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Recap
AND READING ORDER


The ideal reading order places Bookworm to Badass, Sarah’s standalone novel, as the third book to read in this series. That said, it is an optional—albeit hilarious—book.

Arachnomancer 3 contains spoilers for Bookworm to Badass. If you don’t intend to read Sarah’s book, she’ll do violent things to you. I don’t make the rules. . . .

Joking aside—yes, we’re joking! Don’t hurt my readers!—this book starts immediately after the end of Arachnomancer 2. If you need a refresher on the events, I’ve created two recaps to help you out.

https://dustin.link/A2SR

Arachnomancer 2 Short Recap

https://dustin.link/A2BR

Arachnomancer 2 Big Recap

The short recap contains a summary of events and skills. The big recap provides a summary of every chapter and detailed skills. There are links to easily jump between them if you wish.

And here are links to the recaps for Bookworm to Badass. If you haven’t read it and want to know what happened—don’t hurt them!—you can read the big recap’s summary of each chapter.

https://dustin.link/BBSR

Bookworm to Badass Short Recap

https://dustin.link/BBBR

Bookworm to Badass Big Recap

Enjoy!


Character Sheet


¤ Dhane [Arachnomancer, Assassin]

× Lvl. 13 · 1,453/18,200xp

·

« Stats

» Health: 100/100 (120/120)

» Armor: 0/122

» Mana: 125/125

» Stamina: 80/80

·

« Attributes [2 Points Unallocated]

» Strength: 8 (10)

» Dexterity: 12 (14)

» Intelligence: 23 (25)

» Vitality: 20

·

« Equipped

» Katsen Leather Armor [Rare · Lvl. 10 · 0/122ap]

» Lumanima Vvitablade [Epic · Lvl. 11 · 9-13]

» Stinging Metal [Rare · Lvl. 8 · 6-10]

» Ring of Rest [Epic · Lvl. 4]

» Ring of Health [Rare · Lvl. 7]

·

« Inventory [21/100 slots]

× 1 gold, 8 silver, 1 copper

·

» 1× Bone Mask

» 1× Silver Shirt

» 1× Jester Costume

» 1× Dueling Outfit

» 1× Dress

» 1× Stilettos

» 1× Masquerade Mask

·

» 1× Hide Request Paper

» 1× PK Guild Brochure

» 4× Gears

» 1× Ceratree City Arena Keys

» 1× Character Sheet

» 1× Sacrificial Knife & Blood Crystal

» 1× Fire Opal

·

» 4× Piglet Seed

» 1× Ceraleaf [Expires 6d, 2h, 13m]

» 1× Pain Killer Pill

» 1× Healing Potion

·

« Village Inventory [86/100 slots]

·

× Resources [38 slots]

» 138× Branch (3 slots)

» 26× Log (3 slots)

» 20× Hardened Log (2 slots)

» 1,089× Plant Fiber (11 slots)

» 309× Thatch (4 slots)

» 991× Cobblestone (10 slots)

» 50× Stone (5 slots)

·

× Equipment [48 slots]

» 4× Shovel

» 4× Hoe

» 4× Sickle

» 4× Pitchfork

» 4× Thatching Rake

» 4× Hatchet

» 4× Felling Axe

» 4× Pickaxe

» 4× Chisel

» 4× Hammer

» 4× Stone Hammer

» 4× Fishing Rod


Chapter
One



For a very long second, Dhane just stared into the moonlit, stony eyes of Challenger Sarah. They were in the cemetery of Dedu Tedu Novus, his blade firmly pressed into her chest.

Her eyes were full of fear, the very same fear the Cobalins expressed in their stone statues at the Royals’ party. Her brows were pressed up and together. Her lips parted. And two tracks of tears were frozen in their race down her cheeks.

The sight of her like this speared his insides with a sense of terrible guilt. She had done everything she could to fight what she thought was evil, which—honestly?—was commendable.

She could have easily Returned within Ceratree City. Instead, she threw herself into known danger. How many people would sacrifice themselves for the greater good?

It was possible her last text message before turning to stone didn’t expose the location of Dedu Tedu Novus. Yes . . . it might have been a simple, Got here safe-ish. Moving dungeons SUCK!

Or maybe she spontaneously wanted to ask for someone’s Netflix password? Very reasonable. Or she saw a Cobalin and thought it was the cutest thing ever. Or maybe it⁠—

A vibration—a wiggle in his mental interface—revealed a new message from Ricky.

¤ Messages

» 8:34 p.m.—Yo dude, yer not near the northern edge of Terralacoos, are ya?

» 8:34 p.m.—Pshaw, definitely not! Right? That would be craaazy crappy because, ya’know, the Army of Light is heading there right now.

Fuck! Occam’s Razor. It was precisely what Dhane had feared and the most likely explanation as to why Sarah was texting anything at all. Now, that sense of guilt had rage and dread warring against each other.

Octoralis soothed those emotions, replacing them with a warm, fuzzy one, like wrapping him in a giant laundered sock, still hot from the dryer. <We never never never give up, Daddy!>

Right. It was just one more tiny problem in the legion of problems threatening to wipe him and his little village out of existence. But giving up wasn’t the answer.

He pulled the dagger free from Sarah’s chest. The blood crystal attached to the hilt glowed in the night, her soul trapped within.

It was then that he noticed the missing colorful rainbow of swirling flower petals that marked the moving dungeon’s entrance. All that remained was the wooden barricade with a red X to deter curious Cobalins.

What happened to Brittlely Bright?

He desperately hoped she was okay. But just as that thought bounced down his synapses, the slumbering knowledge at the back of his mind so helpfully proclaimed, Nah.

Nah, wasn’t very precise.

Nah, didn’t help his inner turmoil.

Others rushed over, holding torches. “Dhanie make pretty pretty statue!” Knock said, hurrying up to Sarah. He bounced onto the tips of his toes and slapped his hands on her breasts. “But why you no make boobies big big?”

“Knock!” Desley yelled and palmed her forehead. “You no touch Great Shadow’s boobies. Or art.”

“It’s not . . . art,” Dhane said, mentally reprioritizing his list of problems within the Notes app and making Impending Attack bold at the top.

“Sarah?” Evelyn said in a small voice, standing among the crowd of green Cobalins and concerned humans. Her gypsum-colored skin, hair, and sundress stood out as if she were a ghost haunting the cemetery.

She flicked her luminescent red eyes between him and the impossibly life-like statue of her once mistress. “Errr, that’s not really her is it?”

“Bro,” Kevin said, running his fingers through his blond hair, “you turned her into stone. Ha! That’s sick. They were going to do that to us.”

“N-no . . .” Evelyn said, stumbling forward, her delicate fingers reaching toward the statue. “Let her out. Please? She doesn’t deserve this.”

“S-s-she’s a . . . challenger,” Tom stuttered, his eyes looking everywhere except at Evelyn. “Challengers are th-the enemy. Ya know?”

“But . . .” she said, then worried her lower lip, clearly not knowing what to say.

Tom was right. The challengers answered to the Changed Reditai now and were their strongest fighters in this war.

Dhane toggled the switch in his head aptly labeled King of Shadows. Sarah’s fate was not their most pressing concern right now, not with every able body of Light being alerted to the location of Dedu Tedu Novus.

He mentally deposited the sacrificial knife, turning it into a plume of black smoke. “Challenger Sarah sent our location to the Army of Light,” he announced to everyone, and all discussions ceased, filling the air with a thick sense of dread.

“Hells, man,” Devron said from the cemetery’s side entrance. He was wearing a crown of pink and purple flowers and giving two Cobalin girls a piggyback ride. “That ain’t good. What do we do?”

All eyes traced from the big guy to their wise leader, a leader who had existed in this heaven for precisely nine overly eventful days. For unknown reasons, that didn’t seem to matter to them.

And so, doing what Dhane did best—doing what he just absolutely loved doing; there be sarcasm here—he came up with an impromptu plan.
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“Move the village?” Devron asked from within the inn. His brows were pinched, mirroring the confused expressions worn by humans and Cobalins alike, all comfortably crammed around tables like toys in one of those toy claw machines, hoping to be plucked and set free.

Sure, the idea of moving the village might sound a little insane; villages didn’t simply get up and tiptoe away from approaching threats.

But insanity had always served Dhane well. If this worked out, maybe he should stop pretending to be the King of Shadows and take up his true calling: the Mad Genius, equipped with maniacal cackles, a twirly mustache, and a pieced-together monster of his own making.

In any case, the village just so happened to be small. Really small. So small, in fact, that someone might be able to pick it up and do the tiptoeing for it.

As he explained this thought, it didn’t sound so insane, which either meant it was a good idea or he was further along the path of Mad Genius than he had realized.

“It’s either move the village or abandon it,” Dhane said. “And I can’t imagine herding a few hundred Cobalins discretely. Nor do I have another village seed.”

The notable Cobalins—the ones given leadership roles—nodded sagely while other Cobalins watched in wonder or pressed their faces against the cracked windows from the outside.

“Oh! Me have goody-good idea,” Tooky, the carrot farmer, said. “We make big big balloons en float away!”

“Big big balloons?” Knock asked. “Idiot! Me have gooder idea. We make naked women illusions! Evil adventurers no want smash village when lusty for me busties.”

“Knock. . . .” Desley said, rolling her eyes. She was already back to her old self, perpetually annoyed by her other half.

“Turtles!” Kuby announced, jumping onto the table and shaking the wax candles. “We get lots en lots of em. They pull village to safety!”

Dhane suppressed a sigh and said with fake enthusiasm, “That’s a great idea. Recruit as many Cobalins as you need to find turtles.”

“Yes, Hope Bringer!” Kuby shouted, grinning.

“Turtles be better than sexy women?” Knock asked, his voice clearly showing his disappointment in this new direction.

“Knock,” Dhane said, “you are the Master of Defense. Gather your fighters and prepare to defend the others.”

“Yes yes! We no fodder no more. We beat up bad bad humans!” He looked up at Aditi standing next to him and added, “Goody humans be safe safe!” To illustrate this point, he patted her leg reassuringly.

“All other Cobalin leaders,” Dhane said, then mentally read their names from the Notes app while pointing at them, “Bigboy, Blop, Box, Figlop, Rendy, Tin, Yogurt, and Tooky—I need you to gather Cobalins into groups and wait for further commands.”

“Yes, Great Shadow!” they all shouted before rushing out the door, leading a swarm of others as they went, some riding on shoulders.

Rendy’s quiet voice squeaked outside, “He still knows my name!”

Now, with the room nearly empty, everyone could breathe the foul, left-behind odor of unwashed Cobalins. Baths might need to be written into law.

Aditi tapped her lips with two fingers, then said, “You’ah wanting to move the village, but we’re deep underwater, yeah?”

That was, indeed, a major hurdle. The village had to be a thousand feet underwater. By itself, that might stave off an attack. But it wasn’t the only problem in the mounting tsunami of problems.

It would appear, quite unfortunately, that their mana source was melting—for lack of a better term—which meant the moment they regrew, they’d be surrounded.

Tom looked like he wanted to contribute something, then glanced at Evelyn and started fidgeting with his shirt instead.

“Sophie and Tyra,” Silas offered, leaning back in his chair, arms crossed. His brown-blond hair was in loose braids, hanging past his shoulders. “They’re holdin’ up in the shed. Can’t say for certain if the ladies are game to help any. But given the situation, might be a smart move, not that I’m sayin’ women are the beacon of wisdom or anythin’.”

He chuckled to himself.

Both Aditi and Evelyn glared.

He stopped chuckling. “I just mean . . .” The glare intensified. “Fine. Whatever. I take it back, alright?”

Kevin laughed. “That’s Silas for you.”

“Shut up, pal.”

“How do they help?” Devron asked. “Ya’know, the women in the shed.”

Silas shrugged a shoulder. “They’re Aquandas. Water mages, sorta speak. They can talk to the fishies and, more importantly, breathe underwater. But if they were reasonable”—he chanced a glance at the two young women in the room and cringed—“th-they’d be in here already. That’s all I’m sayin’.”

“I’ll handle it,” Dhane said, delighted in having the perfect solution to his perfectly insane plan. Besides, he was the king, this was his plan, and, for . . . reasons, he was the master charmer of women.

<Because,> Octoralis projected, <you pretty, Daddy!> What she didn’t say—but so helpfully conveyed in a mental image—was that he was even prettier while wearing a black dress with boobies.

He really needed to get rid of that.

Nick, who had been leaning on the back wall by the stairs, cleared his throat. “I don’t want to poke holes in all these good ideas, but you all know the waypoint is locked, right? Got that war going on. How are we getting out of this one, bud?”

Everyone turned to Dhane.

“There’s a second waypoint,” he said, thinking about a certain room full of mana crystals below. Wisps of smoke swirled into the shape of a book on symbols. “And I intend to repair it.”
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In a matter of minutes, the whole village of Dedu Tedu Novus had important tasks to attend to and . . . some not-so-important tasks.

“Turtle!” called a Cobalin. “Turtle!” called another, as if a turtle would magically appear when called. . . .

Other Cobalins darted around, steak hanging from their slobbery mouths, gathering plant fiber for ropes or preparing for Plan B.

When it came to impromptu plans, having a Plan B—and . . . C, and every other letter of the alphabet—was truly important.

Dhane, on the other hand, marched up to the shed, intent on converting two young women to the dark side. He really needed to keep a supply of cookies on hand.

Evelyn followed incessantly, nearly stepping on his heels. “Don’t leave her like that,” she said in a pleading voice, pointing back at the cemetery.

“She’s not in the statue,” he said, turning and mentally counting the minutes until the Army of Light would be on their figurative doorstep.

“Ehhh, she’s not?”

“The Veritai made blood crystals to hold souls. She’s just . . . taking a nap,” he said, nodding slowly as a way to justify using one of the Veritai’s terrible tools. He did to Sarah the very thing he was afraid they’d do to him.

It didn’t sit well.

In many ways, it resembled the joyous sensation of taking ibuprofen on an empty stomach. A gnawing discomfort permeated his gut. But he had no other option!

“Yeah,” he said, now more to himself, “a nap. And, by the looks of it, she really needed one.” Everyone needed a nap here and there. He was doing her a favor.

Evelyn frowned, her concern still present.

“Look,” he said, placing a hand on her shoulder, “I can’t let her out right now.”

“But—”

“No but. She’d attack everyone the second she Returned. It’d be a slaughter. However,” he said with a sigh at the vampiric-red puppy-dog eyes she was giving him, “if—if—we survive this, I . . . promise to hear you out. Okay?”

She smiled and nodded, making her white hair bounce around her shoulders. She had an adorable sort of energy despite the approaching doom. “So, how can I help?”

He grabbed the shed’s handle. “Maybe you can give me a glowing review? It’ll go a long way in convincing them I’m not evil.”

That seemed like a brilliant plan: use a vampire to convince others of his good intentions.

He swung the door open, and the vibration lines of what looked remarkably similar to a pitchfork speared him through the stomach.


Chapter
Two



Dhane slammed the shed door shut. His assailant tore her weapon free at the last second, yelling something like, “And stay out!”

“Did . . . that hurt?” Evelyn asked.

He nodded, jaw flexed. “A little,” he breathed, the agony of metal through soft flesh still hot and sharp. That’d teach him to not keep Spider Armor enabled.

A minuscule part of his brain wondered why his possessing dagger hadn’t reacted to the attack.

<You are not possessed,> projected the dagger, which, until this moment, had remained quiet like a good weapon should. At least its markedly male voice, which had been raspy and exhausted in times past, seemed more lively.

Good for it. . . .

A swirling sense of an apology made its way to the base of Dhane’s skull, carrying with it a sort of knowledge. Apparently, Vvitablades occasionally slept from time to time. This was why he needed to train to defend himself. Or give his dagger a wake-up call before taking a stroll into a dangerous shed.

There really was no faulting that logic. Even so, the two of them would have a nice long chat someday when the sky wasn’t falling.

Dhane—sucking in quick breaths as if ready to plunge into an ice bath—triggered Spider Armor, reserving 40 of his 125 mana, leaving him with 85/85.

“You might want to look away,” he told Evelyn, fear coiling its frigid fingers around his heart. Spider Armor was amazing, and amazingly terrible when triggering it.

Evelyn scrunched her brows, then gasped at the first plopping spider that fell like a raindrop onto his shoulder.

<Hiii hiii!> it projected, full of cute exuberance to be needed once again.

<Zizi is back!> Octoralis projected happily.

Zizi? She named it? But that was beside the point, the point of there being a swarm of spiders wanting to climb into him.

Dhane balled his fists, anchoring them to his sides to prevent himself from going full assassin mode on the fragile arachnids, his allies.

They- are- allies. They are ‘my’ spiders.

Octoralis tried to soothe his emotions.

But still, he squeezed his eyes shut, which only highlighted all the tiny nightmares advancing on his location. He focused his attention on Evelyn, making the vibration lines bright and solid around her, carving the shape of her in the void of darkness.

She didn’t scream or start beating the shit out of him like Aaliyah had on the bleachers. No, she did a totally unexpected thing. She reached out and held his hand despite a spider scurrying its way up the sleeve of his ¤ Katsen Leather Armor.

A lengthy minute later, when his Armor Points topped off at 108ap, he mentally told all the spiders still approaching that auditions, unfortunately—but truthfully, quite fortunately—had concluded.

There was a psychic chorus of disappointed sighs, and the spiders went back to whatever hell they had climbed out of.

He opened his eyes.

“So, umm, spiders?” Evelyn asked, still holding his hand. When this little fact became known, she yanked her hand back and worried her lower lip.

“Spider Armor,” he explained in a strained voice, turning back to the shed that was exuding a sense of hostility. “You can’t compel people, can you?”

“Hehee, no, but that would be super cool! I can Charm, but it only works on neutral mobs. C-can you . . . umm, compel?”

He smiled at her, feeling his heart return to its natural rhythm. “Don’t believe the rumors. You’re here of your own volition and for passing your test with flying colors.”

She blushed.

<You no need compel.> Octoralis projected. <I be scary scary scary spider!>

Ah, yes, that could work. Drop a giant spider in the room, and most people would be stupid not to do as he said. This made that bit of his soul with eight legs giggle.

He swung the shed’s door open again, prepared this time, and looked inside. Two young women were huddled behind an assortment of once-pristine tools that were now tossed about, featuring their fair share of bite marks.

His kingly persona stifled an annoyed groan. He mentally added Dunce Cap to his Notes app. Anyone caught biting buildings, furniture, or tools would answer to . . . HR, AKA Octoralis.

<Yes, Daddy. I bite crappy Cobalins!>

That might be crossing the line. Might. A stern staring contest would likely do the trick. Just the thought of looking into her eight creepy eyes—err, very pretty eyes!—sent liquid ice down his spine.

Do spiders even blink?

The answer, apparently—by Octoralis’s smug emotion of being an eye-staring contest champion—was no.

Cheater.

“Stay away!” Sophie yelled.

She was the one with curly chestnut brown hair, as described by Silas. It was so dark in the shed, the only thing Dhane could make out were the vibration lines that wrapped her form, the bouncy texture of her hair, and that of her pitchfork held out in defense.

The other young woman was Tyra. She was described as having blonde hair that was tied into a neat ponytail. Unlike her stalwart companion, she merely shook, eyes wide, breaths shallow.

Evelyn hurried off toward a standing torch by the line of dinner tables. Devron was over there organizing Cobalins into groups of twenty in the very likely case they needed to make a run for it.

“I’m not here to hurt you,” Dhane said, holding his palms out.

Sophie made a jabbing motion with her pitchfork. “We won’t be your sex slaves!”

“Wut?”

“Plug your ears, girl,” she whispered to Tyra. “He’s the devil. One little word is all it takes until you’re naked in his love nest.”

He opened his mouth to say, once again and with emphatic emphasis, “What?” but then decided to change his strategy. Spur-of-the-moment plan changes were so much fun!

Yay. . . .

He didn’t have time to overcome their fear. Unfortunately, these two were crucial to Plan A, the plan that didn’t include recruiting a bale of turtles to save the day.

Smoke whooshed around his form from withdrawing and depositing his four metal gears. His bone mask materialized equipped. He said, in his deep King of Shadow’s voice, “You are correct.”

Both of the young women tensed, obviously not plugging their ears. Some part of his subconscious mind pieced together that they might not entirely object to the idea of being naked in his love nest.

He punted that idea right out of the damn window before mini-Dhane could voice any thoughts on the matter.

He needed to focus on the problem at hand, the problem that required a solution if there was going to be a village for much longer.

“I could ravage your bodies,” he said, waving his hand gently through the slight texture of swirling smoke, mesmerizing his audience.

Evelyn stopped five feet away, her eyes widening, her pulse quickening.

He mentally sighed.

Every- single- damn time he went off on some demented new idea, someone had to step in at the wrong moment. He wished he could psychically tell her he was acting.

Octoralis, eager to be useful, jumped from his soul and formed on Evelyn’s shoulder. The now tiny spider projected a loud, <He acting!>

Which went as well as anyone could expect. Evelyn jerked and dropped her torch.

Luckily, with the reflexes of an Assassin, he caught it before it could light the shed on fire. He didn’t need everyone thinking he was willing to burn people alive. . . .

“Sorry,” she whispered, doing a stellar job at not swatting the head of HR.

“But devils,” he continued as if nothing had happened, now holding the torch in front to give his mask an eerie glow, “pride themselves on persuasion. We like willing participants. What is it you desire?” he asked, channeling Lucifer from the TV series.

“What I desire?” Sophie asked, her pitchfork now swaying with a lack of vehement need to poke holes into things, most notably, him. “I want a vibrator,” she blurted.

“Wut?”

“You don’t know how hard it is to get off as a woman. It has been weeks! Th-that’s what I want.”

“I . . .” Tyra said, her voice uncertain. “Ees it okay for me to say?” She had a Swedish accent. “There ees something I vould like, ja?”

“Go on,” Dhane said, rolling his hand forward. His mind—always a glutton for a mental challenge—was preoccupied with solving the puzzle of a fantasy vibrator.

In truth . . . now that he had given it a few seconds of thought, it wouldn’t be terribly difficult. He could quickly cycle the shrinking sigil on and off. And since it didn’t have to shrink an entire village, the mana usage should be negligible.

“I vould like a never-ending box of chocolates,” Tyra said, nodding to emphasize how much a box a chocolates was worth her soul, not that he had any use for more souls.

