward, a bit dizzy from the loss of blood. Valara crossed her arms and turned her body sideways at him.
“Valara, I don’t know what I could say to make this better,” said Jaron.
“I shouldn’t be surprised,” Valara looked at him with disapproval. “When have you ever been able to resist giving women what they want?”
Jaron remained silent. He reached for her hand but she pulled away as anger flashed from her eyes.
“Don’t!” her voice became quieter. “I just…I need some time.”
He nodded and replied. “Whatever you need.”
“See? This is what I’m talking about!” Princess Valara turned to face him with trembling fists. “Would it kill you to say ‘no’ once in a while? It would probably save your life!”
“You want me to tell you no?” Jaron frowned.
“It doesn’t count if I told you to say it! Gushing gobblegobs, you men are completely oblivious!”
Jaron looked up and mouthed the words ‘kill me’ to the ceiling.
“Fine,” he rasped. “We leave for Valmaron tonight.”




CHAPTER 59

Kip drove the Bitchin’ Beetle through the night-time barrens with everyone in the cockpit with him. The ride felt completely different compared to the Bungler. Despite the extra heft, it had a lot more power and more aggressive acceleration. Jaron found it fun, and even Sephaeus could be seen subtly enjoying the ride.
“Right about here!” Kip turned the steering wheel and the Rumbler drifted sideways to a complete stop.
They all went to the back bay, where Kayori danced around a cylinder shaped metal container with a handle on top. As soon as she saw them, she grabbed the handle and pulled up a glass jar filled with green aether inside. She walked to Sephaeus in order to hand it to him, but held it back when he reached for it.
“You take care now- handsome hunky chunk! I’ll see you at our weddin’!”
Sephaeus smirked and shook his head, taking the aether canister as Kip went to a cargo crate and slid the lid open.
“Got that party favor ya’ll asked for,” he pulled out a gold chain necklace big enough to fit around the Sentinel Commander’s neck, and handed it to Jaron. “Just try not to use it indoors.”
He tucked it into his satchel and it became weightless once it returned to buckle size. He made eye contact with Princess Valara followed by Sephaeus.
“Are you ready?” asked Jaron.
They nodded. Jaron pulled a ring out of his pocket and slipped it onto his finger. Sephaeus held up the canister and Valara cupped her palms around the aether. It flowed from the canister to Jaron’s ring.
“Spellcraft, this is the farthest Bangle trip we’ve ever taken. Concentrate, or it might get bumpy,” Sephaeus warned.
Jaron acknowledged him with a nod, then looked into the Bangle and imprinted his will upon it. The interior of the Beetle vanished into streaks of white light, whizzing by like shooting stars. Images of the landscape raced past them many miles per second, until a small mound appeared in the distance. The mountains of Valmaron came closer into view until they hit something. A discus of blue aether burst around them as they penetrated the shield and flew through the valley, all in the span of seconds. Their movement abruptly halted on grass. The three of them now stood in a wooded grove with glowbugs and chirping crickets all around. The crescent moon combined with the Brightstar provided enough light to see through a small thicket.
Ash’s empty rocket capsule sat before them with a large red parachute draped over it. The hatch was left open. Sephaeus wore the new Casting bracers. He held his palm up and an orb of golden light appeared above it. The Sentinel Commander grinned at the return of his powers. It provided more than enough illumination for Jaron to slowly scout around the capsule and get his bearings. He looked for footprints and only found one pair, an adult’s. They circled the capsule and then tracked off out into the plains. Jaron smiled.
“What is it?” Princess Valara asked.
“Devari used the brooch Bangle. She got away,” Jaron answered with a wincing grin.
Valara breathed a sigh of relief. The Sentinel Commander nodded before surveying his surroundings.
“I do not know this terrain,” said Sephaeus.
“I do,” Jaron answered and then pointed southwest. “We need to go that way.”
He jumbled into his satchel and passed around the Garble Marbles.
Sephaeus took hold of both Jaron and Valara’s forearms. “You don’t have the strength to go on foot. I will take us.”
“I’ll try my best to conceal us,” Valara sneered at Sephaeus as her irises glowed blue and orange. “Sentinel travel can be…loud.”
He blitzed all three of them out into the plains. Jaron saw the rocket debris further in. Sephaeus looped around the entire northern span of the valley to arrive on the outskirts near the residential district. Valmaron was dotted with countless lantern lights while the citadel reflected the night sky.
“My house is a mile or two from here,” said Jaron.
As they looked around for enemies, they were shocked to see no sign of damage to the city. Everything appeared completely normal except for one detail: Casters. A pair of them patrolled from a side alley, heading in their direction.
“Hide!” he whispered.
They scurried over behind a house where the smell of a roaring fire emerged.
“Zen Daaz must be hidden in the citadel, I see no evidence of tampering,” Sephaeus observed.
“We have to be careful who sees us. The only one we can trust is my mother,” said Jaron.
“I hope Lady Spellcraft is alright,” said Valara.
“Alright. Hold on,” Sephaeus gripped them and blitzed them in a zig zag pattern while Valara restrained as much noise and light as she could with orange aether. It slowed their movements, but they appeared as less than a blur or gust of wind. After several short bursts of fast travel, they stopped behind a bulletin board across the street from Jaron’s house gate.
“Is anybody watching?” asked Jaron.
“Not that I can see,” Sephaeus replied.
Jaron limped across and opened the gate. One final blitz from Sephaeus and they were at his front door. Jaron knocked three times and waited as Sephaeus and Valara flanked him. The door swung open and he saw her standing there: Esmerelda. His memory hadn’t done her justice. The woman was far more beautiful than the images he used to keep his heart company.
“Jaron!” she exclaimed in a loud whisper and a disbelieving expression.
She threw her arms around him and pulled herself close. He felt her quivering breath as she embraced him, his face digging into her hair. She smelled like brandybutter and cinnamon, and then he felt her lips on his. Her hands held the side of his face until she finished kissing him. Finally, he was home. None of the pain he felt mattered in that moment, not with Esmerelda in his arms.
“You don’t know how much I prayed for this,” she confessed with a bit of a sniffle. “Don’t you ever leave us alone again.”
If Jaron’s body wasn’t in such bad shape, he’d have picked her up. He opted to tease her instead. “I’m glad you finally like me.”
Esmerelda chuckled with a warbled voice and a smiling glare. “You’re a fool if you think I didn’t like you before.”
Valara cleared her throat to get Esmerelda to notice her, and she did.
“Your Highness? Sentinel Commander? You’re all here—” she started tearing up. “What took you so long?”
“We missed you too Esmerelda,”  Valara smiled.
“You’re hurt,” Esmerelda noticed Jaron’s wound. “Lady Spellcraft, come quickly!”
She rushed them inside and shut the door behind them. Sephaeus helped Jaron to his favorite sofa in front of the fireplace. Valara sat down with him while the Sentinel Commander stood in the corner. Esmerelda sped out of the room to find others. The moment Lady Spellcraft walked in, she collapsed onto her knees at the sight of her son.
She covered her face and sharply inhaled. Jaron immediately got up despite the pain and knelt down in front of his mother, who was sobbing into her hands. She clutched him into a hug the moment he got there, stroking his hair tenderly.
“I didn’t know when I’d see you again,” Lady Spellcraft said onto his shoulder, now wet with tears.
“And your timing is awful,” Esmerelda said with a teary smile.
“Where is Chloe?” Jaron questioned. He needed to see her too.
“I’ll go get her!” Lady Spellcraft whispered excitedly before storming upstairs.
Jaron stood up and decided he’d best sit back down on the sofa. When his mother returned, Chloe was with her wearing a sullen expression. She lit up instantly at the sight of him; Jaron lit up at the sight of her. It hit him like a mule kick: this was the woman who changed everything when she chose to go with him. She was to blame for enriching his life; his personal heaven.
“Yes!” she shouted jubilantly and then ran across the room to hug him tightly.
“Agh!” he winced as she squeezed him.
“What’s wrong?” Chloe looked at his wound. “You’re hurt?”
“I’ll be alright,” Jaron groaned.
“We’re not taking chances. I’ll send for Hattie,” said Lady Spellcraft. “She’ll be able to help.”
“I have a lot to tell you all,” Jaron admitted.
“Wait your turn!” Chloe kissed Jaron on the lips with a proud smile. “Jaron…I’m pregnant.”