With their desires so evidently aired, he let a short span of time pass as if he needed to consider their requests, then nodded slowly. “I can grant these desires, but not in exchange for your souls,” he said, then hastily added, “or your bodies.”

“No?” Sophie asked, her voice sounding disappointed. So many freaking mixed signals!

“No,” he said, mentally telling mini-Dhane to shut up. “I have something else in mind.”


Chapter
Three



Now that deals with the devil had been struck, Sophie and Tyra seemed more amenable—no, excited—to the idea of following Dhane to the stairs that led down to King Gigeneepa.

Vibrators and chocolates.

Whodathunk?

He lowered his mask to look at the village and see what was truly on the line. Failure would rob them of everything they had built—the inn and cabin and carrot farm, the outside dinner tables and wooden chairs that guaranteed slivers.

But all of that could be replaced. The Cobalins, free from their chains and hardships, could not.

He soaked in the moonlight that shimmered through the watery globe above, revealing enormous silhouettes of fish out for a casual night swim. If all went well, the night sky would be blanketed in stars in a new place far from war.

Nick had corralled a group of Cobalins together and got them to chant “meat, meat, meat” as if they were extras in Dragonheart, featuring Sean Connery.

They were now growling like rabid dogs. All they needed were utensils, and they’d be a force to be reckoned with.

The meat merchant was, quite honestly and impressively, a Cobalin whisperer with how well he persuaded them to do his bidding. Maybe he should be the King of Shadows.

That was wishful thinking.

No . . . the most to come from his unusual gifts of taming the untamable Cobalins would be an unfortunate performance with them dancing and juggling chicken drumsticks.

Dhane sighed, his mind being pulled from the seriousness of the task ahead. He slid his mask back up and focused.

At the top of the stairs, he turned to Evelyn. “You should stay,” he said, maintaining his King of Shadows facade for the benefit of his new followers.

“But . . . I-I should be with you. Right?” she said. “I’m your blood slave.”

Sophie and Tyra’s eyebrows raised, no doubt hearing the lovely sound of ringing alarm bells.

“She’s not a slave,” he told them. That damn label was getting re-labeled to something not so evocative as soon as he could dedicate a few brain cells to the task.

Before he had the chance to elaborate, Tom hurried over. “M-m-master! I . . . I want to—” His lips flapped shut at the sight of Evelyn, and his heart started pounding his ribs like a caged gorilla.

“— help?” Dhane finished.

A follower of the Bear had extra Strength. And, in truth, there was no telling how big Dedu Tedu Novus actually was. Extra Strength could help.

<I strong, Daddy!>

For a thirteen-foot massive spider, he didn’t doubt that for one second. But he had no idea what they would find out there, provided he was able to repair the waypoint stone at all.

A lot was resting on unknowable things, which fed him with a constant drip of unease.

He didn’t want a big team for this job. They weren’t going out there to fight but to sneak away into the night. And should they fail, it was onto Plan B and C, which needed people here.

But having one more person might help.

“I do have a use for you,” he told Tom.

“If he’s going,” Evelyn said more forcefully, her brows pulled together, “then so am I.”

Tom’s throat seemed to be closing off at the thought of adventuring with their local poltergeist. He let out a long squeak to communicate his thoughtful thoughts on the matter.

“Ho, Great Shadow!” Knock yelled, running up. He wore his rugged leather armor.

Dhane drew in a breath and stared up at the void where the fish swam. “Yes?”

“Me ready,” Knock said. “We find many many turtles. But Kuby be chicken. He no prepared to leave for best plan. What you call it? Plan Z? Z sounds like important number!”

If Devron saw all the extras clambering their way for a chance to die a terrible death out beyond the village, he might have some choice words that started with Shit and ended with Tuna. The guy wanted to go on the next adventure, but this wasn’t an adventure.

“Then,” Dhane said, still channeling his inner king, “it has been decided. Follow me.” He turned quickly—lest someone else decided to approach—and descended the stairs, eager to get his ridiculous plan underway.

No one talked on their rapid descent to the realm of giant crabs and easily offended stone golems. This silence lasted until they neared the giant geode of glowing pink crystals.

The walls rumbled, and streams of dirt fell from the high ceiling. <Youoo shell-less crab break diamondoo!> projected King Gigeneepa.

Dhane hurried through the large stone doors to find that one of the massive diamonds was missing entirely. Shit! Without its mana, the forcefield would shrink even faster.

There were three sharp intakes of breath from behind. “Diamonds!” Sophie yelled the single word the other two were clearly thinking.

Apparently, diamonds made up the third thing the fairer sex loved: vibrators, chocolates, and sparklies. He mentally jotted that down in his Notepad app . . . just in case.

“Don’t touch that!” said a familiar male voice, even if it sounded a little different, a little higher pitched.

Dhane dismissed his bone mask and breathed a sigh of relief. It was Mahai! A . . . much younger-looking Mahai, but Mahai nonetheless.

He was holding a stern finger out toward Sophie, who was ready to stake her claim on the two remaining diamonds. It didn’t seem to matter that their absurd size rendered them impractical for anything she might have in mind.

Knock gaped at the old Dedu Tedu leader.

Tyra’s pale cheeks had turned a rosy red as her eyes traced down Mahai’s naked form to the empty gap between his legs. This seemed to break her spell, and she let out a puff of disappointment.

So . . . size did matter.

That might have gone into the Notes app, too.

<Surface Kingoo,> King Gigeneepa projected to everyone, notably by how they jumped and stared at the giant crab. <Ioo defend diamondoo from de tainted crabs. But uglyoo human⁠—>

“I am not human!” Mahai yelled, then spun on Dhane. “You! You must be the one responsible for draining the mana from my rebirth stone.”

“Mahai,” Dhane said, “I’m glad you’re⁠—”

“Do not act like I should know you. I will eat you for your unthinkable disrespect!” Mahai rolled his neck, his jaw elongating.

Shit, shit, shit!

Now was not the time for another problem. There was already a line of patiently waiting problems to get to. Perhaps a mandatory grievance form could help filter them out.

Octoralis jumped from his soul, making Tyra scream. Sophie ogled the black and orange spider. Her back straightened, and she clenched her jaw, the diamonds clearly forgotten.

Knock patted her on the leg. “Me strong en will protect weak women.”

Tom rushed forward and slammed a materializing tower shield against the ground. White cracks raced from one side of the prickly pink room to the other, and a wall of glass formed in front of him.

In a matter of seconds, Mahai had transformed, then jerked his serpentine head up. “Why are you so big!” he screeched in a tiny voice, befitting the tiny flying snake.

“Why are you so small?” Dhane asked in shock, remembering when the white scales and blue feathers could fill an entire room.

“Aw! You are a cute snake,” Evelyn said.

“Cute!” the snake . . . dragon . . . Volantes Serparie hissed and struck the shield, not hard enough to produce a damage number.

“Can I, umm, keep it?”

Mahai’s jaw fell open. “I am not a pet, vampire! I am the great and powerful Mahai. And you,” he peeped accusingly at Dhane, “did this to me!”

“We,” Dhane said, “will have to discuss this later. Your village is going to be attacked.”

“I do not have a village.”

“The Cobalins?”

“What are Cobalins?”

Great. All hope of happily stepping aside and letting Mahai return as the leader just evaporated. “There’s more mana,” he said, pointing at the two other diamonds.

“I would not take from my sisters!”

“Sisters?” There were more Volantes Serparies like Mahai? And Dhane was draining them of their mana, of their memories and life. Shit. That was just another reason why they needed to move the village.

<Ioo eat snake?> King Gigeneepa asked, a trace of hunger trickling across their psychic connection.

“No one is eating anyone,” Dhane said.

“I will consume you!” Mahai screeched and slammed into the shield again and again.

“No you won’t. You’re not even big enough to damage Tom’s shield. We didn’t know these were rebirth stones. And now that we do, we will stop using the mana as soon as we can. But we need to do something first.”

The flying snake had backed up for another run at the impervious shield, then stopped. “What do you . . . need?”

Dhane patted Tom’s shoulder to get him to dismiss the wall. The shield shattered to shards of glass that dissolved into flakes of pearlescent mana.

“We need,” Dhane said, taking three steps aside to reveal the broken waypoint stone, “to repair this.”
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Mahai not only repaired the waypoint stone, he made it private. The only ones able to access or see the waypoint within the System were those who had invested mana to keep it operational or were given its specific set of location symbols.

It cost 3 silver coins—half of what he had—to use the waypoint for six people, an amount that could have bought him three nights at the Cali Bali Inn and three indestructible bread rolls.

Penny. . . .

The thought of her brought with it a sudden stab of loss and the haunting memory of her silver and gold eyes as she stabbed him, looking triumphant.

Before he could dwell further on that terrible moment, the rush of golden light and warmth flowed through him. It pushed all those feelings—feelings he didn’t want to feel—away.

Now was not the time to think about her and what was done to her. No, now was the time to take in their new surroundings.

In a blink, the party of six appeared on the closest waypoint stone to the village, two miles away. Among the massive white trees with blue leaves were dark leather boots the size of a double-decker tour bus.

This conclusively illustrated an unfortunate truth. The Army of Light was already here.


Chapter
Four



For whatever reason, the one thing Dhane always forgot was how being a tiny wiener of a guy—under the effects of his masterful use of symbols—didn’t wear off immediately.

There were dozens of people, clad in all types of armor, wielding all types of weapons, all disgruntled in one way or another. And they were marching toward Dedu Tedu Novus.

This, of course, required him to do something spur of the moment. “I’ll distract them,” he told a wide-eyed Evelyn, a conflicted Tom, an understanding Sophie and Tyra, and a saluting Knock.

They knew what to do. The plan was simple enough that even a caveman could do it, or in this case, Knock: get to the marked location, retrieve the village, and carry it south. Easy peasy.

Dhane’s tiny—in both size and count—party hurried off in the adjacent direction to the army, glancing back at the amazingly brave and heroic and . . . quite terrified—by how loud his heart did that thing it did—King of Shadows, mask and persona firmly equipped.

<We fight fight fight, Daddy!>

No killing, he thought back to her. The last thing they needed were soldiers popping out of the cemetery, alerting everyone where the village had moved to.

Octoralis filled him with a sense of disappointment, then brightened at the thought he sent. Once they got to the new location, she could fight and eat all the monsters she wanted.

And now for his new plan.

From his abundant experience of making things shrink and grow again—not you, mini-Dhane!—he knew just how janky the process could be.

He sucked in the tiniest breath of his life, reached out his hand, and slammed it as hard as he could against his right cheek. It barely tingled through his Spider Armor.

Then his head joyfully burst to its full size.

Just . . . his head.

Naturally.

“Stop!” he commanded in his deep, regal voice, wondering how his head could manage such a sound with lungs that had yet to make the transition.

A woman wearing a mage’s robe—in the midst of complaining about the Resistance killing her friend, and now she was out here with strangers, walking in the mud and swatting at mosquitoes—took one look at the talking head with a face of bone and screamed.

This had the fortuitous effect of drawing every pair of eyes to his general location at the precise time the rest of his body became jealous and decided it wanted to be big, too.

With the boost to his agility from being an Assassin, he managed to maintain his balance as his feet, legs, and torso all snapped back to their normal size.

He stood among enemies, black smoke whipping around him, arms nowhere to be found.

So damn janky!

“It is rude,” he said, doing his damndest to keep his voice steady while mentally commanding his arms to get with the program, “to show up without calling.”

“That’s him!” a bald man yelled, his voice on the very edge of extreme rage. He was large. His armor was more like straps of leather around bulging muscles so everyone could see just how much chest hair he had—lots.

“I will devour⁠—”

“What did you call my mom!” the man yelled, cutting Dhane off from his King of Shadows act. “Grr! I’m going to break you! Grr! I will eat you for breakfast! Grr!”

“For dinner,” Dhane corrected. Or maybe the man was one of those types that had breakfast for dinner. Then again, eating people wasn’t exactly a breakfast type of food.

Heart rates, all around, had climbed to a crescendo. More people appeared on the waypoint to either side of him and immediately backed away, some rightfully freaked out by his arms making their sudden appearance.

Weapons were drawn in shaky hands.

You awake? Dhane prompted his sleepy dagger because this was starting to look a whole lot worse than the shed.

An odd sensation confirmed that the dagger was aware of yet another terrible situation Dhane had gotten them into.

Great, one more entity to judge him.

<I no judge!> Octoralis projected, her feelings hurt by the accusation. <But . . . we run, yes? We no eat delicious people, so so so . . . run?>

He was buying everyone else time to get the village. Fighting wouldn’t give them much time, especially not against so many. And successfully running would only encourage the army to search for him, risking the others.

“Grr!” the angry man growled, making the veins along his neck and temple pop out to an alarming degree. Someone said berserkers were annoying. “You think I am annoying?! Grr! You calling me a bald freak?! Grr! I will⁠—”

“SILENCE!” Dhane yelled, using Modify Vibrations and unequipping his bone mask before reequipping it. This produced the desired effect of undulating smoke to froth the air around his face.

Everyone covered their ears.

A good distraction utilized every opportunity to draw attention from what mattered. Right now, what mattered was his party.

First thing was first.

He should use his words.

He took on a somber tone and gestured to the assembled adventurers. “I regret to inform you,” he said, “that Dedu Tedu Novus is currently closed for admittance. We operate between the hours of eight and six, closed Sundays and all holidays.”

There was a lengthy pause as everyone mulled over his words, the turning cogs in their heads punctuated by the angry man’s spittle-filled breaths.

The berserker’s friend, a portly fellow, patted the man’s arm soothingly and whispered, “It’s fine. It’s totally fine. We’ll just come back in the morning.”

“Unfortunately,” Dhane said, raising a magical finger that controlled all eyeballs. He withdrew the Hide Request Paper he had received on his second day. “As documented here, tomorrow is Cobalin Appreciation Day.”

“That’s ridiculous!” a tall woman shouted. She was wearing heavy armor and looked ready to smash things with a large hammer. “This is war. You’re not an effing theme park. We can attack whenever we want.”

Dhane turned slowly to the woman, slowly because every second helped and a king was a calm and commanding individual.

He regarded her as if looking down his nose and said, “Those are the rules.” He regarded the paper, then looked back at the woman. “We have an opening on Wednesday you could reserve.”

“Hogwash!” she yelled, and others murmured their agreement, edging closer, the sharp slants of their eyebrows promising violence.

A man raised his hand. He was a wiry man, seemingly older by how the vibration lines highlighted the wrinkles in his face.

Dhane motioned to him.

“Mr. King, sir, I’d like to reserve a time on Wednesday if that is possible.” People stopped their approach, probably out of curiosity.

Dhane ran a finger down the page he couldn’t read. That wasn’t of particular importance since it only listed the sale price of various hides. He nodded to himself. “What is your party’s designation?”

“Umm, yes, I’m the leader of the Snicker Snackers, sir. Is eight o’clock available?”

The woman huffed. “You can’t be serious! The King of Shadows is right there.”

Dhane ignored the woman. “Congratulations,” he told the man, mentally summoning five copper coins in a bag. He couldn’t see the label but knew everyone else could by how they perked up. “For being the first to reserve your place, instead of paying the five silver entry fee, you earn five copper.”

“Five silver!” the woman yelled as Dhane walked up to the man and dropped the bag into his hand. Everyone else shifted back, their weapons held in an indecisive state of confused hostility.

“Yes,” Dhane said, maintaining his regal posture and voice. “How else do you expect us to invest in loot drops?” That got a few people nodding, finally understanding that someone had to pay for the loot.

“Is nine o’clock open?” a younger woman asked, her party of women standing closely behind her. “If it is, I’d like to reserve it for Grumpy Grannies.”

“Grannies?”

She smiled coyly. “We’re older than we look.”

“I’m reporting this!” The outspoken woman yelled. “We’ll see what a challenger has to say when they get here.”

There always had to be a party pooper.

Dhane, maintaining his act, nodded and held his palm out to the group of deceivingly young, old women. The leader . . . actually paid.

Were gamers dumb? Pfft, he was a gamer, and he certainly was no airhead. Then again, he might be an outlier. Or crazy. And, quite possibly, possessed.

<You are not possessed.> The dagger would eventually get tired of telling that lie. It sighed.

“You have been added,” Dhane informed the group leader while mentally depositing the silver. He raised his voice for the benefit of everyone. “If you are interested in reserving a time slot for your attack, please form a line.”

People started to move, talking among themselves about what time they wanted to do their run like it was a dungeon.

“Grr! I don’t got five silver!” the angry berserker yelled. “Grr! I hate this war! Grr! Will someone lend me some money?!”

“It’s okay,” the man’s portly friend said. “I’ll pay for it. Then you can kill all the Cobalins you want.”

The way the berserker grinned was a stark reminder of what Dhane was here to prevent. These people just thought this was part of the game, the eternal war of killing each other for loot and XP.

He wanted to use this moment to jump onto his metaphysical stage and give a TED talk on the truths behind the Cobalins.

But just as that thought surfaced, a commotion pulled his attention to a woman on horseback. It was Challenger Liandry, the water mage, who had helped Challenger Terry take trainees out to the Caelta Forest.

“I was informed the King of Shadows is here,” she said, her voice smooth and exact. She sat upright with perfect posture while her dress flowed around her as if underwater.

That was . . . fast.

He mentally bowed to his audience of idiots. Octoralis projected a spidery curtsy. And the plan changed from one of distraction to one of escape.

Octoralis formed and unformed twenty feet in the air and psychically screamed. All heads snapped up. People pointed, others gasped, and other-others scurried away from the scary ball of smoke.

Dhane, on the other hand, used Shadow Shift to materialize beyond the ring of adventurers in the back, then promptly—as promptly as the skill would allow—turned himself into a baby Katsen, roughly bearing the resemblance of a black house cat.

It was about this time that people noticed the missing king. And it was about this time he tiptoed on tiny paws in the opposite direction.

“We are not here for the king,” Challenger Liandry said, making Dhane stop. He had a sudden desire to flip around and lick his butt, but he refrained and listened instead. “We are here to raze his village.”
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It took all of Katsen Polymorph’s 14 minutes at a full sprint—paws miserably wet—to get to the southern side of the lake Dhane had made when he shrunk the village.

It was a perfect circle, like someone had decided to up their crop-circle game and make lakes instead. The sharp rim led to an immediate drop in the water, not a slow ramp like most lakes.

Yeah, not suspicious at all. . . .

The northern and western ends had hundreds of torch-bearing adventurers and challengers slowly enveloping the lake, acting the part of a giant net.

The Army of Light had followers of the Dolphin, so it wasn’t unreasonable to assume they’d send those people down to search.

All they had to do was poke a few holes in the shield, and the village would be gone. That was, of course, if they realized the village was underwater. But given the pinpoint location Sarah had sent, there weren’t many other options.

As such, he sent a little prayer to the Mother of Shadows and the snake sisters that Sophie and Tyra had made it there in time.

He transformed back into his human self and deposited his mask. Moonlight glinted across the lake’s surface, connected to a myriad of rivers, the water gurgling peacefully.

Octoralis offered to give him a ride, not wanting him to summon his horse with a wannabe spider complex. But he was keen to avoid drawing attention to the rendezvous point.

If all worked smoothly—as all of his plans did—he’d get to the point, find a tiny Dedu Tedu Novus, and quickly secret it away to the closest unused waypoint where they could go anywhere.

Naturally—as with all of his plans—it didn’t go smoothly. He approached an alarmingly vacant rendezvous point, vacant except for one man.

Challenger Terry.


Chapter
Five



Dhane’s heart got up and started doing burpees like the overachiever it was. No one else was here, no one hiding beyond the white trees, no allies, no enemies. Just one lone challenger with a chip on his shoulder.

The cool, minty breeze made the leaves and grass dance, casting shifting vibration lines, all clearly revealing a whole lack of others.

Did . . . Challenger Terry kill them?

Shit! Of course he did.

He was a madman, hellbent on making Dhane’s life a living hell. And without Sophie or Tyra, there was no way to retrieve the village, no way to escape into the night and waypoint to some far away land unthreatened by war.

Challenger Terry glared. His nostrils flared. He thrust his finger out. “You!” he shouted in that commanding voice that always demanded respect. A sphere of light popped into existence above the man and started floating over.

<Daddy,> Octoralis projected softly, her soothing touch trying to quiet the squall inside.

This small interruption in Dhane’s cycle of deepening despair and rage helped him notice something he had missed earlier.

A ripple.

A tiny ripple from a tiny bubble.

Realization crashed through his brain on a wave of sweet relief. They were in the lake. They were hiding! He just couldn’t see the vibrations beneath the surface.

Dhane immediately spun up a new plan. What was one more impromptu plan for the night? The Mother of Shadows told him to trust his instincts, and so he would trust them to do something he had vowed never to do again.

Subsequently, breaking this vow made Octoralis unrealistically happy.

In a swirling rush of smoke, his leather armor thinned to a scintillating black gossamer dress, fully equipped with a masquerade mask and, of course, boobies, now lit by Terry’s glowing sphere.

Dhane became Dhanelle.

“Tarebear, is that you?” he heard himself say in that higher-pitched voice that terribly impersonated all women. He cringed internally but maintained his smile all the same as if seeing Terry here, of all places, was just delightful and serendipitous.

Challenger Terry’s head cocked to the side, his strong brows pinched to indicate something between rage and bewilderment. “Y-you are not Dhanelle!”

More bubbles popped mere feet from the oblivious challenger. Whoever was down there didn’t have long before they drowned or surfaced, alerting Terry to the plan.

Dhane slid a hand down to rest on his hip, the dress incredibly soft under his fingers. “Are you mad?” he asked in a meek voice, channeling Evelyn. “Is this because I didn’t call?”

Terry rushed forward. “No, of course not! I couldn’t be mad at you. I just . . . I—” He stopped to stare at the tops of the moonlit melons peeking out of the dress, then swallowed.

Sensing the man was hooked, Dhane walked backward. “You. . .?” he asked, investing all of his stat points into Flirt by how he bit the side of his lower lip and waited for the man to finish his thought.

“Why did you leave?” Terry asked, following. “I-I mean, before the King of Shadows attacked. I thought you were having a good time.”

Knock burst from the surface and inhaled like Kirby trying to suck in the damn moon.

Terry turned, but Dhane caught his arm.

“It’s not you!” Dhane said in a tortured voice, purposely loud, wondering how the hell he got sucked into a soap opera.

Octoralis munched on psychic popcorn, mentally fanning herself with one of her delicate pedipalps.

Terry slowly pieced together that if it wasn’t him, it had to be her. But before he could say anything, Dhane dropped the cliche line with an abundance of self-pity, “It’s me.”

“That’s impossible!”

“It’s not. I’ve never been with someone sooo important. I don’t deserve you.”

“You deserve more than I could ever give you,” Terry said as if reading a line from one of his erotica books.

A soaked Evelyn tore Tom clear out of the lake, dropping him to his feet. He coughed into his arm, and she patted his back, casting worried looks at Dhane only fifty or so feet away.

Terry started to turn again, and Dhane slid his hand up against the man’s blond beard. “You’re a great kisser!” he said loudly.

“I . . . am?”

“I’ve never been kissed by anyone like you.” This was very much true. He didn’t want to be kissed by anyone like the challenger, but that little tidbit was a needless detail.

Dhane pushed his hand against Terry’s chest, making him walk backward until his back was against one of the trees. “Maybe,” Dhane said, adding a sprinkle of sultry to his voice, “we could . . . do it again?”

Terry licked his lips. “H-here? It’s not safe here. There are monsters and . . . and . . . I should get you back to the city. I⁠—”

“Shhh.” Returning to Ceratree was the absolute last thing Dhane wanted to do. He shook his head slowly, teasingly and pressed his fake boobies up against the man’s chest. “Close your eyes,” he whispered.

Terry nodded all too quickly, snapping his eyelids shut like an angry teenager slamming his door after his Xbox was taken away.

The sense of mana flowed from Dhane, following his intent in a circular motion around the challenger, covering him from ankle to neck in Web Wall.

“What are you doing?”

“Hmm?” Dhane laughed softly. “I can’t make it too easy for you, can I?”

“N-no, I like a challenge.”

“Good. Count to a hundred, then come find me. But no peeking. Then maybe . . .”—he did that little finger-walk thing Kora did over Terry’s shoulder—“we can do more than kiss?”

Knock grunted loudly, trying to pull a glossy sphere two-thirds as large as he was from the water, with Sophie and Tyra pushing on the other end.

Terry jerked his head to the side, finally seeing what was happening barely a stone’s throw away.

“Tarebear!” Dhane scolded. “I said no peeking!”

“You . . . This . . .”—the challenger looked down at the finely woven spider silk that wrapped him—“is a trap?” He glared and might have cracked a molar by how fiercely his jaw flexed.

“A . . . trap?” The words were said with the utmost amount of innocence. Octoralis nodded hopefully, wanting the role-play to continue so the happy couple could kiss with a romantic backdrop of the moon reflecting on the lake’s surface.

“You’re not Dhanelle!”

“Of course I am, silly,” Dhane reassured playfully, sensing his control of the man slipping. “We went on⁠—”

“No! I see now who you are, Queen of Shadows. Shadowling. I cannot be tricked so easily by your vile methods!”

Eh, that was debatable, given their history.

His angry eyes flicked down to those lustrous melons—so ample and touchable—before diverting with apparent effort.

Octoralis threw her psychic popcorn at the psychic screen. Unfortunately, they both knew this relationship wasn’t going to work. The unhappy couple’s differences were too numerous.

Dhane huffed, still in character because despite what the man said, there was a thread of longing still tugging at his heartstrings. Swapping back to the King of Shadows would needlessly antagonize the challenger, and antagonized challengers led to unfavorable outcomes.

So, instead of confirming Terry’s accusations, Dhane simply said in disappointment, “I guess there won’t be a second date?”

“I would never date someone like you!”

He shrugged one bare shoulder, put on a pout, and then walked away, doing the hip sway he had mastered the night of their date.

This bought a solid fifteen seconds before Challenger Terry started screaming for the Army of Light while struggling against Web Wall.

Words weren’t going to get them out of this. The bag of tricks was running thin. In a matter of minutes, the whole army would be here.

Dhane mentally shifted back to his ¤ Katsen Leather Armor with both daggers sheathed. The ¤ Lumanima Vvitablade seemed amused for some reason, maybe enjoying the show like a certain soul spider had.

Dedu Tedu Novus looked like a giant snow globe without the snow or a base for it to sit on. The land within was tilted to the side, and green ant-like Cobalins—the ones that hadn’t secured themselves to something with ropes—were rolling and sliding across the grass.

“It’s . . . umm,” Evelyn said over Terry’s yelling, her brow creased in concern, “too heavy and slick.”

“A-and small,” Tom added, glancing between Evelyn and the village. There was a muddy rut in the ground about five feet from the lake, marking how far they had managed to get.

“It vas much lighter in de vater,” Tyra said, shaking her head at the strangeness that the village would suddenly become very heavy.

“It’s the trapped air,” Dhane explained, touching the cold glass-like shield. Half of the sphere was air, which would drastically reduce the weight in water. But now it was just a large slick rock.

Why couldn’t their portable village come with handles? And why couldn’t the great King of Shadows plan for such an obvious hurdle?

“Over here! Over here!” Terry continued to bellow, his voice probably carrying further with the aid of the lake’s frictionless water.

Gah, the spider silk should have covered his face. It was just one bad decision after another, accumulating into something . . . not ideal.

<Focus, Daddy,> Octoralis projected, repeating Chesterton’s quote, if a thing is worth doing, it is worth doing badly.

Except, badly in this scenario led to all of the Cobalins and his human refugees getting captured and sacrificed, disrupting the balance between Light and Shadow.

No pressure. . . .

But she was right. This was just another problem needing a solution. He’d take them one at a time.

The next waypoint was twenty miles south, unless they truly wanted to embrace insanity and return to the waypoint they had used before, the one that just so happened to be surrounded by enemies.

“Okay, so, like, I have this question,” Sophie said, still in the lake. “If we end up getting caught, do I still get my vibrator?”

He almost laughed. Then she nodded toward the sea of torches, which were clearly heading in this direction at a break-neck speed.

Oh . . . shit bacon.

Amid the chorus of cicadas and crickets and chirping tree frogs was a rumble of steeds—from horses to giant wolves—all charging with the enthusiasm of exiting the office early on a Friday.

These people saw the opportunity to end the war early and were all too delighted to bring that reality to pass. Which meant there was no more time for criticism. Only time for action.

Dhane’s thoughts aligned around the most distressing of plans yet. It started with doing what he should have done from the start.

He returned to his cocooned Tarebear.

“You can’t run, shadowling!” the man bit out. “When this is over, I’m going to tear your limbs off a thousand times until you’re as docile as those fucking Cobalins. I’m going to⁠—”

Dhane triggered Web Wall again, this time doing it right and covering the challenger’s head. “Yeah, yeah, I get it. You’re going to do lots of bad things. Makes me wonder if, just maybe, you’re not the hero you think you are.”

Challenger Terry thrashed in the webbing, yelling muffled insults.

Dhane returned to the others, who watched him expectantly. “Push it back in the water,” he said, and Octoralis materialized in waves of smoke, knowing his thoughts and ready to become the decoy.

“Umm, back in?” Evelyn asked. She had changed from her white dress to a sleeveless maroon one that wasn’t soaking wet.

Knock slammed himself against Dedu Tedu Novus. “I. Push. Hard! But rock be heavy heavy!” All of the miniature Cobalins and humans within toppled to the ground.

It was obviously clear that moving the village was a delicate process, not one done in haste, racing away from a pursuing army. Even if they managed to evade capture, the village and caves below would likely collapse from the non-stop earthquakes.

Besides, heading toward the next waypoint would only clue the Army of Light to what they were doing. People would definitely be waiting.

In truth, the idea of using a waypoint was beyond idiotic for the one simple reason that the back of his mind had failed to provide until now: tiny people were still people.

To use the waypoint stone, he’d have to pay for everyone in the village. And every zone they crossed added a silver—per person—to the cost.

Stupid brain.

This left him with one last insane plan.

He sighed. “Knock?”

“Yes, Great Shadow?”

“Do you have those turtles?”


Chapter
Six



Dhane woke slowly to the warmth of the morning sun and the delicious smell of bacon. He breathed it in, momentarily forgetting the long, exhausting night that led to . . . to . . .

The odd swaying of the log raft they had built was interrupting his already groggily slow thoughts. Vibration lines shifted up and down on what looked like waves.

Waves?

He opened his eyes to a literal sea of blue in all directions except where it ran up to countless small islands, jutting skyward like gargantuan green shark teeth.

One mental flick and his map materialized in his mind’s eye, revealing them to be in the third—the third—zone of Olindale’s sea. That was almost three hundred miles! There was no way they simply drifted that far in a single night.

And now that his mind had successfully grokked the situation, it lazily pieced together everything else. The most notable of these things was the young women using him as a pillow, who, themselves, were used as pillows for a dozen turtles still wearing their harnesses.

Simply put, it was a pillow orgy.

Apparently, he was using Tom as a backrest. And Tom was cradling Knock, both snoring peacefully. Dedu Tedu Novus, secured by a bunch of ropes, was being dragged behind the raft a few feet below the water.

All seemed . . . surprisingly well.

A slight sizzling sound brought his mind right back to the delectable scent of bacon. His stomach greedily voiced its claim. Even a stray thought wondered, if no one was awake to partake, maybe he didn’t need to share.

Then again, if no one was awake to partake, who was cooking bacon? And . . . on a raft, how were they cooking bacon?

This was when he noticed a thin ribbon of smoke sifting up into the salty spray of seawater, coming from where a sliver of sunlight cut across an exposed thigh in the mess of entangled limbs.

Two obvious facts snapped together like the polar ends of superconducting magnets.

Sun and vampire.

Shit!

He sprang upright with such force, poor Sophie went overboard. Tyra yawned and sleepily said, “Två eggs, over easy, and some sausage, please.”

Dhane withdrew ¤ Jester Costume and draped it over Evelyn’s legs while pulling her up against his chest to better act as a shield.

She gasped awake and tensed, covered in sweat, her breaths labored. “Wh-what are you doing?” she asked, her eyes wide and her cheeks turning a rosy pink at how he was holding her.

Sophie glared from beyond the end of the raft, holding the ropes that kept the logs together. Her springy chestnut-brown hair was soaked against her freckled face, water dripping from her chin.

“Well that’s just peachy,” she said in a less than peachy tone. “Always wanted to wake up by . . .” Her words trailed off as she realized they weren’t in Terralacoos anymore. “Oh, beans! Where in the world are we now?”

“Bacon!” Knock yelled from mid-snore.

“Y-you have b-bacon?” Tom asked, sitting up and rocking the raft.

<I like like like bacon, Daddy!>

“No one is eating Evelyn,” Dhane said, putting down the rules like a leader should.

“Me?” she asked, a delicate crease forming between her brows until realization made her check her hand. “Oh no . . . My daylight ring is gone. It must have broke. . . .”

“She be bacon?” Knock asked, scurrying up to her. He stuck his nose against her maroon dress and inhaled deeply, then squinted suspiciously. “Smell like bacon, but she no look like bacon. She bacon imposter?”

“I’m not bacon!” she yelled, sitting up in what seemed like an attempt to appear more commanding.

Sunlight brushed across her cheek and ear. The sizzling came back. She immediately ducked back down, pressing the side of her face against Dhane’s chest and making herself small.

Knock took this opportunity to lick her arm.

She made an Eek sound and nearly shoved herself off the raft.

“Knock!” Dhane said, incredulous. “You cannot just lick people.”

“But but how I know?”

“Know what?”

“If she be person en not bacon pretending to be person?”

Dhane drew in a breath and stared up at the little puffs of white clouds in an otherwise blue sky. “Let’s just assume there are no bacon people,” he said and paused long enough for the knowledge at the back of his mind to confirm this assumption.

“Okay okay! She no taste like bacon anyway. She taste like salty salt.”

“I . . .” she said, eyelids drooping, cheeks still pink, “haven’t had a bath. . . .”

“Bacon aside,” Sophie said, “how the hell did we get out here?”

That was a good question, better than dwelling on the sorrowful lack of real bacon. They must have—at some point in the night—hit a current. There could be one circling the four zones that made up Olindale’s sea. But even that would take days to travel this far.

Tyra grimaced. “Yes, so, this might be, how you say, my fault? I told turtles to go all the way to sea. But I was tinking, you know, they would stop at the sea, ja?”

The turtles swayed their heads left and right. The fact that an Aquanda could even talk to turtles was unexpectedly useful. It was how they had negotiated a trade: an all-you-can-eat carrot and lettuce buffet in exchange for moving the village. They were thrilled, evident by how they bobbed their heads slowly.

But apparently, cross-species communication had some kinks to be worked out.

Oddly still, these turtles weren’t of Light or Shadow, nor did they appear entirely clueless like typical neutral mobs. Gah, he had so many damn questions for the Mother of Shadows.

In the end, it didn’t matter.

Here was far better than being there.

Octoralis had served as a great distraction, luring the Army of Light into the forest while the rest of them went underwater. They then spent the entire night swimming, hiding, and getting pulled by the turtles down rivers.

If things went to plan—a laughable concept—they’d have moved to the very edge of Terralacoos, much like how he used to play Age of Empires, being a cockroach. People simply didn’t check the sides of the map.

“This is better,” he said, adjusting the jester uniform on Evelyn’s legs. “The Army of Light will be searching Terralacoos.”

“But . . . errr, what if we’re seen?” Evelyn asked. She looked beyond exhausted.

“I imagine it’ll be costly to move the army out here. And we could destroy waypoints or make them private. At the very least, it’ll give us time.”

“You’re totally leaving out the best part,” Sophie said, kicking the water and making it splash behind her, “beachfront property! Barbecues, daiquiris, volleyball, and snorkeling? Sign me up!”

A vacation? The Cobalins could definitely use a vacation from all their hardships. They all could.

<Water be bad bad bad.>

There’s more to a beach than water, he projected back and thought of the wildlife and possible monsters she could hunt.

<Ooo, Daddy! I like vacation! I eat monsters?>

Of course. Her killing monsters was a win-win.

“We should maybe go to one island?” Tyra asked. She summoned a Nintendo Switch as her soul device—lucky!—and pointed. “Dese islands here, dey have no towns or dungeons. Might work for new village home, ja?”

That seemed like as good as any place. And it wasn’t like they had a lot of time to decide, not with how they were robbing Mahai’s sisters of their mana or how the shield was shrinking.

Dhane pointed to the closest island. “Let’s settle there. Tyra, can you convey that to the turtles?”

She smiled. “Yes, I will tell them this ting!” She immediately went to work, and the turtles started bobbing their heads with great enthusiasm, slowly.

“Island be so fun!” Knock said. “It be much better than cave. Cave no fun.”

Tom withdrew a slice of cake.

“You have cake! Cake for breakfast?” Knock asked as if he had never considered that a possibility. “Cake for . . . me?”

Evelyn’s breaths were still labored, sweat coating her brow. She seemed to be in a daze now, watching the islands lift and lower.

“You need to feed,” he said.

“Huh?” She shook her head slightly as if to clear her thoughts. “I . . . am low on essence.” She said it like she was trying to explain it to herself, trying to understand why she had no energy. “That’s . . . what happens in the sun to a vampire. First, it’s essence. Then, umm, health.”

The turtles slid off into the water, and the little ropes tethered to them went taut.

Dhane drew up his sleeve and gently pressed his wrist against her lips. Her heart started beating faster, thrumming a pulse through her veins.

For a second, she didn’t do anything, just breathed as if scenting him. Then she opened her mouth and eased her fangs into his skin.

He refrained from jerking his wrist away from the sudden piercing pain, mentally confirming his intent to let her feed.

If he didn’t consent, she’d get a mouthful of his armor. And given what his armor comprised of . . . That was a thought he didn’t need to think about, a thought of her breaking away, mouth full of spiders.

Gah! He didn’t want to think about that!

Stupid brain.

A hugging, accepting, loving warmth surged up his arm and cradled his soul, whispering that all would be okay.

Evelyn broke away. She sucked in a breath and shivered. A grin twitched at the edges of her lips, then she eased back against his chest.

“That,” Sophie said, still in the water, watching them, “was so hot.”

There was definitely something wrong with her.

“Feeling better?” Dhane asked Evelyn.

She hummed her reply, her eyes full of renewed energy, watching the waves like she had never seen waves before. Then she tensed and looked up, worrying her lower lip.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said quickly. Her pearl white Samsung Galaxy phone appeared in her hand, and after a few taps, her maroon dress changed to dark canvas material that covered her entirely, feet and hands included. Her new hat had a thin veil that circled the brim, obscuring her face.

“You could have changed at any time?” he asked, returning the jester costume to his inventory.

“Hehee, I, umm”—she looked away—“yeah?”

He could tell she was blushing by the sudden uptick in her heart rate. It was good to see her back to normal.

“S-sorry!” she said again. “Vampires super lose cognitive ability and energy the lower their essence becomes. Sarah is the only one not like that. Well, not entirely like that. A-anyway, I wasn’t trying to . . . y-you know?”

“Snuggle?”

Octoralis projected a love sigh at the thought of snuggling. Not for the first time, Dhane wondered how she—cut from his soul—was such a hopeless romantic.

Evelyn hugged her chest and nodded once.

“I’ve been used for worse things,” he admitted, thinking back to the joyful time when he was sacrificed by a clergy of Changed Reditai.

So much fun. . . .

“Dhanie want cake?” Knock asked.

Evelyn perked up. “You have cake?”

“Tommie be Cake Master,” the Cobalin said, patting Tom affectionately. “It be why he pregnant.”

“He’s not pregnant!” Dhane said, slapping his forehead. “That’s not what it means.”

“Does Bacon Girl want cake?”

“I am not bacon!” she said, then played with her fingers. “And I . . . like cake. But only if it’s no trouble.”

“I-It’s no trouble,” Tom said, his eyes bugging out of his head. He withdrew a small plate with a white slice of cake on it and a giant bite out of its side. “Oh, not th-this . . . one. I b-bit it.”

“That’s, umm, fine.”

“You deserve best cake.”

“I do?”

Tom nodded ardently, the caged gorilla back to pounding his ribs. He deposited the slice and withdrew a serving tray with a whole cake on it.

“Tom, that’s . . .” she said with a nervous giggle, “a lot of cake.”

“T-too much?”

“Cake? I so want cake!” Sophie said, and Tyra nodded, making her blonde ponytail bounce.

Tom smiled. “It’s a three-layer banana cake.” He uttered every word without a single stutter, which was interesting. The enthusiastic guy withdrew forks and plates and passed them around.

Dhane quite enjoyed his abundantly sweet breakfast, as did everyone else. And Tom seemed pleased to have people to share it with, people who thanked him profusely as no one else had the forethought to pack food.

“So . . .” Evelyn started, glancing at Dhane from beneath her veil, “you said you would listen, right?”

This was about Challenger Sarah. Knowing what he did to her, even if he had no other option at the time, made him feel like shit. “I’m listening.”

“Did you know she is the first vampire?”

He didn’t. That would mean vampires had only existed for eight years in this world, given what she had said in her guild.

“She’s super different. Her class, I mean. When I run out of essence, there’s this mental fog, and, like, all I want to do is sleep. But she becomes . . . feral.”

He arched an eyebrow. “You’re still trying to convince me to let her out, right?”

“I am! I just, you know, think some background information might help. I’ve heard whispers in the guild that a part of her soul was torn off.

“I can’t imagine what she’s been through or what it would be like to have your soul broken like that. She has every reason to be terrible, but she has always been kind to me.”

“Is it kind to let you starve?”

“It wasn’t like that, not exactly. To be accepted for challenger training, they want your level to be low so they can help you choose the right skills. I just . . . wasn’t good enough, I guess. But that’s not her fault.”

“I can’t let her out,” he said, feeling the guilt build enough that not even Vampiric Bliss could help. “She hates me.”

“Why is that?”

<Big butt. Daddy, you say her butt be big. Very very very rude.>

Dhane coughed. “No reason . . . Why do you think there’s a reason? Other than being the King of Shadows, of course.”

The vibration lines of Evelyn considered him, her teeth nibbling the edge of her lip. “She could be a great ally, you know? Once she sees the Cobalins for who they are, she’ll help. I know it.”

He sighed. Truth be told, he needed to convince people that those of Shadow were not evil. If he could convince Sarah to join his side—as incredibly unlikely as that was—it would help tremendously.

She was strong and in a position of power. In all likelihood, she had contacts across the twelve zones. She was one person that could help even the scales.

But she was also a huge risk.

<Nothing ventured, nothing gained, Daddy.>

And now Octoralis was quoting proverbs.

He mentally messaged Devron to see if he knew where the collars were, the ones the Changed Reditai used on Tom and the others. A message came back almost immediately, complaining about seasickness but also confirming they had the collars.

“Alright,” Dhane said in a relenting voice. With a mental flick, he released Sarah’s soul to Return in eight or so hours. He just hoped this wasn’t the most idiotic thing he had ever done.

He messaged Devron to guard the cemetery. The very moment she appeared, they were to use all of the collars on her, take every precaution because she was truly terrifying.

Evelyn’s brows rose beneath her veil. “You . . . umm, released her?”

“I did. The crystal has a mental interface.”

“You really released her?”

“That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”

She nodded and grinned. “It’s just, I didn’t think you would. No one listens to me.”

“Well, that’s going to change. You’re on team Shadow now. Will you help me convince her I’m not evil?”

“Yes! I will. I promise.”

Knock laughed and pointed at Tyra, who was now pushing the raft from behind. “You make bubbles?”

“I am not making bubbles, no,” she said.

“Dhanie! She farty in big water!”

“I do not do this ting! I only swim.”

Bubbles? Bubbles either meant there was something beneath them—which was not a comforting thought in this world of fantasy and monsters—or . . .

Shit!

It was worse.

So. Much. Worse.


Chapter
Seven



Turtle-cruising on a nice Tuesday morning—the sky clear, the sun warm, the water rolling in a lulling rhythm—was the epitome of a picturesque journey in the tropics.

But all of that was about to change.

Not all bubbles were created equally. This one, in particular, likely happened to be a very compressed village fart. The problem with such compressed exhalations was how, once outside of the shrinking effect, they expanded. Rapidly.

Dhane managed to grab Evelyn, trigger Web Wall across the raft, and shout, “Go faster!” to the turtles enjoying their casual swim before a resonant boom like a ballistic cannon on the Battlestar Galactica blew out his hearing and rattled his bones.