CHAPTER 60

“We may need to hide your wife. If Zen Daaz realizes that Ash does not possess the Codex, he could come looking for Chloe,” said Sephaeus.
“I want to rip the unborn abomination out of that abhorrent witch and feed it to her,” Esmerelda seethed, standing next to a seated Valara beside the sofa.
“Esmerelda!” Princess Valara looked horrified. “It’s just a baby, it hasn’t done anything wrong.”
Jaron cradled Chloe across his lap on the sofa as she sat upright in her nightie. She nuzzled his neck with her arms carefully wrapped around him. Every once in a while she would pepper his cheek with tiny kisses, ignoring her surroundings as Valara avoided being kicked by her bare feet.
“My apologies Your Highness, but I have a score to settle with that one,” Esmerelda took a deep breath.
“We all have a score to settle,” Jaron added.
“How did you escape Zen Daaz?” asked Sephaeus.
“We didn’t,” Esmerelda replied. “He arrived after us, then said you’d be late. He used his fog to banish us through the mirrors after that.”
“He just let you go?” asked Jaron.
Esmerelda nodded. “The Casters were garrisoned in Valmaron shortly after.”
“Has anyone seen a young girl? She’d be unusually dressed, and carrying a large book,” asked Valara.
Esmerelda shook her head. “Not that we’ve seen.”
Chloe pulled her face away from Jarons cheek and perked up.
“If the Codex is passed down by fathers, then our baby is definitely a boy,” she announced to the room. “I’m going to name him Jay Jay!”
“Jay Jay?” Jaron repeated.
“Jaron Junior,” Chloe gushed sweetly.
Everyone in the room smiled, even Sephaeus managed a slight smirk. Princess Valara reached over and tugged on Esmerelda’s sleeve. Valara whispered something in her ear when she leaned down. Both giggled. The front door opened and Mudmaster Hattie came into the room with a wicker basket alongside Lady Spellcraft.
“My Lord! Oh it’s so gratifying to see you! Just relax, I’ll have you patched up in no time!” she came over and knelt in front of Jaron while Chloe excused herself from his lap.
Hattie opened his shirt and cringed at the sight of his wound.
“Smart of you to summon me, it’s already starting to smell!” Hattie complained and began unpacking her picnic basket.
Out came a bowl full of blueberries, the largest he’d ever seen. Nearly the size of grapes. She handed the bowl to Chloe.
“Give him those my dear,” she instructed before taking out a mortar and pestle.
Jaron didn’t feel hungry, but he ate the blueberries as Chloe happily popped them into his mouth. The Mudmaster took out a handful of dried leaves and began grinding them. Next she took out a lemon and a pocket knife, sliced it in half and juiced it into the pestle. With that she made a paste and applied it to Jaron’s festering wounds. The blueberries tasted delicious and juicy, chasing away the lousy sensation coursing through his veins.
“Aaaand,” Mudmaster Hattie wiped off the paste and the wound was gone. “Taadaaaaaa!”
Sephaeus cocked his head in confusion as Jaron marveled.
“How did you do that?” Jaron questioned.
Mudmaster Hattie closed her eyes and smiled. “That special water you gave me my Lord, I set the rest aside for a little experiment. I’ve been watering several plants with it, and as can you see the results are quite pleasing!”
Jaron leaned forward and touched the paste on the exit wound, which had already healed.
“Valmaron is in for a new era of health thanks to me! And you of course,” Hattie put her care package away and stood up.
“Thank you Hattie, you’re amazing,” said Jaron.
“I know!” she nodded her head and smiled at Chloe. “And I’ll be checking on you in a few days!” Hattie rubbed Chloe’s as-of-yet flat belly. “I’d send Helga but I suspect you’ll be wanting to avoid the gossip.”
“Thank you Hattie,” said Lady Spellcraft, who showed her out.
Chloe jumped back into Jaron’s lap.
“Where can we take her if the child is discovered?” asked Sephaeus.
“The city is crawling with Casters both day and night, it will take time to sort it all out,” Lady Spellcraft replied.
Sephaeus grumbled. “Who is in command?”
“Duke Maximillian,” Lady Spellcraft answered. “He’s been named interim Praetor, although I still have the loyalty of the Tolians.”
Princess Valara huffed. “And what of Zen Daaz?”
“There’s been no sign of him, but he’s certainly hiding in the citadel,” Esmerelda hissed.
“Then he’s likely in league with the Duke,” said Jaron.
Sephaeus made a dissatisfied grunt, marched out the front door and shut it behind him.
“Where’s he going?” Princess Valara frowned.
“I’ll see to him,” said Lady Spellcraft. “The rest of you go on to bed. There will be time to save the world in the morning.”
Princess Valara stood up after Jaron’s mother went, yawning and stretching.
“The master bedroom is upstairs Your Highness. I will show you,” said Esmerelda.
“You mean my room?” Jaron complained. 
Esmerelda narrowed her eyes at him, tipped her nose up and walked over to the Princess.
“You will not be in it because you will be spending the night with Chloe,” Esmerelda asserted.
“You’re damned right he is,” Chloe affirmed with amorous eye contact.
Princess Valara smirked at Esmerelda and then followed her up. Jaron had no desire to argue, and stood up with Chloe still in his arms.
“I’m not wearing anything underneath,” she said softly, staring suggestively at him.
Chloe held onto his neck as Jaron carried her upstairs and walked to her doorway. All three brown labradors were waiting in her bed. They wagged their tails at the sight of him and stuck their tongues out. He loved his dogs, but he loved Chloe more.
“Git!” Jaron commanded.
The dogs lowered their heads with whimpering complaints, but did as they were bid and sauntered out of Chloe’s room. She touched the side of his neck and gently pulled his face close enough to kiss him. He couldn’t believe how much he’d missed these lips, how much he’d missed her.  Jaron smiled at their parting and she smiled back, her eyes had watered slightly and reflected what little light there was into his own.
“I love you Jaron,” Chloe breathed. “Do you know that?”
The warmest sensation flooded Jaron’s chest. It was filled with more affection than he knew what to do with, and the sincerity in Chloe’s eyes completely shattered every foul feeling of the fortnight.
“Chloe…” he trailed off while watching her eyes. “I didn’t know what real love was until I loved you.”
She smiled so fast it took all of his self control not to kiss her again. He had a better idea: Jaron threw her onto the bed instead. She rolled toward the pillows and laughed in girlish delight. As soon as she was on her back, she slowly hiked up her night dress to tease him with her slender legs. With the other hand, she pointed at him and beckoned him to come hither with a curl of her finger. Jaron pulled off his shirt, turned around and slammed the door shut behind him.
***
Jaron awoke the next morning to the smell of foods he hadn’t eaten in months. He smelled pancakes, eggs, bacon, and bread. Chloe was missing from the bed, and he hadn’t felt her get up. He was thoroughly rested, but his body felt the exertion of his night with her. He’d been so immersed in making love to Chloe that he’d gotten a full workout without his realizing it. It was like their first night together all over again. After putting on some light clothes, he went downstairs to the kitchen where Valara, Esmerelda, and Chloe were already at the dinette table. Chloe had prepared a magnificent spread and was serving it to them.
“You learned to cook,” Jaron said with pleasant surprise.
Esmerelda crunched into a piece of buttered toast, while Princess Valara carefully cut into a fried egg with a knife and fork.
“Oh look, he’s finally awake,” Valara said in a patronizing tone. “I was starting to think Chloe loved you to death last night.”
All three women giggled as Lady Spellcraft came into the room with a basket of sheets.
“My son yet survives, but the bedding did not escape her wrath unscathed,” his mother teased as she took the basket into a side laundry room.
Jaron rolled his eyes and pulled up a chair. Esmerelda put a plate piled with breakfast in front of him as he sat down. He caught her hand just as she pulled it away from his plate, and gave her a quick smile of gratitude while stroking the top of her hand with his thumb. The sound of hampers being moved piqued his curiosity.
“Mother,” Jaron called out to her. “Why are you doing laundry? Isn’t Harvey supposed to do that?”
“I gave him some time off,” Lady Spellcraft said through the door, coming back out with an empty basket. “Which means you’ll be taking out the trash and pulling the weeds. I trust you still remember how to do that?”
Jaron wanted to be annoyed, but he chuckled toward the ceiling instead. He was home. Someone threw a pebble at one of the kitchen windows. The women went quiet. Jaron made eye contact with his mother.
“I’m not expecting company,” said Lady Spellcraft.
Jaron got out of his chair and reached for the wooden club next to the back door. He took it outside with him and carefully crouched as he came around the corner of the house. Someone was walking along the side of his house. Jaron raised the club, gripped it tightly and jumped out to face the intruder.  When he saw who it was, his arms froze before he could swing. A pair of gray eyes looked up at him.
“Hi Jaron.”
It was Devari.
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Lady Spellcraft poured Devari a cup of water in the main dining room, while Esmerelda and Chloe sat with Princess Valara between them. Jaron stood at the head of the table. After serving the cup, Lady Spellcraft pulled a chair to sit next to Devari. Her book sat on the table in front of her. She finished the cup in seconds.
“How did she evade patrols, let alone find us?” Esmerelda had a suspicious expression.
“With this,” Devari winked and pulled a brooch out of her hair. “The Princess gave them to me. I could go wherever I looked with them.”
“We used a similar trick with the Rolling Rumblers,” Jaron revealed.
Lady Spellcraft made a befuddled face and then shook her head. “As much as I’m looking forward to learning more about your adventures, I think Esmerelda is more concerned with how she knew where we were.”
“Jaron drew me a map,” Devari pointed at her book. “I didn’t know which way was north until the sun came up.”
“So you suspected treachery from ‘Ketra’ all along?” Esmerelda pressed Jaron.
“I suspected something would go wrong like it always does,” he retorted.
Esmerelda conceded after a pause. “That’s fair.”
“Did you get the Shodin Star back?” asked Devari.
“The show-da what?” Chloe replied.
“The Slicer,” said Jaron. “And no.”
Devari looked disappointed. “Oh…well if you ever get it back, I can unlock it for you.”
“Unlock it?” Princess Valara leaned forward.
The little girl nodded slowly. “It’s not like the crystals I saw on the women in purple robes. It’s a core crystal.”
Lady Spellcraft straightened her posture and poured Devari another cup from the pitcher. Esmerelda looked intrigued.
“I don’t know what that is,” Jaron admitted.
“A core crystal is the dream of every Caster,” Chloe interjected.
Even Valara looked confused. Jaron raised an eyebrow while Devari took another sip.
“The crystals that fell to Valmaron are part of a larger chunk. So large it formed the valley we all live in. The core portion is denser, and much more powerful,” Esmerelda explained.
“And they’re rare. The Queen has one on her heart,” said Chloe.
Princess Valara shuddered. “You mean I have to get more surgery?”
“What would ‘unlocking’ the Slicer do?” asked Lady Spellcraft.
“Turn it into the Banisher of course,” Devari stated simply.
“Banisher?” Jaron crossed his arms.
Devari nodded her head. “Able to erase Soul Script, not just write it.”
Jaron immediately leaned forward and set his hands on the table. “You’re telling me there’s a way to completely remove a Script, not just change it?”
“Mmm hmm!” Devari took another sip.
“How does she know all this?” asked Esmerelda.
“Devari has all of Lord Buun’s knowledge,” Princess Valara responded. “He must have been searching for a way to reverse the things he’d done to himself.”
“Sweetie, does anyone else know about this?” asked Lady Spellcraft.
Devari looked up to think about it, and then shook her head. Jaron’s mother looked relieved.
“This is all making me hungry again,” said Valara as she stood up from her chair.
“Me too,” Chloe enthused as she rose to join the Princess.
“Oh I’m sorry, I nearly forgot!” Devari perked up. “Whoever has the Eyes might be able to tell, but only if they know what I know.”
Jaron joined his mother in a look of confusion, when Esmerelda gasped suddenly.
“Oh no,” Esmerelda looked frightfully at Jaron. “When I was in Zen Daaz’s library, I read a few of his books. He was onto something.”
“Onto what?” asked Valara.
“Taking the knowledge of Vaelonn,” she replied.
“And he has both the Hex and the Slicer,” Jaron finished.
“Your adversary is storing up treasures,” said Lady Spellcraft. “Do you know what he will be after next?”
“He’ll be wanting the Codex,” Jaron rested his chin on his fingers pensively.
“He doesn’t get to have my baby,” Chloe’s face looked deadly serious.
A twinge of anger flared up inside Jaron, one he quickly suppressed. Princess Valara pulled Chloe into a side embrace and held on.
“The Voice,” said Devari.
Everyone looked silently at her.
Devari finished her cup and set it down. “The one who speaks for Vaelonn. Whoever gets that can speak Script into being. If he gets it, he won’t even need to etch it anymore.”
“The Emissary…” Princess Valara trailed off.
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“We need more crystals,” said Sephaeus.
He’d removed his bracers and given them to Esmerelda and Chloe. Esmerelda wore one on her right arm, Chloe wore the other on her left. Jaron was standing behind his sofa as all three dogs scrambled for attention from Devari.
“You must be feeling rather vulnerable,” Lady Spellcraft teased him. “I imagine that’s an unusual sensation for a Sentinel.”
Sephaeus grumbled. “Save your wit Annika. If we’re going to get into the citadel we can’t fight every Caster on the way in.”
“Yes we can!” Chloe protested.
“It wouldn’t even be a competition,” said Esmerelda.
Jaron shook his head. “Too much fuss. Zen Daaz would know we’re here in an instant.”
Princess Valara entered the room from the long corridor to the back of the house.
“We’re going to need friends. Luckily for you, I still have some,” Valara said with sassy pride on her face.
“What have you done?” Sephaeus unfolded his arms.
“I’ve taken the liberty of contacting Quartermaster Quartz,” she replied. “He’s agreed to help us any way he can.”
Jaron’s eyes went wide. “Valara, you can’t just go sending holospheres around. They’re bright and obvious. What if you were caught?”
“As if I’d make such a novice mistake!” Princess Valara shoved her hands onto her hips as her eye irises glowed blue. “Quartz can perceive me directly through his spectacles. Nobody would have seen me at all.”
Lady Spellcraft smiled. “I like her.”
“Hmph!” Princess Valara turned her nose up. “I still trust you even after your breathtaking lapses in judgment, so I’d appreciate a little faith in return.”
Jaron walked over to her, wrapped her into a hug and lifted her off the floor. “Valara, I could kiss you!”
“Don’t,” Sephaeus commanded. 
“Alright alright, put me down! Not in front of the others!” Valara objected.
Jaron set her down and saw the Princess blushing. Sephaeus shook his head while Lady Spellcraft smiled deviously. The Two Terrors pretended to be looking away at their new armaments. Valara flushed her dress back down, her face a bit fluttered.
“Just…don’t assume I’m some sort of renegade,” Valara said sheepishly. “I’m following your lead after all…”
“Fair enough,” Jaron conceded. “Now that we have someone on the inside, we just need a way in.”
“You have a way in,” Lady Spellcraft observed.
That got everyone’s attention. Lady Spellcraft waited for them to figure it out, and simply shrugged when they didn’t.
“There are deliveries going into the citadel all the time,” she elaborated.
Jaron shook his head. “I already thought of that. Deliveries are inspected.”
“For stowaways yes, but not Script,” said Lady Spellcraft. “Tolians don’t have Scripters, and the only ones coming out here belong to your uncle.”
“So you’re suggesting that we put Entangle Bangle Scripting on a wagon?” said Jaron.
“Bangle Script turns the object golden. That’ll be too obvious,” warned Sephaeus.
“They’ll notice if you try to plant one too,” Chloe added.
“We need another way,” said Esmerelda.
“You have another way,” Lady Spellcraft pointed up. “The Brightstar Passover in a few weeks. It goes uncelebrated among Tolians every month, but not in the citadel.”
Sephaeus agreed with a nod. “The amount of wagons going in will be too much to check everything. Without me watching, they’ll just wave it all in.”
Everything came together in Jaron’s head; he held up a triumphant fist.
“I’ve got it: Uncle Pritchard’s cooling tombs. Devari can Script them not to freeze us,” Jaron turned to look at Devari. “You can do that?
Devari nodded happily.
“Yes! That’s it! Lady Spellcraft you are astonishing,” Princess Valara complimented.
“Thank you Your Highness, I try,” Lady Spellcraft said with a smirk.
“That solves that, but Sephaeus still doesn’t have any crystals,” Esmerelda pointed out.
Jaron groaned at the thought that came to him and shook his head. “I might know someone, but I don’t like it. There’s a decorative crystal in the temple…with Master Bishop.”
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“Two more hours until sunset,” said Jaron as he peered out the dining room window. “Then we’ll go.”
“I’ll make supper!” Chloe stretched her arms and got up from her seat. “I’m hungry.”
“You’re going to get even hungrier,” said Lady Spellcraft.
“I knooooow, it’ll be great,” Chloe crooned on her way to the kitchen.
“Will you be dining with us Sephaeus?” Lady Spellcraft asked the Sentinel Commander, who was also looking out of a window.
“I will be leaving soon,” he replied. “I found an apple tree.”
Lady Spellcraft shook her head dismissively. “You will need your strength. Eat with us.”
Sephaeus remained steadfast. “Thank you Annika, but I will be fine.”
Jaron felt a sense of dread as his mother’s eyebrows pointed down. He walked away from the Sentinel Commander and sat down next to Valara instead, well outside the line of fire.
“You are in my house and you are hungry. Come away from that window and sit down, now,” his mother instructed in an authoritatively low tone of voice.
The Sentinel Commander slowly turned around and glared at Lady Spellcraft, who raised an eyebrow expectantly. He shook his head and went over to sit down. Princess Valara watched the whole exchange and leaned over to Jaron.
“You know,” she spoke discreetly. “Your mother can be rather frightening.”
“You don’t know the half of it,” Jaron replied. “Master Gokiy once avoided her for a week when I sprained my ankle during training.”
“You sprained your ankle?” Valara said in surprise.
“It was my fault,” Jaron admitted. “I tried to fly by holding the Slicer and jumping out of a tree. I was eleven.”
Princess Valara giggled. “That sounds like something you would do. Always attempting the impossible.”
Jaron smiled back at her and then noticed Devari napping on a leather chair. Only Esmerelda was unaccounted for.
“Has anyone seen Esmerelda?” asked Jaron.
Lady Spellcraft answered first. “I believe she wanted to see the new plumbing. The fountain works now.”
Jaron nodded and then looked at Valara.
“I’ll have a drink waiting for you when you return,” the Princess waved him off with a knowing smirk.
Jaron took Valara’s hand and kissed it. The Sentinel Commander’s disapproval be damned. After the smile she gave him, he made his way through the kitchen as Chloe clattered about and went out the back door. There he saw Esmerelda sitting on a stone bench, looking toward a man-made stream stocked with fish. The branches of a large weeping tree dangled over it. At the mouth of the stream stood a three-tiered stone fountain. A wooden picket fence serving as a boundary between the property and the vast plains. All three dogs rested by Esmerelda’s feet. She hadn’t noticed him at all until he walked right next to her.
“Oh!” she startled.
Esmerelda dismissed the dogs, making room for Jaron to sit down next to her. Her hand quickly found Jaron’s as he watched the fountain with her in silence, fingers intertwined.
“Thank you for keeping your promise,” Esmerelda finally spoke.
Jaron turned to her. “What do you mean?”
Esmerelda turned to him with a contented smile. “Giving me a house by the water, with puppies to play with.”
It struck him in an instant, flashing back to the day she and Chloe pledged themselves under his care. He chuckled quietly through his nose and looked out toward the view.
“Was it worth the wait?” he asked.
“No…” Esmerelda turned his face back toward her by the chin. “But you were.” 
She stroked his cheek with her thumb, leaned close and gave him a prolonged kiss. He touched her face, opened his mouth slightly and kissed her again softly. After partaking of such tenderness, they held their faces close and looked into each other’s eyes.
“I’ve come to love this place,” she said. “And you.”
Before Jaron could speak, she put her finger on his lips and lightly shook her head.
“Don’t say anything,” Esmerelda whispered. “I want you in my bed tonight, so come back quickly.”
Jaron remained quiet, and nodded his head. They kissed again.
The dinner table had been full of laughter, mostly at Sephaeus and Jaron’s expense. Lady Spellcraft helped herself to a glass of wine, along with Princess Valara who enjoyed a bit too much. Devari chased after the dogs, who played tag throughout the house until tiring out.
When they finished their feast, Lady Spellcraft put a blanket over Devari who ended up passing out on the sofa. Sephaeus nodded to Jaron, and they went out into the night. Outside of the eastern tavern district, Tolians did not roam the streets this late, so the presence of Casters became easier to detect. The Temple of Vaelonn was easier to reach, being in the middle of a large square south of the citadel. The surrounding streets were made from stonemasonry rather than dirt or gravel. Jaron and Sephaeus moved behind buildings to the side of the main cathedral.
“Where is the crystal?” asked Sephaeus.
“In the statue behind the altar, the front doors should be unlocked,” Jaron answered.
“Careless policy,” the Sentinel Commander commented.
They walked around the temple up the main staircase and grabbed the door handle. Someone else pulled it open. Master Tuppence stood there.
Damn.
“Lord Spellcraft?” he adjusted his glasses. “And the Sentinel Commander? You have returned!”
Jaron put his palm over the Master’s mouth and pushed him inside. Sephaeus shut the doors behind them. Master Tuppence was relinquished once they were safely in.
“I did not know you were home! Valmaron has been buzzing about the legendary confrontation between Battlemaster Beardy and Lord Buun. We were told you fell in battle.”
“You won’t get rid of me that easily Tuppence,” Jaron quipped.
“Clearly not!” Master Tuppence smiled. “I must thank you for your shrewd negotiations in the citadel, my coffers have never been more full!”
Sephaeus rolled his eyes while Jaron scanned his surroundings.
“Is Master Bishop in?” asked Jaron.
Tuppence lit up. “Why he is in fact! We were just discussing a tariff on sending sacraments to the citadel. Are you here to finish negotiations?”
“Spellcraft, he talks too much,” Sephaeus growled.
“Master Tuppence, I’m here on a personal visit. I don’t want anyone to know I’m back, and I’m not here to make you money,” said Jaron.
Master Tuppence frowned. “Pity. Well, I must return to the counting house. I will soon be expanding our services into banking.”
“Isn’t that where somebody else keeps your money?” asked Jaron.
“Indeed! In such times, these measures are necessary,” Master Tuppence bowed his head. “Good night my Lord. Be well Sentinel Commander.”
Master Tuppence saw himself out, leaving Jaron and Sephaeus to proceed into the cathedral. Master Bishop was kneeling in front of the altar in prayer. They snuck through the pews, walked up behind him and Jaron put a hand on Bishop’s shoulder. He screamed.
“Aaaaaahhhhh-what are you doing here?” he held his arms up defensively.
“Here to see you actually,” Jaron said with a deadpan expression.
“Here to see me?” Master Bishop looked elated.
“That actually,” Sephaeus pointed at the statue of the first Sentinel. A pear-cut crystal was embedded in its forehead.
Master Bishop looked up at it, and then back to Jaron with widened eyes. He held his palms up defensively and backed up.
“That? Oh no. No no no no you can’t have that. It’s a priceless heirloom, a symbol of our faith!” Master Bishop argued.
“Actually, it’s a Caster crystal,” Jaron corrected him.
“A Caster crystal?” Master Bishop looked back and forth between it and them. “And what in the world could you possibly want with it?”
Jaron put his hand on Master Bishop’s shoulder. “Vaelonn requires your help.”
“My help?” Master Bishop began grinning. “I see my sermons have finally gotten through to you. And what would Vaelonn ask of his servant?”
Sephaeus was already climbing onto the statue’s back with a pocket knife.
“He requires the implement of his will be loaned to the Sentinel Commander, so that the enemy cannot prosper and your teachings can continue,” Jaron rambled as fancifully as he could. “Oh and…nobody can know we were here.”
Ding. Sephaeus popped the crystal out, which was far larger up close than on the statue. Easily the size of an actual pear, and flat on the back. The Sentinel Commander jumped from the top with a loud ‘thump’, clutching the crystal with a gratified grin. Master Bishop looked at Sephaeus, and then nodded happily to Jaron.
“Not a word of this will escape these walls. Vaelonn can count on me,” Bishop hushed himself with a finger.
“Alright, good,” Jaron turned to Sephaeus. “Let’s go.”
They went back to the front door and swung it open, only to find an entire squad of Casters marching toward them. Master Tuppence walked in front. Jaron shut the door.
“Damn,” said Jaron. He looked at Sephaeus who made an irritated expression. “It’s Tuppence, he’s betrayed us. And he brought Casters.”
Sephaeus gripped the crystal as it flickered a flash of gold light. “Then we fight.”
“Against that many? Half the city will hear you,” said Jaron.
“You have any better suggestions?” Sephaeus retorted.
A loud knock rattled the door.
“Lord Spellcraft, please come out peacefully and nobody need be harmed!” Master Tuppence spoke.
“Wait for an opening, then take it,” Jaron said to Sephaeus.
He opened the door. Master Tuppence stood there looking quite pleased with himself. “Zen Daaz will be wanting to see you once he learns of your return. It would be best for all of us if you came quietly.”
“So you’re the rat in the rafters?” Jaron snarled. “Why have you done this, Reginald?”
A sly grin appeared on the Master’s face. “In such times…these measures are necessary.”
The lead Caster held up her hand and struck the back of Master Tuppence’s head with a purple flash. He went down, completely unconscious. Even Sephaeus couldn’t prevent the look of his own surprise.
“Good evening Lord Spellcraft,”
the Caster pulled down her hood, revealing a familiar dark-skinned face with gold-dipped dreadlocks. “I am Trixia: leader of the Dirty Dozen. Can we be of assistance?”
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Lady Spellcraft opened the front door and immediately shifted her eyes to the squad of Casters behind Jaron. After whispering a headcount, she rolled her eyes and smiled.
“More women? You just don’t know when to stop do you?” Jaron’s mother teased before stepping to the side and letting them in the house.
Jaron went in and the Casters marched right after, causing Chloe and Esmerelda to jump to their feet. Princess Valara froze in her seat on the sofa, with Devari snoozing over her lap.
“It’s alright,” Jaron assured them. “They’re with us.”
“With us? Or with us?” Princess Valara questioned as she carefully set Devari’s head on a cushion.
Once the Princess stood, the Dirty Dozen took a knee and bowed.
“Your Highness,” said Trixia, who stood up first followed by the rest of the squad. “We’ve come to repay a kindness.”
“Where’s Sephaeus?” asked Lady Spellcraft.
“Carrying an order from me to the other Casters in town,” Trixia answered.
“What orders?” Esmerelda put her hands on her hips.
Trixia looked at the Two Terrors sharply, and then nodded respectfully. Esmerelda and Chloe nodded back.
“Orders to stand down,” said Trixia.
Jaron grinned proudly as Princess Valara smiled like a child opening a birthday present. She walked to Jaron and planted a firm kiss on his lips. Emerelda and Chloe began moving toward the Dirty Dozen, with Trixia keeping her eyes locked on. They shook hands.
“Good to have you Trixy,” said Esmerelda.
“Thank you Trixy,” said Chloe.
Trixia swept her dreadlocked curls back. “You can thank me by giving us a rematch when this is all over.”
“We won’t hold back,” Chloe said with a smirk.
“I hope not,” Trixia grinned in return.
“So what are we going to do now?” Lady Spellcraft smiled at Jaron. “Now that you’ve taken the city without shedding a single drop of blood.”
“There are Praetorian Guards in the citadel,” Trixia warned. “They replaced Sentinels, and they resemble Unscrupulous.”
“We’re going to wait until the Brightstar Passover, then we’ll make our move,” Jaron turned around and looked at the Dirty Dozen. “And, all of you are getting rooms at our finest inns. And you’re going to eat whatever you want.”
Trixia’s widened eyes looked at her teammates, who all looked quite excited.
Esmerelda leaned forward toward Trixia and whispered loudly. “You’re about to be spoiled.”
Chloe joined in the huddle. “So spoiled.”
“Ladies,” Princess Valara interrupted, bringing the Dirty Dozen to attention instantly. “Have you heard? Chloe is having a baby!”
The entire gaggle of women erupted into excited chatter, Chloe disappeared behind the crowd as they surrounded her. Jaron excused himself from the fray and stood next to his mother.
“Look at their faces Jaron, this is you,” Lady Spellcraft kissed his cheek. “This is you at your best.”
She stepped away from Jaron and joined in the jubilance. Esmerelda walked away from the rest and took Jaron by the hand. She pulled him out of the crowded living room and led him up the stairs to the upstairs hallway. They stopped in front of the open door of her bedroom, where she turned to kiss him deeply.
“The girls can take care of themselves,” Esmerelda looked at him with amorous eyes and a mischievous smirk. “Now let me take care of you.”
She turned around to enter while their hands were still linked, but he spun her back around and pulled her into him.
“Ooh!” she uttered in surprise.
Jaron kissed her fiercely and held her by the small of her back. She pulled away with a dreamy expression while he reached for the shoulders of her nightgown. They were secured by tied lace loops. One tug on each and the whole thing fell off. She kicked it away.
Esmerelda gave him time to admire her bare body. She was magnificent. Now he got to show her how much he adored her, and how much he wanted her. Jaron put his hands on her waist, slid them down to her hips and pulled her close for a passionate kiss. His fingers reached down to flick her where she’d feel it the most.
Esmerelda jolted and broke the kiss with an eager gasp, looking at him like he was a mythical creature. “Jaron…I love you.”
“And I love you,” Jaron stared into her eyes. “Now come here!”
With a firm grip he grabbed her bountiful buttocks and picked her up, she wrapped her legs around him. Esmerelda giggled as Jaron carried her into the room and kicked the door shut behind him.
Her dark skin absorbed the pale moonlight coming through the window as he laid her glorious body down on the bed. He combed his fingers through her black hair, their lips meeting repeatedly as Esmerelda helped him strip.
She pulled his shirt over his head and threw it aside, then went for his trousers next. Jaron kicked off his boots, slid out of the rest of his clothes and discarded them. Now it was just his skin on hers.
Esmerelda spread her legs for him, a look of anticipation meeting his eyes. Thankfully, he had some experience with this now, and elected to begin with his mouth. He kissed her neck, held her breast in one hand while sucking on the other.
Little by little his mouth wandered down, kissing her the entire way, until her beautiful pussy was on display right in front of his face.
“Jaron are you—ohh!”
He stuck his tongue out, flattened it against her lovely folds, and licked the entire thing. In that very instant, he was addicted. He licked again, tasting each one of her pussy lips and pulling them gently into his mouth.
“Oh my…Jaron…ohh…”
Jaron treated it like an act of ravenous worship, wanting her to feel as good as she tasted. He sucked on her swelling center of sensitivity, driving her to grip the bedsheets before he touched her entrance with the tip of his finger.
He barely got the first knuckle in before Esmerelda cried out as her exotic pussy clenched onto it. Her orgasm was long, loud, and powerful.
This was a woman releasing a lifetime of tension in a single moment, and Jaron was all too happy to be the man to give her all of the love she never got. His only regret was that he hadn’t met her sooner, just so she might be spared the loneliness.
Esmerelda shuddered and panted as her shoulders convulsed from her laughter.
“Now I understand what Chloe was talking about,” she said. “Jaron, get inside me. Now.”
He didn’t wait to oblige, and got between the legs she so wonderfully spread. Esmerelda’s pussy conformed to his shape as he plunged inside her for the first time, still spasming from her earlier orgasm.
“Ahh…ah!” she cried out.
Jaron moved his hips smoothly and forcefully, loving this woman with every thrust, intoxicated by the sound of her moans. Oh how they should have done this so long ago. She grabbed onto his back, holding on for dear life while the bed shook from his increasingly powerful thrusts.
“Oh—oh Jaron slow down. Be gentle.”
Taking care not to make her uncomfortable, Jaron did as she asked and relaxed his tempo to casual lovemaking. Yes, this was the pace they both preferred right then. Esmerelda felt so good, and going slow let him savor the sublime sensation of her pussy—which he was about to cum because of.
“Esmerelda—”
“Oh yes Jaron.”
“Inside?”
Esmerelda nodded with a smile. “Yes Jaron. Inside.”
The instant he received permission, he let everything go deep inside Esmerelda’s receptive slit. He bucked his hips uncontrollably, his mind emptying itself faster than his family jewels.
They moaned together, and Jaron felt a supreme gratification that he’d finally consummated his marriage with both of his wives. Esmerelda bucked her hips back at him—and she didn’t stop even after he’d finished climaxing.
She wanted more.
“You’re not done, are you?” asked Jaron.
“Far from it. Are you?”
Jaron pulled out briefly to witness the contrast of a white pearl of seed leaking from her caramel-complexioned pussy, then penetrated her once more.
“I’m not done either,” he said.
“Mmh. Good,” she said, pulling his head down for a kiss. “I want everything I missed, no matter how long it takes.”
“After what happened with Chloe, you might be pregnant from this.”
“Then make sure I am,” she said with an intense gaze. “We have all night to drain you dry.”
What followed was nothing short of glorious. It lasted well into the early hours before dawn, until Esmerelda’s perpetual passion finally wore him out.
***
The next morning, Jaron and Esmerelda entered the kitchen holding hands. He hadn’t gotten a lot of sleep, but the rest he did get was quite deep. Chloe was preparing a feast involving ham cutlets and seasoned spud cubes, while Princess Valara stood next to the stove chatting away with her. Valara gestured at them with a tilt of her head, getting Chloe to turn around and giggle at them.
Jaron pulled a chair for Esmerelda, who sat down and smiled up at him. He sat as Princess Valara pulled up a chair next to Esmerelda and crossed a leg toward her.
“So…” Princess Valara narrowed her eyes and leaned into Esmerelda. “Was it nice?”
“Better,” Esmerelda replied as she looked at Jaron suggestively. “And I want more soon.”
He winked back at her. Chloe finished cooking and set the rest of the food into a large serving dish. Jaron went to help her carry it to the table. That one earned him a peck on the cheek from Chloe.
“You have lost time to make up for,” Chloe grinned at Esmerelda. “I feel like you deserve another night.”
“Jaron, can you take your plate into the dining room?” asked Princess Valara. “The ladies and I need to talk.”
They all giggled at Jaron, who put three portions of food on an empty plate and then took the entire serving dish with him.
“Love you Jaron!” Princess Valara said teasingly, before visibly realizing what she said and blushing profusely.
Jaron took the opportunity to flash a cocky grin and left the kitchen. He sat at the big table with his bounty and began digging in. The dogs ran to his feet within seconds looking for their share. After scanning around the room and seeing no sign of his mother, Jaron started feeding the dogs from the table. That was when Lady Spellcraft walked in the front door with a beige tote. He straightened up and tried to shoo the dogs away.
“Good morning darling,” she greeted. “Where are the girls? I brought new outfits for them.”
“They’re in the kitchen,” he replied.
Lady Spellcraft came around and kissed him on the cheek, before snapping her fingers to scatter the dogs. Sephaeus entered the house shortly after, wearing new Tolian clothes. His mother took one look at the new crystal he held and rolled her eyes.
“You just had to have the biggest one didn’t you?” she mocked before turning back to Jaron. “And you! You know better than to feed the dogs. You’re going to clean up that floor when you’ve finished.”
“Yes mother,” Jaron shook his head and shoved a muffin in his mouth.
Sephaeus came to the dining room table as Lady Spellcraft went to the back with the others. The Sentinel Commander set the crystal on the table and sat down.
“I need new armor,” said Sephaeus.
“I’ll talk to the smiths, they’ll make whatever you want,” said Jaron.
“Can they forge Valmari steel?” the Sentinel Commander made a skeptical face. “It needs to be lightweight without sacrificing protection.”
“If it isn’t to your standards, Devari can Script it to fix it,” Jaron retorted, before pushing the breakfast platter away and standing up. “The rest is yours.”
Jaron went upstairs to Esmerelda’s bedroom to retrieve his clothes from the previous night when he noticed a light shining through his trousers. It was his special belt, and the buckle was blinking.
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A holo of Quartermaster Quartz popped up into the room from his blinking belt buckle the moment Jaron pressed it. It started talking immediately.
“Greetings Lord Spellcraft, please do not respond! I am not actually speaking this very moment. This message was preserved before sending. Very convenient,” said Quartz, still wearing a monocle. “This is an Energetically Manifested Aether Illuminated Letter. I call it: E-mail! Took many tries. Almost killed the cat. Did you know I have a cat now thanks to you? However, I’ll need you to teach me the command to make it defecate in the lavatory. So much poop. Too much poop.”
The Quartz holo looked to his left and right before continuing.
“You’ll be saddened to know that Troy Maximillian has become Praetor after the Duke’s unusual disappearance, but you’ll be relieved to know he is also an imbecile.”
Jaron laughed at that one, picked up the belt and went into the hall with it. Quartz kept talking.
“I’ve been Scripting the vestibule in preparation for your arrival. On the night of the Brightstar Passover, the mirrors to the barracks will cease to function for one hour after the last delivery. You must see yourself to the Crowned Cluster, where Her Majesty resides. The Queen has not been seen in some time, and I believe our hidden foe may have her captive, as she is too powerful to defeat directly.
“Oh and…one more thing. The Praetorian Guard are not to be underestimated. Protect your crystals at all costs.”
The holo vanished. Jaron jolted at a creaking floorboard behind him. It was Sephaeus.
“Training is necessary,” said the Sentinel Commander.
“For me?” Jaron asked.
“No, for the Two Terrors,” said Sephaeus. “I’m going to make them more terrifying.”
***
Jaron, Esmerelda, and Chloe all stood on a dirt knoll outside the blademen training grounds. The sun had just reached the top of the sky, with Sephaeus carrying a traditional sword.
“Did we have to come all this way?” asked Chloe.
“Yes,” said Sephaeus.
The Sentinel Commander used the sword to draw a big circle around the three. Eight by eight feet, enough room to move around somewhat comfortably. When he was done, he moved ten paces away, drew a line and then stuck the sword into it. Jaron felt a sense of excitement with simultaneous concern. Sephaeus reached into his pocket and pulled his new crystal. Esmerelda and Chloe brandished their bracers.
“Today’s exercise is simple: knock me over this line without leaving the circle. No flying,” said Sephaeus.
“No flying? That’s the best part!” Chloe announced her disappointment.
“You won’t have as much room in the citadel,” Sephaeus explained.
“And what am I doing here?” asked Jaron.
“If I knock you out of the circle, I win,” said Sephaeus. “Begin.”
Esmerelda and Chloe looked at each other with a confident smirk, and then focused on Sephaeus. They thrust their palms forward, sending a large purple sphere at him. The sphere, itself large enough to engulf the Sentinel Commander whole, stopped shy of striking him and washed around his body like water. Sephaeus was unmoved.
“You aren’t going to stun me, purple won’t do it. Try harder,” he commanded.
Esmerelda and Chloe immediately responded with an underhanded wave, sending a torrent of green aether rushing at Sephaeus. It got the same result as the purple.
“Green won’t move me either. Use red, and don’t hold anything back,” said Sephaeus.
“Sephaeus, that’s too destructive with Jaron standing right here,” said Esmerelda.
“Can’t we use yellow? Red could kill you,” Chloe added.
Sephaeus crossed his arms. “If you don’t knock me down on this next turn, I’m going to take mine.”
They nodded. Esmerelda began waving her hand in a circle in front of her. Chloe aimed her fingers at a red orb forming between them, which began forcing wind away as it grew to the size of a watermelon. Buuurrrrrrr! It made a loud vibration as it manifested.
“Jaron,” said Esmerelda. “Get down.”
Jaron ducked and crossed his arms over his face. The red orb shot like a Blammer and streaked forward. Sephaeus reached up with a hand covered in gold aether, and caught the thing without it exploding. He dissolved it to be smaller and smaller, until it fit completely in his hand. He threw the remainder far behind him. It exploded into a red column of fire with a wave so strong it nearly knocked down everyone except Sephaeus. Esmerelda and Chloe looked at each other in abject astonishment. In that split second, Sephaeus blitzed into the circle, and threw a normal punch into Jaron’s gut. He went down clutching his stomach. The man had a mean swing.
“Sephaeus!” Chloe ranted. “That was too rough!”
The Sentinel Commander glared at her suddenly, causing her to step back.
“If I was being rough, he wouldn’t get up,” Sephaeus countered. “I told you not to hold back.”
“We weren’t!” Esmerelda exclaimed.
“Then you’re wasting energy!” he shouted.
Sephaeus reached down and pulled Jaron up to his feet before walking back to his spot.
“There should be no difference in power between you and I. None,” said Sephaeus.
“Your crystal is larger, of course you’re more powerful,” Esmerelda deplored.
“Wrong,” Sephaeus shook his head. “Even if we switched crystals, I’d still defeat you both because I know how to deploy my power properly! Your talents are second to none, but you like to show off with big spectacles. You scatter your emotions and spread your aether too thin.”
“It’s worked for us so far,” Chloe muttered.
“Because you’ve never met a real challenge!” Sephaeus blared. “If you can’t knock me down, you can’t help in the citadel. Now, are you going to knock me down or not?”
The girls crossed their arms and looked away. Jaron rubbed his stomach, still sore from the last blow. Sephaeus grumbled in frustration as gold aether began swirling around his body.
“Very well. If you don’t knock me down…” he blitzed into the circle again. “I’m going to hurt Jaron until you do.”
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Esmerelda and Chloe summoned a blue shield in front of them as Sephaeus clenched his fist and backhanded it. The shield shattered like glass before the Sentinel Commander followed it up by blitzing around the circle continuously. He moved at such speed that it formed a nearly solid circle of golden light around them. Chloe balled a fist and then extended two fingers, sending a bar of yellow aether to blockade the movement and catch Sephaeus on the leg. He broke through and the resulting recoil knocked Chloe into Esmerelda. They both fell and Sephaeus appeared behind Jaron, taking him into a headlock that he couldn’t escape. Between the hard knocks and repeated falls, Jaron’s nose bled along with his bottom lip.
Esmerelda reached out and flung a rope of green aether, but Sephaeus flicked it away with a wave of his shining hand. He tightened his grip and stifled Jaron’s throat.
“Sephaeus, stop!” Chloe shouted. “You’re hurting him!”
Jaron pulled on the Sentinel Commander’s thick forearm, periodically sucking in air but couldn’t budge the hold.
“You can’t even slow me down, can you?” Sephaeus growled. “Is this how you will fight Zen Daaz? Is this how you will watch Jaron die?”
“Sephaeus, stop,” Esmerelda spoke in a deeper voice with sharpened eyes. She stood up alongside Chloe.
The Sentinel Commander did not listen and maintained the hold. Jaron saw the edges of his vision going dark. Golden aether manifested in the air around them, except it was attracted to Chloe and Esmerelda.
“I said stop!” Esmerelda shrieked.
Something struck the space between Jaron and Sephaeus, separating them. Jaron gasped for air and went down to a knee, holding his neck as Chloe started hovering over the ground. Esmerelda clapped her hands together, and when she pulled them apart a row of golden orbs appeared in the air between her palms. Chloe blitzed. She carried Sephaeus up into the air with a web of green aether, then turned it red to forcefully blast him up above her. Sephaeus blitzed across the air when Esmerelda waved her orbs into a crescent of gold light, knocking Sephaeus off course.
Jaron shielded his face as the Sentinel landed on the ground with enough force to carve a trough into the ground, his skidding feet sending dirt in all directions. Chloe and Esmerelda simultaneously blitzed where Sephaeus landed, and then a loud ‘boom’ preceded a column of light erupting upwards. A wall of wind staggered Jaron back, who planted his feet to remain upright. When the light cleared, Sephaeus had both palms up, clutching swirling orbs of gold and red that Chloe and Esmerelda were trying to shove into him by hand. Golden aether with red specks lined their bodies.
Sephaeus grinned in satisfaction as his arms shook from the force they produced..
“Now you’re getting it,” he said.
Sephaeus popped the orbs with his glowing hands and then waved his arm, forcing the Two Terrors to hover back. He pointed at them and his voice resonated like thunder. “That’s enough.”
Esmerelda and Chloe ceased their aggression, landing back down and dispelling their aether fields. Chloe stormed away first, coming to check on Jaron with an uncharacteristically annoyed face.
“Did he hurt you?” asked Chloe.
“I’ve had worse,” Jaron responded with a smirk.
Esmerelda’s body was shaking, her fingers curled like she wanted to claw something’s eyes out.
“Esmerelda,” Jaron called to her. “Calm down.”
Esmerelda turned around, her chest visibly heaving from heightened breathing. She walked over to Jaron and hugged him tightly before walking away. Sephaeus strode to the line he’d drawn, pulled the sword out of the ground and flung a dirt clump off of it.
“Remember how that felt. That’s where you want to be,” Sephaeus instructed. “We’re done for today.”
Jaron stood up and went to Sephaeus while Esmerelda and Chloe huddled into each other.
“How did you know that would work?” Jaron asked with a begrudging curiosity.
Sephaeus tucked the sword into his belt. “I didn’t.”
Jaron lowered his eyebrows into a frown. “Then why go that far?”
The Sentinel Commander sighed and tilted his head up toward the sky. “They needed the awakening, or they’d never reach their potential.”
“It could be a while before they forgive you,” Jaron noted.
Sephaeus huffed. “That doesn’t bother me.”
Jaron brought himself to full vitality with a handful of Mudmaster Hattie’s special berries shoveled into his mouth. Sephaeus went over details with the best armorer in Valmaron after the Two Terrors went home. When Sephaeus finished going over a drawing, he surrendered the crystal to the smith and walked to Jaron.
“You will need a weapon,” he said.
Jaron frowned. “A sword won’t be good enough. I might as well charge at them with a spoon.”
“Then get the Slicer back,” Sephaeus took a berry out of Jaron’s hand and walked away.
The market bustled with Tolians scuttling from shop to shop, with Mudmaster Hattie running a pop-up stand to sell small quantities of her ‘Lifesaving Lemons’. Jaron decided to take the scenic route home. The citadel remained a silent monolith, receiving daily wagons without a hint of hostility. He passed by a monument to Battlemaster Beardy in the southern lane. Twenty feet tall and made of granite stone, fixed in a triumphant pose holding his hammer overhead with a single arm. Indomitable even in death. They depicted his mortal wound as a mere scar on his bare chest. In the end his foes weren’t good enough to kill him. It still bothered Jaron that it was at his hand, but deep down he knew it was a fitting end for the bravest Tolian he ever knew. Beardy always wanted to be a legend, and now he was undeniably so.
The Tolian people decided that no grave was good enough to house his remains, having scattered his ashes at the mouth of the Withered Willow. Jaron took a knee at the base of the monument, put his hand on it and bowed his head before going home.
When he got there, Devari was writing random words on a sheet of paper with Lady Spellcraft supervising.
“Hello darling,” Lady Spellcraft greeted him as he sat in a chair facing the dining room.
“Hi Jaron,” said Devari.
“Hello Devari,” Jaron smiled. “Are you working on some kind of Script?”
The girl shook her head. “No. I’m picking out a name for myself.”
“But you have a name,” he replied.
“Yes but I want two names like you have. I’ve been trying to think of good ideas but Lady Spellcraft said I don’t want to call myself ‘Devari Diminutive’ since I’ll be growing up now.”
Jaron chuckled with his mother. Chloe came into the room with a small plate of toast, while Esmerelda entered holding a teacup.
“Is she still working on it?” asked Chloe.
“She is,” replied Lady Spellcraft.
Devari tapped her pencil to her mouth in deep thought before a twinkle formed in her eye.
“I like Spellcraft! How do you get that name?” she wondered.
“Spellcraft is a family name. It’s been passed down for a long time,” Jaron answered.
“Oh,” Devari seemed disappointed. She looked over to the Two Terrors. “What about you? Do you have second names too?”
“My last name is Elven,” said Esmerelda.
“Crushington!” Chloe chirped.
“But if Spellcraft is a family name, why are theirs different? Aren’t you all a family?” asked Devari.
Jaron exchanged looks with all the women.
“You’re right,” he agreed. “We are a family.”
Lady Spellcraft softened her gaze when she saw the look in Jaron’s eyes. “I think my son wouldn’t mind dispensing with some Valmari customs. He is a Tolian after all.”
Jaron got up and walked to Esmerelda and Chloe. He reached for each of their free hands, taking them into his palms and holding them close to his heart.
“What do you think?” he asked them. “Does ‘Spellcraft’ have a nice ring to it?”
Esmerelda’s eyes got a bit wet and wobbly. “It does if a nice ring comes with it.”
Chloe finished chewing her toast and smiled brightly. “I like pink emeralds.”
“Alright,” he kissed their hands. “Then it’s official.”
Jaron turned around and smirked at Devari. “How about it Devari? Want to be my little sister?”
“Big sister,” she countered.
Lady Spellcraft stood up from her chair and gave Devari a kiss on the forehead. “Deal.”
Something crashed through the front window, sending shattered glass everywhere as Lady Spellcraft grabbed Devari to shield her. Jaron stepped in front of Esmerelda and Chloe when the object fell onto the floor in front of him and clattered to a stop. It was the Slicer.
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“At least it didn’t cut my face this time,” Princess Valara mused, sitting on the bottom of the staircase while the others tended to the room.
“Yes but now they definitely know I’m alive,” said Jaron.
Chloe used her Casting to remove the glass shards and dispose of them while Esmerelda put a shield in place of the window. Jaron looked the Slicer over, checking it for any signs of tampering or damage. He found none.
“How did you get it back?” asked Valara. “Not that I’m complaining.”
“I don’t know. It just came,” Jaron answered.
“Oh Jaron…how little you understand yourself,” Lady Spellcraft leaned on her cocked hip with one hand while the other gestured to the window. “Your guilt is what drove the Slicer away; it was still obeying you. It always has. Being home has made you whole again.”
“He just needed to see me naked again to get his head on straight,” Chloe joked.
Lady Spellcraft covered Devari’s ears with an appalled expression. “Chloe, how crass of you.”
Princess Valara frowned and blushed at the same time. Esmerelda giggled quietly then whispered into Valara’s ear. The Princess gasped with wide eyes at whatever was said, then she squirmed with a flustered face.
“Can I unlock it now?” asked Devari.
Jaron balanced the Slicer on top of his hands. “Do you need to Script it?”
“Crystal Script can’t be altered, but the handle can,” Devari walked over to him and looked closely at the Script on it. She traced a line of symbols with her fingers and whispered aloud as she read. Without speaking another word she went over to the dining room table to get the book, then flipped to the middle and tore another page out.
“Miss Princess,” said Devari as she held the page up. “Can you spare some aether?”
Princess Valara snapped out of a visible reverie and came over. She looked at the page and her eyes flashed blue. The page suddenly ignited with blue aether but Devari remained unharmed. She set the page onto the Slicer’s handle, and it evaporated into white aether before being absorbed by the crystal itself. A sharp ‘click’ ticked from inside the handle.
“All done,” Devari smiled.
“That was it? Nothing’s changed,” Jaron commented.
“Yes it has,” Devari argued. “You just have to open it when you’re ready.”
“Open it? You mean there’s more steps?” Princess Valara questioned.
“How do I open it?” Jaron followed up.
Devari shrugged. “I don’t know!”
“You’ll get there Jaron,” said Lady Spellcraft.
Princess Valara walked over to Jaron methodically slow, pulled her engagement ring off and threw it onto the floor. He dropped the Slicer as she grabbed him by the back of his neck and pulled him into a strong kiss. Their lips parted loudly while she played with the hair on the back of his head, resting her other hand on his shoulder. She touched her forehead to his and took a breath before realizing others were watching. That was when she blushed again before storming up the stairs.
Jaron looked down at the discarded ring, and then to Lady Spellcraft who simply turned her head and huffed.
“I won’t tell Sephaeus if you won’t,” she said.
“Does this mean she’s broken off her engagement?” asked Jaron.
Esmerelda and Chloe started laughing.
“Clueless,” Esmerelda rolled her eyes before dashing upstairs with Chloe. Jaron held his hands out and shrugged.
“She’s still engaged. Just not to Troy,” his mother said.
“Who then?” he said. 
Lady Spellcraft smiled, shook her head and kissed him on the cheek before going upstairs too. Jaron stood there with a frowning face while Devari stared inquisitively.
“What?” he said aloud. He smacked himself in the forehead when the realization finally hit him. “Ohhhh.”
Later in the evening, Jaron sat cross-legged on the floor of a spare bedroom he chose for Jay Jay’s future nursery. He focused on the Slicer, eyes open, watching it gently float over his lap without him having to touch it. Jaron turned his head and looked up, and the Slicer floated up higher to the spot he concentrated on. A contented smile rested on his lips while he relaxed his posture and let the Slicer fall onto the floor somewhat roughly.
Still working on the landing.
Jaron tried again, except this time he willed it to rotate like the shadows on a sundial. Someone started pushing the door open. He looked up, sending the Slicer to stick itself into the wall beside the door. Princess Valara yelped from the other side, staring at the Slicer and then to Jaron incredulously. He got up and pulled it out of the wall before setting it down.
“Valara!” he kicked the Slicer away toward a pile of spare bedding. “Did you need something?”
Princess Valara wore a different nightgown than usual. She kept the color cyan, however the sides split, revealing her legs and a portion of her hips. No undergarments. Two simple spaghetti straps tied together behind her neck held the whole thing up. Jaron swallowed at the same time his heartbeat moved everywhere but his chest.
“Jaron…” she voiced quietly. “Come with me.”
Valara reached for Jaron’s hand and led him down the hallway toward the master bedroom. She waited until they both stepped into it, keeping her back turned to him.
“Close the door?” she asked softly.
Jaron did so and she immediately turned around to kiss him against the wall a bit forcefully. He bumped the back of his head, but ignored it in order to hold her hips instead. They breathed heavily through their noses as Valara reached down and grabbed the hem of his shirt. He took over and pulled it off before throwing it roughly aside. She continued the kiss and cupped his face, slowly taking backward steps toward the bed.
When they came to the foot of the mattress they stopped. Valara sat down and crawled backward slowly, keeping eye contact with Jaron. The lecherously wanton look on her face ignited his full arousal. The emotional attraction he had for her took the physical one to a nearly unbearable height. He prowled onto the bed after her. She rested her head on the pillows, using her legs to pull him closer and slid her hands onto his back. Jaron kissed her neck first. Damn she smelled good, and tasted even better. This was an experience he’d waited years for. Allowing his instincts to take over, he kissed toward her collarbone while sliding his hand up her leg. He almost got to her inner thigh when—
“W-wait,” Princess Valara moaned and broke the kiss. “Stop!”
Jaron froze in place. Valara rolled out from underneath him and sat on the edge of the bed, clutching her head. He plopped onto the bed and rolled onto his back, feeling rejected and frustrated.
“I’ll go,” he stood up to leave.
“No, Jaron!” she called out to him. “Don’t leave.”
Jaron looked around the room completely perplexed and vexed.
“What the hell kind of game is this Valara?” Jaron scowled.
The Princess stood up abruptly and came around the bed.
“I’m sorry,” she said with pleading eyes. “I thought I was ready for this, but I just can’t do it yet. I want us to be married when it happens. Can you understand?”
Jaron averted his eyes and took a deep breath. “I do. But I’m severely annoyed at you right now.”
“I know, I’m sorry,” Valara broadcasted her disappointment with her face. “It’s not that I don’t want to! I even put on this stupid gown just for you.”
“It’s not stupid,” Jaron grumbled. “I actually liked it, a lot.”
Valara smiled through her sad eyes, when a red light faintly shined in through the window. Jaron instantly went to find the source. It was the Sky Scar, and it was growing larger. Princess Valara walked to see and gasped at the sight of it doubling in size before their eyes.
“We’re not the only ones coming soon,” Jaron noted grimly.
Princess Valara groaned in heightened frustration. “Argh! You’d better win this fight soon, because I’m getting really tired of waiting for my wedding night.”
“So am I.”
“And I really want you to do that thing with your mouth that Chloe always talks about,” she ranted. “Even Esmerelda says it’s her favorite.”
“Valara, you’re not helping. Stop talking about it,” said Jaron.
“Sorry…can I just say one more thing?” Princess Valara looked to the bed nervously. “I’ve always slept alone. Would you please hold me tonight? Just hold me, nothing else.”
“Are you toying with me? You want me to stay in bed with you after getting me worked up?”
“I’m not trying to tease you,” Valara put her hands up defensively, and then went to hold his. “You’ll never go to bed frustrated again. I will make this up to you just…please hold me.”
Jaron looked at her skeptically, but her eyes continued pleading. He sighed in resignation and followed her into the sheets. He spooned her from behind, and she pulled his arm over, clutching his hand to her chest. She relaxed the tension in her body as Jaron pulled her tightly against him, careful not to press her hips against his frustrated phallus. The longer they laid together, the more it felt like perfection. Valara fell asleep in minutes, and after indulging himself in the quiet enjoyment of being this close to her, he drifted off too.