The shockwave sliced across the water in all directions. The palm trees he could now make out at their designated home island waved enthusiastically, happy to see them.

Evelyn tensed. Tom held her hand. Knock flapped in the wind, only staying on the raft by how his feet were ensnared in spider silk. And neither Sophie nor Tyra were available for comment, having disappeared completely.

Unfortunately, the bubble was only a warning. To have air escape the village, the shield had to decrease in all directions equally. And to make bubbles that noticeable, it must have decreased a lot.

The turtles, no longer in need of a translator, swam their little hearts out while the water lifted behind them in a growing wave that tilted the world.

A whole wall of rock burst from the surface behind them, reaching for the clouds as large sections crumbled, forming what was like enormous talons from a hand that could crush cities.

They rushed forward, seawater spraying in their faces, droplets falling like rain, and air whipping through them as if they were in Honey I Shrunk The Kids and thought it was a swell idea to assault a hand dryer.

Dhane’s hearing came back after the typical three seconds, replacing the ringing with a cacophony of crashing water and screaming.

A swirl of uncertainty seeped from Octoralis. There wasn’t much a spider could do in this situation, so she focused on removing the fear that clouded his thoughts.

The results of her efforts were immediate. His mind latched onto all the troubling facts: their blistering speed, their destination, and their inevitable crash.

Another village fart burst from somewhere behind and above, blasting a hole in the wave.

The damn forcefield was rapidly losing its size. At this rate, the village would be destroyed, chunk by chunk, littered across the sea in smaller shells of itself like a Matryoshka Russian doll.

“Great Shadow!” Knock screamed, pulling a turtle out of the water by its rope. “Save friends!”

Gah! Everything needed saving at this point. “Tom, Evelyn,” Dhane yelled over the roaring noise, “help the turtles!”

“Y-yes, Master!” Tom yanked at his hands, still firmly stuck to the spider silk. He grunted and pulled, using the perks of the Bear that gave him extra strength and hairy nipples.

Evelyn tore her hand free in a sudden bout of ungodly strength, ripping a damn hole in the raft. “Ehhh,” she said, worrying her lip.

“Don’t worry about it!” Dhane said. It wasn’t like the raft was going to survive the next few minutes anyway.

He withdrew Stinging Metal, not wanting to risk losing his Vvitablade for suspicious reasons, and started sawing the ropes that held the village.

<You are not posse⁠—>

Not now! he projected at the dagger. He mentally tapped out a message to Devron, trying not to think about how the Cobalins might be bouncing off the walls like rubber balls in a jar.

They needed to erase the symbols that shrunk the village and shielded it. In that order. The order was a key detail. Removing the shield before reversing the shrinking effect would eradicate the village and everyone in it.

A rope snapped, and he moved on to the next.

“I-I got one,” Tom said, holding a turtle that communicated its ecstatic appreciation by bobbing its head slowly.

“Put in inventory,” Knock said, tapping his Game Boy to turn the turtle he was holding into a glowing white sphere that leaped into his chest.

Devron sent a picture of the village, tilted at a forty-five-degree angle, Cobalins hanging from ropes. The message read, Seriously!

Dhane cut another rope. The sudden snap of it yanked the dagger from his hand. It was gone in an instant, consumed by the wave before he could deposit it.

Shit!

A distant thought, one definitely not his own, was thankful it wasn’t his Vvitablade. What a terrible loss that would be, the thought thoughted.

Dhane withdrew his Legendary dagger to a sense of fear. “I’m not going to drop you,” he said, but his thoughts didn’t trust him, summoning images of a particular dagger lost at sea.

The sunbeams that marked the blade’s otherwise blue sheen shone in a soft gold. The edge sliced through the rope in one easy cut, freeing the village to sink below the rapid pull of the surface wave.

He deposited his dagger and mentally sent back another text message with three simple words as if he were a terrible motivational speaker: Just do it!

Evelyn, her gray clothes soaked, was ripping turtles from the water and tossing them to Tom and Knock. “Here’s another!” she said as the green shell smashed against Tom’s head. “Oh! Tom! I’m so sorry!”

Tom only grinned, probably thinking about his dominatrix and how he could handle another shell to the face.

Dhane tapped a turtle that had climbed aboard and turned it into smoke before pulling another in by its harness and doing the same.

The blur of palm trees raced past, green fronds all leaning in the direction they were moving. The raft was in an uncontrolled descent through an obstacle course of unyielding vegetation.

Something slammed into them, and the sudden shift in direction sent the only one not currently wearing their Web Wall seatbelt off the raft.

Dhane was submerged beneath the wave before he had a moment to register what had happened. The force wrapped around him, spinning him as he crashed into tree after tree, always a half-second too late to grab one.

By the fourth tree, his Spider Armor broke, bringing with it a lovely assortment of pain where a stick sliced across his side and where his face met a rather flat but otherwise polite rock.

Having died enough to know where this was going, he mentally unequipped his armor and clothes just in time to meet the spearlike log that punctured his chest.

The teal-blue world of rushing water, carrying with it all sorts of island debris—seaweed and driftwood and a delighted green rabbit swimming—turned gray and cold.

His body disintegrated into an inky black skull that sifted away in the current. Then, he was standing in the black realm of the divinities, naked.

“You must hurry!” the Mother of Shadows said in her tiny voice that also psychically echoed in his head.

Before he could blink once, before he had the luxury to equip his clothes or armor, before he could ask what the problem was . . . the world yanked him backward.

He gasped awake on a Return stone beneath a bright orange and coppery sky of clouds.

Two immediate emotions warred against each other: relief that the village still existed despite tumbling in the washer machine set to heavy-duty, and a growing panic concerning why he had to hurry at all.

That sense of panic only increased when he heard the shouts. He shoved himself up to find Challenger Sarah on the next Return stone.

Her vibrant red hair hung in loose curls around her shoulders as she perched, cat-like, ready to pounce. She was wearing black leather armor and growling at Devron, Kevin, and Silas as they tried to circle her, holding collars.

“I’m coming!” Nick yelled, charging into the cemetery that was missing a rather large piece of it, forming a pie-shaped slice that fell hundreds of feet to the sea below. The fountain was broken, and all the water in the channel had run dry.

Nick held another of the collars. He took one look at Sarah and stopped short. “That’s not great, not great at all. Whose idea was this?”

Her eyes shone in a luminescent red, her pupils elongated into slits of black. The sides of her face had impressions like scales, and there was a slithery touch of intent to do harm, an aura of violence.

She was every bit the cornered beast, but there was nothing about the situation that implied they had the upper hand.

When her devil-like gaze met Dhane’s . . .

She pounced.


Chapter
Eight



The brush of warm, tropical air whispered across the cemetery as the blur of Challenger Sarah crossed the distance to Dhane, evading the four others as if they didn’t exist, didn’t matter.

She was on him the very next second, a knee uncomfortably close to mini-Dhane, a hand gripping his shoulder, holding him against the Return stone.

Her hair fell to one side, strands touching his ear. She was not but a foot away and inching closer, breathing quickly through her fangs that chattered as if she were shivering or thrilled to finally have him in her claws again.

The ambient glow of the setting sun illuminated her thin neck and quickening pulse.

<I eat her, Daddy!>

“Wait,” Evelyn whispered to the guys holding the collars, the vibration lines showing her on a Return stone, an arm across her breasts. Death must have destroyed her clothes. “Wait until she feeds.”

This was Sarah’s feral state? Then she wasn’t completely in control, only seeing him as a source of essence to quell her hunger.

So . . . he was bait.

Lovely.

The only thing that didn’t add up was how she hadn’t immediately gone for his jugular. She gazed into his eyes, breath shaking.

Dhane slowly turned his head to reveal his super yummy neck. If he was going to be bait, he’d be the King of Baits. He signaled the others with an exposed palm to tell them to stand by.

She moved in close, the scent of her—honey and cinnamon—wafted over him, and his body reacted automatically by inhaling the fragrance as if it came from an exotic flower at the end of a long hike.

Sarah’s breath tickled the hairs on his neck, and he signaled the others to approach slowly. It was almost time. Screwing this up might just jeopardize everything, a little fact he should have thought about before releasing her so soon.

Her lips brushed his skin.

He signaled the others closer, expecting a sharp pain at any second now. Any . . . second.

A whirring hum resonated from her throat like she was purring. She really didn’t need to serenade his health or get his blood flowing; his heart was all sorts of pumping, announcing loudly that it was ready at any time.

He turned just a hair, just enough to see why she was taking so damn long.

Her face shifted up. Their cheeks grazed. Then her mouth was on his, her tongue on his, her hand cradling his neck, oddly gentle yet firm.

Evelyn gasped. “Ehhh, that’s not normal.”

He was of two minds. One, this was so not the way vampires were supposed to feed. Two . . . something something something . . . huh?

It was over too soon.

That definitely wasn’t what he meant. It was over precisely some moments later, cut short by her screeching and fighting a collar that was wrapped around her neck. It shocked her every time she tried to remove it, and she tried several times.

“Stop,” he said in a pleading voice, standing, not taking any sort of pleasure in torturing people and knowing full well how those damn collars felt.

Sarah was down on the cobblestones, heaving breath after breath, her hands hovering inches away from the collar around her neck, seemingly unaware of the one on her ankle.

She glared at everyone except Dhane, seemingly latching onto him as some kind of ally in this terrible situation.

“Yo, man,” Devron said, nodding to mini-Dhane, “this ain’t a nudist colony, ya know?”

Shit. . . . If Dhane kept going out on his public jaunts naked, he was going to develop a reputation as the Mad King. Maybe someone would update The Emperor’s New Clothes and have it feature him instead.

Smoke caressed his skin, turning into ¤ Katsen Leather Armor. At least the cemetery was relatively empty with just a few of the guys and . . . the small army of Cobalins watching through the gaps in their fingers. . . .

Aditi waved sheepishly.

Le sigh.

Evelyn also found the time to equip clothes, choosing to wear her white sundress again now that she wasn’t in any direct sunlight.

“So . . . ehhh,” she said, glancing at Tom.

He was sitting on his Return stone, wearing nothing but a rag over his groin, muttering “pretty girl, pretty girl” over and over.

“He, umm, saw me naked. I think I broke him?” She sounded genuinely sincere in her concern.

“He’s . . . come back from worse,” Dhane said.

Octoralis jumped out of his soul and onto the Return stone next to Tom, making the guy jump. She giggled. <He fixed, Daddy!>

She was a helpful spider like that.

Dhane waved Kevin and Silas away from Sarah, the situation getting more complex. Obviously, the kiss didn’t mean anything. She didn’t have control of herself.

“Hi,” he said, padding the air with his palms so she knew he meant her no harm.

She watched him eagerly, staring into his soul like he was her only lifeline or something.

Evelyn wasn’t lying about how they were different. Despite Sarah’s apparent lack of essence, she still had an aura of strength about her.

But he wanted the real her, even if the real her hated his guts. This animalistic version couldn’t be reasoned with. It was like she was running on instincts alone, no deeper thoughts.

And . . . her instincts wanted him.

That thought was distracting and something else he didn’t want to think about. An image of Penny surfaced, and he pushed it down into his vault.

Dhane pulled up his sleeve. “You need essence.”

“Not yet,” Evelyn said. “So there’s like . . . a lot she can do with just essence. Empower her strength and senses. I think, umm, we need to add the other collars first and connect them.”

Given how this was her idea to begin with, her caution was telling. He really needed to reapply his Spider Armor, but this magical hold he had over Sarah might not last.

He waved for Nick’s collar, and the man crept up, dropped the leather band into Dhane’s hand, and skipped away as if expecting it to explode.

Sarah’s eyes dropped to the collar, then flicked back up to his, her brows pushed together and up. It felt like he had already betrayed the little amount of trust she had instilled into that kiss of hers.

“No one wants to hurt you,” he said, approaching slowly, keeping his voice gentle. “But you can hurt us. This is just a precaution.”

She pushed herself back, angling her brows. It was maddening because he didn’t know if she could understand him.

“You can have all the essence you want,” he said, then had a thought. He withdrew his Vvitablade, the golden rays of sun down its blade still glowing.

She tensed, seeing the weapon.

But then he sliced it across his wrist, cutting a narrow but bright line in his skin that shone a silvery white.

After the sharp pain subsided, the blade dissolved into smoke, and he held his wrist out. “Essence,” he said, waving his wrist alluringly, back to being the super yummy bait, “but collar first. Understand?”

She actually seemed to consider it.

Her gaze slid between the glow of his soul and the collar. She drew in a deep breath and nodded in quick, short movements.

Bracing himself for a lot of pain, he closed the distance between them and knelt. She didn’t move, so he took her hand, her nails painted red. The collar was stupidly big to be worn on her deceivingly frail-looking wrist. He wrapped the material multiple times before locking it with the buckle.

She just watched, her heart skipping along.

He undid the collar on her ankle and put it on her other wrist, then linked them with a chain. When it was done, he glanced back at Evelyn, and she gave a hopeful shrug, which wasn’t as reassuring as she probably thought it was.

“Here,” he said, offering his wrist to Sarah.

She licked her lips and swallowed, now looking at his neck.

Well . . . a deal was a deal. If she wanted to take it from his neck, so be it. And if she snapped his neck instead, it was just the express route to meet with the Mother of Shadows.

He sat next to her, facing the opposite direction, and leaned over, angling his chin away. She almost looked like she was going to kiss him again, and he had to mentally reprimand his body for thinking that might not be a bad thing.

She glided forward and paused only a moment before easing her fangs into his neck.

It didn’t hurt.

In fact, it sent a thrilling wave of warmth and happiness through him as she sucked. This wasn’t the Vampiric Bliss he had felt before. It was different. It was incredibly intense, digging up every positive emotion he had felt from memories that were just blurs now and letting him feel them again.

After consuming 36 points of his health, she broke away and inhaled sharply. Her eyes widened, and the ruby reds of her irises held a glowing gleam of awareness. The scale-like texture on her cheeks faded away, as did her elongated pupils.

She moved her bound hands up and touched her lips. “Sweet,” she whispered.

“Sweet?” he asked.

“Shit! Stupid fucking inner demon. I didn’t want to kiss you.”

“Well,” he said a bit defensively and scooching out of the danger zone, “I . . . didn’t want to kiss you, either.”

<You liked it, Daddy!> Octoralis projected, only happy that she finally got the kiss she had been waiting seasons of Dhane’s soap opera for.

“You sound different,” she said, glancing around at their audience of curious Cobalins. Her eyes snagged on something. “Evelyn?”

“Hi . . . Mistress,” Evelyn said, smiling.

“Did he—” Sarah snapped her glare back to Dhane. Her aura shifted to anger. It felt like she was The Little Furnace That Could, ready to burn down the world. “Did he defile you, ravage your body, mind, and soul?”

“Wh-what!” Evelyn asked. “Dhane has not done anything like that. I’m his blood slave.”

Everyone in attendance—except Sarah—opened their mouths and angled their eyebrows at him.

“She’s not my slave!” he said, standing up and crossing his arms. “It’s a working relationship. And we’re changing that label to blood . . . servant. Gah, that’s hardly better. She’s my employee, alright?”

“You haven’t taken her to bed?” Sarah asked, her anger faltering, replaced with suspicion.

Evelyn blushed. “Errr, no? I’m here because I want to gain levels. And he . . . umm, he let you out because I asked him to.”

“Great Shadow!” Knock yelled from beyond the layers of Cobalins. He pushed himself through the crowd and stopped between the stone version of Sarah and the real one.

“You survived?” Dhane asked.

Knock didn’t seem to hear him. He grinned and ran straight up to Sarah with his hands out, fingers flexing.

Dhane clotheslined the little dude. “Don’t touch her boobies!”

“What?” Sarah asked.

“Or lick her!”

“What!” she repeated.

He raised his voice for all to hear. “That’s a new law. No booby touching without permission. No licking. And no biting anything.”

The Cobalins collectively groaned.

“Evelyn,” Sarah whispered, “he commands monsters.”

Evelyn smiled. “Hehee, yeah? I think they’re adorable.”

“Dhanie!” Knock said, climbing to his feet.

“Oh,” Dhane said, turning to Sarah, “you need a translation sphere.” He paid one silver coin and summoned a glowing sphere from a puff of smoke.

“This is fucking stupid,” she said. “You’re the enemy. The king of enemies.”

“Am I?”

“Yes! We’re supposed to fight. Not⁠—”

“— kiss?” he finished and grinned.

She glowered. “I didn’t kiss you. That was my terrible, good-for-nothing inner demon. We’re never kissing again.”

He shrugged. “I didn’t release you so we could kiss,” he said and held out the sphere.

She considered it for a long moment, then let out a breath and took it. “Why did you release me?”

“To show you that we’re not the bad guys.”

“Dhanie!” Knock yelled. “Dhanie Dhanie Dhanie!”

“What!” Dhane asked, turning to the obnoxious Cobalin. “What’s so important that I have to hear about it now?”

“Very important thing! Life en death!”


Chapter
Nine



There was always a problem. Why couldn’t there be a few hours where the world wasn’t in great peril and in need of saving?

Octoralis agreed.

They just saved the village. It might not look fantastic, lit by the coppery orange glow of the setting sun, but it was whole . . . mostly.

There were giant fissures through the grass and paths. The trees were missing most of their blue leaves, which was a shame. And large chunks of their land had fallen into the sea.

The poor inn was ready to split in half, currently held together with lots of ropes, mostly because they didn’t have duct tape. But it faired better than the shed, which was leaning hard to one side, ready to collapse.

In any case, it was a foundation and not the point. The point? They just saved the village.

Dhane followed Knock.

Evelyn escorted Sarah, doing her best to explain why she had joined the King of Shadows. “He’s . . . umm, actually really nice if you get to know him,” she whispered.

A few Cobalin guards, equipped with basic spears, remained at the cemetery in case some random person of Light decided to casually pop in to borrow a cup of sugar.

Tom volunteered to help, now wearing a set of black cargo pants and a tee shirt of Spider-Man, the print faded with use.

And everyone else—no doubt filled with a mixture of dread and expectation—followed their great leader to face the next life-threatening dilemma.

Knock marched straight up to Dedu Tedu Novus’s only cabin, which appeared to be in perfect condition. He stopped at the door and turned. “We no have tacos.”

“Tacos?” Dhane asked, raising an eyebrow, utterly confused as to how tacos mattered in a time like this.

“It be Tuesday! But we have no tacos. I no want you to be disappointed. So break bad news first.”

Dhane exhaled through his nose. “Your life-and-death situation better not be tacos.”

Evelyn giggled. Sarah—now able to understand the Cobalins—observed everything in silence, an unreadable expression on her face.

“No no no!” Knock said, laughing. “Of course not. Tacos be tacos. Life en death be great game of imagination.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yes?”

“How is that life and death, Knock?”

<I eat him?> Octoralis offered. As head of HR, she just needed Dhane to fill out the appropriate complaint form.

He sighed, and a swirl of warmth in his chest told him she was joking. Then she recited the rule that she was not to eat any of the crappy Cobalins.

“Because . . .” Knock said, acting as if it was a trick question, “characters live en die. That be life en death, yes?”

Desley opened the door, the inside lit by candles. “Knock! What you do now? I say get Great Shadow. Not whole village! I no have enough snacks.” She was holding Moonspotted Mushrooms that suggested they were supposed to be game-night snacks.

“Mmer!” said Brittlely Bright, cramped behind the table inside, holding a tiny figurine of a Staziboar. “King of Shadows, you return. I am very mmuch glad to see you again.”

Dhane felt a surge of relief. “BB?” he asked. “How are you here?”

The Minotaura put her character onto the game board where others were ready to fight an illusion of a dragon. She tried to squeeze out from behind the table but gave up with a mooing huff.

“Mma! Too very small for mme. I am here because dungeon core break. You help repair it, yes? We should talk in the—” She stopped and glared past Dhane’s shoulder. “Evil adventurer!”

“I’m not evil!” Sarah said. “That’s a stupid monster. Monsters are evil.”

“I amm not stupid,” BB said. “King of Shadows, she killed mme and destroyed mmy beautiful dungeon. Let mme repay her in kind, yes!”

Dhane glanced at Sarah, who was clenching her jaw and staring at the ground. “I have a better idea,” he said, and she looked up. A flash of confusion and maybe fear crossed her features before hiding behind her normal glare.

If she died, she’d Return here, over and over, just as the Cobalins had below the arena. She had to know that, had to know of the many cruel ways she could be killed to appease those that had been slaves for the guilds and challengers for who knew how long.

Evelyn worried her lip, her thoughts likely not far from that understanding herself.

“Better than justice, mmm?” BB asked. “You have mmy curiosity. What mmight you do to punish her?”

Sarah took a step back, bumping into a wall of Cobalins, who screamed and laughed, scattering away as if they were playing Poke the Vampire. The collars around her wrists vibrated, and an electric red energy burst up her arms, making her muscles jolt.

Her expression, however, remained unchanged as if she didn’t feel the shock at all. She quickly glanced around, obviously searching for a way to escape. In a surreal twist of fate, they had swapped positions from the time he was her prisoner.

“Her first punishment,” he said, indicating there would be more than one. He stood tall and did not look away from her unyielding stare.

She held her breath.

“She . . . must . . .” he said slowly, drawing out his proclamation, “play game of imagination.”

“What?” she said, brows scrunched.

BB quirked her head to the side. “Mmer?”

“As a Cobalin,” he added quickly and nodded to himself, evilly making the punishment worse.

“But she be woman,” Knock said.

Desley sighed. “I be woman, too!”

He pointed at Sarah. “Can touch boobies?”

“Knock!” Desley yelled and threw her mushrooms at him.

“Me be joking, yes! Fine fine. She play. She carry de loot, ha! Dhanie, you play as great great King of Shadows.”

Playing a game with friends sounded a whole lot better than being responsible. But there were a lot of people apparently wanting his attention.

“I . . . can’t play,” Dhane said, and the little guy slumped. “There’s a lot I need to do first. But keep a spot open for me next week.”

<And me me me, Daddy!>

“And,” he added, “Octoralis, playing as herself, of course. I’ll see what we can do about the tacos.”

“Tacos!” Knock yelled, and all the Cobalins cheered. “Yes yes, next time.”

BB huffed, her expression one of consideration. She, most definitely, wanted to enact a punishment that was more . . . punishing. But then she seemed curious and willing to go along.

“Evelyn,” Dhane said, and she perked up. “If you’re alright with it, you’re in charge of Sarah.”

Sarah continued to look befuddled. “You’re trusting her with me? That’s so stupid! You barely know her.”

He shrugged. “I trust her.”

“I’ll watch her,” Evelyn said, a blush on her cheeks. “Does that mean I, errr, get to play, too?” There was a hopeful ring in her voice.

“You don’t make sense,” Sarah said testily, almost like she didn’t know how else to act, especially when mercy was given. He kept getting the feeling that she wore a mask to keep everyone at a distance. “Playing is my punishment?”

“Yes,” he said. “I think it’ll be good for you to spend time with these monsters.” The best way for anyone to learn the truth was to experience it themselves. That, and playing games had always been his ideal way of making friends.

But maybe it was wishful thinking to believe a beautiful, popular, tough-as-nails challenger like Sarah would react well to a nerdy game of imagination.

Or Knock.

Knock could definitely take some getting used to.

“Goody good vampire,” Knock said, patting Evelyn’s leg, “get to play, yes yes! We be fighting evil dragon of Stagmort. En we need all de help!”


Chapter
Ten



Dhane—after retrieving the turtles from Knock and Evelyn—wished them the best of luck on their life-and-death adventure.

Sarah watched him with that intense gaze of hers like she was trying to psychically peel his skin off. She was a fiery ball of confusion and aggression.

Even after she was pulled into the cabin and the door shut, the feel of her presence lingered. It was probably just the effects of Vampiric Bliss.

Or that kiss. . . .

He promptly shoved that thought into the vault with everything else, and Octoralis humphed at his total lack of romantic desire.

A quote swirled up from the back of his mind. It is better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all. Well, Alfred Lord Tennyson was clearly wrong.

“Hey, bud,” Nick said, wrapping an arm around Dhane’s shoulder and turning him toward the gathered crowd. “I’m a thinking that everyone here wants to know if we’re good. Like, real good. No one’s coming to blow us up, are they?”

The swarm of Cobalins—some sitting on the shoulders of others, some standing on chairs, others making spit-infused shushing noises that were louder than the fearful whispers—waited for an answer.

Kevin, Silas, and Devron stood at the back. Aditi held Drool on her hip, slobber darkening her shirt. She pulled his thumb out of his mouth and wiped a plant-fiber rag over his face.

Were they safe?

The honest answer was no.

All he managed to do was delay the inevitable. The Army of Light would not stop. The war would come to their tiny village no matter where it was.

Dhane channeled his kingly persona. Not the mask. Not the voice. The leader, who—for better or worse—was making the decisions.

“There’s no place we can go that is safe,” he admitted, and like a wave, the Cobalins seemed to deflate. Their whispers continued. They were scared. They didn’t want to be slaves or statues or fodder for evil adventurers.

Maybe honesty was the wrong choice. Gah, he was a terrible leader, not cut out for half-truths and white lies to make people feel better. He needed to inspire them, not confirm their fears.

<We fight fight fight, Daddy!>

She was right.

“This is a dangerous world,” he tried again, and Nick stepped away to give him room. “Those of Light will always hunt us. The only thing we can do is fight back, not hide, not run, but stand our ground and defend our home.

“This is our home now. We can build it up, make it into something special, something we’re proud of, and prepare for when the enemy comes. We do that by looking into ourselves and⁠—”

All the Cobalins immediately tucked their chins and stared at their chests.

Dhane laughed. “Not like that! What I mean is, we’re each capable of different things. Some of you are fighters. Others are gatherers or builders.”

“Yes, Great Shadow!” Box yelled. “I be builder! I make turrets to defend home.”

Box was the Master of Builders, but the way he said builder stirred up some of that latent knowledge at the back of Dhane’s mind.

A Builder was a Shadow class, follower of the Termite. Builders mainly made automated turrets and totems, which provided auras. It was a tower defense class, which was really cool.

Other Cobalins shouted out what they could offer: Bug Trapper, Cook, Stick Finder, Plant Grower, Explorer, Painter, among others.

“Foot Slayer!” a Cobalin called out to applause. A myriad of tiny green arms all pointed at Devron.

“Hells, man,” he said, staring up at the darkening sky. “That ain’t valuable. I do lots more than blast feet off, y’know?”

The Cobalins giggled and gave him consoling pats while others hopped on one foot as if in salute. The one-foot brigade.

“I can stitch clothes, yeah?” Aditi said. “Armor, too, eventually. But these Cobalins, they keep removing their clothes and running around without a stitch on.” She hoisted Drool up higher on her hip. “Perhaps if you managed to keep your clothes on, they wouldn’t think it trendy?”

Dhane grimaced. “It’s never on purpose.”

She didn’t look convinced. Worse, neither did anyone else. He was definitely going to be known as the Mad King.

“You all have homework,” he announced.

“Homework!” they whined, faces scrunched in distaste. Many said “homework be bad bad bad” and scraped their tongues with their teeth as if their only experience with homework was eating it.

He wouldn’t put it past them. . . .

“This is good homework,” he said, much to their disbelief. “Take the rest of today to think about what you want to do to help our village. If you have a soul device”—he summoned his phone from a puff of smoke to demonstrate what he meant—“and want to fight, we will help you level. And if you want to fight but don’t have a soul device, I will get you one . . . somehow.”

The promise of a soul device resonated strongly with them. Only fodder got soul devices before.

The fact of the matter was, if they were going to defend this village, they needed a whole lot more Cobalins with classes, levels, and gear.

He told them to talk among themselves, and talk they did. Their chattering turned excited, which was a whole lot better than fearful whispering.

Nick wrapped his arm around Dhane’s shoulder again and guided him away. “You got something special here, bud, but it’s all screwed up.”

“Screwed up?”

“You know what this village of yours needs?”

Dhane had a whole developing list of things it needed, starting with soul devices and food.

Before he could start reading off the points on his list, Nick said, “Trade.”

“Trade,” Dhane echoed.

“Yeah, bud. It needs commerce. Your Cobalins are mighty resourceful . . . when motivated. You know the story. Tie a string to a steak and hold it out in front of them.”

“It’s a carrot. The carrot and stick. Reward and punishment.”

Nick laughed. “Dhane, who wants a damn carrot? They want steaks. But you’re making it hard for anyone to do anything without your approval. I can’t build a shop because you’ve got this place locked down tighter than a nun’s meat curtains.”

“What the fu⁠—”

“Hear me out,” he said, “you can’t do everything. No one can. If you want these Cobalins to take the initiative, you need to let them. Or they’ll always be dependent on you, waiting for you to tell them what to do and all that. Something tells me that’s not the type of leader you want to be.”

He was right. Dhane definitely would rather be out there going on crazy adventures than being stuck here, building.

“And taxes,” Nick said, snapping his fingers. “How are you making any money without taxes?”

“We’re . . . not.”

“Bud,” he said, shaking his head, “I mean no disrespect, but you’re kind of terrible at this.”

Dhane made a face. “If you haven’t noticed, we’ve been in survival mode this whole time. I know there’s a lot to do.” So much, in fact, it felt suffocating.

“Then,” Nick said simply, “let others do it. Release the lockdown, set taxes to a flat ten percent, open an area for the market, then sit back and be amazed. How about this. I’ll help any Cobalin that wants to start a shop or booth.”

“Really?”

“Sure. It’s not altruistic or anything. The more money they make, the more money they have to buy my wares. I win, they win, you win, we all win. I call that good business.” He winked.

Dhane summoned his phone and tapped into the Dedu Tedu Novus app. The village was currently set to Controlled, which meant he needed to either build everything himself or approve each building.

Before, he was concerned about efficiencies. But then, he wandered off and didn’t do anything. How was that more efficient?

Still, full freedom would likely bite them in the ass. Instead of setting it to Open, he selected Guided. This allowed him to set zones like in SimCity.

Nick watched. “How about there?” He pointed to the south side of the inn. “Could be the commercial zone.”

Dhane marked it, and a blue square materialized in the air, marking the new zone. He repeated the process for the green residential zone, which sat at the northern end between the inn and the cemetery.

As for the farms, he’d prefer to take a more active role in their development. Otherwise, they might end up with a hundred different micro farms all growing flowers or something else that wouldn’t help their food situation.

“Nice!” Nick said, grinning. “That’s my man. I’ve got a great store planned. You’re going to love it.” He jogged over to the new commercial zone and whistled sharply. Two dozen Cobalins rushed over, all chanting “meat meat meat.”

<This be good good good, Daddy!>

Well . . . Dhane really hoped so.

Unfortunately, none of this was even on his list of tasks to complete. It was time to be the King of Shadows and get busy.


Chapter
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Dhane turned and took in his fledgling village. Broken and cracked as it was, it had a sense of home and family that wasn’t immediately under the threat of destruction. He smiled.

Nick and his crew had already started building his new shop, pulling wood from inventories and piecing it together without the use of a blueprint.

Cobalins were spread out, talking excitedly, using their hands for emphasis. Some pouted at being told their career goals were stupid and others ran around laughing and playing games.

Gulls circled overhead, calling. The sea fed the ambiance with the distant crashing of waves. And the standing torches flickered on like they had daylight sensors built in.

Dhane mentally brought up his map.

Dedu Tedu Novus was two hundred or so feet off the shore of a small island called Nimbus Nook. It was three miles to the other side and, thankfully, didn’t have a single waypoint, dungeon, town, or anything that would give humans a reason to visit this one island out of the hundreds that circled a giant central whirlpool.

That was one concern of many he could probably strike from the list. They lucked out discovering this place. Or maybe one of the divinities—or a particular bored god—was looking out for them?

The knowledge at the back of his mind said they were prohibited from direct interference. Heaven had rules. But it couldn’t have just been luck, right?

He checked his messages to find that Sophie and Tyra had survived but didn’t know how to get up to the village. They found giant fronds and decided to camp out on the beach.

Somehow, Knock got back into the village. Maybe his caterpillar climbed the cliff face? They should talk about it in the morning since the island, no doubt, would have resources worth scavenging.

Reditus Leon—the crazy old leader of the Resistance—had sent a warning about the location of Dedu Tedu Novus being discovered. The man had a spy in the Army of Light; easy to do when it was so big and disorganized.

Ricky, Aaliyah, Kora, and Lora were Airbnbing at a witch doctor’s hut to the east of Stagmort, making voodoo dolls for Tuesday craft night.

This strange world. . . .

They were nowhere near any waypoints—most in the area having purposely been drained of mana—making it particularly difficult and expensive for the Army of Light to get there.

Dhane sent them the coordinates to his private waypoint. Tomorrow, their service marks would fade, then they could make their way to a waypoint and come here.

It felt like he needed to tidy up for guests lest they take one look at the humble village and turn their noses up.

<Safe better than pretty.> Octoralis projected, then jumped from his soul. <I go, explore, see village so you know damage. Okay?>

“Don’t go too far,” he said.

<Yes, Daddy!> She sprinted off into the dying light, eager not to test their distance limit as she had in the cave and saw those scary white eyes.

Next on his list were turtles.

He left to find Tooky at his 8×16 foot field nearly full of tall feather-like fronds. At four carrots per square foot, they had over four hundred that could be harvested tomorrow.

The Cobalin and two of his helpers were dancing and singing . . .

“Oh carrot greens, oh carrot greens,

Grow tall and stout in mourning beams.

Cobalins sing, Cobalins pray,

For carrot feast come harvest day!

Oh orange roots, oh orange roots,

Grow thick and sweet, from top to boots.

Cobalins sing, Cobalins pray,

For carrots feast come harvest day!

We dance around with happy feet,

Dreaming of that carrooot treeeat!”

After the last line, they dropped to hands and knees and stared intently at the closest carrot. Tooky shook his head and exhaled a disappointed breath. “Magic song no worky work!”

“Maybe it taste better,” one of his helpers suggested, a female with long black hair tied into a ponytail. “Me like song en dance, yes! We try again. Oh carrot greens, oh⁠—”

She froze at the sight of Dhane, mouth hanging open. Tooky stood and dusted the dirt from his knobby green knees, and she jabbed a finger into his shoulder.

“Whaty what?”

“Eeek ee-eee eeek!” she elucidated, using her bulging eyes to drive the point home.

Tooky turned and brightened. “Lord Dhane! Looky look, we almost fill square with goody good carrots.”

“I see that,” Dhane said, then thought about what a king would say. “You are all doing a great job. And I liked the song.”

“You hear us? I no make it up. Blibby make it up. Dis be Blibby, en dis be Zobb.” He motioned to the other helper, a male Cobalin who was studying his toes. He had short black hair and brass earrings like Knock. “Blibby en Zobb, dis be Lord Dhane.”

Blibby nodded enough to give herself whiplash. “It it it p-pleases me that Great Shadow l-l-likes my song.” Her tiny beating heart was ready to pop, which wouldn’t be good for anyone.

“Well, keep up the good work,” Dhane said. “Tooky, I made a deal with turtles to move the village here. Can you share some of your carrots with them?”

“Turtles? If Lord Dhane wishes for dis thing, I—Master of Carrots—will makey make it happen!”

Puffs of smoke materialized a dozen turtles. Their slow swaying heads all swayed in the same direction toward the carrot field. They immediately sprinted—a blazing half mile per hour—toward it.

“Woah woah, waity wait!” Tooky said, dancing out in front of them. “No eat from square, no no. That be rule number one.”

“Maybe an enclosure?” Dhane suggested. “Or a habitat?” He summoned his phone and tapped the Dedu Tedu Novus’s app icon.

“G-g-give turtles home?” Blibby asked. “I can help, Great Shadow!”

Dhane raised an eyebrow. “You want to be the . . . Master of Turtle Relations?” He probably didn’t need a master of that, but maybe this could expand to their own little petting zoo or park.

She swallowed hard and nodded. “Yes, Great Shadow. I-I-I make turtles good home to celebrate their help in saving Dedu Tedu Novus!” Her pitch and tempo increased with every word she said.

He jotted her name down in the Notes app, then designated a 15×15 foot space between the new residential zone and the carrot field that she could use to make something for the turtles.

For now, he used 15× Branch and 1 silver of his 6 to create a low fence around the designated space. This way, the turtles would stay out of the field.

And while he was at it, he made the carrot field sixteen times larger—32×64 feet—assuming it would be four times larger tomorrow and another four times the following day.

“Thank you, thank you, Lord Dhane!” Tooky yelled. “I be needing many many more helpers, I think.”

Dhane laughed. “Yes, don’t try to do it all yourself. Blibby, if you need to, work with Yogurt—he’s the Master of Crafting—to make anything you think will help the habitat.”

“Yes, Great Shadow,” she said, back to nodding excessively. Pretty soon, they were going to need neck braces.

“Zobb help?” Zobb asked. “Zobb be good at hard work, Zobb thinks.”

“Hmm,” Dhane stroked his chin and swiped to his inventory. Back in BB’s moving dungeon, he got piglet seeds and immediately dismissed them as food for pigs or something.

Of course, this being a very peculiar world where nothing made a damn bit of sense, he was quite wrong, quite wrong indeed.

¤ Piglet Seed

× Rare Seed

·

» When planted in a Pigpen, once per day, the seed will produce 1× Piglet. A piglet becomes an adult after 4 days when fed Junk or Common food. Higher rarity foods will decrease the time to maturation.

Without a doubt, he needed to help BB repair her moving dungeon, which he would do anyway, of course, but especially if there were drops like this. These seeds could drastically improve their food situation.

He looked up from his phone and considered Zobb. “There happens to be something that could use your help. Do you know what pigs are?”

“Bacon! Zobb likes bacon.”

“Pigs can become bacon, but they are pigs first. Does that make sense?”

Zobb shook his head. “Pigs be bacon. Bacon be pigs.” He looked at Tooky, and Tooky shrugged.

“A pig,” Dhane said slowly, “is an animal. Bacon is meat from an animal. The Master of Pigs will make sure the pigs are fed and, if we’re lucky, reproduce.”

“Zobb will do dis thing! Even if Zobb no understand. Reproduce?”

Dhane sighed. He was right back in that unfortunate situation where he needed to explain the birds and bees to his foster kids.

Or . . .

The concept of Or sounded alluring, the idea of not delving into details that, honestly, didn’t matter. As such, he simply said, “Good! Zobb, you are the Master of Pigs.”

It wasn’t like the Cobalin needed to help the pigs procreate. Animals could handle that on their own. He mentally patted himself on the back for evading the problem entirely.

But there was a deeper problem, a problem that permeated all Cobalins, and that problem was their total lack of education. Then again, hands-on experience was education.

One step at a time. A Cobalin school would come later once they had safety, food, and shelter handled.

Zobb did a little victory dance.

Dhane scrolled through the available blueprints and found precisely what he needed: ¤ Pigpen. It came in four tiers, which ultimately changed their size, ranging from 4 pigs to 30 pigs.

¤ Pigpen [4 Pigs · 8×12]

× Agricultural Building · Tier 1

·

» An accommodating pigpen for 4 pigs, designed with a natural dirt floor to encourage rooting and wallowing. Features a sheltered corner for protection from the elements.

·

« Cost

» 5 Silver

» 10× Logs

» 15× Thatch

Money was going to be a serious problem. He only had 5 silver and 6 copper. And, naturally, the bigger pens increased the cost, providing a little discount for each size increase.

¤ Pigpen Tiers

» Tier 1 · 5 silver [4 Pigs · 8×12]

» Tier 2 · 9 silver [8 Pigs · 11×16]

» Tier 3 · 1 gold, 6 silver [15 Pigs · 15×24]

» Tier 4 · 3 gold [30 Pigs · 20×30]

If he made the smallest pen, he wouldn’t have enough to repair the near-to-death shed. Pfft, he couldn’t afford the repair anyway. It cost a gold and 2 silver.

But then there arose the dilemma of sprouting four pigs a day in a space fit for only four, without even considering the very likely chance of them making little pig families.

Pigs be horny.

A visual of Sarah appeared in his mind, followed by Octoralis’s touch of emotion, a swirling warmth with a tinge of anticipation.

Absolutely not, he thought to her.

<But she be horny!>

He blocked that thought and all other thoughts his thought-maker—commandeered by mini-Dhane—wanted to think. He needed a better vault, one that kept Octoralis from snooping.

<I no snoop, Daddy,> she projected with a mental huff. Then a new visual appeared of a blushing Evelyn, pressed against his chest.

Would you stop that!

<You lonely. I only only only want make you happy!>

He rolled his eyes, noticing the three Cobalins watching him have a debate with the voices in his head. At least his dagger wasn’t chiming in. They’d have their one-on-one later.

I’m never lonely with you, he projected, and Octoralis sent him all the smiles. And, he thought, I have way too many kids to be lonely.

Thinking of the Cobalins, he had a whole lot of free manual labor. This was, after all, why people had kids in the first place. Make them mow the lawn and weed the garden. It was brilliant.

So it went without saying that not everything had to be done via blueprint. While a ¤ Piglet Seed had to be planted in a ¤ Pigpen, the pigs didn’t have to stay there. No, they could be moved to a fenced-off area his kids could make.

With that thought, he tapped the smallest ¤ Pigpen—taking up an 8×12 foot slot—and placed it out beyond the newly expanded carrot field.

Tooky, Blibby, and Zobb all made “Ooo” sounds at the sudden appearance of the blueprint hovering in the air before slamming into place, instantly giving off a musty, sour odor.

Cobalins stopped to watch, their interests piqued. Others continued their games or scavenged for bugs, eating them like candy.

Dhane shuddered.

He dropped that visual into his new ultra-secure vault, then marked a 20×30 foot area to act as a pig enclosure. It was large enough to hold 30 pigs.

He and his Cobalin helpers crossed to the new Pigpen. In a puff of smoke, he summoned a piglet seed, which was a tannish-pink crystal as large as his fist.

Zobb planted the seeds while Dhane explained how a fence needed to be made and piglets transferred to the new enclosure every day.

“Then,” he added, “all you have to do is make sure they are fed. They’ll eat pretty much anything.”

“Bacon!”

“Oh, umm, probably. But let’s not feed them anything that comes from them, alright? You wouldn’t eat Cobalin meat, would you?”

Zobb scrunched his brows, then glanced at Tooky. Tooky whispered, “Just say noey no.”

“But . . . meat,” Zobb whispered back, “be meat.”

Dhane shook his head. “Let’s just assume you wouldn’t. For now, feed the pigs carrots or other plants. Maybe they’ll like the cilantro.”

Zobb made a face. “Zobb no like yucky plant. But but but, Zobb do good job, Great Shadow!”

“Get others to help you. It’s a big job, and they’ll want the bacon that comes from your hard work. Think of it like the Little Red Hen.”

“We have hens?” Blibby asked, holding a turtle and jerking her head side to side.

“It’s a story about sharing the work and the rewards.” But getting chickens wasn’t a bad idea. Waking to eggs and bacon in the morning would bring a dash of normalcy to this far-from-normal world. “I’ll tell you the story another time. For now, focus on your jobs and get me if you need anything.”

Zobb nodded in an attempt to outdo Blibby, who started nodding again, which prompted Tooky to do the same. They were head-banging to imaginary metal, a mosh pit of Cobalins.

Dhane accepted the frenzied motion as a sendoff and snuck away, mentally checking off items from his to-do list: turtles, carrots, and—last but definitely not least—bacon.

How might they make tacos?

How did they make tacos in the old town?

Maybe that was something he didn’t actually want to know. They were probably full of spiders. Gah! He didn’t want to know!

Octoralis jumped back into his soul. Her memories combined with his, and it was as if he had gone off to explore, which wasn’t nearly as fun as doing the exploring himself.

Massive slabs of the village’s land had broken free and fallen into the sea, leaving behind jagged cliff faces on all sides. The land had to have shrunk by a third or more.

This made him very concerned for the well-being of a certain giant crab in the basement. The caves below could have collapsed. No one had said anything, probably because no one had thought to check.

Shit. He sprinted to the stairs and down into the darkness. Vibration lines illustrated all the many giant cracks that ran through the artful bas-relief of entwining roots and skulls that decorated the walls.

Rocks twice his height nearly blocked the stairs. New crevasses in the ground could easily swallow a few careless Cobalins whole and, in all likelihood, would since the natural state of Cobalins was carelessness.

He came upon the geode room to find the crystals barely giving off light in a slow, lethargic pulse. The two remaining diamonds were missing entirely.