CHAPTER 68

“The Brightstar Passover is tonight,” said Jaron. He sat on the backyard bench in between Esmerelda and Chloe, watching the afternoon sun. The day was going by too quickly, and the girls were getting distressed the darker it got. Princess Valara locked herself away in Jaron’s room, and Lady Spellcraft waited in the dining room for Sephaeus to return with his new armor.
Jaron held their hands in his lap, fingers interlaced as they rested their heads against his shoulders. Chloe cried quietly, while Esmerelda kept a blank stare into the distance.
“It’s going to be alright. We have every Caster on our side, and Sephaeus will be with us,” Jaron reassured them. “Neither of you need to go.”
Chloe sniffled. “I do have to go. I won’t lose you again.”
Esmerelda reached down with her free hand and touched the place Ash stabbed her, she released a breath she’d been holding.
“If you fall, there’s no hope for the rest of us. I would rather die next to you than wonder what happened,” said Esmerelda.
Jaron put his arms around their shoulders and held their heads against him. The thought of possibly leaving them behind sounded worse the more he thought about it, and he honestly hated the thought of being apart from them. Golden aether glittered around their property like fireflies. He smiled in gratitude and kissed both of them on their heads. He looked down at their hands, admiring their wedding rings. Chloe got the pink emerald she asked for set in silver with green accent stones shaped like leaves. Esmerelda’s was a bold ruby set in a gold ring with the same leaf-shaped accent gems. Jaron wore two thin platinum bands that linked together on his ring finger. One band had a small stone matching Esmerelda’s ruby, the other matched Chloe’s emerald.
“This year has been madness, but you two were the best surprises of my life,” Jaron smiled. “I love you.”
Chloe broke down and turned toward him. She wrapped him in a hug while clutching Esmerelda’s nearest sleeve to pull them in tighter. Esmerelda used her free arm to stroke his cheek affectionately. Jaron held them both close to him in silence, sitting like that for another hour before going inside.
As much as he wanted to make love to them, they all needed to save their strength for what was to come. Changing into attire fit for battle was itself a somber affair. He got ready in a spare room, putting on the same armor he wore when he won the Battle of the Withered Willow. He could say he won it now, because the Two Terrors were both with him. Jaron walked downstairs with a heavy stride, fastening and re-fastening the Slicer’s scabbard.
“You look heroic,” said Lady Spellcraft as she stepped into the hallway. “How are the girls?”
“They’re upset, but they always focus when they need to,” said Jaron. “Have you made your preparations?”
“No worries,” said Lady Spellcraft. “I have everything in place.”
“And Devari?” he asked.
“Prettier than I was expecting!” Devari walked out of the lounge with the appearance of a teenage girl, and her hair was a little longer than before.
Jaron’s head recoiled from the sight of his adopted sister being older than she was an hour ago. “Devari, what happened?”
“You like it?” Devari curtsied. “I’ve been twelve for so long, I wrote a Script to catch things up a little.”
“And how old are you now?” asked Jaron.
“Still fifty-two, technically,” said Devari.
“We mean how old is your body?” Lady Spellcraft clarified.
“Fifteen. I didn’t want to skip all the fun parts, ” Devari smiled. “And it’s much easier to think with this brain than my younger one, which I’ll need if I’m to help you in the citadel.”
“You’re not going,” Jaron said flatly.
“Yes I am!” Devari protested. “Nobody else can do what I can. Maybe I can save you.”
“Now you’re starting to sound like your big brother,” said Lady Spellcraft.
“Little brother,” Devari winked.
Princess Valara emerged from the top of the staircase, dressed in a white and gold replica of her Unscrupulous uniform. “Devari? When did you get so pretty?”
“You’re wearing that?” Lady Spellcraft shook her head at Valara. “It looks like a battle uniform.”
“It’s not comfortable, but it won’t get snagged on anything like a dress will. I need to be fast,” Princess Valara confessed.
“So now you’re going too?” Lady Spellcraft put her hands on her hips.
“Yes, I am,” Valara affirmed.
“No,” Jaron stated.
Valara opened her mouth to argue, but his mother stepped in.
“Jaron darling, let her come. It’s clear that none of you want each other out of your sights,” Lady Spellcraft quipped. “At least this way you can protect each other, because you will be coming home. Have I made myself clear?”
He nodded with a smirk. Lady Spellcraft’s eyes became slightly bloodshot, and started fanning herself with her flattened hand. Jaron walked to his mother and hugged her. She held him tightly and sobbed once, before moving on to hug Princess Valara and Devari at the same time. Esmerelda and Chloe came downstairs, with Chloe also in a Valmari-style Unscrupulous combat uniform. Esmerelda had her Caster robes re-tailored to be less baggy. The hems went just below her waist, with white trousers underneath. Mobility seemed to be on everyone’s mind. Except for Devari, who decided style was the way to go in her violet satin dress.
A heavy knock at the door alerted everyone to the presence of Sephaeus, who opened the door in brand new armor. It shined like silver, styled after the first Sentinel. The plating was more form fitting, with smaller shoulder pauldrons and golden colored flaring on the edges and accents. His crystal was fitted in the middle of his chest.
“Are you all ready?” asked Sephaeus, who glanced at Devari with no reaction to her matured form.
The group nodded. He nodded back.
“Let’s move,” Sephaeus said curtly.
Out they marched to the dirt road winding away from the Spellcraft estate. Being at the top of a mild mound, the Spellcraft estate sat uphill from a rotunda on the bottom of the road. Erected during the month leading up to this night, stood a wooden pillar colored gold. The Dirty Dozen surrounded it, clearly waiting for them to arrive.
“Your Highness,” Trixia bowed. “Permit us to accompany you into the citadel while the other Casters await the signal.”
“Trixy…” Esmerelda shook her head. “Leave it to us.”
“I appreciate all your help Trixia, but we have a lot of power between us already,” Valara replied.
Trixia smiled and closed her eyes. She shook her head with conviction. “Begging your pardon Your Highness, but the Two Terrors would be better off protecting you instead of wasting themselves on fodder. We’ve been training with the Tolians under Master Gokiy himself. We will be your vanguard, and you can reach the inner sanctums without delay.”
Sephaeus uncrossed his arms and nodded to the Princess. Chloe stepped from behind Jaron and hugged Trixia, while the rest of the Dirty Dozen formed up behind the group.
“Alright Trixy,” Jaron agreed. “We’re glad to have you.”
She nodded in acknowledgement and turned around to face the wooden totem, moving blue and orange energy toward the artifact. Jaron took the initiative, and imprinted upon it his will to be moved to its connecting twin. The entire group summoned aether as he did so, instantly moving the collective across Valmaron. They appeared in the agricultural district a street down from the wagon repository, where countless carts rolled in and out of it under guard. The Sky Scar loomed overhead, with little bolts of lightning flickering within it. There were few pedestrians. When those they encountered saw Jaron marching in full battle-garb with a Sentinel-led squad, they hurried into their homes. Everyone arrived at the busy district where a fully staffed marquee kept their customized cooling tombs in a row where Xalia guarded them.
Her orange and yellow hair had been secured to her natural black braids, keeping the massive mane out of her face as she walked from the back of the tent to the front.
She exchanged a curt nod with all of the Casters accompanying Jaron, including the Sentinel Commander.
“Bright night my Lord,” she greeted before motioning to the cooling tombs. “I stand ready.”
“Bright night Xalia,” Jaron responded in kind. “See you when we win.”
“Excuse me my Lord,” Xalia looked straight at Devari. “But is there another way to do this? She can Script the citadel from the outside.”
“Zen Daaz is too clever for that,” Jaron lamented.
“Without knowing what he has done inside, we can’t risk Unsealing it. It would destroy all of Valmaron if it did,” Sephaeus added.
Xalia nodded politely and promptly started Casting. One by one the cooling tombs were opened. Sephaeus stepped toward the first one and pat it with his hand.
“Remain vigilant at all times,” he commanded the group. “Now we go to war.”
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Jaron laid sideways inside the modified cooling tomb with Sephaeus, who’s armor clunked with every bump of the wagon. He lit the interior with a gold orb, listening to the muffled exterior. They went up a slight incline, then the terrain leveled out as they stopped. Jaron heard faint murmuring from the workers moving the wagons. He put his hand down and flattened it on the bottom, preparing to jump. The Sentinel Commander shook his head.
“Wait,” Sephaeus urged.
More talking, and then knocking on the sides of the wagons. A slow tug and they were in motion again. The air became thick and warm, combined with a brief humming sound.
“We’re in,” said Sephaeus.
They stopped moving followed by complete silence. Jaron waited until Sephaeus frowned.
“We haven’t left the vestibule. Something is wrong,” he grumbled. “Let’s go.”
Jaron pushed the top door open and drew the Slicer as Sephaeus launched out of it with a mighty, blitz-assisted jump. Wagons filled the vestibule, but there were no workers, guards or horses of any kind.
“This isn’t right,” Jaron climbed out and walked from wagon to wagon, tapping with his knuckles to signal the others.
Sephaeus marched along the perimeter while the other lids opened. Chloe floated up and out of her wagon, while Esmerelda helped Princess Valara with a short hover of her own. Devari came out with Trixia, with the remaining Dirty Dozen hopping out and scouring around the room.
“Is this right?” Princess Valara asked.
“No,” said Sephaeus. He walked back to the entry wall and touched it. Solid. “They knew we were coming.”
“This is a trap,” Chloe said with fright on her face.
A red aether outline formed around Jaron’s body, alerting the Casters around him. They looked at him curiously as Esmerelda came quickly to put her hand on his shoulder. She winced in pain and quickly withdrew her touch.
“Ow! Hot!” she looked into his eyes. “Jaron? I need you to listen to me, please calm down.”
“Jaron…” Princess Valara approached slowly.
He took a deep breath, closed his eyes and exhaled slowly. The light vanished from him, though he still felt irritated. Esmerelda framed his face with her hands and then hugged him.
“I knew something was wrong. Not once have they come looking. Not once did they leave the citadel,” Jaron clenched a fist. “They wanted me here.”
“Then they have signed their own death notes,” Sephaeus spoke. “Everyone form up in the center, don’t use the mirrors. They may be tampered with.”
The Casters encased the wagons in green light and effortlessly pushed them off the center platform until only they remained on the opal circle. Devari wandered and inspected the mirrors.
“Careful Devari,” said Valara. “Don’t look at the mirrors too long.”
Devari casually bent over and read some of the Script on the frames, nodded her head and then came back to the join the rest of them.
“What did you see?” Sephaeus asked Devari.
“Some sort of shuffle,” Devari responded. “I think they mean to split us up if we use them.”
“If they know we’re here, the Crowned Cluster will be defended,” Trixia pointed out. “We have to take a route they won’t anticipate.”
“We’ll go to the Cradle of Casters,” Sephaeus decided. “There’s an emergency exit in the Quartermaster’s armory in case the citadel ever needed to evacuate. It would kill Zen Daaz if he tried to alter it.”
A realization visibly dawned on Princess Valara. “They might know about Quartz! We have to help him.”
“Then we go to the armory first. Is this big mirror still good?” asked Jaron, looking up.
“May I have a lift?” Devari asked Esmerelda.
Esmerelda held Devari’s hand and extended a green aura around her. She pushed off with blurry air from her other hand and the two of them floated up toward the ceiling.
“I’ve got to learn how to do that,” Trixia muttered.
“It’s easier than you think,” said Chloe.
“Everything’s easier for you two,” Trixia countered.
“All we can do is make ourselves lighter,” a ginger-haired Caster commented.
“Makes for a good jump then,” Jaron quipped and then shouted up. “Can we use it?”
“We can,” Devari called down as Esmerelda landed them on the platform. “It looks like that one can’t be tampered with.”
“Alright girls,” Trixia addressed the Dirty Dozen. “To the Cradle. On three. One.”
Sephaeus summoned his gold aether great-sword.
“Two.”
Princess Valara’s eyes lit up blue.
“Three.”
Voom! A column of bright light connected the floor to the infinite mirror and took them all up.
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The group appeared on a matching platform to the one in the vestibule. The lights had all been turned down, rendering the circular chamber in royal blue instead of yellow and amber. A single wide corridor led out of it, leading into shadow. Sephaeus took point as Trixia and the Dirty Dozen formed a perimeter in front of Jaron and the Two Terrors. Devari stood next to the Princess.
“I don’t like it,” said Devari as she clutched onto Valara. “It’s dark.”
“Then you should feel right at home, Devari,” said a familiar voice.
A pair of glowing yellow eyes with black slits appeared in the darkness ahead of them. Slow footsteps echoed from the walls as Zen Daaz emerged, holding the Hex in his hand, and he was smiling. The Sentinel Commander acted on sight, immediately pointing his great-sword and firing a golden beam. Zen Daaz caught it with the Hex and converted the light into swirling dark purple. He cackled and released it back at them.
Jaron instinctively blitzed forward and knocked Sephaeus aside before cutting down with the Slicer, dispersing whatever Zen Daaz sent at him.
“Ooooh, that was arousing!” Zen Daaz wiggled and squirmed delightedly as his glowing eyes locked onto Jaron. “You’ve always been good with a sword! Isn’t that right, Chloe?”
“You don’t get to talk to her,” Esmerelda rebuked through bared teeth.
Jaron held his arm out and stood in front of the pack. Trixia and the rest of her team formed a reverse wedge so that Zen Daaz would be surrounded if he advanced. Sephaeus gave Jaron a look before stepping over to block Devari from view.
“Be careful everyone, there’s Miasma in that box. If he hits you with it—” Jaron was interrupted by Zen Daaz.
“Good idea, bad execution!” Zen Daaz taunted. “Like that time I tried to turn an innie into an outie.”
“I’ve had enough,” Sephaeus began glowing gold.
“Wait Sephaeus! This is already a trap, don’t let him suck you in,” Jaron warned.
Zen Daaz raised an eyebrow as the corner of his lip came up. “Seriously?”
“Lord Spellcraft, he’s not alone,” Trixia alerted.
“Right you are my little dove! What gave it away?” Zen Daaz bent forward at a hips.
“Those shadows behind you,” Trixia pointed. “…aren’t shadows.”
Zen Daaz straightened up and put his hands on his hips, the Hex clutched firmly in one of them. “Hmph! Way to spoil an orgy before it’s even begun! Alright Praetorian Guard, come on out.”
The shadows shifted, revealing a group of men in black Sentinel armor with black spears. No helmets, no eyes. And their skin was dead pale with black veins webbed over their faces.
“Those are my men…” Sephaeus growled. “He’s corrupted them.”
Zen Daaz shook his head. “My my you all surely like to make a habit of being wrong! Those aren’t your men, they’re not even men at all.”
“Girls, take them!” Trixia ordered.
The Dirty Dozen thrust their hands forward, sending purple aether lassos to snatch each guard by the neck. The Casters threw the ends they held toward the ceiling above Zen Daaz, attaching to a single point and lifting the Praetorian Guards into the air. They dangled them like limp puppets.
“Good execution, bad idea,” said Zen Daaz. “Purple aether works best on conscious beings and these beings are quite dead.”
The guards stabbed their spears up into the energy knot tethering them to the ceiling, dispelling the ropes in an instant. The guards landed safely away from Zen Daaz, forming flanks beside him.
“Go ahead Devari, try to Script something against them. Although, you might not like the results,” Zen Daaz taunted. “Any changes to their Soul Scrolls will result in an Annihilation more explosive than the event that impregnated Ash.”
Devari clutched onto Valara even tighter while Zen Daaz cackled to himself, stomping his boot heel on the floor.
“So what’s the plan Zen Daaz?” Jaron enunciated agitatedly. “Keep us detained with perverse jokes until we die of ennui? You can’t kill the Emissary without the Slicer, and the only way you’re getting it is through the chest.”
Zen Daaz’s mouth crept up into a toothy grin as his glowing yellow eyes became even brighter.
“You valley people have always thought so small,” said Zen Daaz. “Alright Jaron, I’ll bite.”
“Keep him talking,” Valara whispered behind him.
“I never needed you or the Slicer, that was misdirection to get you focused on the wrong things. And now you’ve brought me the right things: an unconscious Soul Codex, and the Mind of Vaelonn.”
“What are you talking about? What mind?” asked Jaron.
“Her mind.” Zen Daaz pointed at Devari. “She carries the Mind of Vaelonn, just as I possess his Eyes. And the Hex contains his essence. Soon I will have the Voice, and Chloe’s unborn Codex with which to place them in.”
Chloe gasped in horror. Zen Daaz giggled.
“You thought I didn’t know? Oh please, give me some credit. I didn’t spend so much time making that seductive nightwear just so it could go to waste! With these eyes, I knew the moment you conceived.”
Jaron felt his rage boiling. “So it was never Ash’s job to get the Codex, you were just toying with me. Why go through the trouble when you could’ve taken it all yourself?”
“Once again thinking so small,” Zen Daaz chided. “The Soul Codex has protections, protections that only you can waive. I needed you to come here voluntarily, so that Vaelonn can rise in physical form. Ash fulfilled her function adequately.”
“You’re going to kill Vaelonn?” Princess Valara’s voice shuddered.
“No,” Zen Daaz slowly shook his head. “I will succeed where Lord Buun failed. I’m going to become Vaelonn.”
“Not without this,” said Devari.
Zen Daaz looked down at his empty hand, and then over at the group. When Jaron turned to see Devari, she was holding the Hex on her palm. She winked at him.
“That’s inconvenient,” Zen Daaz sighed and held his head low. “Bring the girls, kill the rest.”
He vanished into a mass of fog and flew away. The Praetorian Guards lifted their heads, raised their spears, and charged at Jaron and his entourage.
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“Protect Devari!” Sephaeus shouted while moving to the front and swinging his great-sword across, sending an arc of golden light into the group of Praetorian Guards.
The guards were all struck in the chest, knocking them off their feet while tearing portions of armor off their breastplates. They clumsily got back up as a blue shield wall from Esmerelda kept the guards at bay. The guards thrusted their spears into the shield, boring holes through it and dissolving the surrounding aether.
“That should’ve finished them,” Sephaeus snarled. “Their equipment is Miasmic, don’t touch it!”
“Sephaeus, fall back!” Jaron warned. “Support Valara!”
Devari moved behind Princess Valara, who summoned a blue bubble shield around them. Esmerelda and Chloe floated up and hovered in the air while Trixie and the Dirty Dozen manifested green staffs of solid aether. The Two Terrors began glowing gold, thrust their splayed fingers forward and cast golden beams onto each member of the Dirty Dozen. It imbued them with a golden outline and fortified their staffs. Trixie looked up in astonishment.
“Gold aether?” Trixie smiled and shook her head. “You two really have to be the best at everything don’t you?”
The Dirty Dozen roared like Tolians and charged forward as the Praetorian Guards broke through the barricade. Jaron blitzed up the middle and cut through the spear of the lead attacker. He cut across and incised the guard’s chest armor, creating an opening.
Jaron ducked down as Sephaeus threw a mighty golden lance which impaled the guard and flooded it with golden aether, obliterating it from the inside and reducing it to a pile of disjointed armor. Another guard lunged with his staff. Jaron stepped aside, caught it with his left hand and then spun into a wide cut that removed his attacker’s head.
The Dirty Dozen engaged them at melee range, using their aether staffs to lock and parry the spears the guards were using. Esmerelda summoned shield boxes to isolate individual guards, buying time for the Casters on the ground to whittle down individual units.
Sparks of aether burst out from where their staffs made contact, chipping away at both the armor and the aether constructs. Sephaeus hurled aether lances to finish off the vulnerable Praetorian Guards.  The Dirty Dozen used techniques Jaron had seen from Tolian soldiers. They’d been training too. Jaron corralled the flank as they broke their individual containment boxes, stabbing them repeatedly through the bottleneck with the Slicer and cutting off the tips of their spears.
The Praetorian Guards kept coming, and their scattered bodies were making it difficult for the Casters to move freely. Sephaeus summoned a large lance and tossed it straight over the group, lighting the massive hallway to reveal a horde of more guards filling the entire corridor.
The lance broke into several fragments and rained down on them, exploding into golden spires of aether with a ‘boom’. The shockwave staggered the relentless onslaught, forcing Jaron to throw the Slicer into the crowd and take down a straight line of guards that quickly refilled with new assailants. The Casters slowed down as their bottle neck began widening. They were getting tired and were about to be overrun while the Two Terrors focused on shielding.
The Slicer returned to Jaron’s hand as a spearhead pierced through a shield box, scratched past a Caster’s crystal and ran her through. She went down with an agonizing cry as her necklace became nullified.
“Leeta!” Trixia called out, who paid for the distraction by being grazed on the shoulder with a spear. She grabbed it with her hand and then turned her aether staff into a pike trying to return the favor. It drilled into the guard’s armor but didn’t penetrate. Jaron’s body erupted into a haze of yellow and red aether, throwing the Slicer to remove her opponent’s arms. Sephaeus finished off what was left by blitzing forward and punching it into the crowd.
“Punish them!” Trixia shouted.
Her entire squad compressed their staffs into yellow aether and blasted a tall wall of it forward. Every Praetorian Guard was struck by the wave, staggering back as pieces of their armor chipped off. The Dirty Dozen pressed the assault with a rapid spray of red aether, mowing down the first line like Blam-Buckets. Groups of guards started throwing their spears, forcing the Two Terrors to parry them with bursts of yellow splashes. This was too close quarters, they needed an opening for the Sentinel Commander to cut loose.
“Trixia, make me lighter!” Jaron shouted.
She touched her wound before nodding and cast an orange glow onto his boots. Jaron ran forward and jumped extraordinarily high. He landed on a wall and ran along it, sailing past the Praetorian Guards and blocking their spear throws with the Chaser Bracer.
“I’ve had enough,” Jaron seethed. “You will fall, now!”
He kicked off the wall and brought the point of the Slicer into the ground, spewing dense yellow and red aether in every direction. It bolted from enemy to enemy, blasting openings into their armor as Esmerelda and Chloe encased his exposed body in a golden aura. Jaron spun around and cut as hard he could, severing legs and then jumping back up into the air. He blitzed down the rest of the corridor and landed behind them. The Slicer was thrown into the crowd immediately upon landing, being recalled and relaunched repeatedly like a yo-yo. Guard after guard was cut down in a matter of seconds. That got their attention.
“Sephaeus!” he shouted. “I need a big ‘boom’!”
Jaron held the Chaser Bracer in front of him, and then dropped down to one knee. The guards abandoned the Casters and prioritized him, surrounding him in seconds. Jaron narrowed his eyes and then touched the Chaser Bracer to the floor beneath him.
“You won’t get close,” Jaron said quietly.
An explosion of golden light swallowed him from below, incinerating the entire Praetorian horde before their spears reached him. The Chaser Bracer protected him entirely, buckling against the force of the Sentinel Commander’s attack. Smoking bodies along with flecks of aether fell like petals in the aftermath. Jaron surveyed the scene, finding only defeated enemies occupying the area. He carefully stepped over them and walked back to the group. Trixia mended her cut by tying a torn piece of her sleeve over it. Esmerelda and Chloe landed majestically while Princess Valara dropped her shield.
Sephaeus walked to one of the bodies and knelt down, looking over his fallen former comrade.
“Who’s hurt?” asked Jaron as the orange glow faded from his boots.
Leeta’s upper body was cradled by another Caster, who looked around in a panic. Jaron quickly tapped his buckle, inflated the satchel and took some of Mudmaster Hattie’s berries out. He fed them to her and she chewed eagerly.
“That’ll make you better, but it’ll take a while to work through the rest of your body,” Jaron stood up and looked at Trixia. “She’ll be alright, but she can’t fight like this.”
Another Caster helped the wounded Leeta to her feet, serving as her support. Sephaeus stood up and clenched his gauntlet fist.
“Zen Daaz has committed a grave offense,” Sephaeus turned around. “And I will punish him personally.”
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Esmerelda cast a light orb to follow the group overhead while they moved through the armory level. The nearby Caster barracks were completely empty as Jaron took point and glanced into each door checking for enemies. Sephaeus brought up the rear, the Dirty Dozen circled around Princess Valara and Devari, while the Two Terrors remained airborne.
“That has to use a lot of aether. How long can they keep that up?” Trixia asked Jaron.
“I don’t know their limits,” Jaron replied as he looked toward them. “Are you two alright up there?”
“I’m alright,” said Chloe.
“This is nothing,” Esmerelda answered.
Sephaeus grumbled loudly. “You’ll need to come down soon. Your Casting will be stronger when you aren’t dividing your concentration.”
Esmerelda and Chloe acquiesced and floated back down next to Valara.
They reached a room that branched into three directions. Two led to more barracks, the one ahead led to Quartz’s armory beyond the study hall.
“Hold position!” Sephaeus stopped and lifted his great-sword up. “There’s something here.”
Devari clutched onto Valara tightly, while Esmerelda and Chloe gained golden outlines over their bodies. Something heavy took a step. Thud. It came from the left hall. Another one came from the right. Thud. The steps got closer, slowly. Deliberately.
“Get to the study hall! Run!” Jaron commanded.
Before anybody could move, something large came into view down the hallway in front. They were boxed in.
“Lights!” Sephaeus shouted.
Every Caster pointed up and flicked a flare of yellow light into the space above them, illuminating the passageways. Three Cyclopses, one in each hall, created from Miasmic metal.
“Oh my…what are those?” Trixia buckled in terror while the Casters started murmuring amongst themselves.
“Cyclopses,” said Esmerelda.
“So that’s what they look like,” said Sephaeus.
“No. The last one was made from mud and rocks, these are worse,” said Esmerelda.
“What do we do?” asked Princess Valara.
“We can’t fight them in here,” said Jaron. “Sephaeus, I need your help to move the group. They can’t turn worth a damn. We go forward and cut between its legs. Fight them one at a time with more space. Can you do it?”
Sephaeus nodded.
“Esmerelda. Chloe. I need the strongest shields you can put around us,” Jaron turned to Trixia. “I need you and your Casters to harden the shield in front of us. I’ll supply the aether.”
“It’ll be done,” said Trixia.
“Sephaeus, on two!” Jaron summoned golden aether simultaneously with the Sentinel Commander. “One.”
The aether formed a spinning bubble around the entire group.
“Two,” Sephaeus finished.
Everyone blitzed down the forward corridor as one. They struck the blocking Cyclops and blasted its legs apart on their way in. The mangled creature fell down, partially obstructing the corridor behind them. The blitz ended in the study hall, where everyone jerked forward as it came to an abrupt stop.
“About face!” Sephaeus shouted.
The group all turned around, with Princess Valara and Devari falling behind the line of Casters.  Jaron switched position to join up with Sephaeus as the injured Cyclops started stirring.
“We’ll have to do a lot of damage at once to finish it at once,” said Jaron.
“A War Wagon through the chest worked well enough last time,” Esmerelda added.
“Then I will run them all through,” said Sephaeus, who pointed his great-sword up toward the high ceiling.
Golden aether began swirling into a sphere above the Sentinel Commander, lightly disturbing the air around it. It swelled until it couldn’t grow any larger without touching the ceiling. The fallen Cyclops got back to its feet, right in front of the other two. Sephaeus lowered his great-sword and pointed it at the encroaching creatures.
Thoooom! The sphere discharged itself into a great beam that forced everyone else to cover their eyes. A loud and deep vibration shook the entire hall followed by a concussive shockwave.
The bright flash faded, and every Cyclops stood with an entire section of its body blasted off in the aftermath. The one in front was reduced to a husk on the floor. The other two plunged their heads into the remains of the first, melding their bodies into one.
“Can’t you hit them with something stronger?” asked Jaron.
“Not without taking this whole room with it,” said Sephaeus.
“Help him out ladies!” Trixia ordered her squad.
The Casters all sent repeating streaks of red into the transforming Cyclops, exploding on contact. Esmerelda and Chloe followed up with the same maneuver, except they blended red and gold aether together. The mass rumbled from the impacts as Miasmic matter chipped away from it, causing the surrounding room surfaces to begin warping. The floor was becoming unstable from their combined attacks.
“Hold!” Sephaeus called out.
The attacks stopped, and the formation suddenly stood on eight legs with a single body mass. Its legs ended with three large claws each, and the three eyes from each Cyclops formed in a triangle arrangement on the head. It was now a kind of Tri-clops arachnid. Devari yelped in fright as it moved into the study hall, stretching its massive legs toward them.
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Jaron stepped ahead of the group and tapped the Slicer against the Chaser Bracer. “I need everyone to slow it down and keep behind me!”
A spider foot came down and Jaron immediately threw the Slicer at it. It spun fast and went through part of the leg, came back and went through the remainder which severed it. The leg slid off the foot stump and the Tri-clops stumbled but did not fall.
“Snare it!”  Trixia shouted.
The Slicer returned to Jaron’s hand as he turned to see the Dirty Dozen get down on their knees and touch their fingertips to the ground. A sheen of green aether spread from their hands and traveled along the floor, binding to the giant spider’s feet like glue and rooting them in place.
“Chloe!” Esmerelda called to her, and they shared a nod.
The Two Terrors flew up into the air and then aimed their underhanded palms at the spider’s head, launching green gobs of aether that stuck onto its eyes and blinded it.
“Spellcraft, now!” Sephaeus shouted.
Princess Valara summoned a shield between Jaron and everyone else. The Tri-clops struggled against the green aether, eroding it. Jaron raised his arm and held the Slicer aloft with a smirk. He only had one thing to say.
“I hate spiders.”
He cut down and all the stored force in the Chaser Bracer flowed out of the Slicer in a rippling cascade of raw force. The giant spider moved sideways and was struck through every leg on its right, severing them from its body. The main body crashed down onto the floor, crushing tables and splintering the wood on contact. The Slicer came back to Jaron’s hand to the cheers of the Dirty Dozen. The Sentinel Commander held up a hand and summoned a second great-sword, wielding one in each.
“It’s not done,” said Sephaeus as he brought up a glow of gold aether around him.
The Tri-clops wrested around and pulled one of its intact legs free, swinging it across and smacking Sephaeus in the side. The Sentinel Commander went flying. Everyone else backed away but the spider’s legs extended and it impaled a Caster with its claws before discarding her like a broken doll.
“No!” Trixia cried out as Jaron jumped in the way of the next swing.
He blocked its arm with the Chaser Bracer and then used the energy to chop that leg off. Sephaeus jumped back into the fray and blitzed at the blinded arachnid, bringing both great-swords across like scissors and removing another leg. The spider went completely down, thrashing about while the wounded Caster was dragged away. Her body was brought behind the main line, and Jaron came to check on her while Sephaeus engaged the Tri-clops.
“She’s gone,” said Trixia.
The other Casters had tears in their eyes, while Esmerelda looked furious. Chloe was beginning to hyperventilate. Princess Valara held Devari’s head against her chest, facing the girl’s face away from the violence.
“Valara,” Jaron looked at her with a firm glare. “Take Devari into the alcove. Bring Trixia and her Casters with you.”
“There might be something waiting for us in there,” Valara trembled.
“Take this,” Jaron handed her the Slicer. “I’ll be right behind you.”
He turned to see the Tri-clops sprouting Miasmic matter from its stumps and reconnecting to its legs. Every time Sephaeus managed to cut one, another one re-attached.
“Sephaeus, get back!” Jaron shouted before turning to the Two Terrors. “I need you keep that thing as still as you can for just one second.”
They nodded as Sephaeus blitzed to Jaron.
“Trixy, go,” said Esmerelda.
Trixia nodded and lifted her fallen friend with the others. They scurried to the back wall and gathered onto the alcove. Princess Valara kept eyes on him as it rotated to bring her, Devari, and the Dirty Dozen into Quartz’s armory. Esmerelda and Chloe quickly turned their heads toward the spider and then crouched down. They splayed their fingers, touching the floor as green aether spread across and encased the entire spider.  The Two Terrors replenished the hold as quickly as they could while the spider struggled. Sephaeus looked down and saw that Jaron was standing right at the boundary of the snare.
“What’s the plan Spellcraft? You can’t walk in that,” said Sephaeus.
Jaron turned his head toward Sephaeus. “All of your power, hit me, now!”
“Do you want me to kill you?” Sephaeus replied.
“I can take it! Do it!” Jaron shouted.
“Very well,” Sephaeus replied as golden aether swirled up around him.
Jaron held up the Chaser Bracer as the Sentinel Commander pulled his arm back and golden wings sprouted from his back. His entire body glowed golden as he delivered a straight punch onto it. The bracer’s shield appeared and took the brunt of it, violently shaking Jaron’s arm as repeated blows loaded the Chaser Bracer with increasing force, causing hot cracks to form on it.
“Jaron!” Chloe called out.
The spider freed a back foot, and its mandibles chewed through the aether on its face. Its three eyes became visible as Sephaeus stopped punching and his glow faded.
“You’ll break every bone in your body if you’re going to do what I think you’re going to do,” Sephaeus warned.
“I’m not,” said Jaron. “You are!”
Jaron reached out and put his hand on the Sentinel Commander’s chest, transferring all of the energy into him. Sephaeus inhaled sharply as it came through, nodding with a slight smirk.
“Get back,” Sephaeus warned. “This will get messy.”
Jaron ran over to Esmereld and Chloe, who switched from channeling the snare to putting up a gold shield between them and Sephaeus. The Sentinel Commander stepped toward the Tri-clops as it lunged for him and opened its mandibles. Booooom! Sephaeus blitzed right through its head and blasted its body apart like a Blam-Can. The legs flew to either side of the room and flattened into the walls. Shattered clumps of it bashed against the Caster shield and cracked it. Sephaeus stood on the opposite side of where the creature once stood, looking back at the others with satisfaction.
Jaron didn’t wait, and immediately ran back to the alcove with the others. They stepped on and it spun around to deposit them on the other side.
He saw the Dirty Dozen huddled around the body of a Praetorian Guard, and pushed past them to look for Valara. Devari was wandering the room, looking at the artifacts and things on the shelves while the blue fire brazier burned.
“Jaron…” said the Princess.
Jaron went through the pack and saw Princess Valara standing over another body lying in a pool of blood: Quartz’s. He was dead.
“Damn it!” Jaron punched a nearby shelf and knocked it over.
Jaron heard the Casters quietly weeping, including Esmerelda and Chloe who came over to see Quartz lying prostrate. His monocle lay on the floor beside him, attached by a golden chain. The sound of a ‘meow’ startled everyone as Sephaeus held a great-sword in its direction. A black cat shuffled out from underneath the cabinet Jaron knocked over.
“What is that?” asked Sephaeus.
“It was his,” said Jaron.
Devari set the Hex down on a table and scooped up the cat. It purred loudly as she cradled it. Jaron took a deep breath and made eye contact with Sephaeus. They nodded to each other and then walked to the big vault in the back of the room.
“Get ready,” said Sephaeus, who merged his great-swords back into a single.
Jaron reached out and the Slicer flew out of Valara’s hand, back into his. Sephaeus put his gauntlet on a recess in the door’s center, and it instantly swung away from them to open. Troy Maximillian stood inside.
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“Aaaaaaaaaaaaaahhh!” Troy Maximillian fell backward onto his butt with a shrill scream, dropping a silver scepter onto the floor. He scrambled backward as Jaron stalked toward him. “Don’t hurt me! Please! I didn’t do anything!”
“You’re a part of this, it’s your fault,” Jaron snarled.
Troy held up a hand defensively. “It’s that red faced demon’s fault! He said he’d spare me so long as I didn’t complain about what was happening!”
Trixia walked into the room, her eyes slimmed into glaring fury. She marched toward Troy and raised her hand.
“Aaaaaaaaaahhhh!” another high-pitch scream from Troy.
She smacked him across the face, silencing him instantly. He held his cheek and looked up at Trixia in a mix of shock and fear.
“Trixia? You hit me…” he quietly complained.
“You deserve far worse,” Trixia raised her hand again. “How about another one?”
He balled up into a fetal position as Jaron stepped in front of Trixia.
“As much as we’d all like to see that,” Jaron glared at Troy. “This cowardly worm doesn’t deserve the honor.”
Trixia crossed her arms and continued staring daggers at Troy. Princess Valara came into the vault next and looked around. Jaron scanned the square room at the same time. Plain metal walls with a white floor like the arena, roughly twenty by twenty feet. Jaron looked at the scepter Troy dropped. A single large crystal sat on top of its foot-long handle, with a bezel gripping it like a cat’s claws. Jaron realized it was the same crystal he’d cut for Quartz before.
“Princess Valara?” Troy questioned in amazement.
“Get up,” Sephaeus ordered, who reached down and pulled Troy to his feet.
“Princess? Where have you been? I’ve been looking everywhere for you!” asked Troy.
“I’ve been cleaning up your mess,” Valara crossed her arms.
“But what about our wedding?” Troy’s high-pitch inflection grated on Jaron’s ears.
“The wedding is off Troy,” Princess Valara stepped forward and wrapped her arm around Jaron’s. “I’m marrying him.”
Troy looked from Valara, to Jaron and then back again with a horrified face.
“Him?” Troy blurted. “B-but he’s just a Tolian!”
“And more of a man than you’ve ever been,” Trixia interjected.
“What. Is. That?” Sephaeus pointed at the scepter.
Troy’s mouth opened and closed, his flabbergasted face twitching uncontrollably at the situation in front of him.
“Speak!” Sephaeus yelled.
Troy shielded his face with his arms. “Alright, don’t shout at me! I’m already frazzled and flummoxed,” He reached down but Sephaeus pushed him aside and picked up the scepter.
“Is it your weapon?” Jaron questioned accusingly.
“Weapon? Me? Fight?” Troy shook his head. “That crazy old kook gave it to me as I was trying to escape. He told me friends would be coming, and that I was to put it over there.”
“Over where?” asked Sephaeus.
Troy pointed out of the vault to a slotted podium in front of the blue fire brazier. “There.”
Jaron looked at Troy skeptically, and then took the scepter from Sephaeus. “If this is a trick, Sephaeus will kill you.”
Troy whimpered. Jaron took the scepter and brought it back out into the armory where the other Casters had gathered around the door to watch their former master’s lily-livered display. Jaron stepped to the podium, held the scepter up, and dropped it down into the slot. The blue fire immediately flared up. The Casters raised their hands preparing to fight when the fire twisted itself into the flaming shape of Quartermaster Quartz’s head.
“Lord Spellcraft!” he greeted with a delighted tone.
“Quartermaster?” Jaron looked over and saw his body. “Is this another ‘E-mail’?”
Quartz shook his large, disembodied head. “Not at all, not at all! It seems our mutual foe is rather adept at reading Script, and quite vigilant. I was discovered before you got here, and unfortunately had to make certain preparations.”
“What am I looking at?” asked Jaron.
“Me of course!” Quartz replied. “I put my mind into the crystal you sliced for me. I call it: the Quartz Crystal! I theorized that if crystals respond to consciousness, then surely they can store it as well! Very pleasing. Very convenient.”
“Quartz, that was brilliant,” Jaron chuckled.
“A lucky guess,” Quartz grinned. “Unfortunately my body did not survive the process. What you see slain is but an empty shell.”
“Quartz you madman!” Esmerelda exclaimed.
The big head turned. “Is that Esmerelda? How are you my lovely Terror? Is marriage all it’s cracked up to be?”
“Better,” she replied with a teary smile. “You should be here with us.”
“And I am! And I will! The scepter will preserve me indefinitely, especially since it is here with me,” Quartz replied.
“It?” Jaron questioned. “What ‘it’?”
“Why, the one who sent the crystals of course! Turns out Vaelonn has been a very naughty boy, and it is incumbent upon all of you to put it right. Greater is our ally than our adversary. Very friendly. Very clever.” Quartz spun his head in all directions looking around the room. “Not to digress but…has anybody seen my cat?”
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“If the crystals fell from the Brightstar, and Vaelonn isn’t the Brightstar, then you’re saying Vaelonn was the true enemy all along?” Princess Valara realized to the visible discomfort of both Sephaeus and the Casters.
“Precisely,” said the head of Quartz.
Jaron tightened his grip on the Slicer as the cognitive dissonance stirred his anger. “So the Emissary is a liar.”
“Not necessarily,” Quartz stipulated. “He simply misled us all by carefully phrasing elements of the truth.”
“That’s still called lying,” Jaron retorted.
“And how do we know what you are telling us is the truth?” Sephaeus interrogated.
“Why, I should think that is self-evident!” Quartz chortled. “The Miasma and crystals are diametrically opposed, and Vaelonn’s greatest servants are agents of the Unscrupulous.”
“But why?” asked Chloe. “Why has Vaelonn betrayed us?”
Quartz shook his head. “We were never betrayed, because Vaelonn was never our ally. Shodus is.”
“Shodus?” Princess Valara repeated.
“The One Who Is, and the creator of the Shodin Star,” Quartz explained.
“So there’s another god now,” Sephaeus crossed his arms.
“Vaelonn is no god, no god at all! Shodus is much more than that!” Quartz retorted in mild-mannered offense. “Shodus is the silent intelligence underpinning all of creation. Vaelonn is but a shadow borne from the evil in the heart of everything.”
“So Vaelonn is just the evil version of Shodus,” Jaron stated.
“No,” Quartz shook his head again. “Vaelonn is everything Shodus is not. Vaelonn is trying to become, but Shodus is.”
“Then what does Vaelonn want?” asked Princess Valara. “What’s the purpose of all this?”
“Vaelonn wishes to destroy what he cannot control or fathom, and that includes the Brightstar. He has no desire to remain in the realm beyond the Sky Scar, where his interactions with the world are indirect.”
“Then Vaelonn came from the Sky Scar,” said Jaron.
“Not yet, but he will if Zen Daaz is successful,” Quartz cautioned.
“What really happened then? How was the world destroyed? And if Vaelonn needs a body, how did his parts come to us in the first place?” asked Princess Valara.
“We wouldn’t know about Soul Script if it wasn’t for Vaelonn,” Sephaeus added.
“Vaelonn can speak more easily to those receptive to his nature, and through them could insert essential pieces of himself into the world,” Quartz’s eyes scanned across to meet the gaze of everyone present. “It is he, with his incomplete understanding, who perverted the first Scribe to make the world what it is today.”
“First Scribe,” Jaron repeated. “So the Codex has been here before.”
Quartz nodded. “It has been here as long as Vaelonn has, and it will be passed down until Vaelonn’s rampant evil is removed from our world.”
“Will I be alright?” asked Devari, who still held Quartz’s cat.
Quartz’s head rotated to look at her. “You carry Vaelonn’s mind, but your gifted intellect is your own. It would have driven you insane otherwise!”
Devari sighed in relief. “That’s good, because I was worried I wasn’t real.”
Princess Valara walked over to Devari and pulled her into a hug as the cat jumped away. She kissed her on the forehead while the Hex remained on the table Devari set it on.
“We need a plan. Zen Daaz won’t come to us, but we can’t stay here either,” Sephaeus nodded at the dead Praetorian Guards.
“The emergency exits,” Jaron breathed. “Where are they?”
“In the vault,” Sephaeus replied.
“And I assume you know how to use them?” asked Jaron.
“We all do,” Trixia chimed in.
“Then use them to evacuate the citadel. Sephaeus can’t fight at full strength with others around, and Zen Daaz won’t be able to use anyone against us,” said Jaron.
“Jaron, there are thousands of people in the citadel,” said Esmerelda. “It would take hours.”
“Maybe I can help,” said Devari. “I’m good at snatching things.”
Jaron smiled and then turned back to Quartz. “Can you help us move everybody?”
Quartz nodded. “Already have, already have! Devari, would you kindly retrieve the map I left in the locker? It’s right over there near my desk.”
“I’ll get it,” said Chloe, who stepped over Quartz’s body to rummage through the locker. She returned with a square sheet of metal depicting the citadel. There were over a hundred floors, with secret chambers deep underground. Script had been etched into the back of it.
“If Devari would finish the Script I didn’t have time to write, it will reset the mirrors. I moved the entire population of the citadel to the bottom bunkers this morning, to keep them away from the Chimera,” said Quartz.
“He has a Chimera?” Sephaeus snarled.
Quartz nodded. “A nasty thing from the days of yore. Not easily made, and not easily killed. Very ugly. Very strong.”
Sephaeus stomped over to Jaron and pointed to a floor near the top on the diagram. “We need to go here. That’s the Queen’s Cluster. If we can rescue her, her power would prove invaluable.”
“Then that’s where we go,” Jaron confirmed. He turned to look at Trixia. “I can’t thank you enough for your help, but I need you to get everyone out of the citadel along with yourselves.”
“And leave you all to fight Zen Daaz alone?” Leeta protested, her arm still limp from injury.
“Lord Spellcraft has given his command,” Trixia said in a scolding tone. “We will see it done.”
“Find my mother, she’ll be in the temple preparing healing kits with Mudmaster Hattie,” Jaron instructed. “Get Leeta treated, then get yourselves to safety.”
“A Chimera’s flames are not easily extinguished,” Quartz cautioned. “You will require water. Lots of it.”
“And what of him?” Esmerelda pointed at Troy, who was still hiding in the vault.
Jaron smiled deviously. “I think we can find a use for him.”
“No no, can’t help you! Too scared! Too useless!” Troy protested.
Jaron walked over and put a hand on Troy’s shoulder. “Relax Troy, I have the perfect task for you. Trixia can help.”
Troy’s eyes widened in fearful anticipation. “And what is that?”
The corners of Jaron’s mouth crept slowly upward. “You’re going to get me some water.”
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“This is a terrible idea,” said Princess Valara. “Leaving a task this vital to Troy.”
“I didn’t leave it to Troy, I left it to Trixia. Troy is just for my amusement,” Jaron admitted.
Sephaeus released a singular chuckle as Devari etched away on the map with a metal prod. The cat rubbed against her ankles and stayed at her feet.
“Then what is your plan, truly?” asked Valara.
“I’m going to do what Zen Daaz keeps doing to us.” Jaron narrowed his gaze. “I’m going to make his plan, our plan.”
“You’re going to bring Vaelonn here? Jaron, you can’t!” Esmerelda added.
“You can’t let him have our baby,” Chloe walked up to Jaron with panicking eyes.
“And I won’t,” Jaron glared. “But we can’t destroy Vaelonn without a body.”
“We don’t have to destroy Vaelonn, we just have to kill Zen Daaz!” Princess Valara argued.
“And what then Valara? Think it through!” Jaron’s temper flared as the girls flinched. He took a pause and shook his head. He continued speaking, but calmed his tone. “As long as Vaelonn exists, he will keep trying to come back. We can’t just kick the rock down the road, someone has to pick it up!”
Princess Valara stepped closer to Jaron and put a hand on his chest. She spoke softly. “Jaron, you don’t have to carry the burden of the whole world. You keep trying to fix everything when you don’t have to.”
Jaron lowered his voice and shook his head. “How many of us have suffered because of that imposter god? I will not spend the rest of my life watching over my shoulder. We deserve better, everyone does. Devari deserves a family. Chloe deserves to raise our child in peace. Esmerelda deserves everything she never got, and you deserve a man who can actually be there with you.”
All three women teared up. Jaron crossed his arms and looked toward the ceiling.
“If what I’m asking is too much, then evacuate with everyone else,” Jaron turned his back. “But I am going to do this. Alone if I have to.”
“You will not be alone,” asserted Sephaeus, who walked over to face him and stuck his great-sword into the floor. “You are arrogant, prideful, and stubborn…but it has refined your conviction. You have the courage of a warrior, and the heart of a true King. To victory or defeat, I am with you.”
Sephaeus locked eyes with him and offered his hand. Jaron was silenced by the gesture. They nodded to each other in mutual respect and shook on it, gripping each other’s forearms.
Valara shook her head, stepped to Jaron, and kissed him on the cheek. “You’re even dumber than Darren if you think I’ll leave you now.”
“I’m staying,” Esmerelda affirmed.
“So am I,” Chloe added with a sharp stare.
Devari finished her Scripting and came over waving the metal map from Quartz, whose disembodied head had fallen asleep.
“It’s done,” she said.
Jaron walked to the podium and pulled out the scepter, turning the blue flame noggin back into a normal burn. He walked over to Quartz’s body, knelt down and put a hand on his back.
“Thank you my friend,” Jaron said quietly. He stood back up and went to Princess Valara, giving her the scepter before turning his attention to the map. “Devari, do you need to be in the citadel for this to work?”
“No,” she shook her head. “But I’d rather stay with you. Everything might go horribly wrong if I’m not there.”
Devari winked. Jaron smiled. Sephaeus led the charge into the vault. They all stood on the bright white floor. Sephaeus held his hand up and snapped a finger, causing the metal wall in the back to part in the middle and recede into the floor. A swirling orange vortex appeared between two purple pointed pylons. The floor turned from white to orange. Devari held up the map as Princess Valara levitated it. A simple flick of the scepter and the map flew into the orange portal.
“All done, the citadel is now one giant Entangle Bangle! I’ve linked every mirror through this portal, to the big one downstairs. One mirror will be able to move everything in front of it, to the outside in one go,” she said with a satisfied smile.
“There’s nearly fifty-thousand people in the Citadel,” Sephaeus commented. “That would have to be a powerful Script.”
Devari nodded matter-of-factly.
“Be ready to flood the Crown Cluster,” Jaron declared. “Devari, will you be alright to wait outside the portal?”
“Yes,” she answered.
“Watch us on the other side. If anything comes in here or the coast is clear, come through,” Jaron specified.
Sephaeus turned the bottom of his forearm up, revealing a little bump with a tiny Script on it. He sprinkled a tiny bit of aether onto it, and then press the bump down to flatten it into the rest of the metal. The portal instantly reacted to the action, swirling even faster around than it did in the beginning.
The vortex thinned from the middle all the way to the edges, revealing an image of a grand purple staircase leading up to a series of adjacent red doors. The Queen’s royal Casters all laid at the bottom of the stairs, dead. A dozen Praetorian Guards waited for them at the top. Golden aether formed on Jaron’s body, and then he stepped through.