In their place were two young girls that couldn’t be older than eight, one hiding behind the other, a girl with radiant pink feathers and a deep scowl.


Chapter
Twelve



Dhane came up short and searched the cavern beyond the two girls. There was no Mahai. And King Gigeneepa wasn’t guarding the room, nor were the Quartz Crabs scurrying around looking for crystals.

Rocks fell somewhere in the void, producing a crashing noise that echoed, followed by hundreds of smaller rocks and trailing dirt.

The caves groaned. The ground shook. And the air was full of fine dust, coating Dhane’s throat with a gritty taste of chalk with each inhale.

Quite similar to Mahai, the two girls didn’t wear clothes. But also—quite similar to Mahai—they didn’t have anything to show on their lean figures, their skin a pearlescent white.

The one at the front glared murderously at Dhane. Her bright pink feathers clung to her sides and covered her chest. She had long, straight pink hair that reached her waist, golden eyes, and exposed fangs.

The girl behind her had purple feathers and short purple hair. She lacked the spark of hostility her sister had and merely watched while chewing on a crystal as if it were rock candy.

“Glarb it all to hell!” the pink girl yelled, her youthful voice echoing. She balled her fists. “Why can’t anything go smoothly? This is your fault, human! Isn’t it?”

Octoralis readied herself to attack.

Don’t, he sent her. These were Mahai’s sisters. They had every right to be upset, what with Dhane draining their mana and all.

Before he could answer, the pink-feathered girl crossed the twenty feet between them in a half second. She drove her knuckles into his ribs in a bout of haughty violence and glared up at him, a triumphant gleam in her eyes.

The impact was shocking.

Something cracked.

It was in that moment that he vowed to never go anywhere without his Snuggie of spiders. But . . . and perhaps most shocking of all, there was no pain.

The girl’s jaw clenched. She swallowed hard. Her eyes filled with unshed tears as her breaths turned shallow and fast.

She sucked in her lower lip and chanced an unwilling glance down to find her wrist had shattered. “Owie owie owie!”

She zipped back to her sister, who slowly popped another crystal into her mouth and chewed.

“Dracina,” the purple-feathered girl said in a tiny, slow whisper. That single word held so much emotion, tears threatened to run down her cheeks. “Let me see.”

“It’s flarking broken!” Dracina yelled, wiggling it for a visual demonstration. It made cracking noises as it flopped up and down, then she cried all the louder.

“Don’t move it, silly,” her sister said, gently sliding her fingers over the broken bones. Her fingertips held a soft golden glow.

“Shhh,” she soothed, brushing her other hand through pink hair. “You will be okay.”

Dracina’s breaths calmed and deepened. She sniffed and wiped at her eyes and nodded.

Not knowing what else he could do other than give them space, Dhane called to their affinities.

¤ Dracina [622hp]

× Elite Beast Fighter · Lvl. 31

» Earlyborn

¤ Celestira [341hp]

× Elite Beast Mage · Lvl. 28

» Earlyborn

The knowledge at the back of his mind stated that Earlyborn was an affix that affected neutral mobs that Returned prematurely. That made perfect sense, and—like a lot of things lately—it was his fault.

“I’m sorry,” he offered, knowing full well that words wouldn’t fix anything. But it was a start. And if there was a way to fix this, he would fix it.

Dracina jerked and whipped around as if she had forgotten he was even there. She flashed her fangs again. “I will flarking eat you!”

She crossed the distance in a blink—a pink blur of ruffled feathers and white skin—opened her jaw, and bit down on his forearm that he had raised to defend himself.

Frail or not, tiny or otherwise, she was over level 30! This world was full of surprises. To not defend himself would be stupid.

Her fangs punctured his forearm, stinging. She clenched her jaw, nose crinkled, growling a tiny sound, and staring daggers up at him.

When she pulled back . . .

Her fangs remained.

She gasped. Her fingers pressed against her lips, eyes wide and staring at her detached fangs. New tears starting to form.

“Owie owie owie!” She was gone again, across the room, back to her sister.

“Dracina,” Celestira said, “let me see.” She spoke in whispers, not a single word of chastisement for having to heal her sister so soon.

Dhane plucked the thin fangs from his armor and awkwardly held them out as a peace offering, but Celestira only shook her head and mouthed, Thank you.

Dracina sniffled, holding her mouth open, tears splattering the waypoint stone they stood over, which luckily was still in one piece.

Celestira gently slid her finger over her sister’s gums. The golden glow followed, and the fangs regrew.

The fact that pain seemed to last longer than three seconds for them was strange. But these were neutral mobs, neutral mobs that just so happened to be fully cognizant of themselves.

“Can we talk?” Dhane asked, not wanting to provoke anyone . . . again.

Dracina whipped around, tears still wet on her cheeks. If anything, she looked more upset than either of the previous two attempts to end him.

She was across the room in a flash, her foot sweeping toward his legs.

Using his improved agility, he jumped back, barely avoiding hurting her again. “Don’t,” he said, pointing a finger. “You don’t get to hurt yourself on me.”

“You will die a horrific death!”

Those words rang a bell, and his eyes flicked to where they just so happened to be written on the door next to him. “You wrote that?”

“I did! You surprised a neutraling can write? Flarking hell, I hate your kind!”

“I’m a⁠—”

She kicked again.

So freaking fast!

Her shin—probably the strongest part of her body—slammed into his leg, swiping his feet out from under him. The incredibly solid stone ground knocked the air from his lungs.

<I eat her, Daddy!>

No, he shot back.

There was a scream mixed with more rockfalls. He fully expected the enraged serpent girl to land on him and start getting her revenge. But then he saw her hopping back to her sister, her shin not entirely straight, silvery-white soul shining where the bone had broken through her skin.

Shit. . . .

The mild pain—compared to what she must be experiencing—of getting the air knocked from him was magicked away after the typical three seconds.

She, on the other hand, was sobbing.

Celestira helped her sister to sit, then quickly healed the fragmented bone, setting it straight and mending the punctured flesh.

This was ridiculous! He stood and slapped the fine white powder of crushed stones from his armor.

The act summoned Dracina’s attention again.

Her golden eyes flared.

She growled.

This wasn’t going to end until either of them was dead, and given her propensity for hurting herself, her chances weren’t looking good.

Politeness didn’t work.

“STOP!” he yelled, using his regal voice and Modify Vibrations to make the word boom and echo. His bone mask slithered from smoke, covering his face. And Octoralis materialized at her full height.

Dracina’s eyes went round.

“I am the King of Shadows, and I will not tolerate your acts of violence any longer.”

<You tell her, Daddy! And say say say, for me, I eat yummy snakes for breakfast! Grrgrrgrrgree.>

I think we’re good, he thought back.

Octoralis pouted.

Fine. “And my spider,” he said, maintaining his dominating persona, stepping toward the two girls that were now holding each other, “eats yummy flying snakes for breakfast . . . grr grr grr grr.”

Four grrs?

Octoralis giggled. <Perfect!>

After a tense moment of not being assaulted, Dracina threw herself forward and pressed her forehead to the floor, shaking. “Punish this flarking unworthy snake. Send me back to death! B-but please don’t hurt my sister.”

Celestira pressed her clasped hands against her chest and pulled in her shoulders. Her mouth moved as if to say something, but no words formed.

Machiavelli said it was better to be feared than loved if you couldn’t be both. But Dhane hated that. Fear was a tool, sure, but he couldn’t stomach it. He wanted to be good and kind, not scare little girls into obeying him.

It just felt wrong.

Channeling a lifetime of anime, he strode forward, withdrawing and depositing metal gears to make smoke wisp around him. He stopped in front of Dracina, the grit of crushed stones grinding silently beneath his shoes.

The girl flexed every muscle and held her breath. She waited for her punishment, for pain and death, her heart rapidly beating. When nothing happened, she glanced up.

Dhane crouched, extended his hand, and—with extreme care to be incredibly gentle given her frail state—flicked her forehead. “Bad girl.”

A crease formed between her eyebrows, and she touched her forehead. Behind her, Celestira let out a shaky breath. More crashing rocks echoed in the distant cavern.

He unequipped his mask and smiled, hoping they could finally use their words. “Like I said earlier,” he said in his normal voice, “I’m sorry. This is my fault, and if I can fix it, I will.”

“You want to help?” Celestira asked softly.

Dracina sat up, still touching her forehead. She called to his affinity, and he returned her request, projecting his dual divinities of Light and Shadow.

“Flark me . . .” she said in wonder. “You? You are the one we were told about. Cel, it’s him, the Arachnomancer, Mother’s Chosen. Glarbs, we need to tell Mahai!”

Dhane stood. “You know where he is?”

Both girls nodded, pointing into the cavern.

Dracina jumped to her feet, her timidity forgotten, replaced with a surge of energy. “I’ll show you!”

A few minutes later, navigating through a labyrinth of twisting tunnels—the walls chipped and broken, mined of their crystals—they reached a point where a dull orange light replaced the darkness.

Dhane stopped at the mouth of the cave that looked out toward a long stretch of white sand surrounding Nimbus Nook, their home island.

Large shards of rock protruded out from the gentle waves. Dozens of giant Quartz Crabs scurried across the beech beneath the surface sky of a deepening blue and specks of white stars.

Mahai wasn’t anywhere to be seen.

King Gigeneepa, however, stared skyward, his overflowing emotions forming an aura of awe and joy. He turned, the massive purple and pink crystals on his back glowing faintly. <Surface Kingoo!> he projected enthusiastically.

All crabs stopped abruptly, and, one by one, in a wave across the sand, they bowed.


Chapter
Thirteen



Dhane stood in Ceratree City’s arena, barefoot, shirtless, wearing only scraps of clothes like one of the Cobalin slaves. The sand burned the soles of his feet, sharp and hot from the baking sun.

Individual chains bound his wrists and ankles, red energy flashing between the links, threatening to fry his soul should he resist. Each chain was attached to a different warhorse, facing opposing directions, held there by hooded figures.

The sour, putrid stink of rotten vegetables covered his exposed skin, gifted by the countless people of Light, shouting and booing from the stands. Their faces were indistinct. Not even his Vibration Sense could decipher them.

“It is fitting,” Veritus Scyla said from the dais, her voice silencing the audience, “that the King of Shadows should be the last of his kind to die.”

The audience cheered. An overly ripe tomato splattered Dhane’s shoulder, its warm, sickly sweet juices exploding down his side.

In a flash of a memory, he saw his Cobalins in the village at night, standing as stone statues. Their mouths were forever open in terror-filled screams as the Army of Light swept through, killing and burning, merciless to the very end.

Fear, guilt, and confusion twisted his gut. It writhed continuously, making his heart hammer in his chest. He should have done more! Where had he been that he let this happen?

<Daddy. . . .>

“People of the Light,” Veritus Scyla said coolly, “of Olindale, with his death comes our victory and the end to this war.”

The hooded figures next to each horse walked backward, pulling on the reins.

Dhane gritted his teeth, knowing deep down that he deserved this for failing all those who had trusted him to balance the world.

The chains drew taut.

<Wake up, Daddy. . . .>

He would not utter a single word or cry out in pain no matter what they did. He would accept this fate and die with dignity.

“Executioners,” Veritus Scyla said, “proceed, slowly.”

The horses continued to walk.

Dhane’s feet were pulled out from beneath him, and his back hit the sand. The force pulling from all sides lifted him into the air.

A dull and distant pain tore at his joints.

Burning energy coursed through him.

<Wake up!>
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Dhane drew in a deep breath as all the sensations shifted from the horrific arena to that of his sheets and pillow, from the promise of terrible pain to the warmth and comfort in the darkness of night.

A . . . dream. . .?

What a freaking terrible dream—a nightmare—bringing to pass the very real fear of what failure looked like. And the clock was ticking.

A pounding headache and mental fog made him wonder what the hell King Gigeneepa gave him last night, a white drink that tasted sweet. The rest was sort of a blur. Everything was sort of a blur and remained hazy and indistinct, even now.

He vaguely remembered laughing and dancing on the beach with crabs waving their pincers at the stars twinkling far above.

King of Crabs. . . .

Dhane inhaled slowly, coaxing his mind and body back to the void of sleep.

An unusual scent drew his awareness. It was floral and fruity. This awareness also brought with it the unusualness of warmth, like he had taken a heated blanket to bed.

He cracked an eyelid open to where Aditi slept, lit by silver moonlight, her face resting against his unclothed chest, and his hand on her back, her very bare back.

Before panic could grip him, the world decided that this terrible indiscretion wasn’t bad enough. A soft moan came from his other side, the side where his arm was cradled between the breasts of Sophie.

He immediately tried to trigger Shadow Shift, but the haziness of his mind, a white fog dulling his thoughts, made him forget how.

It was panic. Panic was definitely interfering with his thoughts. Panic and dread.

There would certainly be a price to pay for such salacious acts in the morning. Worse was the fact that he didn’t even remember doing the deed, and with two women, no less!

Or . . . was it three?

Evelyn’s head was using his abs as a pillow, her breaths coming and going softly.

Shit. . . .

The gentle tug of vibrations yanked his attention to the doorway. Sarah stood there! She was glaring down at him from her luminescent red eyes. Somehow, she escaped her collars.

Of course she did.

He desperately wanted to tell her he hadn’t done anything, but mini-Dhane gave her a one-finger salute, and not in the traditional sense. . . .

She was going to murder him.

He had proved all of his lies as truths, a king that let his influence take what it shouldn’t have. But he didn’t mean to. This was totally not him!

She approached the base of the bed to stand over the sprawl of entwined humans. Loose red curls framed her face and unreadable expression.

He swallowed hard.

Her black leather armor shifted away to a swirl of blood and vanished, revealing her slim form and her alabaster-white skin. Her eyes hungered, and it wasn’t for his essence.

She glided over him, back to the position they had shared on the Return stone. This time, she didn’t wait, didn’t delay what her instincts so clearly wanted.

She moved in close and licked his cheek all the way down to his neck.

“Mmer. . . .” BB said from behind, her voice unusually soft and sensual.

What. The. Fuck!

“Room for one more?” Tarebear asked from the side, wearing nothing but a loincloth.

Dhane gasped awake. Again!

Sarah disappeared.

For a very long, heart-thrashing two seconds, he could still feel the young women holding him. And when that sensation didn’t fade, his brain connected the dots, replacing the young women with snoring Cobalins wearing their burlap clothing.

Drool—the Cobalin—grinned from where he knelt next to Dhane’s head. There was a long line of moonlit slobber running from the kid’s chin to Dhane’s cheek and neck . . . precisely where Sarah had licked him. . . .

To prove that this, too, wasn’t a damn dream, he triggered Shadow Shift and reformed in the doorway.

Relief was a cool wave that washed over him. He wouldn’t have to explain the unexplainable. There wouldn’t be consequences to dread come morning.

“Go to sleep,” he whispered to Drool, and the kid curled up in the now-vacant warm spot.

Dhane eased the door shut, then . . . and perhaps against his better judgment, he peeked into the room assigned to his prisoner.

Evelyn and Sarah slept on opposite ends of the large bed. Sarah looked . . . different, peaceful. She was, without a doubt, gorgeous. But she was also always glaring, angry, and rude, her aura threatening to break everything.

Was that because of her supposedly torn soul?

Her eyes drifted open, and for the briefest of moments, she looked at him.

He was gone the next second, his footfalls perfectly silent in the hallway of cracked floorboards and down the stairs to the outside.

A swirl of giddy happiness filled his chest. <You like her, Daddy!>

I do not, he thought back. There was so much more to romance than simple attraction. Besides, he didn’t want to feel that way about anyone right now—it would only end in pain.

<I end bad bad bad dream. Give better dream!>

He let out a long sigh. “That was you?” he whispered accusingly, not wanting to wake those who were tucked away in the long green grass.

<You did not like dream? It be much much much better than scary dream.>

His emotions conveyed how he didn’t want to sleep with anyone, let alone the entire freaking village, especially not with Challenger Terry!

<That not my fault, Daddy. No have much control. You have problems, yes, but I no judge!>

Gah, dreams did what dreams wanted to do. They didn’t hold any meaning. I know what you’re doing, Dhane thought to her.

<How else will you get some?>

I don’t need to ‘get some.’

<But you have needs, Daddy.>

I don’t want to talk about my needs!

Octoralis huffed and jumped from his soul. <Fine fine fine, I no rescue you from bad dreams. Dumb me, I bad spider for trying to help.>

She ran off toward the forest, her emotions saying she wanted to patrol and look for baddies to eat. There was also a whispering echo of sadness.

Dhane watched her go, feeling like an ass. It was just . . . his relationship status seemed comically unimportant given what they were up against.

Dreams might not mean anything, but that first one terrified him. Their enemies were numerous, and they wouldn’t stop because of inconvenience. They were coming, not to kill and loot and gain XP. They were coming to end all entities of Shadow.

So . . . no, this wasn’t the time to get laid, to fall hopelessly in love. This was the time to gain strength and prepare for the danger that was coming.

And that started with himself.


Chapter
Fourteen



The crescent moon loomed, floating amid stars that sprinkled the night sky. It wasn’t just a canvas of black with dots of white but a whole spectrum of colors—from gold to purple—mixed with a cloudy texture and depth.

It was like camping far from city lights, staring up into the eternal abyss. This type of sky had a way of making Dhane’s problems feel small compared to something so vast.

Except . . . his problems weren’t small.

His problems extended to hundreds of others, potentially thousands if he included the other races of Shadow in this war he had provoked.

Pfft, that wasn’t true. The Changed Reditai were going to wage this war one way or another. He was simply their excuse to do it now.

He needed to walk. At the cemetery, Devron, Kevin, and Silas had swapped off with a few Cobalins who were sleeping on the Return stones.

That was actually quite smart.

As long as someone occupied the Return stones, no one would be able to Return there. With some plant fiber, they could make mattresses and lock down the cemetery every night.

Small things like this were a reassurance that not everything sat on Dhane’s shoulders.

It was precisely what Nick had said. No one could do it all alone. Others were finding solutions to problems Dhane wasn’t even aware of. He needed to let them know how much he appreciated that.

A few minutes walk beyond the cemetery, he sat on a flat section of rocky cliff. His feet hung over the long drop to where distant waves crashed against the transplanted stone of his village.

Out across the waves were small half-circles of teal light. His mind kindly explained they were sea portals, which explained—rather belatedly—how they had crossed such a distance on the raft the previous morning.

The scent of sea salt mixed strangely with the mint plants of Terralacoos. The breeze was soft and warm, a hug of humidity that gave the air a sense of weight.

He summoned his soul device and opened the Character app. His little trick with the baconombies during the Royals’ masquerade party earned him enough XP to level up twice.

The app revealed his two unspent skill points, which he hadn’t used yet because skill points were nonrefundable. A poor choice could only be fixed by giving up his level and re-grinding the XP.

He was officially level 13 with 1,453xp out of the 18,200 he needed. It was bonkers how much was required for each level now, which would only get worse.

A trickle of warmth hit the back of his mind, and he gained 6xp. <I save village from ugly ugly ugly toad,> Octoralis projected, her tone not entirely happy.

What was the saying? Happy wife, happy life. They might not be married, but they would always be together. Happy spider, happy . . . soul?

I’m sorry, he sent her and got a return feeling expecting him to continue. You are a very good spider. I love you lots. And I appreciate you saving me from that terrible nightmare.

The dream had felt so real. Both of them did. . . .

She sent back warm fuzzies but still wanted him to continue.

He blew out a breath and projected a sarcastic, I will have lots and lots of sex with all the girls.

<Yay, Daddy!>

That was sarcasm!

She giggled. <I sorry, too. I only only only want you to be happy.> There was a sense that this was about Penny and helping him move on. <Next sexy dream not have Tarebear.>

Wait, you said that was me.

<Y-yes, of course! All you. No judgment.>

He didn’t believe that for one second and sent her a feeling of being unamused. She wanted him to play out her romantic fantasies.

<I-I do this for you, Daddy. You see sexy sexy sexy Sarah in dream. Out of dream you check, look, peek at her, think ‘wow, pretty pretty pretty girl.’ Next, you kiss! Happy end. Oh! And sex. Sex make Daddy happy!>

He looked up at the stars and shook his head. Let’s just work on her not hating me and take it from there, alright?

<Yes, Daddy. Win her with nice, kind words. Say sorry for thing you say about her butt. Very rude. Be sincere. Then . . . kiss!>

She had a one-track mind, that was for sure. He promised to do his utmost best, Scout’s Honor. Romance aside, Sarah would make for a powerful ally. That had to be his goal.

Octoralis accepted this as a good start, then continued hunting for toads, sending little bursts of happiness his way.

He chuckled.

Well, he had two skill points to spend and new skills to evaluate. He tapped the new Knife Throw Assassin skill for more information.

¤ Knife Throw [Dexterity · Lvl. 1]

» Mana: 18

» Damage: 3× 3-5 + Venom Counter

·

» Throw three translucent knives that deal 3-5 damage [1-3 + Skill Level × 1/6 Dexterity] and apply a venom counter per hit. The knives last up to 60 seconds before fading.

·

» Each venom counter increases venom-based attack damage by 1 and deals 1 damage every 3 seconds for a total of 9 seconds. If the target is hit with another venom counter before the effect is removed, the timer is reset.

·

» Maximum of 5 active venom counters from Knife Throw.

The best part of this skill was that it came with its own venom-counter type. And it was ranged. The direct damage was almost not the point.

It would definitely help in situations where he needed to stack a lot of venom counters or renew the counters within their 9-second effect. Combined with Venom Extract, it could combo for a lot of damage.

He swapped to his calculator and crunched the numbers. Investing a skill point here would bump his Dexterity to 13, which . . . wouldn’t actually do anything for Venom Extract.

But a bump in Dexterity would improve critical strike damage to 115% from 110% and backstab damage to 130% from 120%. All of his skills—and Octoralis—could take advantage of that.

It was a solid option. And since he had two skill points, it might just be useful to grab. But it wasn’t the only new skill.

¤ Spidersmith [Intelligence · Lvl. 1]

» Mana: 60

» Fatigue Counters: 0

·

» Summon a spider that specializes in repairing and enhancing gear. Each use creates a Fatigue counter that increases the skill’s mana cost on subsequent casts by 10. These counters fade after 20 hours.

·

× Repairing

» The Spidersmith can repair gear for 26 durability or AP [Skill Level × Intelligence] over 5 minutes. This type of repair does not reduce the item’s total durability.

·

× Enhancing

» A temporary effect that can be used on weapons, armor, or tools that lasts 52 minutes [(1 + Skill Level) × Intelligence].

·

» Weapons: +8% damage [2 × Skill Level + 1/4 Intelligence].

·

» Armor: +30 armor points [4 × Skill Level + Intelligence].

·

» Tools: +11% chance to double yield [3 × Skill Level + 1/3 Intelligence]. Negate durability damage for the full duration of the effect.

Ever since he threw himself into a Raging Rabbit cuddle party, he had gotten used to wearing armor that had 0 AP. Even now, his ¤ Katsen Leather Armor was only good for looking cool and impressing the girls with his kitty party trick.

That was obviously underselling it. Turning into a baby Katsen had been quite useful. But having repaired armor would be even more useful.

Armor was the defining thing he needed a whole lot more of. And, in truth, the decision wasn’t between these two new skills. All of his prior skills were options as well.

One particularly helpful skill—as much as he’d love to hate it—was Spider Armor. Kishtenai, the Mother of Shadows, was right.

Somehow, despite his vow to never leave the house without it, he was sitting here, not wearing it and very much not looking forward to activating it.

That was beside the point. . . .

Investing a skill point into Spider Armor would double the rate it repaired itself: 2ap per 5 seconds. It would also increase the AP to 152 from 108.

Then, if he got Spidersmith, that would add yet another Intelligence point, increasing Spider Armor to 156ap. A repaired ¤ Katsen Leather Armor would add another 122ap for a total of 278ap.

Was any of this desire for dumping all of his points into defense because of a certain local vampire who despised him and had a tendency to show up in his dreams?

No. . . .

It was just smart. Yes, smart.

The only problem with focusing on utility and defense skills was how it limited his ability to dish out damage. Except . . . that wasn’t entirely true. More Intelligence would boost Octoralis and his other summoner skills.

Gah, he was at a crossroads.

Venom Counters were awesome, if not a bit involved. There were so many skills that comboed with them, which the gamer in him loved.

But pursuing his Assassin class would limit him as an Arachnomancer, a class his attributes clearly favored. It was like Devron choosing to be a Mage when he was clearly built to be a Light Warrior or Tank.

Dhane wanted to be the fighter. He wanted to be independently powerful, holding his own against challengers and the like.

But he needed to build to his strengths.

He was—undeniably and indubitably—an Arachnomancer. He was a summoner, a tanky summoner, one that could handle a dagger if it came to it, but a summoner all the same.

And that would just have to do.

He invested his points into Spidersmith and Spider Armor. If this was going to be his path, he’d be the best damn Arachnomancer this world had ever seen.

¤ Skill Changes

·

× Octoralis: Lvl. 17, 255hp, 102dmg, 13.7 feet tall

» Changes: +2 lvls, +30hp, +12dmg, +0.2 feet tall

·

× Exploding Spider: 39dmg

» Changes: +2dmg

·

× Venomous Spiders: 104 square feet

» Changes: +4 square feet

·

× Spider Armor: 156ap, 2ap per 5 seconds

» Changes: +48ap, +1ap per 5 seconds

·

× Spidersmith: 27 durability repair, 54 min enhancement, +8% dmg, +31ap, +12% double yield.

» Changes: New Skill

·

× Web Wall: 300hp, 54 minutes, 135 cubic feet

» Changes: +4 minutes, +10 cubic feet

He could still build his Dexterity. It improved his critical strike damage and implicit speed. But he should do it with gear, ideally with gear that wouldn’t possess him.

A certain possessing dagger rolled its psychic eyes. It seemed to want to say he wasn’t possessed.

Dhane withdrew his Lumanima Vvitablade on a hunch. It was a piece of art. He lifted his arm like a baseball pitcher and threw it as hard as he could.

It flew as far as one would expect a perfectly weighted dagger to fly, a perfectly weighted dagger that was possessing him. That was, it didn’t fly at all.

What he hadn’t conveyed to his devious dagger was that he would have instantly deposited it back into his Inventory app.

But no, the dagger had to go and reveal its hand.

Lumanima’s deep voice trickled into Dhane’s mind. <You are . . . a little possessed.>

“I knew it!”

Octoralis projected, <I eat it, Daddy?>

The dagger? Dhane sent back, incredulous. Let’s not eat sharp objects, okay?

<I can explain,> Lumanima projected. <In exchange for additional mana, I shall grant you a glimpse of the first memory.>

There was a pleading sense to be understood. A sense that this was bigger than one dagger and its owner. A sense of old sorrow.

And . . . damn it all to hell, Dhane was intrigued.


Chapter
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After Dhane paid the price in mana, the world darkened to wisps of black. All sensations slid away to a void of nothing.

And . . . shit.

Shit brownies and bacon and even tuna.

Was this what being trapped in a dagger felt like? Because, if he had to guess, this wouldn’t be far from that expectation. No windows. Fuck.

Concern and fear and—because his brain was an overtrusting, gullible idiot—a splash of curiosity played Rock Paper Scissors in a ruthless free-for-all.

Not even Octoralis was here.

“Calm yourself,” said Lumanima’s voice. “You are inside my prison, but you are not a prisoner. Let us watch the first memory all Vvitablades know.”

A white snowflake tumbled through the darkness and landed on Dhane’s nonexistent palm, attached to his nonexistent body.

Color bled from the cold kiss of winter, swirling to form his hand and arm and chest. Other colors sprung up at a distance, painting the darkness into shapes and sun-glistening snow.

The transition quickened until he was standing in the air above the ruins of a circular city comprised of three concentric circles formed like a funnel. They were streets, each attached to stairs that led to a central fountain, surrounded by tall black walls.

Bright flowers and deciduous trees revealed pockets of frozen color that didn’t belong. It looked like the snow came in the middle of Spring.

A heavyset man trudged through the knee-high snow along the largest circle-street. He had unruly orange hair, pink cheeks, and a leather coat that hid something beneath it.

“This is Yiandale,” Lumanima said, only his voice present. “The Mad Queen Asceria’s heaven, after it Fell.”

Nothing at the back of Dhane’s mind jumped up and down, yelling “pick me! pick me!” for the honor of explaining what any of that meant.

The man below opened the door to a weapon shop, stepped inside, and quickly closed it, cutting off a flurry of snow.

The city dissolved into flakes of color that shifted and reformed inside a neatly organized shop lit by candles and a fireplace. Weapons were on wall mounts or laid across red felt-topped tables.

There were cracks everywhere, quite reminiscent of Dedu Tedu Novus. By how everything was meticulously in its place, it appeared that the damage to the walls and floor had been recent.

“Do you have it?” a lean man asked eagerly. He had olive-colored skin, black hair, and a mustache carefully twisted at the ends into handlebars.

An aura of hate brushed through the memory, distorting the shapes like a distant mirage on a hot day. “Jim’Zachery,” Lumanima said, voice almost a growl. “Weaponsmith and inventor. His partner is Buru, an armorsmith.”

“Indubitably,” Buru said. “It be where you say. But without ID, it cost a favor.” His words were elongated and randomly shifted up and down in pitch, almost musical.

“That’s fine. But you have it, right?”

Buru nodded and pulled a small cage from beneath his leather coat. Since they didn’t need coats in this world, it was obviously used to hide the cage.

“Let me go!” yelled a tiny male fairy. He had green skin, blue monarch butterfly wings, and antennae. “You be bad bad bad people!”

Jim’Zachery exuded excitement. He licked his lips, eyes tracing the fairy. “This’ll do. This is going to work!”

“I no do!” yelled the fairy. “I go home. Let me out. Why you be bad, huh? Why you no let me go, huh?”

“You are very important,” Jim’Zachery said. “But important things require a sacrifice, a payment if you will.” He picked up a sheathed knife and pulled the blade free.

Dhane balled his fists. It wasn’t much of a challenge to understand what they were going to do, given that he owned a talking dagger. He didn’t want to watch this, but it felt wrong to look away.

“You no cut me!” the fairy screamed and pushed his back against the bars.

“No cutting,” Jim’Zachery said, holding a palm up, “but the process will not be pleasant. I’m . . . sorry.”

“No be sorry, just let go! I want to go. Let go!”

“This,” Jim’Zachery said, ignoring the fairy and sliding a finger down the flat of the blade, “is nivalitium. Until a few days ago, it was only found in the Mad Queen’s realm. It’s why we were there.”

“What be ni-val-tium? No no. Never mind. I no care! I no want to be here. I no want to be important!”

“You be sure of this?” Buru asked. He wasn’t as excited as his partner about what they were about to do.

Jim’Zachery stood and paced. “This is the only way. You know that, right? I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t have to.”

“Yes . . . this be true,” Buru said with a frown.

“No!” the fairy said.

“It’s not like I want to,” Jim’Zachery said, “but we knew all along that this would have to happen. It’s for the greater good. Don’t you”—he looked to the fairy—“want to do good?”

“I no want good. I want to play games en eat berries en fly free. Not be in cage by dumb dumb poop-snot!”

“I’m sorry. You don’t have an option. I’d prefer it if you volunteered, but this has to happen.”

Buru shifted his weight, “Jim⁠—”

“It has to happen! There’s no point in talking about it anymore. He’ll understand once it’s done. Take him out.”

Buru nodded, released the door latch, and grabbed the fairy before he could escape.

“You let go!” the fairy yelled. “I be special fairy. I be Apology Eight. Go find other fairy. Dumb fairy. Not me!”

Jim’Zachery took a thin, pencil-like crystal and used it to scratch symbols along the blade. They glowed a silvery white, each an instruction for the overall effect.

Apology Eight bit Buru, dealing 1 white point of damage to his armor.

“It’s ready,” Jim’Zachery said. “He needs to touch the blade. I’ll link the symbols to him.”

The memory wavered. Lumanima’s hate, rage, and sorrow twisted the shapes of the weapon shop. The black void returned, seeping through the walls until only the two men and their prisoner remained.

Buru clenched his jaw but nodded.

“No no no no!” the fairy yelled, trying to pull his legs free and thrashing against the large hand that restrained him.

But then his feet touched the metal, and Jim’Zachery triggered the effect.

Apology Eight’s flesh sizzled. He screamed and screamed as tiny negative damage numbers lifted from his feet, which quickly lost their form. They turned into green flakes that were pulled into the blade.

All Dhane could do was watch in horror as they tortured the fairy. It took nearly a minute, an agonizing minute of nonstop screams.

Jim’Zachery didn’t look away.

Silence fell.

The fairy was gone . . . in the traditional sense. And in his place was a knife, the blade as white as the snow outside.

Jim’Zachery put a glove on and picked it up. “This,” he said with reverence and a smile, “is the first Vvitablade.”
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Dhane sucked in a breath, his back against the ground, the sky still dark and full of an infinite cast of stars.

<You see?> Lumanima asked, his voice more distant than before.

They tortured that fairy and forced his soul into a prison of their making. It was just like the Changed Reditai, stealing souls for crystals.

<Yes. The Changed Reditai learned to trap souls from Jim’Zachery and Buru. But we are aware of the outside, forced to observe.>

Those of Light were constantly looking for ways to wipe out those of Shadow. If this war and world were modeled after a game, why couldn’t they just fight like normal?

Better yet, why was there a war at all?

Why have an eternal conflict?

Those of Light and Shadow could be on the same side and fight the mindless neutral mobs made from the echoes of memories.

Except, that wasn’t true, either.

Dhane had met enough neutral mobs to know that at least some of them were self-aware, so marking all of them as the enemy—as fodder for adventurers—didn’t sit well.

This whole existence didn’t sit well.

<I do not have those answers,> Lumanima said.

Dhane bolted upright and summoned his dagger in a puff of black smoke. “I can release you. I don’t care how good of a weapon you are. I don’t want a slave.”

Appreciation bled through their connection, but it was tainted with fragments of despair. <We do not know how to undo the effect.>

“I can destroy the dagger.”

<We would simply Return like any other soul.>

That was horrible. “Then . . .”

<You may not be able to undo what was done to us, but you represent a different freedom.>

Dhane projected curiosity.

<We are bound by our shared affinity and exchange of mana. Those of Shadow are the only ones that can truly wield a Vvitablade.>

“If that’s true, why make them?” Something told him it wasn’t just about imprisoning those of Shadow. Even the Changed Reditai wanted to use those of Shadow for skills.

The Vvitablade was a weapon. Jim’Zachery could have imprisoned the fairy’s soul into a block of nivalitium. But he wanted something more.

<A Vvitablade remembers how it was used. They are wielded by masters, then handed down to train those in the proper use of the weapon.>

It was the instincts Dhane felt when fighting with the dagger, using moves he had never known before. But if that was the case, why hadn’t Ricky at the arena used it?

<Those of Light need an intermediary, a layer between them and the weapon, powered by those of Shadow. Those of Light exploit Vvitablades. Leave them mana-starved. There is no bond.>

“But we have a bond?”

<Yes, a bond. We are linked. Your mana empowers me, and my knowledge empowers you.>

Dhane huffed. “It’s more than that. You stopped me from throwing you into the sea.”

<That drained all of my mana. I can affect you, but it is challenging. You are not possessed, not in the way you think. We have forged a bond. We are allies.>

That seemed . . . reasonable enough. “So, how do I represent freedom?”

Lumanima projected a reluctant swirl of hope around a single word: heist.
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Heist. . . .

That word looped through Dhane’s brain, over and over, until the sun turned the sky a dull gray of early morning.

He let it distract him while he suffered through five castings of Spidersmith to repair his ¤ Katsen Leather Armor to its full 122ap. Triggering the skill again within 20 hours would cost 110 mana.

He thought about the heist while he trained with Lumanima, learning the moves of past masters of the dagger. And he thought about it as he stood and waited for the hundred or so Cobalins to gather in front of him on the beach’s white sand.

The only way to save the other Vvitablades was to either craft special—and exorbitantly expensive—equipment to handle the weapons or forge a bond with them.

Alas, he could only forge one bond at a time, which meant he needed others of Shadow to help. That, and the pocket realm would have shifted back to a more defensive structure to prevent the very thing they were planning on doing.

He needed a small army. . . .

But an army required training and time. As such, the heist would have to wait until they were ready.

“Listen up!” Dhane yelled over the gathered Cobalins. These were the bravest of the brave, the toughest of the tough, the meanest of the mean.

To illustrate just how far above average these Cobalins were, one demonstrated his ruthless understanding of what to do when a slug-like creature gave his toes a little suck. He made a warbling war cry of a . . . shriek and promptly fainted.

Octoralis sighed.

Okay . . . so they weren’t tough at all. But today marked the day that would change. This was Mulan. And Dhane would make men—or women—out of this crop of wannabe-cool Cobalins who had chosen the path toward getting soul devices.

“We have two objectives,” Dhane continued, ignoring the passed-out Cobalin and the snickering that followed. “Scout the island for danger and find food.”

Food.

A magical word.

It snapped up their attention immediately. The snickering stopped, replaced with hungry eyes. Food was always a prize to be had, and the promise of it officially made this serious business.

Dhane jotted that down in his Notes app.

Food motivated.

Devron, standing off to the side, let out a breath and crossed his arms over his black leather armor. Sending Cobalins into the Wilds was dangerous, and he didn’t approve.

Tom, standing next to him, just seemed happy to be there and not assigned to a pointless job, like guarding a menagerie that didn’t need to be guarded.

Knock wore a perpetual frown and stared at a small pink seashell with pointy ends. Every few seconds, it scurried across the sand and then stopped, allowing little eye stalks to poke out from beneath and look around before the next jaunt.

Kevin, Silas, Sophie, and Tyra had left early to scout the southern end of Nimbus Nook. Kevin was itching to get out there and kill monsters for XP, saying he’d never be someone’s prisoner again.

That was a sentiment Dhane could relate to.

He paced in front of his small army with a three-foot Octoralis in front, doing the same. “Those who retrieve the most value in food will earn a very special . . . present.”

He was going to say surprise. But kids loved presents, and presents were surprises, so it fit.

“What be present, Great Shadow?” a female Cobalin near the front asked.

He could just tell them what it was. Bacon, naturally. Everyone loved bacon. It’d get them all fired up to search the island. But not knowing had a special power to it. It let the imagination go wild.

When he was a kid, his imagination knew no bounds. And faced with a mystery would make it all the more fun and exciting. It would give them something to look forward to, an answer to their ceaseless speculations.

“It is,” he said slowly, holding up a finger as if to reveal the mystery early—even the Quartz Crabs and King Gigeneepa watched in anticipation—“a secret.”

They all mouthed the word Secret.

Their intensity magnified.

He continued. “Break up into groups of six. Each group should have no more than one fodder to hold what you can find. Return to the village once the sun reaches its highest point. Any questions?”

If there were any questions, they were quickly drowned out by the chaos of forming groups.

Cobalins fought over each other, shouting about wanting Boopidop or Dinkal or Slub in their groups. Those not fighting stood on the backs of their lessers and presented their amazing qualities for why they should be named leader.

“I be most pretty,” a female Cobalin said, chin held high, her black hair braided into tangled knots.

“You no pretty!” a male Cobalin said, sticking his tongue out. “You have cooties!”

“Better than critters!”

“I be strongest!” proclaimed another, climbing a pyramid of bodies. “Join me. Be safe. Join her”—he pointed at the pretty Cobalin—“en die die die!”

She retorted that being pretty was better than being strong. Apparently, this was a convincing argument for the females, and they quickly swarmed the smug Cobalin for her to make her selection.

<Crappy Cobalins,> Octoralis projected. She wanted to go out and organize the mess but refrained. Given what Nick said last night, the Cobalins needed to learn to work through problems on their own, or they’d always be dependent on others.

Bigboy, the Master of Lumber, who probably had the highest Strength—with or without his Ring of Strength—was swarmed by volunteers. He stood a head taller than the rest and looked ready to retreat back to the village’s leafless forest.

Knock picked up a flat rock and skipped it across the gentle waves that rolled up the beach. He didn’t look interested in leading a group, and the other Cobalins appeared too intimidated to approach.

“You’re not forming a group?” Dhane asked.

“Pfft! I be in your group,” Knock said, his voice sounding agitated. “Me be too important for contest. I protect King of Shadows, yes yes.”

Three Cobalins—proving they couldn’t count—broke away from the multitude. They ran toward the forest, laughing and making rude gestures by slapping their butts.

This put a fire under the others to not lose time fighting among themselves. Groups quickly formed and followed until the only Cobalin left of the lot was the one that passed out earlier.

King Gigeneepa projected amusement. He had nestled himself deep in the sand, letting the seawater lap against his carapace.

<Heee heee heee. De uglyoo green things be fun to watch. Ioo want compete for de present. Ioo make group?>

That would probably be unfair. But they could use all the food they could get. If the giant crab won, there was nothing stopping them from choosing a second-place winner as well. Besides, there were other benefits of having him out there.

Dhane turned to Devron. “He could keep an eye out for the Cobalins.”

<Ioo do dis thingoo and take dis one with me.>

The Cobalin that passed out sat up just in time to be grabbed by King Gigeneepa’s very large pincer. The little guy, intent on showing how tough he had become since his last frightful event, let out a warbling war cry of . . . another shriek and passed out.

“This just ain’t right,” Devron said. “Kids shouldn’t be forced to work, especially in dangerous environments. There are child labor laws, y’know?”

“This isn’t the real world,” Dhane said.

“Well aware. But that don’t mean we gotta throw them to the monsters. They ain’t ready for that.”

“They need to learn to fight. We all do.” That terrible nightmare came to mind. They were racing against a ticking clock. “And they aren’t all kids. Some are probably older than us.”

Devron wore a dubious expression, which was perfectly understandable. The Cobalins, no matter their actual age, were predisposed to acting like kids.

“Man, I get that,” he said. “I do. I ain’t sayin’ you’re wrong. But I don’t gotta like it. I’mma go keep an eye on them.”

He waved down the giant crab, offering to join his party. King Gigeneepa projected the sense of being thrilled. He recruited a few Quartz Crabs, and they headed off toward where the last group had disappeared.

Dhane sighed. He wasn’t any better than Gorlan—the Master of Arena—throwing new students into the Wilds to figure it out. But this was the fastest way to solve their food crisis and see which Cobalins had what it took to be an adventurer.

“I-I agree with . . . you,” Tom said.

“Thanks. Well, I guess it’s just us guys,” Dhane said, the excitement to finally be able to explore the tropical forest warring with that all-too-common sense that he was a terrible leader.

<And me me me, Daddy,> Octoralis projected as if she could so easily be forgotten. This thought filled his chest with a flurry of warmth.

As for the others, Nick—the butcher of Dedu Tedu Novus—claimed to be a pacifist and had a shop to build. Aditi declared herself the Master of Plant Fiber, which had become a valuable resource for clothing. Evelyn was watching Sarah. And the Velontes Separies—Mahai’s sisters—were . . . gone.

They didn’t so much as say goodbye.

Knock kicked the pink shell he had been staring at, which tumbled across the sand and stopped on its back. The creature within had a bunch of nasty purple spider-like legs that clawed the air.

Dhane suppressed a shiver. “What’s up with you? How’d your game go last night?”

Knock huffed. “It be fine.” He crossed to the shelled creature and plucked it from the sand.

“Fine?” Anything said with such bitterness was not fine at all. “Well, I’m glad you had a great game.”

“M-me, too,” Tom said. “Con . . . gratulations.”

“It not be great!” Knock exploded, spinning around and waving the crab-like creature in the air. “Bad vampire be bad! She poke holes in story. ‘Why fight dragon?’ Oh oh! Maybe because dragon be evil? But no no no no! Not good enough. She say plot no make sense en convinced everyone to abandon big big quest to go find doughnuts. En en en, she say, ‘Where be character sheets?’ What be character sheets, huh? En what be stats, huh? Numbers? Stats be dumb. No one wants stats. She be dumb! I no want to touch her boobies no more.”

Dhane raised an eyebrow. Sarah knew about tabletop RPGs? That was completely unexpected, other than the fact that everyone in this heaven was a gamer in one way or another.

He just figured she was the Candy Crush type of gamer. Or she played those dumb idle games on her phone that only wanted you to watch ads to progress.

Honestly, the fact that she knew anything about tabletop games was . . . interesting.

<You lovey love her, Daddy?>

I’m just surprised, he projected back. “That sounds hard,” he told Knock, patting the little guy on the back. “Did the others have a good time?”