CHAPTER 77

The Slicer flew out of the portal ahead of Jaron, traveling up the stairs like a boomerang. Two Praetorian guards lost their heads to a single pass, while the rest immediately reacted by spreading out. Some ran down the stairs, a few ran on the bannisters while a couple jumped over the sides to the outer floor. Jaron emerged from the portal just as the Slicer returned to his hand. Esmerelda and Chloe were next, their hair billowing from the swirling force of the golden aether clinging to their bodies. Chloe thrust both her hands forward and shot golden lightning from her fingers. Two more guards were struck, the lightning drilled into their armor and broke off armor segments.
Three of them threw their spears. Esmerelda raised one hand, shunting the spears up to the ceiling with geysers of blue aether, and then swiped across with the other to shield the flanks. Sephaeus came out third, immediately blitzing up the stairs and launching a golden lance to the left and right. The guards running on top of the bannisters were impaled and pinned to the wall.
Princess Valara came out next, her eyes glowing intense blue. She aimed the scepter over Jaron’s head, and then launched several swirling streams of blue aether which split off to ram into the guards Chloe damaged. Sephaeus bounded to the top of the stairs and engaged two more while Jaron ran to the left to confront the guards who lost their spears to Esmerelda. The closest one punched, but Jaron blocked it with the Chaser Bracer and punished it with a single swipe that split it from shoulder to sternum. Esmerelda blasted the next one with a red beam before it could touch Jaron. He ran past the third unarmed guard where a couple of others rushed at Chloe.
They raised their weapons preparing to throw, but Jaron cut one down, spun around its falling body and slashed the second one across the chest. A golden lance quickly filled the space obliterated the guard from inside, turning it into an empty smoking husk.
When Jaron turned back around, the last three guards were being dealt with by hundreds of thin blue needles the Princess rained from above. After reducing the guards to pincushions, the needles changed from blue to red. The guards cracked apart and burst into flames.
Sephaeus blitzed back down the stairs as everyone went to check on the royal guard. Their crystals were nullified and all four women were killed by a spear to the heart.
“Damn him,” Esmerelda pounded her fist on the ground with tears welling in her eyes. “These four were the best of their generation. There’s no way he’d have gotten close without the Hex.”
“We need to find the Queen,” Sephaeus growled.
Something big kicked the center door at the top of the stairs, splintering it open.
What stepped through startled even Jaron. The creature was made of two men, cut down the middle and stitched together. One half was clearly Duke Maximillian, but the other he did not recognize. Its skin was pale blue, with black veins wrapping around its neck. The thing wore a crown, and its eyes did not look forward, but instead veered off to its sides. It stepped forward with a limp, holding a hook in its left hand and dragging a long Miasmic sword in its right. Horns and spikes jutted out of its Miasmic armor. It released a terrible moan as it slowly hobbled down the stairs.
“No!” Princess Valara shrieked. “It’s father!”
“He’s turned them into the Chimera,” said Sephaeus.
“My Chimera,” said a voice from the doorway. It was Ash. She wore golden serpent scales covering her entire torso with black leggings. She now had two claw gauntlets, one on each hand made from Miasmic material, with three black daggers floating edge-first over her head.
She wiggled her fingers in a taunting wave at Jaron. “Hello daddy! Are you here to murder our child?”
Jaron grit his teeth and withheld the urge to throw his Slicer. He hated Ash, but knowing she was pregnant suspended his will to strike her down. He tapped his belt buckle and retrieved a Garble Marble.
“Sephaeus!” Jaron called, tossing the Sentinel Commander a marble. He grabbed a second Garble Marble and rolled it on the floor toward Valara. He kept the last one.
“Does anyone know how to fight that thing?” Jaron asked as he watched it drag the tip of its sword on the floor.
“The hook will be poison, I see the black tip. And watch for its flames, they’re in the sword,” Sephaeus warned.
“Valara, I need you to trap those daggers and contain the flames,” said Jaron. “Keep away from it.”
“No more tricks!” Ash shouted.
She shadow-stepped into the air, when a web of green aether caught her mid-jump. Esmerelda and Chloe infused the web with gold aether, which made Ash scream in pain as soon as it touched her.
“Wait!” Jaron shouted. “Don’t kill her!” 
Ash sent one of her floating daggers flying at Jaron—Princess Valara swatted it like a fly with a deflective shield only for it to reappear over Ash’s head. The Chimera lifted its sword and swung it down onto the web with a reverberating howl. An aura of flame erupted forth from the sword, spreading across the web and burning every inch of aether away. Once freed, Ash landed gracefully and moved behind the Chimera.
“Thank you daddy,” Ash lowered her head and flashed a grin. “Did I mention that this Chimera shares its life force with the Queen? Kill it, and she dies too. So sad.”
“Bitch!” Princess Valara hissed.
Ash giggled. “And did I also mention that the Codex can go to the first-born, not the first conceived? What do you say Chloe? Shall I rip your tiny child from your womb?”
Chloe’s face became severe. “Jaron, I’m going to kill this woman.”
“A contest it is!” Ash hissed.
Chloe, Esmerelda, Valara, and Sephaeus all manifested golden aether.




CHAPTER 78

Esmerelda deflected a salvo of Ash’s daggers with a shield sweep while Chloe returned the favor with a yellow wave. Ash clawed straight through it and shadow-stepped toward her. Chloe dodged fast, and spun into a golden kick that knocked Ash into the corner of the room. A purple lasso snatched her by the ankle and tossed her back onto the top floor. Ash recovered into a crouch as the Two Terrors blitzed onto the top of the stairs to pursue.
Sephaeus occupied the Chimera in melee combat along, parrying its sword strikes with his own great-sword. It was quick and powerful, but its movements were unrefined. Jaron guarded Valara and watched for an opening, unable to decide who and how to attack. A party of pandemonium; he was just as liable to get in the way as he was to harm someone he didn’t intend. There simply wasn’t enough space for any of them to cut loose. Princess Valara stood at the bottom of the stairs with wrathful expression and golden aether radiating from her body.
Ash sent another dagger as she jumped from wall to wall, landing a glancing blow on Esmerelda’s waist.
“Esmerelda!” Jaron yelled.
She held up a hand while Chloe blasted Ash into a wall with golden lightning. “I’m alright! The hussy got lucky!”
“Spellcraft, the Queen!” Sephaeus shouted.
Jaron looked at the destroyed door at the top of the stairs, remembering that the Queen was in there. He saw Ash moving toward Valara while sending her daggers at Esmerelda and Chloe. She deflected them with a zig-zag pattern of golden aether to destroy them, only for the weapons to reappear above Ash again. The Two Terrors encased Ash into a purple box and began shrinking it on her. That was his opening, or so he thought.
A stream of flames suddenly crossed the room and freed Ash, followed by another wave of flames that ignited the tapestries hanging from the ceiling above Valara. Jaron blitzed over and moved her out of the way as the burning bit fell onto the carpeting in front of the portal. Jaron ran toward the Chimera, but it had speed. The thing dashed past him and Sephaeus with Valara in its sights, swinging its hook right at her head.
“Princess!” Sephaeus shouted and blitzed straight into the Chimera.
The two rolled on the floor and scuffled, the Chimera got up with Sephaeus, who now had the hook piercing the side of his armor.
“Gah!” the Sentinel Commander opened his palm and manifested a golden orb. Boom! Everyone in the room was knocked off their feet by the shockwave as the Chimera flew into a wall, without its hook or the hand that held it. Sephaeus grabbed the hook and pulled it out, tossing it to the floor in disgust. Jaron became gripped by anxiety, watching as Chloe and Esmerelda continuously kept Ash at bay. They shouldn’t be here. He should have forced them to stay behind. Another dagger would make it through eventually, the thought of which causing his patience to abandon him.
Jaron roared in frustration and blitzed forward, coming straight into the Queen’s chamber. The room was a lavish blend of red, purple, and gold with tapestries dangling from the ceiling. It was circular in shape, fully furnished from the finest fineries. A large round bed sat in the far end, where the Queen floated over it in a clear cube of something resembling ice. Jaron blitzed the rest of the way and struck it with the Slicer, but it bounced off. He tried again and a glowing red scratch appeared, but the box didn’t break.
“Lord Spellcraft?” the Queen spoke, her crystal eyes no longer being blue, but clear.
She was blind.
“I’m here Your Majesty! We’re going to get you out!” Jaron replied.
“Jaron! Help!” Princess Valara screamed from outside the room.
He blitzed back out and saw the Chimera wildly throwing flames from its sword all over the room, making less space for everyone to move as the air became hot and thick. Chloe was on her knees struggling to breath while Esmerelda shielded them both in the strongest blue field he’d ever seen. Ash kept trying to scratch it asunder with claw swipes. The Princess tried to put the flames out with bursts of aether, but they wouldn’t extinguish. Sephaeus used his great-sword to keep the Chimera occupied, but wasn’t trying to kill it. Meanwhile Ash was zipping around the room, looking for an opening to catch the Two Terrors off guard. He anticipated Ash’s next move and intercepted her at the top of the stairs with a blitz.
“That’s enough!” Jaron cut upwards to release a wave of golden and purple aether.
It crossed the room in an instant. Breaking banisters, blasting her backwards, and send her falling to the ground. Ash recovered into a roll ending in a crouch, with Jaron blitzing up in front of her. She looked up at Jaron in a mix of fierce fury and confusion. The sobering realization of the damage he could have done stopped Jaron’s assault, with him lowering the Slicer to go to her side. She flinched at his approach with the Two Terrors at his back.
“Esmerelda. Chloe. Go help Sephaeus,” Jaron said as he locked eyes with Ash, suspending his attention from the rest of the battle.
The Two Terrors complied and went off as Ash kept her eyes on Jaron.
“I don’t know what twisted your heart into what it's become, but don’t give up on it,” Jaron implored.
“Is this another marriage proposal?”
“I’m pleading for your life, and for our child.”
For the briefest flash of an instant, Ash looked genuinely touched. Jaron offered his hand, but she stood up on her own instead. Valmari tapestries crashed onto the carpet and stairwell banisters, igniting a larger inferno that drew sweat from Jaron’s forehead. The air became thick, almost too hot to even breath, and Sephaeus was slowing down. The Two Terrors had the arms of the Chimera wrapped in green ropes, but it continued to attack with barely an encumbrance. Their chests heaved in the heating air they breathed, and Valara’s barriers were being eaten by the flames.
“Thank you Jaron. Thank you for showing me the fool you really are, wasting your silly heart on a creature like myself,” Ash spoke as rueful scorn returned to her face.
“You can’t be serious,” Jaron uttered, dejected at her rejection.
“This doesn’t end until Vaelonn gives me a throne made from all your corpses,” Ash took a low stance and waited as the room burned around them. “Every Tolian. Every Valmari. All you hoarders keeping the best of the world for yourselves.”
Jaron reluctantly raised the Slicer in front of him, his heart flooded with disappointed at his failure. “Then you’ve chosen a hell of your own making.”
“For what it’s worth, I loved the sex,” Ash stood up straight and shuddered. “But I always hated you. And if I can’t kill you—”
Instead of attacking Jaron, Ash darted down the stairs toward Chloe. Jaron had one move left to him.
“Devari!” Jaron shouted. “The water, now!”
The portal flashed brightly and Devari came running through, nodded holding a Scripted metal chip in her hand. She threw it back toward the portal without looking, sinking into the image which turned into a bright blue. A torrent of water came bursting through it, flooding the lower floor within seconds and sweeping the Chimera off its feet. It crashed into Ash and the two went under the water as Sephaeus blitzed away. Esmerelda and Chloe flew over the rising water line and went after Valara, carrying her to the upper level at the top of the stairs. The flames resisted the water, crackling like hot oil before succumbing to being extinguished.
“We can’t let them drown!” said Jaron as he dove into the wash using the Slicer to pull him quickly underwater.
Ash was tumbling around into stairs and banisters with no sense of direction. Jaron grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her back to the dry upper floor. As soon as they were out of the flood, Jaron held the Slicer at the ready while Ash coughed up water and crawled on the floor. Sephaeus walked up and held her down by the heel of his boot while Chloe and Esmerelda summoned shackles of purple aether to keep her arms down. The daggers still hovered above her.
“The next time you use our reserves to flood a floor, wait until we’ve gone,” said Sephaeus, holding a hand over the hole in his armor.
“Sephaeus, you’re wounded,” said Jaron. “We need to get you out of here.”
“You still have work to do,” Sephaeus nodded at the room behind him. “See it done.”
Thunk. Everyone looked forward at the deep basin that formed in the Queen’s Cluster. The top of the Chimera’s head slowly rose from the water, its body emerging unharmed as it marched up the stairs.
“Get everyone into the room,” Jaron instructed, before grabbing Ash’s daggers and clutching them tightly in one hand.
Sephaeus carried the unconscious Ash, while Esmerelda and Chloe flew into the room quickly to flank Princess Valara and Devari. They cast a shield over the broken door, but the Chimera started throwing flames against it. Jaron reached the Queen, who put her hand against the inside surface of the box and looked at everyone with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.
“Mother, you’re safe!” Princess Valara spoke.
The Queen looked up over their heads as the soaked, dripping Chimera bashed the shield the Two Terrors continuously renewed.
“But you aren’t,” the Queen replied. She faced her head toward Sephaeus. “My dear friend, you are the last Sentinel. Protect them. Teach them. Watch over them the way you have for me.”
“Beatrix…” Sephaeus touched the box and looked up at Her Majesty.
“Back away, I’m getting her out,” Jaron lifted the Slicer and prepared to strike.
“We can’t,” Devari interrupted. “It’s an Absolute Containment box. No living thing can pass through it.”
“Can’t you remove the box?” Princess Valara started crying. “Please save my mother!”
“The power of the box comes from her life essence. If I break the box without the key he used to make it, she would die,” Devari looked away and closed her eyes.
“I want you to take it Valara,” the Queen put a hand over her heart. “My husband is gone, and I will join him.”
“Beatrix,” said Sephaeus. “…I wish things could have been different.”
The Queen smiled, then turned her head toward Jaron. “She is your responsibility now. Build a better kingdom than we did.”
“Mother, don’t do it!” Princess Valara sobbed.
“I love you Valara,” said the Queen. “Goodbye.”
“No!” Valara wailed.
The Queen’s eyes flashed red and her entire body glowed the same. Light burst through every crevice of her being as it grew to the point of blinding. Everything disappeared into the glow, accompanied by the sound of something shattering in shards. The Chimera stopped moving, then dropped to the ground face first. The red light faded, leaving only the Queen’s powerless crystals behind, her eyes included. A cloudy white sliver of core crystal remained right in the middle of the assortment.
Princess Valara crawled over to the bed, reached out and took the core crystal. She clutched it close to her heart and shuddered with tears. The daggers Jaron held suddenly vanished from his hand. Ash began to stir, coughing and wheezing as she came to her feet. She lightly chuckled and swept her wet braids back with the daggers reappearing over her head. Everyone surrounded her, prepared to strike her down.
“Move and you die,” Sephaeus warned as he stood.
Valara held a hand out, stepping away from them and toward Ash instead.
“Don’t interfere,” Valara’s face looked livid. “She’s mine. Devari, put that crystal on my heart.”
“You will have vengeance, but not for your life,” Jaron warned.
Valara snapped her head around to glare at Jaron. “You are Tolian, you understand this better than any of us! I owe her!” the Princess kept her eyes on Ash, but lowered her voice toward Jaron. “Let me do this.”
As much as he hated to admit it, her vendetta was justified. She just watched her mother and father perish, and that alone was too egregious to deny Valara. Jaron looked at Sephaeus, whose silence approved the duel. Jaron then glanced at Ash who didn’t even look at him, before staring firmly at Valara.
“Don’t toy with her. If you do this, you do it fast,” Jaron uttered.
“I will,” she replied. “The crystal please.”
The Princess nodded to Devari, who walked over to the Princess and took the crystal from her. Valara rolled up a sleeve and didn’t even flinch as Devari immediately began scratching on on her skin with the prod. Blood was drawn. Ding! The crystal flashed a white light with a high ring, disappearing into Valara’s chest like water into a towel upon the Script’s completion. The Princess inhaled deeply, closed her eyes, then handed the scepter to Devari.
“You and me,” Princes Valara opened her glaring eyes at Ash. “Here and now.”
Ash cackled quietly and taunted back. “That’s a nice look.”
Chloe and Esmerelda stepped forward with their hands at the ready. Ash glanced at them in amusement before stepping toward a wider part of the room. Valara walked over too.
“After we’re done here, I’m going to take your heart to Zen Daaz,” said Ash.
The Princess stopped moving and her eyes lit up into the color gold. Blue and red aether flashed intermittently around the room like glowbugs on an autumn night. 
“No,” said Valara. “You don’t get to leave.”




CHAPTER 79

Sephaeus plopped down onto the bed clutching the hole in his armor. His breathing grew laborious, and his increasingly colorless skin was sweating. Jaron checked on him while Ash and Valara circled each other.
“Devari, can you cure Sephaeus?” Jaron asked her.
“Chimera poison can’t be tampered with without Unsealing,” Devari’s eyes trembled as she clutched the Quartz Crystal scepter.
“What about moving it? Can you get it out of his blood?”
She shook her head. “It’s not a solid thing. I might take all his blood with it.”
“I have time,” Sephaeus interrupted. “It tore the skin, it didn’t go deep.”
“Then you’ll bleed out before the poison kills you,” said Jaron. “Either way we need to get you out of here.”
“Pay attention to the Princess,” Sephaeus growled. “She may need our help.”
Chloe and Esmerelda kept their guard up with gold and red aether manifesting around them.
Ash sent all three daggers at the Princess and then shadow-stepped. A red flash from Valara’s eyes and the daggers exploded into molten metal, zipping past her as Ash appeared from behind. The liquid metal reformed above Ash, who swiped at Valara’s back. Her claws hit the Princess, splitting through her protective vest and exposing her skin. Ash reached forward with her other claws and the daggers went with it, but the Princess vanished into a wisp of aether. The daggers circled around to pursue, but Valara appeared behind Ash this time. The Princess reached back and encased her fist in golden aether, punching Ash right in the face at the same time the daggers struck their owner in the back.
She went down to the ground with the daggers sticking out of her, holding her jaw with a look of mild amusement. “You’ve got some spirit. I never took you for a hitter.”
Ash got back to her feet and held her arms out, spreading her claws out in preparation. Jaron came to his senses and quickly removed the Chaser Bracer from his arm. He threw it onto the floor in front of Valara.
“Put it on!” he blared. “She has monstrous strength.”
Valara looked down, her eyes flashed green and the Chaser Bracer flew into her hand. The Princess watched Ash cautiously and equipped the bracer. Ash wiped her mouth and then pounced as her daggers reset. She shadow-stepped in midair right into Valara, who moved the bracer fast enough to be pushed backward as its shield manifested. The daggers angled down and flew toward her head, but the Princess vanished again. She reappeared far behind Ash, and then lifted a palm. An explosion of golden aether knocked her opponent off her feet. She recovered with another shadow-step. Princess Valara’s eyes flashed again and pulled her out of the movement, freezing Ash in midair.
“Argh!” Ash raged. The daggers flew again, but Valara reflected them back with a wave of her hand.
Her own weapons pierced her in both shoulders and in the chest. Ash fell down as Jaron instinctively lurched forward, but was held back by Sephaeus. The daggers reset again, and then aimed at Chloe.
“Even if you win…” Ash smiled. “You lose!”
The daggers flew. Esmerelda pushed Chloe out of the way and took all three in the torso. She fell to her knees and pulled the daggers out, dropping them to the floor. Chloe ran to her side.
“No!” Jaron pushed past the Sentinel Commander’s arm the edges of his vision started turning red, when Esmerelda stuck her hand out.
“I’m fine! Look!” Esmerelda got back to her feet.
Jaron’s rage suspended just long enough to see Esmerelda turn around and pull her robe up to show her bare belly button. The wounds were closing on their own. Chloe looked from Esmerelda to Jaron, her mouth opening and closing.
“I noticed it when she grazed me,” said Esmerelda.
“The Abuse Juice…” Jaron remembered. “It’s your blood.”
“I’ve had enough!” Princess Valara clutched the air in front of her, and chains of golden aether wrapped around all of Ash’s limbs and pulled them taut. Another one went around her neck while three more shot out to the reappearing daggers and enveloped them. The chains tightened, and the daggers were obliterated. Ash croaked with strangling sounds, and her bonds carried her to the Princess. Valara used the same arm the Chaser Bracer was equipped to, enveloped it in purple light and punched Ash with enough force to whip her head back.
Ash was out cold. The golden chains vanished and released her. Jaron marched over to Esmerelda first, pulling her into a tight hug and clutching the back of her head. He felt her melt into his embrace with a contented sigh. Chloe hugged Esmerelda the second Jaron let go of her, turning around to see Ash’s crumpled body on the floor in front of Valara.
“You didn’t kill her…” said Jaron, amazed at the Princess.
“No…” Valara flared her nostrils. “But I wanted to.”
An orange portal exploded open on the ceiling above them, showing an image of the widening Sky Scar. Zen Daaz’s voice echoed through the portal as it grew.
“Thank you for your services Ash, but I have one last task for you.”
A black tendril shot from the Sky Scar, through the portal, and tethered itself to Ash’s belly, instantly waking her and lifting her off the ground. She shrieked in unimaginable agony as her body convulsed violently.
“Where is he?” Jaron shouted as the air in the room rushed around them.
Sephaeus formed a golden javelin and hurled it into the portal, but it did nothing. All three women summoned a blue shield over the portal, but the black tentacle ignored it completely.
“Lord Spellcraft, thank you for releasing your protection over Ash. You may watch in awe as she becomes the mother…of the Levidra!”
The tether disappeared into Ash and the portal slammed shut. She fell to the ground as her body seized intermittently. Jaron kneeled down and rolled her onto her back. He held her up while she frantically looked around, kicking her legs at the floor. Ash whimpered, wailed, and winced in pain.
“I can hear them! No, no! I don’t want to go like this! Don’t let them take me!” she looked at Jaron and finally stopped moving, squeezing his hand. “Jaron? Jaron please…help me.”
Ash released a spine-tingling scream as a black mass exploded out from her womb. Jaron got up and away as her body morphed and contorted, swelling into a grotesquely amorphous black blob. Multiple sets of human-looking arms sprouted out of it and bent toward the floor. It kept growing larger with new arms sprouting out of it. The thing started crawling slowly, and then a giant black head bulged out of one side of it. It’s face looked like an infant, with hollow openings for eyes and a wide mouth filled with many writhing tentacles. The creature moaned, and then spewed a blob out of its mouth onto the floor.
“Jaron?” said Devari. “I’m scared.”
“Get away from it!” Sephaeus shouted with a pained wince.
Everyone began backing away as the Levidra’s new spawn grew into one nearly the size of itself. The mother spewed more, making blob after blob. The new Levidra had two giant webbed hands sticking out like wings in addition to their many arms.
Jaron threw the Slicer at one of the Levidra, taking off several of its arms. The thing made a horrible squeal as its limbs fell to the floor. The Levidra continued growing, and new arms sprouted out of the one he just wounded. The creatures crowded the room as they grew in both size and numbers, forcing everyone to huddle closely.
“Valara, get us out of here!” Jaron shouted. “Take us to the roof!”
Princess Valara stood frozen with a terrified face, forcing Jaron to put a hand on her shoulder and shake her. She looked at him, nodded slowly, then her eyes started glowing. The room around them vanished into streaking colors, and they reappeared on top of the now-golden citadel. Zen Daaz stood at the edge furthest from them, already waiting.




CHAPTER 80

Jaron retrieved the Garble Marbles and handed the spares to Esmerelda and Chloe. Zen Daaz stood with his arms behind his back, looking out toward the expanding Sky Scar and ignoring their presence.
“Esmerelda,” said Jaron. “As soon as you get an opening, fly to the temple and get the chain link from my mother. Take it to the fields near the rocket wreckage. Chloe, go with her. Use it then get clear. Make the signal gather the Casters and get ready to defend Valmaron from the Levidra.”
Zen Daaz fogged himself over from the far edge of the citadel roof to stand nearly fifteen feet in front of them. He ignored it when they dropped the Garble Marbles.
“I could hear you muttering and moaning from way over there,” Zen Daaz smiled as he pointed to the side of his head. “Six ears, remember?”
“Your plan to get us here worked,” Jaron glared at Zen Daaz. “You’ll regret that.”
“Ho!” Zen Daaz clapped. “That is just adorable! You still think you have agency!” Zen Daaz’s eyes ignited into bright yellow. “Everything about your life, everything about this world was carefully laid out by Vaelonn over a millennium. Despite your reservations, you won’t escape the path I’ve put in front of you.”
“And you won’t escape me,” Sephaeus sprouted his wings as his armor glistened with gold.
The Sentinel Commander blitzed straight for Zen Daaz, who fogged backwards. Sephaeus streaked upward and swooped down to intercept him. The collision dispersed the fog, revealing Zen Daaz with a raised hand and an Absolute Containment wall between Sephaeus and himself. The Sentinel Commander pulled both his arms back and manifested a golden aether lance in each, throwing them out to his sides. They arced toward Zen Daaz’s unprotected flanks.
Zen Daaz fogged up and over the lances, which continued to follow him in a spiral. Sephaeus flapped his wings and blitzed upward. He passed the fog, putting Zen Daaz between him and the pursuing lances. Boooom! A flash of gold light. A shockwave struck Jaron and the others. Devari hugged the Hex as tightly as she could with the scepter in her hand while the Two Terrors sustained a golden bubble around them.
The flash faded to reveal Zen Daaz shielding himself from both directions using his indestructible barriers, before both he and Sephaeus zipped around in the air. They periodically collided with thunderous flashes as the Sentinel Commander tried getting around Zen Daaz’s defenses. Then Jaron saw an opening.
“Go, now!” he shouted.
The Two Terrors took off into flight, but Zen Daaz noticed. He fogged over and snatched Chloe by the ankle, dragging her down to the roof. Jaron moved to intervene, but Esmerelda did first.
She made a shield box trapping both Chloe and Zen Daaz, and then wrapped a purple lasso around it. The shield changed from blue to purple before shrinking down. Zen Daaz released Chloe and pushed against the box with his barriers, keeping it from shrinking further. Chloe got up, pulled back her fist, then a golden explosion shattered the shield box from inside. Zen Daaz flew out, rubbing his scorched cheek. He raised a barrier in time stop a golden sphere with a red core from Esmerelda, which exploded on contact. The roof underneath Zen Daaz’s feet began glowing, forcing him to fog up into the night sky. A golden column erupted from the glow and swallowed Zen Daaz whole.
Esmerelda and Chloe blitzed upward while Sephaeus hurled lances into the light. Boooom! Zen Daaz emerged unharmed in a full coverage barrier.
“I’ve got him! I can snatch him out and he’ll die!” Devari knelt down and started Scripting.
Zen Daaz clearly heard her and dispelled the barrier into smaller ones to parry the sword-strikes from Sephaeus. Esmerelda flew up above them. She held out her arms and twirled her body around, throwing down a barrage of purple beams. Zen Daaz moved his barrier in time to block her assault from above, when Chloe sent lightning at him from the side. Zen Daaz didn’t see it in time, and it struck him hard, igniting parts of his trench-coat. He tumbled through the air and fogged away. Sephaeus blitzed after him and caught Zen Daaz.
The winged blitz streaked straight up into the sky before dropping back down toward the citadel roof. They collided near the edge and released a flash so large it nearly engulfed Jaron, Valara, and Devari. Boooooooom! Esmerelda and Chloe flew off into a blitz and went for Valmaron. The explosion cleared and Sephaeus had Zen Daaz pinned to the ground by the neck. Fog formed around Zen Daaz but Sephaeus overrode the movement by erecting a golden aether field around him. With the other arm Sephaeus held out his hand and formed his great-sword.
Beams of gold light rose out of the wings of the Sentinel Commander and formed into a dozen great-swords floating in a circle, pointing straight down.
“Die,” Sephaeus growled.
The Sentinel Commander dropped his great-sword with a loud clatter, dispelling it back into energy. His wings shattered into flecks of light along with the blades they spawned. Sephaeus became rigid, leaned to one side and fell off the roof.
“Sephaeus!” Jaron shouted after him.
Princess Valara immediately vanished. Zen Daaz cackled manically as he rose to his feet.
“Whew! I’m glad he wasn’t healthy! I see my greatest threat has finally succumbed to the Chimera’s poison,” Zen Daaz dusted off his trench-coat. “And about time too! It was turning into a sticky situation.”
The Princess rose from below the edge of the citadel, holding onto Sephaeus by propping his arm over and around her shoulders. She vanished again, taking the Sentinel Commander with her. Jaron stood in front of Devari with the Slicer at the ready. Before Jaron could react, Zen Daaz pointed at Devari and his eyes flashed bright yellow again.
“If you keep her from me, I will unleash the Levidra upon Valmaron. Every man, woman, and child will die the most agonizing death you can imagine,” Zen Daaz spoke in a serious tone. “Decide, Jaron Spellcraft.”
Jaron turned to look at Devari, who shook her head no in terror.
“You will not have Chloe. She’ll be long gone by now,” Jaron taunted.
Zen Daaz frowned. “You will not delay me. I will become Vaelonn.”
“You seem to be in a hurry. Am I frustrating you?” Jaron started chuckling at Zen Daaz.
“Don’t toy with me boy!” Zen Daaz hissed. “I am on the cusp of success, and you will not delay me further.”
Jaron smirked and took a step toward Zen Daaz, who backed up one. “If you could force it, you would have by now. But you can’t take any of it unless I agree, can you? The Codex protects whatever I care about from Vaelonn. I wasn’t supposed to work that out, was I?”
Zen Daaz narrowed his yellow eyes. “If you deny me, the Levidra will become a scourge upon the world. Nothing you love will remain. You might survive, but you will be alone. You can either allow Vaelonn to rise now, or I will make everything suffer.”
Jaron looked up and thought about it. Tapping his foot in mock contemplation.
“As you wish,” Zen Daaz snapped his fingers and a massive mirror rose out of the roof using materials from the citadel itself.
It stood nearly thirty feet tall, and equally wide. The light of the Sky Scar reflected through it, while Devari got low to begin etching.
“Don’t bother,” Zen Daaz produced a small crystal sliver from his sleeve. “Anything you try will instantly be re-written. Decide.”
“Stop,” Jaron held his hand up. “You want Vaelonn here? You get to have him, but you don’t get Chloe or our son. And you don’t get to hurt Devari.”
The corners of Zen Daaz’s lips curled up. “Done!”
The Hex flew from Devari to Zen Daaz’s hand, followed by Devari herself. The Sky Scar began stretching and pulling open like a widening mouth. Zen Daaz touched the tip of his crystal sliver to Devari’s forehead. She cried out as the specter of a decrepit, bald head with hollowed eye sockets was pulled from her body. Zen Daaz brought it to his forehead and it went into him. Zen Daaz pushed Devari away to the ground as he closed his eyes and breathed deeply.
“Yes….yes! I see it now! The Codex was merely a bonus, I don’t need it,” Zen Daaz looked back at Devari ruefully. “What a waste of potential. And now for dessert.”
Zen Daaz held the Hex up, scratched an ‘X’ across it with his crystal and then inhaled deeply. The Miasma funneled itself into the mouth of Zen Daaz as it opened wider than any man could do naturally. His glowing eyes rolled up as he swallowed it whole. He dropped the empty Hex box and kicked it aside. When Zen Daaz spoke next, his voice had deepened into a sinister bass just like Lord Buun. He raised the signet ring up to the sky.
“And now, the Voice!”
A pair of giant blackened fingers curled around the edges of the Sky Scar and stretched it open. Through it, a face peered down at Valmaron. Its skin was like Lord Buun’s before he died, with wrinkled features and a bald head. The hollow eye sockets were filled with a black void, and it opened its mouth while climbing out. The being released a guttural howl so loud that the entire landscape shook from the force of it. The creature crawled out and descended toward the citadel in a smoky mass of black and gray, shrinking smaller on the way. Zen Daaz raised his arms up to welcome it as it engulfed him completely. Jaron blitzed Devari away.
“Devari, are you alright?” Jaron checked her eyes.
“I’m alright…I feel lighter somehow,” Devari replied.
“Good. Get away from the citadel. Use the mirror to go to the temple,” Jaron helped her up and walked her to the mirror.
“You’re going to face him alone?” asked Devari.
“Yes. Now go!”
Devari did as she was told, looked into the mirror, and faded away along with the scepter. Jaron turned back and walked cautiously toward the black smoke, holding the Slicer tight. The turbulence began clearing and Jaron saw the rough outline of a figure hovering slightly over the citadel. A wave of fright suddenly washed over Jaron’s body. The sensation was so thick it registered physically, as though this creature’s very presence was fear itself. The black mass cleared and there he was: Vaelonn.




CHAPTER 81

Vaelonn appeared as he truly was: bereft of any redeeming qualities. His skin was the darkest, smoothest gray. His build looked identical to the Emissary’s. Androgynous in appearance, with long arms and slender hands connected to a gaunt torso. His clothing resembled the Emissary’s, but instead of white tendrils of light, black tentacles replaced them. A Miasmic haze emanated from the tentacles. The tentacles of the robe-like garment had little red eyes staring in all directions. The face-covering halo no longer floated horizontally like a hollow disc. Now it was vertically oriented, and it was red. An off-center split in the top divided it, giving the ornament the appearance of wide horns with one shorter than the other. The bottom of the crescent connected to the back of his neck at the base, radiating dark purple.
Jaron could now see all of the ‘Emissary’s’ face. Bright yellow eyes with cross-shaped black slits. Vaelonn hovered there, unmoving. Unspeaking.
“Vaelonn,” said Jaron, his body immersed in the solid sea of frightful feelings that worsened the closer he stepped.
Vaelonn did not respond, but he was looking right at him. His empty, ominous gaze was such that the Slicer vibrated in response.
“Nothing to say to me? After all this?” Jaron forced an angry voice out of himself. 
Jaron concentrated as hard as he could, internally yelling at the Slicer to kill him.
A thought came to attack Vaelonn, but Jaron’s body wouldn’t move. His body didn’t want to get any closer to this being, he just wanted to run. Vaelonn remained still, only his writhing tentacle robe moved. Jaron stalled with more words as he tried to tell the Slicer to slay Vaelonn.
“Speak damn you!” Jaron shouted. “You spent all this time working toward your incarnation, and now all you do is stand at the top of the world?”
Vaelonn continued staring with his illuminated yellow eyes, completely absent any expression.
“This…” Vaelonn’s voice was a choir of deep bass speaking in unison. His speech was slow, every word echoing. “This is life?”
Jaron found the courage to move the Slicer up in front of himself. He tightened his trembling hands.
“This is all? This is empty…” Vaelonn stopped looking at Jaron, his eyes locked onto the mirror behind him instead. “All this…will die.”
Jaron threw the Slicer at Vaelonn’s chest. He caught it between two fingers, looked at the Slicer and then flicked it away onto the roof.
“D’lestrah uru-thagh nah-roro magh ch’wooluuk vahk,” Vaelonn spoke.
The wailing whines of Levidra blared from behind Jaron. He turned and saw the mother crawl out of the giant mirror, followed by an endless horde. The swarm rushed out and crawled down the sides of the citadel while others flew away into the night. Screams from the city combined with the cries of the Levidra erupted into a mass chorus from every direction around the citadel.
“Damn,” Jaron whispered to himself as the Slicer returned to his hand.
He turned to look at Vaelonn, who stood motionless and spoke again.
“Dai’ehran skagh kuum’vai!”
The entire world shook like a kicked table as the sky horrifically shifted from night, to a blood orange color. The moon turned red and the very air itself cracked around the Sky Scar, bleeding black ooze which fell onto the mountains and melted the ones it touched. Princess Valara appeared next to Jaron as Levidra continued pouring out of the mirror. She yelped when she saw them, turned away only to scream at the sight of Vaelonn. He looked straight ahead, ignoring their presence.
Valara grabbed his arm and jumped off the roof with him. They flew down holding hands until Valara vanished them both. They appeared on a roof below, and then vanished again appearing further across the city repeatedly until they reached the northeastern outskirts of Valmaron. Lady Spellcraft waited by the wreckage of the rocket with Esmerelda and Chloe, holding the gold linked chain necklace. They all looked into the corrupted sky as Levidra poured down.
“This…is this the end of everything?”  asked Lady Spellcraft.
“Only for him.” Jaron found his courage once again. “Mother, what are you doing here?”
“Devari is safe. I came to make sure you still were,” she replied.
“Worst place to be,” Jaron gestured to the necklace. “It’s time. Everyone, now!”
The Two Terrors poured blue aether into the necklace as Jaron, Valara, and Lady Spellcraft concentrated on it. The necklace changed color to red hot orange and rattled violently.
“Just a little more!” Jaron put all of his intention into the chain rings until a series of concussive, sonorous popping sounds began exploding into the fields.
Puum! Puum! Puum! One of them sounded off right near Jaron and the others, blowing a gust of wind past them. They looked up at the cause as the ground shook and giant machines drove past them. The Rolling Rumblers had arrived.
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A roving line of Rumblers drove Jaron toward Valmaron, all armed with Blam-Cans and Blam-Buckets. The biggest Rumblers remained well away from the conflict as the smaller ones proceeded toward the city. A swarm of flying Levidra turned their attention to the fleet, and then headed toward the new arrivals as their loud weapons blasted away. The Bitchin’ Beetle came straight for them at full speed, but didn’t slow down. It got dangerously close when Princess Valara squeezed her eyes shut. Suddenly all five of them were onboard the cockpit, where Commodore Kip hooted to himself as he drove.
“Kip you nearly ran us down you idiot!” Valara shouted.
Kip jumped up and the Beetle came to a stop. “What in the tootin’ hell?”
“Jaron, where are we?” Chloe asked.
“And what is this?” Lady Spellcraft followed up.
“This is Commodore Kip of the Rolling Rumblers, from the adventures I spoke of,” Jaron replied while looking out the windshield.
Blamfire began shredding the Levidra knocking them out of the sky on contact. The loud bangs startled Lady Spellcraft.
“This is Kip?” Esmerelda crossed her arms. “He looks like an idiot.”
“And ya’ll look like those lovely wives Jaron told me about! Lucky bastard,” Kip straightened his expression and then looked at Jaron. “Saw the sky change and thought ‘that don’t look too good’, so we strapped up and got ready for whatever was comin’.”
Jaron shook his hand. “Those monsters are Levidra, and they will kill everyone.”
“I might have somethin’ to say about that,” Kip retorted. “Whatever yer plan is, the Rumblers will keep ‘em occupied.”
Chloe covered her ears as a nearby Blam-Can went off. Lady Spellcraft watched out the windshield with pure shock while Esmerelda looked around the cockpit. Lady Spellcraft flinched at the startling of a voice coming through the speaker-box on the console.
“Rammin’ jammin’ and Blammin’! These ugly wugglies don’t like to stay down!” Kayori’s voice exclaimed.
Kip ran to the console and pressed the button to reply. “Don’t get too close to the town, turn that Scrambler around and bring ‘em out into the fields! We can pick off the fliers.”
“Mother, I want you to stay here on the Rumbler,” said Jaron.
“Hattie is still in the temple with Devari and Sephaeus,” said Lady Spellcraft.
“Can he fight?” asked Jaron.
“Not yet,” Lady Spellcraft. “He needs to recover, and I need to get back to the temple.”
The engine door flew open and the Brood Triplets came rushing in.
“Jaron!” they called in unison, wearing form fitting leather trousers and black leather vests. They weren’t color coded this time, thus the only way to tell them apart was from the way they used their voices and their subtle facial expressions.
They rushed toward Jaron but the Two Terrors moved in the way with stern faces.
“We weren’t going to hurt him, I was just going to give him a kiss,” Ava complained.
“Three kisses!” Ana Lee added.
Lady Spellcraft walked around and looked the triplets up and down before turning to Jaron. “You and I are going to talk about this.”
“What are you all doing here? Shouldn’t you be on one of the big Rumblers?” asked Valara.
The triplets fiddled with their fingers sheepishly and averted their eyes.
“Please don’t be mad at us,” said Abigail.
Ava continued. “I know you said we weren’t allowed to keep our powers, but—”
Jaron interrupted. “You kept them.”
Ava and Abigail pointed at Ana Lee.
“It was her idea!” Ava protested. “We asked Devari for a special Counter-Clause in case there was an emergency.”
“We can help,” Ana Lee interjected with a nervous expression.
Jaron sighed, walked past the Two Terrors, and gave Ana Lee a hug. She melted into him with a big dopey smile and cooed.
“She likes hugs,” said Abigail.
“I like hugs,” Ana Lee repeated with a smile.
“Are you sure we can’t kiss him?” asked Ava.
“Yes we are!” Esmerelda and Chloe shouted in unison.
“Kip, can you bring the Beetle to the temple? The sisters can help there,” Jaron requested.
“Can’t yer Princess do her poofin’ thing?” asked Kip.
“That’s too much for me at once,” Valara answered.
Jaron nodded his head and looked at Kip. “My mother can show you where it is.”
Lady Spellcraft put her hands on her hips and stared at Kip, who chuckled to himself.
“Yer momma doesn’t look like the kind of woman I wanna piss off,” he said.
“Jaron, aren’t you going to introduce us?” Ava giggled. “I am Ava Valentine, and these are my sisters.”
His mother looked to Jaron with a raised eyebrow. “I assume you can tell them apart?”
“I can actually,” Jaron gestured accurately to each one. “This is Abigail and Ana Lee.”
They seemed to appreciate that, because it earned him a smile.
“We were told about you,” Chloe muttered.
Rat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat! One of the Beetle’s Blam-Buckets shot at an incoming Levidra. Kip accelerated, making everyone unsteady on their feet.
“Can someone explain to me where these things are comin’ from?” Kip groaned as more Blam-Cans fired.
“Long story. Big monster. Evil god. Must kill,” Jaron answered as he held onto the seat his mother sat in.
“Good enough for me,” Kip replied. “Where we goin?”
“My mother will show you, don’t break anything,” Jaron turned to Princess Valara. “Can you get me back into the city?”
Valara’s eyes glowed while she nodded yes. Jaron took Esmerelda and Chloe by the hand and went to her. In an instant, she vanished them back outside on the edge of town. People ran screaming through the streets as Levidra crawled through. Some Tolians armed themselves with whatever they could find and attacked them, but were being grabbed and eaten whole. Others were less fortunate, being twisted and snapped by the numerous arms each Levidra possessed. Casters ran around in teams of two, doing their best to fend them off. Flashes of color erupted all over the city, accompanied with the atmospheric distortion of large-scale Entangle Bangles being used to move the civilians out of the center districts.
More swarmed from every alley and street nearby, alarming Jaron as he quickly stepped in front of the women. “All of you. In the air. Now!”
Princess Valara hovered up above them while Chloe blitzed forward, driving a golden kick into a Levidra before it could grab anyone. The force knocked it flat onto its side with a piercing shriek. Esmerelda held her palms over the ground, flipped them upward and clenched her fists. Every Levidra on the block was shot up into the air by columns of yellow, where they were struck from above by golden lightning being called down by Valara.
Jaron blitzed up the street and cut across the side of a Levidra as its arms tried to grab him. He stopped behind it only to see that it had no organs or blood of any kind. He looked up at Princess Valara and shouted. “We have to destroy them completely!”
A group of Tolian blademen charged onto the street and started hacking away at the Levidra’s limbs, while a Valmari child ran from another one. Jaron threw the Slicer into the monster’s mouth and it cut all the way through. The Slicer diced the Levidra into bits before finding its way back into Jaron’s hand. Chloe flew up and over him, fanned out her arms and a stream of golden aether projecting from each finger. The streams flew in all directions to strike every nearby monster, burning entire chunks away from them.
“Lord Spellcraft!” shouted the voice of Master Gokiy.
Jaron rolled instinctively, dodging the chomping maw of another monster. Golden aether manifested around the Slicer, and then he obliterated the Levidra into thousands of small chunks with one swing. Master Gokiy came from behind a line of Tolian pikemen behind tower shields.
The Two Terrors flew off to keep fighting while Jaron ran to his old master.
“Master Gokiy, the Levidra are everywhere. How long until the kingdom is evacuated?” Jaron pointed to the towering Rumblers in the distance.
“The garrison has been using the network as instructed but—” Master Gokiy made a grim face. “It does not go well. People are panicking, and the monsters are forcing the Casters to engage.”
Jaron looked up toward the citadel, clenching a fist. “Vaelonn is up there, and I need everyone far away before I bring him down.”
Master Gokiy’s eyes widened. “Vaelonn? But surely you are mistaken!”
“I’m not. We have all been deceived. Vaelonn is the great enemy, and I will see him slain,” Jaron replied. “Make your stand here. Let the Rumblers do the work while I gather as many as I can.”
Princess Valara manifested next to Jaron, pointing at the citadel. “Jaron! More are coming!”
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Esmerelda landed next to Jaron, turned her head to look at the citadel and glared.
“It’s Ash,” Esmerelda snarled. “Or whatever used to be her. She keeps making more of them.”
Princess Valara appeared ahead of Jaron and thrust her arms up toward the sky, projecting a multitude of green aether which split into strings and rained down. Dozens of Levidra were pulled into the air as Chloe flew up, held both arms out and spun. She created a whirlwind of red aether and drew the creatures into it. Their screams echoed in the valley as each one disintegrated upon entering the funnel.
“We can’t fight them forever, we have to get back inside and destroy the source,” said Jaron.
“So you finally agree on killing her?” Esmerelda retorted.
Jaron locked eyes with Esmerelda sternly. “There’s no choice.”
Princess Valara turned away from the mayhem and ran to Jaron and Esmerelda. Chloe sent down more golden lightning to clear the streets as additional Casters advanced with interwoven bars of blue to bottleneck the beasts. A detachment of Tolian blades descended upon the fallen Levidra to take them apart piece by piece. Blam-Cans went off in the distance, knocking them out of the sky. The squeals they made attracted more fliers, who bounded off the citadel toward the Rumblers.
“Jaron there’s so many,” Valara breathed. “What do we do?”
“We have to destroy Ash,” Jaron replied.
“We can’t go up there, we’ll be overrun in seconds,” said the Princess.
Jaron nodded. “Is the temple still safe?”
“For now,” said Valara. “Devari’s wards are working.”
Chloe blitzed down to the ground and joined them. “I need a break. Esmerelda, can you help?”
“I’m with you,” said Esmerelda as the two of them flew away.
Jaron took a moment to think as more Levidra overran buildings on their way east. Flashes of different aether colors went off as people ran away in droves.
“Valara, the Tolians can’t move everyone fast enough. Can you help them lead people out?” Jaron asked.
“I can,” she stepped in and gave Jaron a kiss. “Don’t go far.”
The Princess disappeared into a burst of blue aether and was gone. Jaron blitzed up the street when a Levidra moved in the way and collided with him. The creature felt slick and smooth, its hands quickly searching for something to grab onto. Jaron shouted as golden aether knocked it away from him. The remains of the creature bashed against a nearby cabin. A flying Levidra swooped down to grab him. He ducked underneath its hands and took off its wings with a Slicer throw. When it returned, he cut upward and exploded the rest of it with a wave of red aether.
Jaron blitzed as long as he could, zipping from street to street. The deeper he got into the center of town, the less people he saw. He stopped when he nearly tripped over a pair of mangled bodies strewn around the street. A Valmari man had been twisted in such a way that his torso faced up, but his legs faced down. His eyes were wide with his mouth locked in the last scream he gave.
A fallen Caster had both her arms snapped in multiple places, while a pair of Tolian blademen who presumably tried to save her covered the rest of her body with their heads rotated the entire way around. The sight sickened his stomach, Jaron stumbled to a nearby tree to gather himself. He focused on the Slicer, begging it to make the things go away to no avail.
I’ve got to get to Devari.
The quiet ended shortly after his thought, with a group of Levidra wailing at the sight of Jaron. They wiggled and writhed rapidly from a lane leading to the citadel. He got angry. Red aether with a tinge of gold formed over his body and the Slicer.
“Get out of my face!” Jaron slashed diagonally upward, sending red flames straight into them. It consumed the Levidra along with every house around them. Boom! A secondary explosion converted the flames into a golden spiral that flattened nearby signposts, huts, and cabins.
The commotion alerted more of them, prompting Jaron to blitz away in short bursts to race down random alleys and side-streets to get to the temple. He finally reached the square when the sight of countless creatures crawling over the building stopped him. Jaron noticed that they weren’t directly touching the building, but crawling over an invisible bubble around it. Devari’s wards were holding up, but nobody could go in or out either. The bodies of both Valmari and Tolian alike littered the square. The Bitchin’ Beetle sat nearby, parked on top of a flattened stone building.
A shot from a Blam-Can knocked three off the building and reduced one to giblets. The Levidra ignored it and continued searching for a way in. A loudspeaker-box from the the Rumbler called out to Jaron; Kip’s voice.
“Hey Jaron! I can’t unload on ‘em so close to the buildin’! Can you help me out?”
“At least you’re not a total idiot,” Jaron mused to himself.
“This is taking forever!” Ava’s voice complained from the loudspeaker. “Let us out, I’m pretty sure this qualifies as an emergency and we’re tired of waiting.”
A loud metallic ‘thunk’ hit the ground behind the Rumbler, followed by three shadows darting up and over it. They landed behind Jaron, side by side. He turned around to witness the shadows form into the Brood Triplets.
“There you are!” Ava called out. “Are we too late?”
“Not at all,” said Jaron. The Beetle took the safest shot it could, knocking away another Levidra into a nearby stone fence.
“We thought you might enjoy a little company,” said Abigail.
Ava recoiled at the sight of the crawlers swarming the building, shuddering and sticking out her tongue in disgust.
“Those things are even more horrid up close,” said Ava. “Have you been looking at those the entire time?”
“As close as you can get,” Jaron replied. “Don’t let them grab you.”
“Horrendous,” Ava complained and pointed at the Levidra. “You can’t kill those?”
“Not without damaging the temple,” he answered.
Ava scoffed. “You relax while we replace that nasty sight with something more appealing.”
“We could do it naked!” Ana Lee jumped up excitedly.
“That’s a good idea,” Abigail gushed with a grin. “Can we?”
“Now is not the—why would you even joke about that?” Jaron shook his head and gestured at the Levidra.
“It’s not a joke, it’s a Script,” Ana Lee pouted.
“The more vulnerable we are, the more potent our powers,” Abigail detailed. “And don’t act like you wouldn’t enjoy it. I’ve seen you looking.”
“You’ve seen me trying not to,” Jaron retorted.
“Same thing,” Ava dismissed. “Do you want to see or not?”
“Save your flirting,” Jaron blurted. “At least until my mother’s not watching.”
“We’ll hold you to that,” Ava warned. All three triplets became fierce in an instant, their eyes flashing to blood red. “Our turn to have some fun.”
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“The best way to bring an unruly brute to heel,” Ava stuck her arm out and pushed her index to her thumb. “…is to get its attention.”
Ava snapped her fingers. A single black spike shot out from every Levidra’s shadow, piercing them straight through the head, wrapping around them, and violently throwing them off the temple. The creatures rolled around to get themselves upright, and then turned toward those responsible. They wailed into a berserk charge, stampeding toward Jaron and the triplets as soon as the spikes evaporated. Ana Lee stepped forward next.
“The second step,” Ana Lee waved her hair, causing specks of pink glitter to disperse like pollen. “Is to make it desire you.”
The specks of light formed a cloud before blowing over to envelop the horde. A delightful, apple-like aroma blew with it. The Levidra instantly stopped moving. Their anguished faces twisted into eerie smiles as their heads swayed down in submission.
“And after they want you so bad they can’t stand it,” Abigail casually walked toward the Levidra and put her hand on the cheek of one. It made a pleasant sort of sound. “You use it against them.”
An orange light spread from the one she touched to all the others. They all froze in place first, with ice appearing on their many arms. Abigail turned around and walked away from the Levidra with disgust. “I’d back up if I were you.”
The Levidra all bubbled up and exploded before Jaron could think to react. Their discharge launched away and rolled into grotesque piles of slimy chunks. None remained. Jaron’s jaw dropped while the triplets giggled.
“Those things aren’t even alive,” Jaron pointed at Ana Lee. “How did you control them?”
Ana Lee combed her fingers through her hair and smiled. “Everything wants something. I simply turned its lust for death into a lust for me.”
“How do you think we convinced Lord Buun not to kill us?” Ava questioned while Ana Lee giggled.
“He had to Script himself differently just to keep us from dominating him,” Abigail added.
“I hope you aren’t going to try that trick on me,” Jaron frowned.
“No,” Ava tilted Jaron’s chin up with the pad of her index finger and grinned as her eyes returned to normal. “You won’t take that much convincing.”
“We can still get naked you know,” Ana Lee commented.
Jaron rolled his eyes and started walking toward the temple. “Is that all you three think about?”
“No,” said Abigail as the triplets kept pace with him. “Sometimes there’s chocolate involved!”
“If I give you chocolate will you leave me alone?” asked Jaron.
“No,” the triplets simultaneously followed by mischievous giggling.
“Wait a minute, you have chocolate with you?” asked Ana Lee.
“No,” said Jaron.
“You wicked wicked tease!” Ava complained.
Lady Spellcraft came out of the Rumbler and ran through the temple door. Kip spoke through his loudspeaker as the Beetle revved its engines. “I’mma go blam me some more uglies, ya’ll stay safe.”
The Bitchin’ Beetle rolled in full reverse as Jaron and the triplets entered the temple. Scores of wounded were set up on the pews as Mudmaster Hattie directed volunteers to attend the casualties. Sephaeus laid among them near the front, stripped of his armor. Devari stayed near him delivering flagons of water to nearby patients.
“Jaron!” Devari ran down the aisle and embraced him tightly. Jaron wrapped his arms around her with a relieved breath.
“You’ve been brilliant Devari. How did you keep the Levidra out and not us?” he asked.
Devari winked at him. “You don’t spend half a lifetime with Vaelonn inside your head without remembering a trick or three.”
“Devari!” the triplets descended onto the girl and covered her cheeks in kisses.
“You’ve gotten cute!” Ava complimented.
“She was always cute,” Abigail protested.
“Yes but now she’s even cuter!” said Ana Lee.
“Don’t even think about finding her a husband,” Lady Spellcraft interrupted. “She’s much too young for that.”
Devari opened her mouth to speak, but a single look from Lady Spellcraft silenced her before any contradiction came. She waved the triplets in to huddle with her as she whispered. “I’m not too young.”
“Lady Spellcraft, you’ve returned!” Hattie wiped her bloody hands with a wet rag. “Everyone is coming along well enough, although the Sentinel Commander is still quite asleep. Do you think he’s faking?”
“I’m not faking,” Sephaeus grumbled with his eyes closed.
“You’re awake!” Lady Spellcraft sat down at his side and looked at his bandaged wound. “Has the poison left you yet?”
“I don’t feel dead if that’s what you mean,” said Sephaeus.
“I’m going to need more supplies,” Hattie reported. “We’ve nearly run out and most of my wagons were left behind when all the hubbub started.”
Jaron groaned. “And you’d like me to get it wouldn’t you?”
“Would you dear? That’s incredibly sweet of you!” Hattie scanned the faces of the triplets and then winked at him.
“Jaron, there’s something else,” Lady Spellcraft’s face changed into one of distinct disapproval.
“What is it?” asked Jaron.
“I saw a group of men in dark armor on the way over here,” his mother explained.
“Praetorian Guards,” Jaron growled.
Lady Spellcraft slowly nodded. “They were guarding the Counting House.”




CHAPTER 85

Jaron pulled down every nearby curtain rod he could find. He detached the metal loops securing them before running back into the main cathedral. He showed his handful to Devari and Sephaeus, who managed to sit up while his mother changed his bandage.
“Can you make these into Entangle Bangles?” Jaron asked Devari.
“Of course,” she answered.
“I’m going to the wagons first, then I’ll stop at the counting house and deal with whatever is happening there,” said Jaron before setting the loops down in front of Sephaeus. “How long will it take to convert these?”
“We will start now,” said Sephaeus, who divided the loops into groups of two.
Jaron nodded and stood up while his mother came to his side.
“How much of the city is lost?” she asked.
“Too much,” Jaron admitted. “But Valmaron will survive.”
“You still have him to deal with,” said Lady Spellcraft.
“I know,” Jaron tensed his neck and jaw. “But we have to save Valmaron first or there won’t be anyone left to celebrate.”
Lady Spellcraft nodded her head slowly. “Have you learned how to vanquish him?”
“Going for the head usually works,” he replied.
His mother stroked his face while looking into his eyes. “And you’re confident you can?”
Jaron held his mother’s hand against his cheek and looked down. “He’s worse than anything I ever imagined.” he met her eyes again. “But the sun will shine on his grave, and my children will piss on it.”
“Children?” his mother tilted her head while an eyebrow went up.
“Esmerelda and I…we’ve been trying,” Jaron revealed to a smile from his mother.
“Then you will succeed, because you will not leave your family alone,” Lady Spellcraft said with solemn seriousness.
“We’re finished,” Devari chimed, who stood up and presented six sets of newly made Entangle Bangles.
“Thanks Devari,” Jaron took the bangles he needed and put them into his satchel. “I’ll get you a present when this is over.”
“I want the cat!” she replied.
“Deal. Wait until the bangles warm up then use them.” Jaron smiled and turned to leave, when the triplets caught up to him in the foyer before he reached the door.
“You forgot something,” said Ava.
“Which is?” he replied.
“Us!” Ana Lee shouted.
“I appreciate it, but you’ll be safer here in the temple,” said Jaron as he began pulling the door open.
Ava put her hand on the door and pushed it shut. Abigail and Ana Lee moved in front of him and pressed their backs against the door to keep him from leaving.
“Is this some sort of masculine routine you’re on?” Ava looked down her nose at him.
“Girls, I really don’t have time for this,” Jaron groaned in an irked tone.
“Think we’re helpless do you? Have you forgotten how you even got in here?” Ava narrowed her gaze.
“We’re strong,” said Abigail.
“Stronger than you without that shiny sword of yours!” Ana Lee added.
Jaron looked up and sighed. “Has it occurred to you that perhaps I’m considering your wellbeing?”
“And has it occurred to you that we’re doing the same?” Ava countered.
“So now you’re looking after me?” Jaron retorted.
“You started it!” Ana Lee argued.
“You need us,” said Abigail.
“Besides, your wives can’t do all the heavy lifting,” Ava finished.
Jaron let out an exasperated growl and shrugged. “Alright, but you will not come with me when I face Vaelonn.”
He went to pull the door but the girls shut it again.
“What the hell is it now?” Jaron bemoaned.
“Our reward, should we survive this,” said Ava.
“We’ll talk later. I’m leaving now,” Jaron tightened his grip on the door handle and pulled it open, forcing the triplets to move. “Follow me.”
Jaron sprinted into a blitz while the triplets chased him with shadow-steps. They dashed out of the main square and across town as the sky became crowded with Levidra. He thought of all the Rumblers still doing battle.
They’re going to run out of shot at this rate.
The wagons were still where Hattie said they were: lined up behind a sorting tent not far from the Counting House. He came out of blitz and took the bangles out of the satchel, handing the triplets one each.
“Put them on the spokes,” Jaron attached one to a wagon wheel.
The triplets helped with the others while Jaron finished off the last two. They dashed off immediately after, stopping behind the building across the street. Jaron snuck around and peeked around the corner. A full squad of Praetorian Guards stood in front of it, completely ignoring everything else happening. Jaron turned to the triplets and lifted up the Slicer, his face covered in sweat.
“I’ll go in first,” he said.
“Oh stand back,” Ava and her siblings revealed themselves to the squad.
He watched as Ava casually strolled cross the street. Dozens of spikes thoroughly impaled the guards from their own shadows and lifted them off the ground. The spikes bent around and wrapped the guards into a constricting hold.
“Trivial. Sisters, could you finish them off?” Ava asked as she went right past them and into the counting house.
Abigail pressed her finger against one of the impaling twisting spikes, and it froze where she touched. The frost extended until every guard froze, followed by Ana Lee blowing on one. The guards turned red hot and shattered. Jaron entered to see two more guards already spiked against the ceiling through their heads.
Jaron moved ahead of the triplets and saw a bright orange light coming from a book-filled room connected to the lobby. He shuffled across the floor quietly and looked in to see a glowing Script in the middle of the floor. The room was a mess, with all manner of debris and papers on the floor. Orange bolts of electricity shot out of it, striking the shelves and knocking books out of them.
“A lot of aether has gathered,” said Ana Lee.
“What kind of idiot would use a Script like this?” Ava shouted. “That’s a duplication Script!”
“And if it’s glowing like this…” Abigail voiced. “Whatever it’s duplicating is now Unsealed.”
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“They were guarding this place for a reason,” Ava noted.
“What makes this place so special?” asked Ana Lee.
“I don’t know,” Jaron scanned around the room of registries, placed adjacent to the lobby.
“Did Zen Daaz know someone who worked here?” Ana Lee wondered.
It came to Jaron in a flash. “Tuppence. He was spying for the Unscrupulous.”
“Was he a Scripter?” Ava questioned. “I thought Tolians didn’t have those.”
“No. He managed the ledgers of the entire kingdom,” Jaron replied.
“A money man,” Ava spat with obvious disgust. “What could Zen Daaz possibly offer a person like that as payment?”
“Payment…” Jaron’s eyes opened wide. “That’s it! It’s in the repository!”
Jaron ran out of the room and the triplets followed. They ran into Tuppence’s former office, where a trap door led down to the cellar. Jaron reached down to pull it but it didn’t budge. The door was locked. Ava reached down, grabbed the handle, and pulled it straight off its hinges before tossing it aside. Jaron raised an eyebrow at her.
“Told you we were strong,” Ana Lee teased.
They shuffled down the steps to a large basement chamber as vast as the foundations of the entire stone building. Gold spilled out of massive chests, some with broken locks. The floor was covered in rampant piles of currency. Countless coins were beginning to crack, with red light shining out of them. Jaron picked up a coin, when it suddenly popped into two identical ones.
“I knew it. It’s the money,” Jaron rasped. “Zen Daaz gave that greedy traitor a way to make more of it.”
“More like a way to destroy Valmaron,” Ana Lee chastised. “The copies are Annihilating.”
“When they go, so will everything else,” said Abigail.
“Is there a way to stop the Script?” asked Jaron.
“Not while so much aether is collected,” Ava shook her head. “And even if you do, the coin copies are still Unsealed.”
A thought came to Jaron. “The spears. We can use the spears, they’re Miasmic.”
He put a coin into his satchel and ran back upstairs as the triplets shadow-stepped ahead of him. Abigail retrieved the pair from the entry room and gave one to Ana Lee.
“There’s only one person who can write a Script fast enough to help,” Jaron explained before turning to Ava. “I need Devari. Can you get Valara’s attention?”
“I can get anyone’s attention,” Ava smirked before turning to the other triplets. “Alright sisters, ruin that little Script will you?”
Jaron went outside followed by Ava. He scanned the skyscape looking for signs of the Two Terrors. He saw them over the fields with the Rumblers, but the distance was too great to cover quickly, and Jaron was getting exhausted.
“Can you make it?” asked Ava.
“Yes,” Jaron lied. “I’m just catching my breath.”
Ava shook her head disapprovingly. “You’re tired, let me quicken you. I can rejuvenate the strength of others. It was a useful bedroom skill when ‘recovery’ was needed,” Ava revealed.
“That’d be helpful right now,” Jaron admitted.
“Alright!” Ava smiled and then kissed him. She grabbed his head before he could pull away.
Ava inhaled through her nose during the kiss and Jaron felt a simultaneous rush of weakness leaving him. The strength in his arms and legs returned, which is when she broke the kiss with a giggle. Jaron felt his face become warm, but he was emboldened.
“Thanks,” he swallowed. “But was the tongue necessary?”
“No,” Ava wiped her mouth. “That was just for fun.”
He stared at her as the other two triplets came out of the Counting House.
“It’s done,” Abigail reported. “The Script is unmade.”
They all looked to Jaron following the statement.
“Tell me what to do,” Ava said with her hands on her hips.
Jaron snapped out of his awkward reverie and pointed at the Casting in the distance. “Get Devari and meet me by the fight. That’s where I’m going.”
Ava started clapping excitedly. “Oh please tell me what the plan is! I like it when you get like this.”
Jaron looked back toward the citadel and saw another horde emerging from it. He snarled before taking one more look at Ava. “We’re going to make the Levidra rich. Now go. Abigail? Ana Lee? You’re with me.”
“Yes my Lord,” the triplets confirmed.
Jaron appreciated the cooperation, but the back of his mind housed a curious wonder as to why. The thought would have to wait as he took off with his chosen pair in pursuit. Only one thought mattered: reaching the others as fast as he could, before they were overrun. He stopped at a fallen Taker Totem a few streets over, one that had been knocked down but kept its golden color. It would still function. Abigail and Ana Lee came out of shadow-step a second after to look down at it.
“What is this?” asked Abigail.
Jaron picked up the wooden beam and stood it back up, inserting it back into its divot in the ground. The carved protrusion on the top indicated which direction it went: northeast. That’s where he needed to go.
“It’s a Taker Totem. Touch it and go to its twin. Follow them all the way to the fight,” Jaron explained.
All three put their hands on the thing and followed the next totems in the sequence almost entirely across town, using their respective fast travel techniques to reach the next. Their progress was halted a quarter mile away when Jaron arrived at the splintered remains of a snapped Taker Totem. Its golden color was lost, leaving them to go on foot. Jaron sheathed the Slicer and reached for both women on either side of him.
“Take my hand,” Jaron ordered.
The triplets obeyed, and the reasoning behind his request became apparent when he swept them all into the brightest blitz ever manifested. Its golden light began mixing with a few white streaks, carrying Jaron into a speed surpassing even that of Sephaeus. He wanted more speed, and he got it.
Valmaron whizzed by in a blur of velocity beyond anything he’d experienced short of an Entangle Bangle, coming out of the rush behind a rushing wave of Levitra crawlers. Now on the outskirts of Valmaron, the stone roads had given way to trampled terrain.
“Hemorrhaging henchmen, that was fast,” Ana Lee let go of Jaron’s hand to fix her hair.
“The young man has a gift,” Abigail blew loudly to move the strands out of her own face as well.
The monsters swarmed toward the lines of Tolian blademen, while the largest gathering of Casters he’d seen all bombarded the battlefront with converging blue aether bombs. The line was holding, but the corpses littered amongst the blobs of black showed that they’d been pushed back nearly fifty paces from where they started.
“Damn it,” Jaron cursed as he wound his arm back with the Slicer, imbuing it with golden aether as he did so.
Abigail’s hand on his shoulder stopped him from throwing it. “Too destructive. Let us go first.”
Ana Lee was already mid-step when she streaked into a blur and bounded for the crowd. She darted upward into an inhuman leap, spinning so fast her hair splayed out and sprayed down red glitter. Every surface it touched began glowing and melting on the spot, resulting in an uproar of squeals from the affected Levidra. She landed right next to several, and caught two arms that tried to grab her. She tore them off just as Abigail moved in and froze the surrounding creatures with a stomp of her boot. Being attacked from both directions split the Levidra’s attention, giving the Tolian army just the reprieve they needed to make openings for the Casters to start blasting with red aether.
Now it was Jaron’s turn. He caught up with the sisters and performing a winding spin of his own, throwing waves of yellow aether that flattened every creature around him onto their sides. Abigail continued to freeze her assailants with a touch, leaving Ana Lee to shatter them with a cursory smack of her hand. Apparently punching wasn’t her thing.
Abigails eyes started glowing brighter the more enemies she froze, and Ana Lee’s eyes began to darken the more she melted. Jaron entered a flow state through the Slicer and exploded each Levidra he cut in a single swipe, washing away their presence with red aether to confine the destruction to its intended target.
Some of the fliers had changed their priorities, and were now coming straight for him. Abigail and Ana Lee remained close by him, but the addition of airborne enemies would be more than they could focus on at once.
One of them dive bombed into Ana Lee, who wrestled with its wriggling arms.
“Ana Lee!” Abigail turned around, and another one swooped in to take her up.
Its arms shuddered to a locked position as she froze it, but the whole thing crashed down right on top of Abigail. Jaron blitzed across and stuck the tip of the Slicer forward, carving straight through Ana Lee’s assailant and bursting it apart. More were coming, and Abigail was staggered from the fall.
Jaron looked up and saw the Two Terrors leading some on a chase, but they were running out of open spaces to fly to. Meanwhile Princess Valara’s hovering was beginning to falter, and she was on the defensive with concentrated blasts of yellow aether to violently knock them back. The dwindling fire from the Rumblers was catching up with them. The front line was doing their best to push back, but they were separated from Jaron and the sisters by nearly an acre.
The momentary distraction was all it took for him to be caught by surprise. He sensed it coming too late. Jaron tried to move in time as a Levidra charged him, but one of its flailing arms managed to grab him. It caught his left arm and instantly jerked upward. Jaron reacted reflexively to chop the Levidra’s hand off, blasting the rest of its body into a large group with golden aether. The large boom that followed attracted the attention of the rest, who were being whittled down by the Tolians and Valmari.
Jaron hadn’t even realized his arm was broken, until he tried to move it. It was completely limp; snapped below the elbow. Abigail rushed to his side and screamed at the incoming Levidra with a shrill echo, causing them to burst backwards into hot blobs. The act expended the glow in her eyes. Ana Lee performed a similar shriek at the cost of the darkness in her eyes. This time, every Levidra within twenty feet began slowing to a snail’s pace. It provided enough time for Jaron to throw the Slicer as it bathed in red light, destroying them on contact.
When it returned to him, he found that his energy had been sapped. Every movement took far more effort than before his wounded arm, and more Levidra were coming. He looked up and saw his wives doing all they could not to be caught, and the sisters had used up whatever it had taken for their largest attacks.
“You two get clear,” he breathed. “I’m taking everything out.”
One more attack. He could manage that. Jaron stabbed the ground with the Slicer, focusing as much as he could.
“Jaron stop,” Ana Lee raised her voice as she looked down and saw the golden aether gathering. “You’re getting pale.”
Abigail fought on, having resorted to the force of her raw strength to concuss the monsters away from them.
“Ana Lee, leave,” Jaron repeated.
Ana Lee frowned fiercely at him, when her eyes registered something behind Jaron. Her expression instantly lightened. “Ava!”
Jaron turned around, and would have felt all of the blood rushing between his legs if it wasn’t already pooling in his broken arm. Ava was walking toward the battle with her eyes glistening blood red. Tears of the same color fell down her face with the most devilish of smirks present on it. And she was completely naked.
“You can hide from the light, but not the shadows,” Ava raised her arm and pointed her palm at the sky.
An immense, writhing mass of sharp-tipped black tentacles sprouted out from the ground around Ava’s bare feet, twisting up into a vast tree-like structure whose branches shot out in all directions. The shadows of the Levidra on the ground all shot black spikes of their own, impaling each individual many times over until they could no longer move. The tentacles from Ava’s black tree wrapped around her victims, constricting and pulling them away to itself until they dangled beneath the canopy of darkness like evil fruit. Hundreds of Levidra screamed and wailed, undying but unable to do anything against it.
The shadow tree continued to grow until it was an easy fifty feet high, with the width of a large house. Jaron was as impressed as he was horrified at the macabre scene. The flock of flying Levidra didn’t come toward it, but instead gave it a wide berth. Once the thing slowed its growth to an immense size, Ava emerged out of the base of its trunk, the blackness peeling away from her body like a second skin. A quick shadow-step brought her next to Jaron, getting clear of the tree.
With the remainder of his strength Jaron turned around, pointed his Slicer at the army, and shouted at the top of his lungs. “Destroy them!”
The Casters answered by launching the largest lances of red aether he’d ever seen, easily numbering in the hundreds. They arced through the air like flaming arrows, bombarding every square inch of the shadow tree, destroying Levidra wholesale. Somebody didn’t think that was good enough however, and a massive column of golden aether suddenly swallowed the entire structure. Jaron shielded his face with his working arm, with everyone else forced to do the same against the shockwave that followed. The Brood Triplets surrounded Jaron and shadow-stepped away with him, getting clear of the power that just reduced everything to cinders.
When Jaron got his bearings, he saw a weary winged figure walking on the charred, sundered ground holding Devari’s hand.
Devari herself had Ava’s clothes all bunched up and tucked under her arm, holding Quartz’s scepter.
“Always has to have the biggest…” Jaron chuckled, before pain suddenly shot through his mangled arm, forcing him to kneel down.
“What’s wrong?” asked Ava as she got down beside him to look him over, putting her back to the Sephaeus and Devari.
Her nude body was a distraction Jaron wished he was in a state to appreciate, thus he avoided looking below her face for fear of losing even more blood.
“He’s hurt,” Ana Lee answered.
“It’s his arm. They broke it, severely,” Abigail continued.
“You’re turning pale,” Ava touched Jaron’s arm as blood pooled near the joint. “We have to be fast. Abigail? His head please.”
“Ava,” Jaron said through a wince.
“Yes?” she answered attentively.
“You did great. Now get dressed.”
Ava smiled. Ana Lee rushed over to Devari and grabbed Ava’s clothes, along with a wicker basket strapped to her back. Abigail took Jaron’s head back and cradled it in her lap. Ava got fully dressed and returned to Jaron’s side while the Sentinel Commander came closer.
“You three help him, I’m going to help in the air,” he said before flying off with a single flap of his aether wings.
Devari covered her mouth with her hands, her eyes shouting the worry she was having. Despite the pain he was about to be in, Jaron smiled at Devari just before Ana Lee blocked her from seeing him with a hug.
“Don’t watch my dearest, you can help him in a moment,” she said in the sweetest voice Jaron ever heard.
“You don’t have to be awake for this,” Abigail got his attention. “I can put you to sleep.”
Jaron shook his head fast. “No. I’m staying awake until we’ve won.”
“You’ll be wishing I was still naked in a moment, this is going to be unpleasant,” Ava cautioned as she rolled up his sleeve to expose his horribly hemorrhaging arm. “I’ll be quick.”
Abigail tore off a piece of her sleeve and rolled it into a ball.
“Bite down on this,” Abigail instructed and tucked it into Jaron’s mouth. “I admire your spirit.”
He looked into Ava’s eyes, braced himself, and nodded to her. Sharpness instantly followed: a shadow spike into his arm. The piercing of his arm released the blood in a gushing stream. He roared into the balled fabric and bit down as hard as he could, willing his body to hold still as Ava worked the blood out. But it wasn’t over yet. Using her bloodied hands, she adjusted his arm until the bone was set. The final pain came when a series of small spikes impaled his arm from multiple directions to fix his arm in place, like it was a pincushion.
Jaron howled again. Abigail had to hold his good arm down so he didn’t move the Slicer, whose blade glowed a wild mix of colors. It took his full concentration to keep the aether contained within it, lest he destroy something by mistake.
“That’s it, we’re done,” Ava said hurriedly before turning to Ana Lee. “Devari!”
The girl didn’t wait, and ran right over to them with a mound of magic berries in the basket. She was about to feed them to Jaron, but Ana Lee took over the task.
“I can mend the bone, but I need him to keep still,” Devari lifted the scepter and the crystal tip to start etching the ground.
Abigail tried to sooth him by running her fingers through his hair, delicately distracting him while her other hand stroked his face. It was enough to get the Slicer to stop glowing.
Devari drew a series of circular shapes and runes within their overlapping spaces, pressing her lips tightly closed while she focused on what she needed to do. Jaron glanced to the sky in the distance and saw Chloe and Esmerelda hovering above and behind Valara. Both of the Two Terrors were hurling golden lightning one after the other, striking each Levidra in the center of their being before eradicating them entirely.
Sephaeus picked off the stragglers trying to reach the Rumblers, firing arcs of his energy out of his wings to burst several at once. Meanwhile Valara manifested multiple instances of blue shields to control the crowd, blocking their flanks and bunching them up from the front. The Casters on the ground assisted by combining their aether into an immense spray of red orbs, replacing the blamfire the Rumblers had run out of. The sky rained down with black blobs blasted from their bodies, whittling down their numbers as Tolian reinforcements began to arrive with siege weaponry.
“Nearly there,” Devari said as her Script activated into a glow of fiery orange. 
It’s completion prompted her to press her hand on it. When she lifted her palm back up, the glowing glyph was now sticking to her palm. With a carefully steady touch, Devari applied the Script to Jaron’s skin. It spun in place with a peculiar, focused warmth, with the inner shapes spinning in the other direction until two narrow marks aligned with an audible ‘snap’. The sound was his actual bone, unbreaking. He groaned with a sudden jerk, feeling all of the pain he experienced thus far, but somehow in reverse. A golden tattoo of the Script she used sunk into his skin, and he felt it move through him and settle where his bone was. Ava’s fixating spikes vanished afterward, allowing the holes to close from the berries.
Jaron sat up and inspected his healed injury. “My arm…it’s—“
“All better,” Devari winked at him.
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Devari held the coin up in front of her face, flipping it back and forth while tapping it with the bottom of the scepter. Jaron stood with Ava and Devari behind the siege machines, which sent flaming weapons into the horde. The Rolling Rumblers occupied most of the Levidra, leading them further away from Valmaron while The Two Terrors created shields to slow the monsters down. Sephaeus blitzed through the air, punishing the Levidra with brutal force as the Tolian army formed a perimeter around their expanded front. Levidra kept coming, but this time they were all fliers, and they were larger.
It took a constant barrage of anti-airborne aether from the combined Caster Caste just to thin out their numbers, and they completely ignored everyone on the ground. Ana Lee’s charming technique was no longer working either. All anyone on the ground could do was stand and watch as they went after the Sentinel Commander, Valara, and the Two Terrors.
“Can you do it?” asked Jaron, constantly keeping his eye on his wives with barely contained concern.
Having Sephaeus there gave him more confidence, but did not wash away all of his worry.
She shook her head at him. “Not by myself. If you get me a piece of those beasts, I can start the first part.”
“Plenty of that around,” Jaron turned to Ava. “I need you to get Valara now.”
“I’ll go,” Ava rushed off into a streak of shadow.
Jaron glanced at the massacre near him and saw a blubbery chunk. He ran over to grab it and brought it back to Devari. She started etching on the coin as red sparks flew out of it. A swirling blue mass of aether appeared, followed by Valara’s appearance. She manifested near Jaron and lost her footing. He caught and held her until she gained her bearings.
“Are you alright Valara?” Jaron asked.
“I’m just tired,” she replied and then stood with her own strength. “I don’t feel like we can handle much more of this.”
“We have a plan,” said Jaron as Devari Scripted the wiggly chunk of Levidra. “We have Unsealed coins that we’re going to use against them, we just need to get them here.”
“Jaron, I need to sit down,” Valara got down onto the grass and wincing as she stretched her legs out. “We’ve been at this for hours.”
“I might have a way to return your strength to you,” Jaron looked at Ava, but Valara shook her head.
“It’s not my body that’s stopping me,” she admitted. “It’s the Casting. I’m emotionally and mentally spent. The girls are feeling it too.”
“I know,” Jaron knelt down in front of her. “And you’ve been amazing.” He took her hands into his. “We’re almost there. I just need this last thing from you, and then you can rest.”
Valara nodded with her eyes closed. Her legs trembled as she unsteadily staggered to her feet, hugging Jaron immediately after.
“I’ll do whatever you want,” her muffled voice spoke into the crook of his neck. “I love you Jaron Spellcraft.”
“I love you, Valara Valestorm,” Jaron gripped her tighter.
They parted as Devari walked up to them, inserted the coin into the blubber and then offered it to Jaron. “The coins are matched to the monsters. You need to hit a lot of them all at once with as much aether as you can, and the coins will go to the Levidra before their Soul Scrolls unravel.”
Jaron nodded to Devari before looking back at Valara. He held a hand to her cheek and stroked it lightly with his thumb. “When it happens, I need you all to get down.”
She closed her eyes and smiled, using her own hand to hold his palm against her face while she leaned into it. Her shoulders relaxed and golden aether rose from her body like embers from a flame. When her glowing eyes opened they looked full of adoration, which changed to a look of resolve.
“I’ll be right back,” said Valara. “Don’t wander too far.”
She stepped back into a vortex of blue and vanished from Jaron’s sight. As soon as she went, he turned to Ava.
“Tell me what you need,” Ava asked preemptively.
“You and your sisters barricade yourselves in with Devari. But first I need the strongest shield ever made; nothing escapes. I’m giving all my aether to the Casters,” Jaron detailed.
“I’ll get their attention,” Ava answered.
Jaron ran toward the Casters whose attention were focused on battle, putting himself at the forefront between them and the outer fields where the others were airborne. Esmerelda hovered behind the Rumbler line, making shield after shield to stop the swarm. Chloe pushed them back with wide arcs of yellow aether. They floated side by side flinging what they could to slow the Levidra, but they weren’t making golden aether anymore. Valara was right: their anger had burned out. The Rumblers used Slot-Rockets to take out the airborne monsters, but the Blam-Cans and Blam-Buckets remained unfired. It was time to finish it.
Jaron gripped the Slicer’s handle with both hands and held it in front of his face. He channeled everything he had, pulling an immense whirlwind of prismatic aether out of the Slicer to surround his body. The amount of power was such that Jaron could feel it like a tempest threatening to carry him off. He rotated the blade so the flat faced away, and thrust it into the air like a lightning rod. Bolts of golden aether bloomed from it and splayed out by the hundreds, falling upon the aggregate Caster Caste to empower each and every one.
Ava took a long, deep breath, touched two fingers to the side of her neck and spoke with such amplification it was as though the wind itself spoke with her voice.
“Yooh hoooo! All Casters at attention! Lord Spellcraft’s power is now yours! He needs all of your shields, all the Levidra in one place!”
Jaron turned his head, and bellowed at the top of his lungs. “Protect the Princess, protect yourselves, protect Valmaron!”
The Brood Triplets all shadow-stepped into a triangle formation around Devari, with Ava summoning a ball of writhing shadows to cover them. The roving shadow of Levidra suddenly came up against a wall of sublime blue that completely cut them off. Its extent expanded into a box large enough to encompass the entire horde, with the Sentinel Commander flying out of it just in time to escape being trapped with them. The land became covered in the vast shadow of innumerable Levidra, like bats at sunset.
The dark did not reign for long. An explosion of blue and white light heralded the arrival of Princess Valara, floating in the air between the Rumblers and the horde. The Slot-Rockets whizzed harmlessly around her before exploding more Levidra out of the sky. Jaron watched her glow grow more intense until it surpassed the light of the full moon. Countless blue needles arced away from her like thousands of arrows and rained down onto the mass of Levidra faster than rainfall, triggering a wave of wails from them.
The Levidra all converged on the Princess, when hundreds of massive blue bolts of lightning abruptly shot out and struck them. The Two Terrors were now beside her, donating aether directly to the Princess. The light surrounding Valara shrank until Jaron saw her hold it in the palm of her hand, and the next thing Jaron saw was a beam of blue shooting into the sky, reaching all the way up until it struck the Sky Scar.
Countless golden lightning bolts blasted down and spread across the valley like a hand, striking the entire swarm simultaneously. A collective scream came from every monster as they erupted into a compound explosion. Karooooooom! Jaron shielded his face with his arm until the flash waned, leaving a mushroom cloud of smoke in its wake.
The cloud brushed away and revealed everyone including the Rumblers were protected by a multi-layered shield column of every color. A deep crater replaced the fields where the Levidra once swarmed, and what remained of their bodily chunks had been vaporized.
“Yes!” Jaron cheered and thrust the Slicer triumphantly into the air, joined by a massive cheer of every Tolian and Valmari behind him.
A final whine came from the top of the citadel. Jaron turned and saw a massive blob spilling down the sides of it with several tentacles writhing around. It split apart and fell off the roof, smearing the side as the pieces tumbled. Ava relinquished her protective cage and walked to Jaron as he ceased his summoning.
“Was that the mother?” Ava asked.
Jaron sighed through his nose and turned his back to it. “I think it was. Now it’s just him.”
She hugged him and wiggled excitedly as the Rumblers got away.
“Good!” Ava backed up. “That gives us a little time to talk.”
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“You want to stay here?” Jaron asked incredulously.
Jaron crossed his arms to think while Ava cocked her hip sideways and leaned her hand on it. The Tolians bustled around them, tending to the wounded and delivering water where needed. The Casters in particular were exhausted, but were well cared for by the organized blademen.
“Who better to ask than the King of Valmaron?” Ava grinned mischievously.
“I’m not the King,” Jaron retorted. “Not yet anyway.”
Ava waved off the comment dismissively. “Oh please! The wedding is just a formality, we both know where this is leading. You’re in a position to grant me and my sisters asylum.”
“What’s wrong with the Rumblers? You aren’t comfortable?” asked Jaron.
Now it was Ava’s turn to cross her arms. A glimmer of an unfallen tear formed in her eye. “If you don’t want us here, then just say it.”
“That’s not what I mean,” Jaron held his hands up defensively. “I just didn’t think you’d want to leave the life you made for yourself. Valmaron isn’t at its best right now.”
“Which is the point! Valmaron needs redecorating, rebuilding, repopulating.” Ava uncrossed her arms and leaned in. “And the barrens are no place to raise a child. There are hundreds of women in the caravan who have never seen a tree! I’ve never seen a tree until today— I mean tonight!”
Jaron chuckled at that. “Alright Ava. You’re all welcome to stay, if you can behave.”
Ava squealed in delight and gave Jaron another hug. “You won’t regret this. Oh! And I was wondering if those two Casters and your Queen-to-be are your
only
women?”
“Only women? Three is a lot!” Jaron argued.
“Three is nothing from what I’ve heard of Valmari Kings,” Ava countered.
“I’m only half-Valmari, and I don’t intend on being an absentee father,” said Jaron.
“No, you tend to take a more active role in things,” Ava tapped him on the nose.
“Thanks for the thought, but you don’t need to offer any of your friends,” he replied.
“I’m not asking for them, they can find their own monarchs,” Ava playfully flicked his bottom lip. “I hope our age difference doesn’t bother you. My sisters and I are locked in youth until we’re pregnant, and the thought of bearing a baby by some random slovenly oaf makes my womb shrivel.”
Jaron didn’t answer, his face already felt flushed.
“At least consider it. We’ve not been with anyone in a long time, and we can be quite nice!” Ava flashed him a smile and then went to celebrate with Devari.
Jaron turned and watched the top of the citadel, but saw no sign of Vaelonn coming down. He started walking toward the citadel with a firm glare.
“Wait!” Devari called out to him and ran up. “Didn’t Valara say to stay until she got back?”
“She’ll be alright,” Jaron answered. “I’m going to finish this.”
Devari moved in front of Jaron and stood to block him. “You’re just going to leave without saying goodbye?”
“It’s not goodbye” Jaron smirked. “I’ll see you later.”
He pulled Devari into a hug when her eyes started watering. She gripped him tightly. He noticed signs of blue aether fizzling around the scepter she held and smiled.
“Devari, it looks like you’ve got potential,” he turned to look at Ava. “I have to go now. Look after Devari for me until the others get back. Tell them I said to get some rest.”
“How do you intend to defeat him? This is Vaelonn,” Ava questioned.
“I played on his impatience. He doesn’t have the Codex,” Jaron smirked. “That gives us a chance.”
“And when your wives insist on helping you?” Ava asked.
“Keep them away. Do whatever it takes. Threaten to kiss me if they don’t!”
Jaron blitzed straight for the citadel. The city of Valmaron moved behind him in an increasingly disorienting blur, until he closed in on the barricade and bounded upward into a mighty leap. He careened over and landed on the side of the citadel, spiraling up the side of it. Jaron reached the roof and landed in front of the massive mirror. He saw Ash’s body lying in front of it, her final expression being wide-eyed terror. Even the Abuse Juice in her blood didn’t revive her from the ordeal. Vaelonn hadn’t budged. Jaron knelt down by Ash, reached over, and gently closed her eyes.
He mourned. There was no satisfaction in her defeat, even if she deserved it. Angry tears fell from his eyes as he stood up and faced his enemy without a hint of fear. A single backhanded swing of the Slicer shattered the mirror the Levidra came from. Jaron stalked toward Vaelonn, his eyes locked on as the mirror’s frame fell behind him. He let go of the Slicer and it flew fast circles around Jaron with a red glow.
“I’m going to make you suffer,” Jaron growled. “Everything you’ve taken, will be paid in full!”
He blitzed past Vaelonn, just behind his right arm and called the Slicer to him. He swung as hard as he could, but it bounced off Vaelonn’s skin like a spoon striking a mountain.
He shifted left and tried to stab Vaelonn’s back but it scraped off his skin and failed to penetrate. Jaron blitzed away and put distance between them. When no counter-attack came, he grew frustrated. Vaelonn didn’t even acknowledge him, as though he were little more than a fly buzzing around his head.
“Come on Shodin Star, hurt him!” Jaron’s fury flared up again, a combination of red and black aether manifesting around his body. He focused on the present moment, willing the aether to imbue the Slicer and then blitzed in. He cut down toward Vaelonn’s neck aiming to sever it, but the power of his strike negated on contact. Jaron manifested gold aether and swirled it around the Slicer. One wave at Vaelonn crashed it all down onto him. Booom! Jaron rolled away as the Slicer flew out of his hand and slid on the roof.
That one got his attention; Vaelonn finally moved. He hovered slowly toward Jaron, who jumped up and called the Slicer back into his hand before throwing it defensively. It zipped back and forth, bouncing off Vaelonn on each pass. Jaron blitzed away but an unseen force froze him in place. He could move his eyes and nothing else. His mind started panicking as Vaelonn floated closer. The more he feared, the less he could move.
Get away. Get away! Get away from me!
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“Stop!” Jaron’s voice broke through the paralysis. The damaged roof underneath Jaron exploded up and outward.
Jaron fell down into the exposed floor as debris fell down on top of them. Vaelonn himself remained unaffected as the debris simply cracked away from him. Jaron hit the floor and rolled out of the way of falling roofing. The Slicer returned as Vaelonn floated down toward him, his long arms reaching out and pushing roof rafters aside. A flicker of light from a nearby mirror got into Jaron’s eyes. He glanced around at his surroundings. It was a long curved corridor with red velvet carpeting, seemingly circling a golden inner chamber, but Jaron didn’t see a door.
Vaelonn came down through the cave-in and hovered after Jaron with a vacant expression. He ran down the hallway as Vaelonn gingerly pursued, until he saw an arched silver double-door. Jaron pushed his way inside into a large open space. The walls of the circular room were entirely covered in mirrors. A mirrored dome protruded from the ceiling in the center, above an oval recess in the floor. Jaron moved closer and saw the other half of the King discarded on top of plush purple bedding. White light projected from an incandescent ring around it.
In that moment he realized he was in the King’s Prayer Lair. This was where he communed with the Voice of Vaelonn and passed down corrupted teachings onto all of Valmaron. A thought hit him.
Do the mirrors still work?
Many of the mirrors embedded in the walls were now cracked from the stress of the battles above, but the dome remained intact. Jaron heard a faint rushing sound and turned around while a black cloud seeped in under the door. It formed back into Vaelonn inside the room. The eyes on his tentacles all darted around to check around, then they locked onto Jaron with widening intensity. His glowing yellow eyes now looked at Jaron too.
“At least I finally got your attention,” Jaron spat. “Is this where you did it? Is this how you got inside his head?”
Vaelonn floated closer, a bit slower than earlier. He looked reticent, cautious even.
“If the King used this room to reach you, then that dome must connect to your realm somehow,” Jaron raised the Slicer and stood near the center of the room.
“No,” Vaelonn spoke, extending a finger to point at the dome. “This is where he kept me out.”
Jaron looked up and didn’t see a reflection of the room or himself, but a reflection of the entire valley from above it. He saw everything as it was in that moment.
“He was watching over us the whole time…” Jaron realized, looking down into the recess and saw that the lights were not lights, but core crystals embedded into the floor around it. “The King was making the shield!”
Jaron backed up and saw the bleeding sky melting more mountains, creating an exit to the barrens beyond. When he looked ahead, Vaelonn was suddenly in front of him. Jaron attacked instinctively, stabbing a tentacle eye with great difficulty. That made Vaelonn angry, who recoiled briefly before waving his arm. Jaron blitzed sideways to avoid it, and the entire half of the room in front of Vaelonn’s swipe burst away, crumbling that portion of the roof along with it.
Jaron felt sympathy for the King’s plight, and then anger infected his spirit. The man dedicated nearly every moment to keeping the Sky Scar closed, and this was his reward. The Queen was right: Vaelonn was a thief. He’d stolen her husband long before his death. Valara had lost both of her parents in one night, and he had lost his father as a child. All thanks to this being. His fury reacted to the core crystals in the room and they lit up with red. The Slicer followed suit as Vaelonn’s eyes grew wider and brighter. Every ounce of pent up anger, frustration, and despair welled up into a ball and burst out of Jaron’s chest and started wrapping around his body. He felt the killing intent again. But then, he remembered who he was.
The faces of everyone he adored flashed through his mind, mixing with his fury until it became another emotion entirely. The aether changed from red to gold, and then Jaron snapped. Golden tendrils covered his arms, his chest, and entire body before becoming a solid, shiny, surface. The rest encased his head and face, and then his eyes opened. He could see, but this time he could even see through the shadows.
Jaron turned his head to look into a mirror, and saw what he looked like. His entire body was a golden figure, with Scripts actively moving and shifting all over his body. Intricately textured gold metal completely covered his head, with tall crown-like spikes rising out of the sides of his scalp all the way around. His eyes glowed bright white, his pupils and irises vanished.
Jaron had no thought and no words, only intent. He was going to defeat Vaelonn, and a particular feature of his became apparent: he was slow. Blitz. Vaelonn grabbed him by the shoulders as he came in, but Jaron pushed through and knocked Vaelonn through a wall. He felt immeasurably heavy, as though he would be rooted if it weren’t for his ability to glide. Vaelonn’s face changed into a fierce glare, and he clawed at Jaron’s chest. They scraped against his gold covering, carving sparks out of it before he took Jaron by the neck and squeezed.
The pressure failed to reach Jaron’s neck underneath the armor, and he answered by cutting the Slicer across Vaelonn’s chest. It left a scratch, like carving into a statue. Vaelonn tossed him through the ceiling and Jaron flipped wildly into the air above the citadel, before freezing himself in the sky right-side up. Vaelonn pursued him even faster as his many red eyes projected beams of solid red at him. Jaron threw the Slicer into it, and the beams struck the crystal blade and split off into all directions. Vaelonn was hit by one of the strays in the shoulder and recoiled back, while Jaron was hit in the leg and part of his crown.
The golden armor chipped away as he was struck, and the Slicer came back as Jaron blitzed forward and cut straight down, carving slightly into Vaelonn’s nearly impenetrable collarbone. A rush of golden aether manifested around the wound and then Jaron followed through with the slash. Boom! Vaelonn fell back down into the citadel, taking multiple floors with him as he sank. Jaron went after him, blitzing down through the crumbling debris and attacking him over and over. The citadel floors exploded one by one as the two traded strikes, obliterating the structure around them. Vaelonn took Jaron by the leg and threw him out roughly halfway down the citadel’s height. Jaron landed in the streets of Valmaron, skidding to a stop on his feet while using the Slicer as a hand brake.
Vaelonn came after him in a cloud of black, reconstituting himself just as Jaron slashed upwards with as much golden aether as he could summon in one blow. Kathuuuuuuuumm! The golden explosion reduced the surrounding acre into scorched cobblestone and soil, throwing ash and debris up and away. A sudden tremor cracked the ground in all directions with swirling aether bleeding through it. The wind shear alone sounded like thunder. It all cleared away as the smoke thinned to reveal the results. A burned Vaelonn, whose larger horn had been severed and was now missing a middle finger, held Jaron down on the ground by the throat.
“Now you die,” Vaelonn spoke. “Rath’vai lagh bruukooh!”
The golden armor covering Jaron shattered, and he felt his chest cave in along with every bone breaking. He gurgled and choked as blood oozed from his nose and leaked into his mouth. Vaelonn rose up victoriously, rotated his body and left him for dead as he floated away. The handle of the Slicer rested in his limp hand as Jaron felt his consciousness begin to slip. The last vestiges of his awareness began fading into a single point, with the excruciating pain fading with it.
So this is death… Father…why didn’t you help me?
Jaron shut his eyes, feeling a cold breeze sweep over his body. The last thing he registered was the sensation of something picking him up.
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Pure white light chased away the darkness, enveloping everywhere and everything. Jaron didn’t know where he was, but he knew he wasn’t dead. He felt more than alive, and clearer than he’d ever been. He tried to move, but had no body he could identify. Despite his lack of corporeal form, he felt an all-encompassing warmth. Serenity. Both around and through him. And he wasn’t alone. Jaron acknowledged a presence that was both him and distinct from him, and it was everywhere. He also sensed that the presence was aware of him, causing a question formed in his thoughts.
Where am I?
A loving presence went around and through him, bringing an answer that came as both a thought and a voice. “You are with me.”
The pure adoration Jaron felt directed at him was so viscerally all-encompassing, so complete that he could have cried. This thing wasn’t just experiencing love, it was love itself. It was more than a feeling, it was a reality. Too big to be a person, which left Jaron with one conclusion.
Are you Shodus?
“I Am.”
I don’t understand. How did I get here?
Jaron looked down and saw that he had a body, standing in the infinite brightness. Another figure appeared walking toward him from within the light, dressed in a castleton-green robe. The person who appeared looked like him, but older and with a short beard covering his cheeks and chin. Jaron recognized him immediately: Jevaan Spellcraft. His father.
“Dad?” Jaron ran to him and wrapped his arms around tightly.
The embrace was returned. They stood that way for a long time before parting. His father smiled warmly at him and clapped him on the shoulder.
“My son, look at you! You’ve gotten stronger than I ever was,” his father grinned.
“Why did you leave me? Why did you leave mother?” Jaron questioned.
Jevaan closed his eyes and nodded. “Walk with me.”
Jaron went with him with his father’s hand on his back. They strolled through the infinite, going somewhere and nowhere simultaneously.
“I didn’t want to leave. Who would walk away from a woman such as your mother, or a son such as you? No, I wanted the world to change. Shodus heard my desire, sent the Shodin Star, and I was brought here,” he replied.
“Where is here?” asked Jaron.
“The same place I went: the Brightstar.”
“We’re in the Brightstar?”
“In a way,” his father replied. “The Brightstar is the substance of Shodus, crystallized into physical form.”
“So if Vaelonn destroys the Brightstar, Shodus dies as well?”
“Ha!” his father guffawed. “Vaelonn could destroy the Brightstar yes, but Shodus is beyond any of that.”
Jaron stopped walking. “Father, I failed. I had the Shodin Star and failed.”
“We are Tolian,” his father tapped his fist to his chest. “We do not accept defeat, even in death.”
“So then I am dead,” Jaron glowered. “Vaelonn killed me.”
His father laughed and punched Jaron in the chest, knocking the wind out of him. Jaron hunched over and held his torso, frowning angrily at his father.
“Would a dead man feel that?” his father teased.
Jaron’s eyebrows rose in both amazement and relief.
“If I’m not dead, then how did I get in here?” Jaron inquired.
“Because for the briefest moment, your desire was strong and unclouded,” his father replied. “You wanted, more than anything else, for me to help you. Shodus heard your cry, and I came.”
“I wanted Vaelonn to die, and he’s still out there destroying what’s left of the world. They might already be gone.”
“Hardly,” his father contended. “Time passes differently here than it does out there. We have plenty of time to answer all your questions and get you back in the fight.”
“Am I able to defeat Vaelonn?”
“You carry the Soul Codex, you can do anything if you put your mind to it. And you have the Banisher.”
Jaron growled and groaned. “Then why didn’t it work? Why couldn’t I kill Vaelonn no matter how hard I tried?”
“Your first mistake was trying to kill him to begin with! Shodus gave you plenty of reminders to get you in touch with your true intentions.”
“I don’t understand,” Jaron shook his head. “Reminders?”
His fathered gestured ahead of them, and the image of Valara appeared in a ghostly form before Jaron.
“Her Jaron. She keeps you grounded in what truly matters to you. Your greatest victories came when you were clear about what you wanted. You are the Scribe, and she is your Muse. Just as every act I took was for you, every act you took was for her. On top of that, you’ve been blessed with Esmerelda and Chloe.”
The image of the Two Terrors appeared before Jaron, their trademark sassy grins plastered on their face. He wanted to reach forward to touch them, but he knew they weren’t truly there when all of the images vanished. His father continued speaking.
“Chloe keeps you aligned with your heart. Esmerelda keeps you aligned with your virtue. Without the clarity of your love for them you might forget who you are, and what you’re fighting for.”
“Even with all that, I’m not strong enough to face him.”
“You’re leaning on the wrong source of strength, that’s how Vaelonn beat you!” his father laughed. “The power of Shodus is made perfect in your weakness.”
Jaron stared pensively until his patience failed. He turned to his father and visually implored him. “If I can’t kill Vaelonn, then how do I fight him?”
His father shook his head. “Vaelonn isn’t truly alive. He has great strength, but he lacks true power. He has great knowledge, but he lacks understanding. Shodus is. The absolute does not fight, it decides!”
“I can decide?”
“Of course! Anything you decide to do is written into the Soul Script of the world, fulfilled by the will of Shodus. That’s what the Soul Codex does, if you use it consciously!”
It finally clicked in Jaron’s mind. He’d been going about it all wrong. For the first time since his birthday, he knew what he needed to do. He had clarity of purpose, and clarity of intent. A twinkle appeared in his father’s eye as he smiled brightly, before forcefully clapping Jaron on the shoulder.
“There he is! Now my son, what do you want? What are you going to do?”
The Shodin Star appeared in Jaron’s hand. He looked fiercely into his father’s proud eyes.
“I’m going to end Vaelonn.”
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The white light of Shodus dimmed as the world replaced it. Jaron fell backwards from high in the sky, the Brightstar shined distantly above him. He smiled as a peaceful feeling overtook him.
“Thank you,” Jaron said to himself before rolling over and spreading out his limbs.
Jaron looked below and saw the valley from above the clouds, higher than any creature or rocket could ever reach. He grinned and suddenly propelled forward, with the wind shear going harmlessly around him. The Slicer remained in his hand with no difficulty as he spun and twirled in the sky, in pure euphoria at what he’d finally accomplished. He was flying.
Jaron sped up and saw the air heat up around him. Voom! He closed in on the Sky Scar and zipped around the cracks in the air, bringing the half-destroyed citadel within sight. He turned his head instinctively and saw Vaelonn rising into the air at the center of Valmaron.
No you don’t.
Jaron blitzed like the fastest shooting star and grabbed Vaelonn by the throat, dragging him down toward the ground and landing in the outer fields to the north. The impact carved into a crater as Jaron stopped abruptly, tossing the being away from him. Vaelonn floated back up, unharmed but with a curious expression.
“The stench of Shodus is—”
“Silence,” Jaron interrupted him.
Vaelonn instantly stopped talking and touched his throat, his eyes registering a look of surprise. His mouth moved but no words came.
“You will not speak,” Jaron stated. “I have taken your voice.”
He took a step closer, prompting Vaelonn to lift his arms in preparation to attack and hover higher. In the best show of speed Jaron had seen from him, Vaelonn flew over to him and thrust his finger claws forward. Jaron caught him by the wrist, yanked it sideways and then cut it off with the Slicer. He tossed the arm at Vaelonn who backed away in confusion, before sending a torrent of red beams from his numerous eyes.
The beams curved around Jaron, striking the ground behind him. He spun around and cut the Slicer sideways and upwards, and in that moment the tentacle eyes were incinerated by white fire. A pair of bony, skinny legs became exposed by the destruction of Vaelonn’s garments.
“Get down,” Jaron commanded.
Vaelonn fell to the ground as if gravity had tripled just for him. He crawled forward and got on his knees. His yellow eyes flashed brightly and he swiped with his remaining hand, sending a black mass of claw-shaped Miasma toward Jaron. It wrapped around him and exploded into a column of destruction, flattening nearby trees in its wake.
The explosion began spreading out, threatening to reach Valmaron when it suddenly shrank back down and compressed into a black ball in the palm of Jaron’s hand. He stood in the clearing and then crushed the thing, reducing it to a flurry of white aether. Jaron slid over the ground and appeared right in front of Vaelonn, who released a mass of black and yellow power from his yellow eyes. It washed over Jaron and went into the sky behind him, disintegrating a piece of the citadel on its way toward the Brightstar.
Jaron stood inside the energy unaffected, cut the Slicer across his face, and suddenly Vaelonn’s eyes spewed black ooze as they split open. The power dissolved before it could strike the Brightstar.
“You will not see,” Jaron spoke. “I have taken your eyes.”
Vaelonn began flinging waves of destruction wildly around him, knocking the caps off surrounding mountains and carving deep trenches in the ground. The power aimed at Valmaron stopped and directed upward toward the Sky Scar. Jaron cut the other arm off, and then waved the blade sideways to bat Vaelonn up and put him in between the Sky Scar and himself.
“Abolish,” Jaron spoke as the Shodin Star’s handle folded downward and the crystal blade erupted into a flowing mass of flaming white aether.
Vaelonn opened his mouth to howl, but didn’t make a sound. Jaron lifted the Shodin Star over his head and then waved it down in front of him, once. The white fire blasted forth and traveled through the air at Vaelonn, consuming him completely and continuing on to the Sky Scar. It connected with a mighty ‘vooooooosh’ as the blood orange cracked away from the sky like glass. The blackness falling down burned away into the white and swirled into a whirlpool of aether. The sky returned to night for a brief moment before a final outburst of white aether wiped the Sky Scar away, falling from the air and scattering into glittered specks.
Vaelonn was erased, along with the entrance into his realm.
The Shodin Star returned to its usual Slicer appearance. Jaron unceremoniously turned back to Valmaron and took flight again. From this perspective, Valmaron was an immensely impressive thing even in its assaulted state. The city was a series of giant circles, split into four quarters by a large lane stretching across the cardinal directions, all leading to the citadel. He swooped over the city until he saw the prime steeple in the distance, which is when he felt his flight failing him. Jaron tried to blitz in mid-air to save himself, but instead he went crashing through a cloister window in the side of the temple. His body careened straight through before hitting the ground and rolling to a stop. The smell of dung told him he’d landed just inside the shrubs outside the animal hospital.
“Ow…” Jaron let go of the Slicer and flattened on his back to relax. “Perfect landing.”
A door swung open and Master Bishop came rushing out to see the cause of the commotion.
“Lord Spellcraft?” he breathed in shock. “You have returned…victorious I presume?”
Jaron chuckled and winced from the pain of his rough entry. “We won, he lost.”
Master Bishop cried out in a happy cheer and ran back into the cathedral. He returned with everyone including Mudmaster Hattie. Within seconds he was assaulted by hugs and squeezes from all the women in his life. This was euphoria. The Sentinel Commander walked in afterwards to stand a few feet back, nodding approvingly.
“Well fought, Your Majesty,” voiced Sephaeus.
“I did it Jaron. I threatened to kiss you and they listened,” Ava boasted with a snide sneer.
“Don’t listen to her,” said Esmerelda before pointing at Abigail. “We were coming anyway but that one can put people to sleep with a touch.”
“And you already look refreshed!” Ana Lee argued.
Devari knelt down next to Jaron and got her turn to hug him. “They’ve been arguing ever since the big explosion woke them up.”
Chloe slipped through, tackled Jaron back down and kissed him. “I’ve been saving that for hours.”
“Alright girls, let him up,” said Lady Spellcraft.
They obeyed and gave him space while Jaron sat up. Valara stepped forward smiling in relief. The rising sun crept into the cloister as she laughed and cried at the same time.
“Rise and shine Your Highness,” Jaron teased.
She smacked him on the shoulder. “Highness is it? Not for long. Master Bishop! I need you to marry us right now!”
“A-ahem Your Highness, but I’m afraid I’m not sure I know how to,” Master Bishop rubbed his hands together nervously “You see, I have to come up with an entirely new religion.”
“Everybody out! Bishop, you stay!” Valara shouted.
Lady Spellcraft raised an eyebrow, smiled and then reached toward the others to wave them back. “Come on girls, the Princess is going to need a minute. Or thirty.”
Everyone left in a choir of giggles, except for Sephaeus who simply shook his head. Valara reached up, grabbed Bishop by the collar of his robe and pulled him close to her face. “Bishop, make something up. I don’t care what it is!”
“O-o-alright,” Bishop mumbled.
“Let’s get this thing off you,” Valara pulled Jaron’s cuirass up and over his head.
Next came his boots. The Princess removed the clasps on her armor vest hurriedly and threw the thing off into the bushes.
“In the sight of Shodus and all that is good—” Master Bishop began.
“I pronounce us husband and wife!” Valara shouted before pressing her lips into Jaron’s aggressively.
She pushed him down into the grass and pulled her shirt off over her head, leaving just her undergarment. After that she tore Jaron’s shirt open, sending buttons flying everywhere.
“Bishop…unless you want to watch you’d better get out now,” Valara warned.
“Y-y-yes Your Grace!” Bishop ran out of the cloister and shut the cathedral door, hard.
Valara wasted no time yanked off Jaron’s trouser along, tossing them aside from sliding her leggings down. Then, Jaron got to see something he waited all of his adolescent years for—a nude Valara. She took her remaining garments off, then took a moment to stand in the morning glory.
The sun cast a warm glow on her porcelain skin, highlighting her perky and abundant breasts. Her clothes were usually so conservative he’d only ever been teased about her figure, but there was no denying this was a woman worth envying.
And she was his.
Her physique had a modest amount of muscle, just enough to fill out her soft edges and give her curves as impressive as her bosom. Her long brown hair fell behind her, her pink nipples hard from anticipation.
With her being the same height as him, that meant her legs were rather long. His tall Queen took a barefoot step toward him, looking a bit shy but with a red flushed face betraying her heightened arousal.
Jaron was well acquainted with naked women at this point, having been intimate with the Two Terrors on many occasions throughout the month, but this had him just as excited as if he’d never had a woman in his life.
“Valara…get over here.”
She obliged with another step forward, then Jaron grabbed her thighs to put his mouth right on her exposed slit while she stood. Valara gasped loudly, nearly collapsing as his tongue swirled around her clitoris, pushing her pussy lips aside with each lateral slathering.
“O—oh Jaron that’s—ah…ah. Ahh!”
He didn’t expect her to gush all over his face within seconds of touching her. His hands braced her legs to help her stand, but there was nothing for it. Valara collapsed into his lap, her naked skin so softly pressed against his.
She barely had time to even catch her breath before Jarone eagerly fondled her breasts, squeezing them together so that he could suck on them one after the other.
Each touch made Valara flinch as though struck by lightning, and her sopping wetness leaked profusely onto his raging rigidity. He had to be inside her, he’d waited so long. There were so many things he wanted to do to her.
So much tension, so much desire. With one hand on her wondrous waist, he grasped himself to touch it to her folds, found the entrance then pulled her down to put it in.
“Ooh!” Valara uttered. “Ohh…”
Jaron was too excited, and he came the instant he was fully inside her. He groaned loudly, flattening his back on the grass as his overeager ejaculation filled Valara for the first time—thankfully without killing his erection.
Lucky.
“Jaron…did you cum?”
“Not on purpose,” he confessed. “I’ve been waiting a long time for this and well…you felt too good.”
Valara smiled, leaning forward to hover her breasts over his face while her hair fell to her side. “I’m glad you did. To be honest…I felt a little concerned I wouldn’t match up to the others you’ve had.”
“Valara…you’ve always matched up…and I’m not through with you.”
With his ego recovered, Jaron cupped her breasts again in order to indulge himself. They kissed with fervently swirling tongues, and with his hands guiding her movements, Valara took matters into her own hands—or pussy in this case—and rode Jaron with reckless abandon.
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Jaron looked up at the morning sun, laying in the grass with Valara basking on top of him in the afterglow. Even after the all-night fight, their bodies found the stamina to unleash their tensions onto each other. Jaron couldn’t get enough, to such a degree that he remained full-mast despite climaxing immediately upon entering her. His enduring readiness spared him from what would have been an otherwise embarrassing performance, and Valara certainly seemed flattered—almost proud. Talk about a mulligan.
He made sure she was well tended to, although years of compounded anticipation and frustration clearly had an impact on her sensitivity. It didn’t take much to send her over the edge either. There was hardly a chance to show off everything he’d learned because everything delighted her. It was satisfying, gratifying, and glorious.
Jaron wanted to fall asleep amidst their discarded clothes and bare skin, but the adrenaline of the night wouldn’t let him. Their victory was still sinking in. Every emotion of the past half-year came bubbling to the surface in a combination of joy, sorrow, and every shade of both. There would be time to process those, but now wasn’t it. Now he got to revel in relief while Valara traced little circles on his chest with her finger.
“I’m glad I waited,” Valara enthused.
“I’m glad I don’t have to anymore,” Jaron quipped.
“We are definitely doing that again,” Valara said with a giggle. “Are you ready?”
“Ready for what?” Jaron looked incredulous.
She smiled coyly and cooed. “To do it again!”
Jaron laughed loudly and held her hips. “Technically we never stopped. I’m still inside you.”
He twitched it as a reminder. She tightened in response.
“I know…” Valara answered in a sultry tone. “But I want you on top one more time.”
“Oh I will be, but I need to eat first,” he slowly withdrew himself from his new bride, to a faint gasp from her.
“You can put me in your mouth again,” she suggested after re-opening her eyes. “I’m going to want that a lot.”
“I still haven’t slept either,” Jaron retorted.
“We can call Ava out here and make her give you your strength back,” she giggled.
“That involves kissing. And she’d probably want to join in afterward,” Jaron responded.
Valara held eye contact, apparently undeterred. Jaron felt the color leaving his face.
“Are you seriously thinking about it?” he asked with an incredulous expression.
“What?” Valara averted her eyes with a sassy tilt of her head. “It’s like you said earlier…‘do whatever it takes’?”
“Don’t. Even. Think about it,” Jaron warned.
Valara smiled deviously and sat up. “Ava! Come out here will you? Jaron needs help!”
“Shut up!” Jaron covered her mouth. They laughed uncontrollably together as they fell back into the grass. Their giggle fit ended with a gurgling from Valara’s stomach.
“Now I’m hungry. Do you think the house is still standing?” asked Valara.
“Should be,” Jaron replied. “They didn’t seem interested in empty buildings.”
“What will we do with the citadel?” Valara wondered. “We could try to rebuild it, but I don’t want to live in it.”
“Neither do I,” Jaron agreed.
“I know!” Valara sat up abruptly. “How about we let the Rumblers help salvage it? Valmari steel has to be better than whatever they’re using.”
“That’s not a terrible idea. Which reminds me,” Jaron scratched his chin. “The triplets have asked us to take in all the people who don’t want to go back to the barrens. Mostly the ones from the Ziggurat.”
“Of course we should! The barrens are no place for a child.”
“They said the same thing,” Jaron rested his hands behind his head, staring at Valara’s breasts instead of her face.
“Then at least we agree on something,” Valara voiced quietly. “…Have you given any thought to her ‘other’ proposition? She asked us about it after you won.”
Jaron rolled Valara onto her side and propped himself on his elbow. “I am not getting in the middle of that massacre.”
“You’ve never seen a massacre. I have seventeen sisters from ten women,” Valara retorted.
“Hold on, are you actually suggesting this?”
Valara looked up thoughtfully. “I feel like it would help relations between us and the refugees if we took the first step to invest in them. And they’d keep the rest from turning on us.”
“So now you’re thinking like a Valmari diplomat, Queen Valara?” Jaron replied.
“It’s not like they have to live with us! I just want to be surrounded by love, that’s all…” she put her head back down. “Valmaron needs it after what we’ve been through.”
Jaron sighed and relaxed into the ground. “That reminds me. I think we should disband the Caster Caste. Let them choose what they want instead of guarding a bunch of pompous idiots in silly clothes.”
“I like those silly clothes!” Valara protested as she unsteadily stood while Jaron admired her bare body. She winked at him before putting her clothes back on. “But you’re right, they deserve it. And I deserve some breakfast after these negotiations. I’ll tell Hattie to prepare a feast!”
“Toss me my boots will you?” Jaron started sitting up.
Valara wagged her finger at him, picked up his boots and tossed them further away. “You stay right there.”
“For what?” Jaron asked in amused confusion.
“For your royal reward!” Valara grinned mischievously. “You’re always spoiling us so I think you’ve earned yourself a little treat, King Jaron.”
The was the only explanation she gave before sauntering her way back into the cathedral. Whatever Valara had planned, Jaron wasn’t sure he trusted it, so he started looking over to his right where his trousers had been thrown when the doors flew back open.
Three people came rushing out: the Brood Triplets.
“Don’t get dressed yet,” Abigail voiced as all three sisters started stripping on their way over.
“We finally get to be naked!” Ana Lee cheered before diving on top of him.
Abigail joined the dog-pile, with Jaron at a complete loss for what to do as he was abruptly besieged by two naked women wrestling him back to the ground, laughing as they did so. He was going to have to thank Valara later. Their expressions became sharply suggestive as they started moving their bodies against his sides, like he was a Tolian sandwich. Their coordination was supernatural, and they didn’t come close to touching each other.
The rest of him was firmly ready again as Ava took her time slipping out of her clothes, watching him watch her.
“This is hardly fair,” Jaron didn’t even try to hide his indulging eyes. “You have me at a disadvantage.”
“You’re going to enjoy this,” Ana Lee said in a deeper tone than she’d used before, forcibly turning his head to kiss him.
Abigail licked his neck to get his attention, pulling his face away from Ana Lee to give him a deep kiss of her own, biting his lip as she pulled away. “We’re going to teach you what real pleasure is.”
Apprehension and arousal came in equal parts. Jaron knew he was in for a good time, but for once he didn’t feel guilty about it. Abigail and Ana Lee swarmed his neck and shoulders with kisses, warming him up for his first encounter. Ava walked up to him fully exposed, stopping when his face was almost close enough to taste her intimates.
“Don’t worry, my sisters will take it easy on you. I on the other hand—” Ava dropped down with a cat-like glare, climbed onto his lap, and held eye contact as she aligned her pussy with the tip of his cock. “I’m going to make you burst so hard you’ll forget how to speak.”
She put her hands on his shoulders and slowly dragged her fingertips to the side of his neck, biting her lip suggestively. Her demeanor instantly switched from dominance to doe eyes. That was all the teasing Jaron could tolerate. He grabbed Ava’s thighs, and she reacted by sitting straight down to envelop him. Her aim was perfect.
Damn it feels good to be the King.
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Jaron walked into the cathedral in a chorus of clicking boot soles with a supremely contented swagger, his ruined shirt held together by a single remaining button. The sisters were smirking with similar satisfaction. He had his arms over Ava and Abigail’s shoulders, who walked beside him in tandem. Ana Lee on the other hand? She hitched a ride from him by piggy-back.
Walking into the main temple, he saw that it still served as a triage station with various clergy and volunteers attending the wounded. Thankfully everyone else had since moved on, because the last thing he wanted was for his mother or Devari to hear the sounds the triplets had gotten him to make.
Based on the smell coming from the direction of the fellowship hall, they’d moved on with more than enough time for the feast to be prepared. They stepped into a cream-colored room with numerous shaded windows, with long rows of tables covered in rows of food. Standing from the entrance, it was as marvelous as it was simple.
It was as much a victory feast as it was an infirmary.  With the food itself having healing properties, some of the clergy took plates into the adjacent areas. One of the long tables had been turned sideways and moved so that the rest of the room was in front of it. Sephaeus sat there with the rest of Jaron’s family, having saved the center seat for him. Everyone at the jubilant gathering jostled around jovially with jumbled jibber-jabbering. Ana Lee jumped down as Jaron released the other two, watching Valara leaving the table to go to him.
As soon as she made it over she pulled him in close and moved her mouth to his ear, while looking at the proudly beaming Brood Triplets. “Did you like it?”
Jaron laughed. “I can get used to this. But if I have any more sex before I’ve fed, it’s going to fall off.”
Valara giggled at him, following that with a short kiss on the lips as the Two Terrors came to flank her. All three triplets bowed their heads courteously in return.
“So then…are we off to a good start?” Valara held her head high and looked peculiarly at the former Unscrupulous.
“It was an absolute treat, Your Grace,” Ava shivered with a smirk. “His Majesty was as keen to give pleasure as he was to receive it.”
“He looks worn out,” Esmerelda observed with a skeptical glare.
“Our new King is quite healthy,” Abigail remarked with a wink at Jaron. “His crown jewels can keep up with our needs.”
“He makes cute faces during orgasm,” Ana Lee said in a low voice, blowing a kiss at Jaron.
Valara’s jaw dropped after the crass comment; Jaron had no rebuttal but his involuntary smirk was subtle.
“He better be ready later,” Chloe stated with her hands on her hips. “We’re all still alive, and I’m feeling lecherous.”
“I’m sure my son will have plenty of time to tend to you all, after a proper reprieve,” his mother spoke on her approach.
Ava turned toward Lady Spellcraft, standing before her with a respectful posture. His mother looked the Brood Triplets up and down with an unreadable expression, glanced at Jaron, then to Valara, then back to the triplets.
“So… this is happening?” she questioned with a cocked hip and folded arms.
Ava bowed curtly along with her sisters. “Yes, Lady Spellcraft.”
“Queen Valara,” Lady Spellcraft began. “This is…an ambitious match, to say the least. Do you trust them?”
“I do,” the new Queen replied with shared eye contact. “They fought for Valmaron, and they deserve a place in it.”
“And what do you think?” his mother looked at Esmerelda and Chloe. “You have a voice in this as well.”
“My place in Jaron’s heart is uncontested,” Esmerelda declared with arms folded over her chest. “And…it’s still beating thanks to their help.”
“As long as they don’t try hogging him, we might get along,” Chloe added.
“Alright. Now for you three,” Lady Spellcraft addressed the Brood Triplets with a firm timbre. “You need to understand that as citizens of Valmaron, you will follow our customs. Jaron will be your husband, and I expect you to honor that.”
“I will, my Lady,” said Ava, who looked from his mother to him. “He is ours, and we are his.”
“Understood my Lady,” Abigail affirmed with a solemn expression.
“Yes my Lady, me too,” Ana Lee beamed.
“That just leaves you Jaron,” Lady Spellcraft focused her gaze on him completely. “Your Valmari wives have accepted them, but you are Tolian at heart. Can you care for them all? Are you prepared to love that much?”
The Brood Triplets stiffened their body language, carefully watching the exchange between mother and son.
“I’m prepared. They aren’t,” he boasted with a cheeky smirk.
Every one of them erupted into laughter, after which Jaron’s dimples were beset by a multitude of kisses from all directions.
“Well then ladies,” Lady Spellcraft finally smiled at the triplets. “Welcome to the family.”
“Does this mean I’m getting more sisters?” asked the voice of Devari, who had since left her seat and approached the scene with the Sentinel Commander.
Lady Spellcraft turned around without missing a beat and pulled the adolescent girl into a hug, before giving her smooches on her cheeks. The Two Terrors joined in shortly after.
“And you were wonderful out there,” Esmerelda complimented while framing Devari’s cheeks between her hands. “Such a brave little thing.”
“Not so little anymore,” Chloe quipped.
“She’s going to be a problem when she grows up,” Abigail mused.
“She’s already a problem,” Lady Spellcraft countered with Devari beside her. “But she’s my problem now.”
Sephaeus moved toward Jaron’s rear flank with an understated menace to his otherwise stoic face. He crossed his arms and leaned forward.
“I knew you couldn’t resist them,” the Sentinel Commander said discreetly.
Jaron rolled his eyes and turned to face him. “Disappointed it wasn’t you?”
“No,” Sephaeus said flatly.
The Sentinel Commander abruptly walked away, scooped up Devari and sat her atop his wide shoulder like she weighed nothing. The way she beamed expressed nothing short of absolute joy, a face Jaron inwardly swore to protect. And she was not alone in it either. For the first time, Jaron saw Sephaeus smile.
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Winter had just ended, the warm season now having fully arrived. The sun reached the top of the sky and peered through the canopy of the backyard tree, where Jaron watched Devari play with Quartz’s cat from his seat on the bench. It took off running again trying to jump the fence when one of the dogs jumped into the stream.
“Bangles, no!” Devari shouted.
She raised her left hand and the cat reappeared in her arms. Devari named the cat after the Entangle Bangle collar she connected to a ring on her finger, because it kept trying to run away every time she let it outside.
“Go inside the house,” she said to the cat, before reaching out and using a second bangle fitted to her scepter to summon it to her hand.
She pointed at the back door and shot a green orb at the knob, pulling it open before a second wave of the scepter sent the cat inside and shut the door behind it.
“You’re getting good at that,” said Jaron.
Devari walked to Jaron and sat on the bench next to him.
“I’m a quick study,” she gave a coy smile. “And Esmerelda is a good teacher.”
“Are you coming with me to see the caravan off today?” asked Jaron.
She shook her head. “No. I’ve seen it plenty from the inside.”“That’s fair,” Jaron put his arm around her and pulled her in for a sideways hug. “Don’t stay in the house all day though, they just finished tearing the rest of the citadel down and nothing’s jumped out. It’s safe.”
“Does that mean I get to keep the Quartermaster’s tools?” Devari asked.
Jaron nodded. “Some of them. You’ll even get your own workspace if you decide to pick up where he left off.”
She smiled. “I will. I’ve got a lot of ideas I want to try. ”
“Good,” Jaron kissed her on the forehead. “I’m going into town, I’ll see you later.”
“Before you leave,” Devari grabbed him by the hand and looked up at him with glistening gray eyes. “Thank you for watching over me last night.”
“No more bad dreams?” asked Jaron.
She nodded, smiling. “No bad dreams. You banished them all.”
Jaron’s heart filled with empathy for the teenager-apparent. She’d been struggling with nightmares, and the previous night had been particularly bad. Her whimpering even got the dogs to come summon him to her side. He ended up comforting Devari until she fell back asleep, clutching him tightly every time he attempted escape. Jaron would sooner disturb a sleeping cat than wake her from a sound slumber, so he dozed off instead.
Devari was troubled, but that story would take time to work itself out. Her follow-up request broke his reverie.
“I know I’m not little anymore but—” she looked furtively toward the ground. “I still feel frightened at night, and last night was the best rest I can remember. Maybe we could do more sleep-overs?”
“Until you feel safer, I’m at your service.” Jaron acquiesced.
She smiled sweetly at him, which he answered by giving her a hug of reassurance. Devari squeezed him back, a feeling he cherished. Jaron took his leave after the hug. Bangles ran out the second he opened the back door, to Devari’s displeasure. Leaving her to catch the cat, he went inside and walked through the kitchen where Harvey had a charcuterie platter prepared.
“Your Grace, will you be partaking of any of these?” he asked.
Jaron reached for a block of cheese and snatched a handful of crackers with it. “For Chloe. Is she still upstairs?”
“I believe she’s just put Jaron Junior to sleep,” Harvey answered.
“Thank you Harvey. I’ll see you later.”
Jaron went upstairs and found Chloe in the new nursery sitting in a rocking chair. Core crystal earrings, harvested from the Prayer Lair, dangled from her lobes. She held their child in a blue swaddle sharing a serene smile with Jaron Junior: the newest love of his life.
Jaron offered her a block of cheese. She nodded happily, opened her mouth and he popped it in. He moved in to kiss her as she chewed.
“How is he?” Jaron looked at the baby boy with a proud smile.
“He didn’t want to sleep,” Chloe said quietly. “He’s a fighter.”
“Just like his mother,” said Jaron.
“Just like us both,” she countered before making a suspiciously devious grin at him. “Can we have another one?”
Jaron popped a cracker into her mouth and stroked her cheek. “As soon as this one starts walking.”
“I don’t want to walk by the time you’re through with me,” Chloe retorted with crunching cracker in her mouth.
He suppressed a chortle to keep from waking Jaron Junior, giving Chloe another kiss once she’d swallowed her snack. “When I get back, the only thing I want you wearing is me on top of you.”
A sultry smirk appeared on Chloe’s face, then Jaron quietly left the nursery and left the house.
Valmaron buzzed with the sound of hitting hammers, severing saws, and wobbling wagons. Jaron casually strolled through all of it in plain clothes, through the southern lane where the residential district met the markets. Esmerelda stood with Mudmaster Hattie behind a fruit stand, indulging in a basket of berries. She looked relaxed, comfortable in herself, and happy. Her baby bump had grown big, their child was due by the end of summer. She wore a silver choker around her neck with a core crystal set in the center. She spotted him first, followed by Mudmaster Hattie.
“Hello, Your Majesty!” Hattie called from across the street.
Jaron opened his eyes widely and tried to hide his face as he went over to them. “Do you have to let everyone know I’m here?”
“Pish posh!” she waved dismissively. “Thanks to your patronage, I’ve hired over a dozen more refugees. They’re quite helpful when they have something to focus on!” 
Jaron saw Xalia offloading crates alongside a bulky man in leather pants and matching overall straps, his sweaty skin nearly as dark as hers.
Esmerelda leaned in and whispered. “She’s getting married.”
“To a Rumbler? I didn’t expect that,” Jaron commented.
Hattie set a basket down on the stand loudly. “If you want some real gossip, the Queen’s sisters have been following a false rumor that you have a brother and have been scouring the caravan looking for him. All seventeen of them!”
“False rumor?” Jaron repeated.
Hattie stopped working, looked at them plainly and nodded. “Yes!”
“And they got this rumor from?” Jaron narrowed his eyes suspiciously. “Hattie?”
Hattie kept working and pretended not to be listening.
“Harriet Hensworth!” Jaron spoke sternly.
The Mudmaster plopped her hands onto the stand, rolled her eyes and swiftly sighed. “Alright. I was talking to your cousins, sweet little things, and they told me how they wanted to learn how to use a sword like a Tolian. I tried to scare them off the notion by suggesting that you had a brother who’d injured himself playing with one because we know you’re too skilled to make a mistake like that. The sisters were nearby and— well I feel just awful about it!”
“I think it’s hilarious,” Esmerelda popped another berry into her mouth.
Jaron shook his head and chuckled to the sky. “Oh Hattie, when will you ever learn?” He kissed the Mudmaster on the cheek. She sunk her head into her double chin and grinned.
“Stop it now Your Majesty, you’re making me blush!”
“I’ll have some of that,” Esmerelda reached out to Jaron and pulled him in for a quick smooch. “Will you be staying long?”
“I’m going to see Kip off actually. He said he’d wait for me to stop over,” said Jaron.
“Tell that idiot that he’ll be missed,” Esmerelda tilted her head and looked up. “Not by me of course, but I’m sure someone will.”
Jaron smiled and kissed her one more time before he backed away, with Esmerelda holding his hand until the last second. Heading northeast, Jaron passed the smithing district adjacent to the blademen training grounds. A new ten story square building with pillars and arch-shaped windows had been constructed from the citadel materials to serve as an academy for Casters. It currently held the mantle of the tallest building in Valmaron, and it also doubled as the nexus for personal portals around the entire city.  It was just the thing he needed to get to Kip without the long trek to the north of the city.
He walked into the lobby which had a similar styling to the vestibule, minus the mirrors. This time they used levitating platforms that Casters could control to go up and down the floors. Jaron took the stairs. He reached the second floor and found a training floor with Trixia stretching on a wooden beam wearing black leggings and a green tunic. She stopped as soon as she saw him and came over to bow.
“Hello Your Grace! I wasn’t expecting you,” Trixia greeted.
Jaron nodded to her. “Hello Trixy. How is your training coming along?”
“Master Gokiy’s criticisms notwithstanding, I’m becoming formidable with the quarterstaff,” Trixia admitted.
“The criticisms will never stop,” Jaron joked. “I actually came because I’m headed to the northeast quarter.”
“A portal then?” she suggested.
“If you would please,” said Jaron.
Trixia turned around and held her hands up. A silver ring with a small core crystal was on her pinky. “Tell the Two Terrors I can make these twice as fast as any other Caster in Valmaron.”
“I’m sure they’ll accept the challenge,” Jaron smirked.
“They’d better,” Trixia retorted as she manifested an orange swirl in front of herself. “Thank you for your visit Your Majesty.”
“You can call me Jaron when nobody is watching,” he said.
“I most certainly will not,” Trixia huffed.
Jaron stepped into the portal with a smile and appeared east of the northern lane, just between the barracks and tavern districts. He saw the Rolling Rumblers all sorted in an assembly facing toward the new mountain pass created during the Fall of Vaelonn. Kip stood outside the Bitchin’ Beetle talking to Sephaeus and Lady Spellcraft. He jerked his head up and grinned while Jaron walked up and shook his hand.
“How’s it goin’ brother?” said Kip.
Jaron narrowed his eyes and leaned in. “Brother? Have you been telling anybody that?”
Kip laughed boisterously. “Well it turns out yer Queen has a whole gaggle of sisters, and when they asked me if I’d seen yer’ brother…well I just couldn’t help muhself.”
Lady Spellcraft shook her head in disapproval and pinched the bridge of her nose. “That was an idiot thing to do.”
“They will not stay for long,” said Sephaeus.
“I don’t imagine so. Bit too prissy for the Rumbler life. I give it a week before they ask for a ride back,” Kip mused.
“Then I’ll see you later,” Jaron gave Kip a quick hug.
“Don’t let people see you doing that, Your Majesty,” Sephaeus warned.
Jaron glanced at Sephaeus and noticed his proximity to his mother. They were too cozy for comfort, causing him to glare intensely.
“Any particular reason you’re standing so close to my mother?” Jaron questioned.
“Uncle Count brought that Two-Pence into custody on the—get away from my man you hack-jobbing husband hustlin’ hussy!” Kayori shouted from the open bay of the Beetle.
She started running over with her giant wrench aloft when Kip got in the way.
“Hold on there now deputy, Miss Spellcraft and Mister Sentinel are just friends,” Kip assured her.
“Hmm,” her eyes went back and forth between them, and then she smiled brightly and dropped the wrench. “Any friend of Sephaeus is a friend of mine!”
Kayori came over and hugged Lady Spellcraft, who froze up in surprise before Sephaeus got the same treatment.
“I got a job to do out there with the Rumblers, so don’t you go findin’ a new wife before I get back!” Kayori stomped off and kicked her wrench hard enough to flip it back up into her hand.
“I think it’s time we all moved on. Don’t you think so, Commodore?” Lady Spellcraft turned to look at Sephaeus and flashed him a knowing smile before walking away.
Jaron glared at the Sentinel Commander, who simply stared back blankly.
“Should I be worried?” asked Jaron.
“Yes,” Sephaeus stated plainly.
Jaron scoffed and watched Kip board the Beetle. It’s engines rumbled to life as its pipes blasted steamy heat out of the top. Kip gave a final salute through the windshield, which Jaron responded in kind with the Tolian salute. The Commodore turned his face toward the mountains and that was it. The tires kicked up some dirt and the Bitchin’ Beetle launched with a roaring vibration, racing away to join the rest of the caravan. Jaron watched the Rolling Rumblers gather into a tight formation as they rolled back out to the barrens.
Jaron decided to use a new thing Devari Scripted: a Noetic Reticle. There was one in the northwest districts near an entertainment hub district. All he had to do was target it with his thoughts to go there with the Battle Bangle bolted on his belt strap like a bronze button. The space around him rushed away, and suddenly he stood at the base of a stone pillar with a golden metal cross on top of it, just outside the newest and largest luxury inn. The building was wholly owned by the Brood Triplets. They stood outside charming potential Valmari guests fascinated by the citadel fragments decorating the front of the building.
Ana Lee saw him first and waved over to him. Jaron smirked back at them and decided to greet them now that he’d been spotted. Jaron waited for a coach carriage to roll past him before crossing the street to meet them. They still had a mysterious sass about them, but they looked different. Happier.
“It’s bigger than I was expecting,” said Jaron as he looked up at the large banner with the name ‘Brooding Bed & Breakfast’ written in big embossed letters.
“It gets the attention of our target clientele. The Valmari tend to stay at a different inn every week rather than buy a Tolian house, and ours stands out,” said Ava.
“They don’t like to stay in one place,” said Abigail.
“The citadel sounds like it was boring,” Ana Lee added.
“They’re all rich, so you’ll be doing well for a while,” said Jaron while looking at their flat bellies. “And how are…things?”
The triplets looked down, touched their tummies and became slightly squirmy.
“Please don’t be mad at us,” said Abigail.
Ava fiddled with her fingers. “So, we’re going to have to try again.”
Jaron swallowed. “Again?”
“We forgot to change the Script that prevents conceiving. Devari fixed it just last night,” Abigail explained.
“So this entire time we’ve been—” Jaron started.
“Not wasting time if that’s what you think!” Ava interrupted. “It just slipped our minds.”
“Are you angry with us?” Ana Lee twiddled her fingers with clearly counterfeited concern.
“I was going to say ‘having fun’,” Jaron stepped closer and gave each of them each a kiss on the lips along with a cheeky wink. “Never think of yourselves as a waste of time. We’re making a family remember? But…let’s try it one at a time from now on.”
“Don’t you like it when we work together?” Abigail questioned.
“I do,” Jaron admitted. “But wouldn’t you all like some undivided attention?”
The triplets smiled at him with an affirmative nod.
“If you come over tonight, I’d like to go first. With cuddling afterward,” Ana Lee requested with a blown kiss.
“I’m going last then,” Ava announced.
“Why?” the other two sisters asked with skeptical faces.
“Because then I don’t have to rush,” Ava rolled her eyes.
Ana Lee turned back to Jaron. “I’m going last then.”
“No you’re not, you just said you were going first!” Ava protested.
“I think I should go first and you two should just wait another night entirely!” Abigail sassed. 
Jaron decided to let them argue, backing away slowly before they finally noticed and stopped squabbling amongst themselves.
“Just a moment!” Ava insisted with an expectant look on her face, hands on her hips. “We need you to make the final decision.”
Each sister put their hands on their hips and looked at him expectantly.
“Tomorrow. I’m having Ana Lee for breakfast, Abigail for lunch, and Ava for dinner,” Jaron decided. “Then we’ll each get a full day over the long weekend.”
The Brood Triplets exchanged a series of meaningful expressions that substituted for words before looking back at Jaron with a simultaneous nod of acknowledgment.
“We like it,” Ava voiced with a smile.
Jaron acknowledged her with a wink and went on his way, walking up the main lane and passing by Beardy’s statue. A group of Valmari admirers stood around it trying to perform the Tolian salute with their fists on their chests. Wrong side, but a worthy facsimile. He marched past it and went beyond where the barricades used to be, looking up ahead to a figure standing on the empty lot where the citadel formerly stood. Queen Valara was there. This is where she mourned her parents once every week, and now the citadel could no longer serve as their headstone.
Jaron strode over and stood by her side as she stared wordlessly. She wore a regal white gown but decided against a gaudy crown. Instead, she chose a simple silver tiara across her forehead with three core crystals embedded across the middle. Her belly swelled from the twins she carried.
“Is it strange, seeing it gone like this?” Jaron asked gently.
Valara remained quiet for a moment, and then turned to face him. “It’s where I grew up, and yet it feels so distant. It’s like I’ve been out here with you my whole life.”
Jaron took her hand and kissed it. “It hasn’t been long enough for me.”
Valara smiled at him and leaned in for one on the lips. “What will you do with it?”
Jaron looked back at the dirt plot with wagon tracks all over it. “I was thinking of building a new manor, one big enough for all of the children.”
“I like the estate, it’s home now,” said Valara.
“It still will be. We can always add a new wing instead,” Jaron responded. “This land will be waiting for us whenever we need it.”
The Queen nodded slowly and looked back at the former citadel site. “Let’s leave it empty for a while.”
Jaron nodded quietly and took her hand, which had a silver ring with a blue diamond on it. “Come on. Let’s get you something to eat.”
She didn’t argue, and went with Jaron onto a smaller path that headed west toward home.
“How long will the Rumblers be gone?” asked Valara as they came into a pathway flanked by shrubs and trees with purple leaves on them.
“With the supplies we gave them? A week, a month, I’m not sure,” Jaron replied.
“Where are they going?”
“Kip didn’t say,” Jaron shrugged. “But they’re not going to drive in big circles anymore, they’re actually going to explore the world.”
“And what of us? Do we go beyond the mountains, or quietly raise our families?” Valara questioned.
Jaron stopped walking. He thought of all the possibilities laid before them. They were free of Vaelonn, free to build Valmaron anew, and free to love each other. But they knew so little of the greater world as it was, and he hadn’t fully thought about what to do with it all.
“Jaron…” Queen Valara poked him in the belt buckle. “Your belt.”
He looked down and saw a blue flash, quizzically raising an eyebrow at the thing. This made no sense, the only person who could send messages to it was Quartermaster Quartz, and he was in the scepter. With a reticent pressure, Jaron tapped the buckle and stood back as a holo emerged from it. It was Quartz, but it was his full body and not just a head.
“Quartz?” Jaron wondered aloud. “Is this really you?”
“Ah yes, Lord Spellcraft!” he greeted. “Or should I say King Jaron?”
“How are you doing this? I thought you were in the scepter?” asked Valara.
Quartz nodded multiple times. “Mmm hmm! Mmm hmm! That I am, although my presence can be projected anywhere a crystal is, and I’ve hidden one inside your belt. Very tiny. Very convenient.”
Jaron chuckled. “You’re always ten steps ahead of everyone else.”
Quartz cocked his head and grinned. “Much appreciated Your Majesty! While I must congratulate you on your success, I’ve come to bring a message from Shodus. Very urgent. Very important.”
“Shodus?” the Queen looked gobsmacked.
The Quartermaster nodded slowly. “Yes indeed. Soon you will learn to hear Shodus on your own, but for now, I will be the messenger. Excuse me my Queen, but would you excuse us? This message is for Jaron only.”
Valara narrowed her eyelids but obliged. “Alright. I’ll see you later then. Jaron, I’ll be at the estate.”
The Queen enveloped herself in orange aether and then vanished into a mist of blue light; gone instantly. Jaron crossed his arms and looked at Quartz, who nodded at Valara’s former position with approval.
“I never did work out how the Queens performed that convenient feat. If I had known it was a simple matter of aether supply, I would have made quite a few toys,” the Quartermaster commented with a shrug.
“Quartz,” Jaron said in a commanding tone. “The message?”
“Ah yes. Very urgent. Very important,” Quartz took one last glance around them on the empty lot, and then took one step closer. “Your Majesty…we need to talk about Devari.”  




Afterword

If you enjoyed this book, kindly leave a review to share your experience. And if you want more, check out Scepter Spectre when it goes live in a month.
There’s more where this came from, including some sci-fi! My other works include Cosmic Progeny (my best-seller), and Underground Bloodhound with plenty more on the way.
You can find updates and other books on my website at theshodinchronicles.wordpress.com
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