Knock shrugged. “I no care. As long as I be imagination master, they no find doughnuts. Nope!”

“Not even if they . . . defeat the great dragon of Stagmort, who has a whole lair of doughnuts?”

“I-I fight for doughnuts,” Tom said.

Knock put on his thinking cap and pinched his chin with the hand holding the crab creature. It—as a helpful creature—assisted him in the pinching.

He jerked it away and threw it into the sea. When he turned back, he had a wide grin. “Dhanie, you be smarty smart! Next time, if they be wanting me doughnuts, they must complete quest. Yes yes!”

“C-can I play?” Tom asked, his eyes flicking to the white sand, shoulders pinched.

“You?”

He shrugged.

“Idiot!” Knock shouted, punching the man. “Of course you play! Cake Master no need to ask. Party be best with⁠—”

A deep breath pulled their attention to where Evelyn had appeared at the mouth of the cave across the fallen rocks jutting from the sea. Her hand was pressed against the wall for support.

Seeing her like this rang all the alarm bells.

Dhane immediately checked his messages. He hadn’t sensed any mental wiggles, but he had also been in the middle of his King of Shadows act, trying to inspire a new army.

His inbox was empty.

Evelyn summoned her phone and equipped a set of brown clothes that covered her from head to toe before stepping into the sunlight. It wasn’t anything fancy like her other sun-blocking outfit.

She crossed the planks of wood Box had placed between large chunks of rocks that led to the beach, her hands out for balance.

When she neared, Dhane asked, “Is something wrong with Sarah?”

“Oh! Umm . . . no? Rendy and Aditi are watching her.” She adjusted her veil. It wasn’t made of see-through material and instead featured two small holes for her eyes.

“Then,” he said, a little confused, “why are you here?”

She exhaled through her nose and looked away as if that was supposed to answer his question. When it didn’t, she looked back and said in a tone that suggested this was obvious, “I’m your blood slave.”

“That doesn’t mean you have to be with me at all the times, you know?”

She seemed to wilt. And of course she did. Her entire time in Sanguis, she was overlooked, left behind to do the mundane chores of the guild.

He was using her just like they did. “I should have asked,” he said. “Would you like to join our party?”

She nodded once, and he sent her a party invite.

Through this exchange, Tom’s rattling heart was distracting. “H-hi . . . Ev . . . Ev.”

“Ev?” she asked, the vibration lines of her lips turning up into a smile. “No one, like, calls me that.”

“Oh! S-sor⁠—”

“I don’t mind. I like it. You can call me Ev.”

“Did you make that?” Dhane asked, gesturing to her outfit.

“Errr . . . no? I’m terrible at making things. Aditi made it for me with some plant fiber. I kind of have to use it until I can get another daylight ring.”

A Quartz Crab nuzzled her leg, and she laughed.

Octoralis projected a sense of disappointment at him being the King of Crabs. She liked eating crabs.

We’ll find more monsters, he assured her, then said to Evelyn. “It looks like it works.”

The vibration lines revealed her pushing her lips to the side, which was obviously not what she wanted to hear.

“I-I like it,” Tom said. “Y-you make . . . everything look good.”

“Oh,” she said, noticeably surprised by the compliment, “umm, thanks, Tom. You’re sweet.”

Tom’s face reddened, and his heart went for a 5k run, carb-loading on cake. He squeaked something, shrugged, and mumbled about the forest.

The dense crop of trees swayed, and something within roared loud enough to make the leaves shake. This was followed up by Cobalin shouts.

Oh . . . shit bacon. . . .


Chapter
Seventeen



Out of all the islands, Dhane’s terrible luck brought them to the one that had already been claimed by King Kong or Godzilla or some other giant beast, no doubt. And he had just sent out a buffet of Cobalins.

Shit. Devron was right. Dhane had rushed them into danger. He should have started with some training or maybe sparring with crabs.

<We save crappy Cobalins, Daddy!> Octoralis projected and grew to her full size.

Dhane jumped onto her back.

“We’re . . . going in there?” Evelyn asked, sounding less enthusiastic about her blood slave commitment.

“Great Shadows fear no death!” Knock said and summoned Green Lightning, his mount, which plopped onto the white sand as a giant caterpillar. “Get on me worm, woman!”

“Knock,” Dhane said, “that’s not fast enough.”

Evelyn summoned a large gray wolf, surprising everyone. It sniffed the air and growled.

“I-I,” Tom said, “don’t have . . . a mount.”

“Take mine,” Evelyn said and marched up to Dhane. “I’ll, umm, ride with you, okay?”

Knock dismissed his mount. “Fine fine! I no use Green Lightning.” He grabbed the wolf’s harness and climbed on. “Come, Tommie, we ride together!”

Tom swallowed. “M-maybe I stay and⁠—”

“Now!” Knock commanded.

“Yes, sir!”

Octoralis crouched, and Dhane helped Evelyn on. She wrapped her arms around him from behind.

They shot across the sand and into the foliage, but not before Octoralis wiggled her mental eyebrows at him suggestively, projecting a thought about how adorably cute Evelyn was.

Gah, there were more important things right now. Then, a naked visual of the meek vampire invaded his mind. This isn’t the time for that! he projected. Really, he was quite adept at handling such thoughts on his own.

<You have naughty thoughts, Daddy?>

That wasn’t what he meant. He⁠—

It didn’t matter. Again, this wasn’t the time.

They rushed past ferns and through woody vines covered in leaves and orchids. Tiny ape-like plant creatures clung to the vines and rocked their heads back and forth as they watched from beady black eyes.

The trees were a few feet thick with long buttress roots. The ground was muddy or covered in pools of water, probably from when he baptized the island in a giant wave.

Frogs croaked, leaves rustled, and cicadas whirred a buzzing, high-pitched sound.

Now that they were away from the soft breeze of the beach, the humidity grew thicker, wrapping everything in a fine layer of moisture that beaded on flower petals and dripped from narrow leaves.

It was as wonderful as he had hoped.

But mixed in with the sounds were the random distant shouts from Cobalins. He just hoped they had the sense to hide from dangerous predators. If Cobalins were good at anything, it was hiding.

Another roar shook the forest, the sound deep and unlike anything he had ever heard. And beneath that sound, there was something . . . else, something he couldn’t quite place.

He sensed the vibrations that flowed like white waves across the vegetation. Using the direction of those waves, he mentally opened his Map and dropped a pin.

Octoralis shifted directions.

Knock and Tom followed, jerking up and down as the wolf fought to keep up with Octoralis’s much larger stride.

“What is that?” Evelyn asked. She wasn’t wearing her hat and veil anymore. The sunlight glowed through the above canopy but, evidently, not enough to worry a vampire.

He turned to find her eyes pressed shut, her head cocked to the side as if listening. Her eyes jerked open, glowing a fierce red that quickly faded. Sweat coated her brow. “Oh no . . .”

“What is it?” he asked.

<We here, Daddy! I run fast fast fast!> Octoralis flooded his chest with a sense of pride.

The forest floor opened to a shallow bowl shape, maybe a hundred feet across. And at the center—among hundreds of tiny purple sparks—was a ten-foot heaping pile of cell phones.

Soul devices. . .?

There was enough for every Cobalin!

He was leaning forward before he realized he had decided to snatch up this prize of a find. If not for Evelyn still holding him far tighter than necessary, he might have done just that.

It was all the resistance he needed for the strong illusion to fade. Vibration lines cut through the visual, revealing the shapes of large mushrooms.

“Yes yes!” Knock shouted as he and Tom shot past on a salivating wolf. “Yummy yum meat!”

“Biiiig cake,” Tom said, mouth hanging open, eyes as round as saucers.

“Stop!” Dhane yelled.

But stop, they did not. Tom threw himself off the back of Evelyn’s mount, his arms stretched out to the sides as if they were wings. He flew a grand three feet before gravity did its thing.

The big guy slammed—face delightedly first—into the ground, dropping his health to 72 out of 80. Puffs of purple spores burst from the surrounding green mushrooms.

The gray wolf dissolved into flakes of color, and Knock continued running on foot. He snatched up small mushrooms and shoved them into his mouth.

For fuck’s sake. Dhane sucked in a breath, held it, and Shadow Shifted across the distance. He grabbed the twerp and chucked him to the edge of the bowl.

“Why you do that!” Knock yelled, his voice agitated like it was when he was addicted to Kako Bacon. He sure had a propensity for eating poisonous food and needing saving.

Dhane didn’t reply, mostly because the mushrooms started to . . . change. Their long stalks and gills melded into slim limbs that curved at all the right places.

Sexy mushroom women swayed their hips and shook their breasts, giggling girlishly. The illusion was so palpable that even though he could see through it, he couldn’t banish it entirely.

Luckily, he didn’t need to see. Not that sexy mushroom women would have entrapped him here. The illusion had to be responding to Octoralis and her love-struck daydreams.

<Nuh-uh! No blame me. You you you sexually frustrated. That it.>

Dhane rolled his eyes before clamping them shut. The seductive illusions vanished, but not their sounds. “Come play with me,” said one in a sultry voice. “I’ll show you a good time.”

Before mini-Dhane could get any bright ideas, Dhane turned to save Tom, but Evelyn got there first. She picked him up and threw the big guy in one smooth movement, then collapsed and sucked in short breaths.

Dhane hurried to where she knelt, now looking at a mushroom. She reached toward it, her face lit up in awe.

He scooped her into his arms and carried her out, then opened his eyes to find her health bar had appeared. It was a vibrant purple, decreasing from poison damage.

¤ Evelyn [73/85hp]

Her face paled, and she held her stomach as if she were sick, breathing through her teeth. “D-down . . . down!” She all but rolled out of his arms, landing on her hands and knees before retching a torrent of spores like exhaling a purple cloud.

Tom and Knock were doing the same.

Their health bars turned green, and Dhane breathed a sigh.

The largest of the mushrooms, a thick, viscous thing at the center of the bowl, started to vibrate. It made that deep roar that shook the ground and trees. Once again, there was something in the sound, a whisper that demanded all should go to it.

Apparently, simply knowing about the trap was an effective counter to its lure. “Well,” Dhane said to the others and looking on the bright side, “at least it’s not a big monster that’ll kill all the Cobalins.”

This statement lasted three whole seconds before a squeak came from behind. He twisted around to find . . . Drool. How the hell did he even get here?

He coughed and wheezed, standing beneath the gills of a green mushroom with his hands held out like that time before a certain cabin appeared above him and committed a serious crime.

Dhane took a step and⁠—

<No, Daddy!>

He blinked. It was another damn illusion! And once that realization hit, the Cobalin faded, replaced with Penny, leaning against a mushroom, flashing an enchanting smile.

It had the opposite effect, forcing him to clench his jaw and turn away. His chest tightened with that familiar sense of guilt.

“D-d-drink,” Tom said to Evelyn, holding his wrist to her mouth the same way Dhane had done it on the raft.

She had curled up in the damp dirt, drawing labored breaths as she stared at nothing. When presented with a juicy limb, her instincts took over.

Tom wore a nervous smile, and his cheeks reddened as she hungrily sucked on his wrist. His health dropped 10 points per second. It was already down to 42/80 and . . . not stopping.

“That’s enough,” Dhane said, grabbing her shoulders and pulling her back. She growled, digging her nails into Tom’s arm.

His health dropped to 22 points. “It’s . . . o-okay, Ev,” he said with a smile from Vampiric Bliss.

But it was very much not okay.

Dhane shoved his fingers into Evelyn’s mouth as if she were a rabid dog latched onto its prey for the kill. He pulled her jaw open just as Tom turned to a silvery white and flaked away.


Chapter
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Evelyn gasped. “Thhom?” she said around Dhane’s fingers, and he let go.

“She be bad vampire?” Knock asked.

Evelyn whipped around, her eyes wide. “I-I didn’t mean to! I swear it. I don’t . . . umm, I don’t”—she was shaking, looking down at her hands—“know what happened.”

<Comfort her, Daddy.>

Dhane helped her to her feet and gave her shoulder a supportive squeeze. “Maybe you’re not so unlike Sarah,” he said, and by how she flinched, it was obviously the wrong thing to say.

Octoralis tsked.

“I mean, it’s not your fault.”

“But it was,” Evelyn said. “I shouldn’t have used so much essence. I burned through it all to empower my Strength to save him. Then I killed him. I killed Tom. . . . He’s going to hate me forever.”

“I highly doubt that.”

“You do?”

“He said it was okay,” Dhane said, not giving away the fact that Tom clearly liked her and not giving away the fact that he had probably been through a lot worse with his dominatrix, which didn’t come with Vampiric Bliss.

She wore a slight frown, unconvinced.

The shallow bowl of giant mushrooms made a tinkling sound. Their purple spores wafted in the air, turning into butterflies holding golden coins. It was constantly cycling through visuals and sounds to entice its prey, which, now that none of them were poisoned, was quite fascinating.

Evelyn snorted, her cheeks turning rosy. “They kind of . . . well, don’t they look like giant⁠—”

“Mushrooms!” Knock finished. “But these be bad bad mushrooms. Taste like yuck.”

“Ehhh, yes . . . mushrooms.”

<She sexually frustrated,> Octoralis projected. <Help her, Daddy!>

Dhane sighed. What did she expect? Him to just strip his clothes off and go at it like an animal?

Happy warmth pooled in his chest.

He glared—mentally—and opened his messages to send a warning to Devron about the killer fungi. Just because they were dangerous didn’t mean they needed to be destroyed.

Nature was full of dangerous things. To destroy what was dangerous would also destroy the wonder.

Evelyn nodded slowly to herself and balled her fists. “I’m going to make it up to him! Tom, that is. I’m going to make it up to Tom. If that’s . . . umm, alright with you?”

Dhane smiled. “What did you have in mind?”

“I’m going to make a cake.” She looked fiercely determined at the giant green mushrooms, which turned into platters of cakes and other sweets, then glanced at him and Knock. “Do . . . ehhh, either of you know how to make a cake?”
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Dhane deposited his thirtieth mango, confident that his group would win this scavenging contest, not that he was competing, of course.

The island was rich in food: breadfruits, coconuts, mangos, papayas, figs, and sea grapes. They also found okra, taro, and wild squash. And this was only one of the hundreds of islands they could explore.

Food, henceforth, would not be a problem.

They would eat well.

Knock sprinted as fast as his tiny legs could carry him over the tangled roots and forest detritus. He dove through the air and caught a green coconut like it was a football before he hit the ground and rolled.

“Ha!” he yelled, back on his feet and holding it over his head, doing a butt-wiggling dance. “I be great . . . thing. Thingy thing. What you call it, Dhanie?”

“Scavenger,” Dhane said . . . for the fourth time.

“Yes! I be great scavenger.”

Knock’s Summon Shadow—half Cobalin and half frog—was at the top of the coconut tree. It held on using its hind legs and sticky toes while its hands busily twisted the coconuts until their stems broke.

Evelyn, on the other hand, had Charmed one of the monkey-like Tailcutters from a troop of eight that had attacked earlier. The others, at level 7, didn’t last against the almighty spider.

<Me big, strong, powerful!> Octoralis projected, still brimming with a sense of accomplishment. She had, nearly singlehandedly, squashed the threat and earned them loot and experience.

¤ Loot

× 9 silver, 1 copper

·

» 4× Tailcutter Meat

» 6× Tailcutter Blade

» 2× Tailcutter Hide

» 5× Scrap Leather

Since Evelyn didn’t earn traditional experience, it was split between Knock and Dhane, granting them both 187xp, which was forever far away from the 16,554 he still needed to level to 14.

Evelyn’s monkey now scurried across the above branches. It used its long tail of thin, interconnected sheets of sharp metal to cut bright pink berries free.

She caught them in her hat and flashed him a grin, but it looked forced. A lingering sense of exhaustion pulled at her features, her movements slow, her eyes taking on that empty gaze when she didn’t think he was watching.

Tom’s sacrifice, she confessed, had only given her 54 essence. The Bear divinity didn’t favor him, which meant every point of health only granted 0.75 essence compared to the 50 that Dhane’s health granted for being Chosen by two divinities.

“You need essence,” he said, depositing another mango from where a tiny Octoralis released it from the tree. Since she—a part of him—touched it last, he was able to deposit the mango, turning it into a puff of smoke before it hit the ground.

“Oh, umm, I’m fine?” Evelyn said, her eyes trailing down to his neck before she jerked her attention to something else. “I got essence from the monsters, mmHmm.”

“Even the ones farther away?”

She shrugged and caught another berry.

“Dhanie,” Knock said, shaking the coconut next to his ear, “what be inside?”

“Coconut water.”

“Ha! Dis be water balloon? We get many many more en have water balloon fight. Be so fun!”

“That’s . . . not a great idea. They don’t exactly pop. More like cannonballs than balloons.”

“Then use to fight back evil adventurers?”

“It’s food, Knock.”

“Fine fine! But I still no understand how dis make yummy yum cake. It no look like cake. En en en, how do you eat it?”

“You have to husk the shell, then break it open to get to the inside. The mature coconuts have meat.”

“Meat!”

“No, not that kind of meat. It’s just called meat. Coconut meat.”

“Why call it meat if it not meat?” Knock huffed. “Dumb dumb whatever makes up names. What be coconut meat?”

“It’s really good. You’ll like it. It’s white and kind of sweet and nutty. As to how this gets us cake, it’s all about value.”

<Daddy, catch!>

Dhane deposited another mango.

Evelyn’s Tailcutter shrieked and shook its head. It looked like it wanted to attack, but given that it was outnumbered, it chose to escape across the branches instead, hooting angrily.

She let out a breath and leaned against a tree, clearly running low on essence again. Being a vampire must be terribly inconvenient.

“Value?” Knock prompted. “What value?”

Dhane motioned for the coconut and caught it. “Alright, this is a coconut. It grows in tropical places, which is where we are now.”

To make this point abundantly clear, a light shower sprinkled the canopy leaves, cutting through the humidity. The earthy scent of soil and flowers grew more potent.

He breathed it in, cherishing it for just a moment before continuing. “All we have to do is pick it, then we can sell it to the System for”—he mentally bought up the Store app—“heh, just over half a copper. Honestly, I was hoping for more. But still, that’s a copper coin for every two coconuts we find.”

He tossed the coconut back and withdrew a mango. It puffed into reality like a magic trick. “I have thirty-two of these mangos. Every six is worth a copper. That’s almost six copper coins.

“But what if we diced the mangos before selling them? Or turned them into jam or juice or dried mango strips? Most role-playing games have gathering, refining, and crafting. Each step should increase the value.”

Knock crinkled his nose. “Why we want copper. Copper be dumb dumb. We give all copper to Great Mahai. No use.”

Evelyn slid to her butt. She pulled her knees in and rested her head there.

<Daddy, she look bad bad bad. Do something.>

He sat next to her, and she slumped against him. “Six copper coins is a tenth of what a cake costs. And that’s only if we buy it from the System. We could buy the ingredients instead and make it ourselves.”

“Copper be trade?” Knock’s eyebrows lifted.

“Yes,” Dhane said. “Copper is money. Money is what we use to trade for things we need.” He wrapped his arm around Evelyn’s shoulders and brought his wrist up to her mouth.

She shook her head. “No. . . .”

“You need essence,” he said, stating the obvious. Rule number one of vampire keeping was to not let them starve.

“I . . .”—she breathed, looking away—“don’t want to hurt anyone.”

He was starting to see why she was never picked for challenger training. “You can’t hurt me. And you didn’t hurt Tom. He’ll be back, and he’ll be happy that he helped you. That’s who Tom is. He’s a good guy that wouldn’t want to see you like this.”

“Really?”

“I guarantee it.”

She nibbled her lip in consideration, then gave in and took his wrist. Not two seconds later, it was over. Seven points of health. She inhaled deeply, his essence bringing her back from that dull state of living she had endured at her old guild.

Her shoulders tensed beneath his arm. She looked up at him with vibrant red eyes, full of life. “Th-thanks,” she said, blushing and pulling away.

“Copper be trade,” Knock said, chopping one hand against the other. “Yes, fine fine, I understand. But who you trade with? I see no one. En what do they have?”

Dhane mentally sold 30 mangos for 5 copper coins, which was far from the best deal. If he could sell them at an actual market, he’d double his profit, and maybe even double that if he diced the mangos first. But a demonstration was in order.

He mentally purchased the one item that would convince the Cobalin of just how wonderful money could be. A swirl of smoke gathered above his palm and formed into a taco.

Knock stared, one eyebrow inching up.

“It’s a taco,” Dhane said as if he needed to explain what a taco was. This one was hot out of the oven. Lettuce, tomatoes, and cheese pushed out the top.

Evelyn eased back beneath his arm, visibly swallowing.

“That no taco!” Knock said with a huff.

Dhane took a bite and relished the mix of flavors and texture. It was savory and fresh, hot and cold. He handed it to Evelyn, who moaned when she bit into it.

“Ohhh,” she said, chewing, her fingers pressed to her lips. “I love tacos, especially with the Vigor Trait.” At his questioning glance, she said, “Vampires can empower or dull their senses by burning essence. Like pain if we don’t want to feel it or . . . taste. You, umm, give me so much essence. Twice my max! The Vigor Trait automatically burns our essence until we’re below our limit.”

That explained why Sarah didn’t react to the pain of the collars shocking her. But with three collars, she’d sooner die than be able to tear them all off. Hopefully. . . .

“That no taco!” Knock repeated. “Taco be bug bread folded with spidey stew in middle.”

Dhane shuddered.

Octoralis grumbled on behalf of all spiders as she worked another mango free. <I no eat crabs. Crappy Cobalins no eat spiders!>

That seemed reasonable.

Knock eyed the real taco and Evelyn’s reaction to a second bite. “Agh! Fine fine. Let me taste dis taco imposter. I be great judge of tacos. Ha!”

Evelyn handed it over and summoned her phone. “I could sell my Floraeberries, right? Oh, I leveled. I’m level seven!” She laughed. “I didn’t even realize it. And I got a new skill option.”

“What does it do?” Dhane asked.

“You want to see?” She held her phone out.

¤ Levis [Strength/Dexterity · Lvl. 1]

» Essence: 1.4 per Second

·

» Spend 1.4 essence [Highest of Strength/Dexterity ÷ 10] per second to increase movement and attack speed by up to 24% [(10% × Skill Level) + Highest of Strength/Dexterity].

·

» This skill does not have a cooldown time.

Loud thunks rained all around. The shadow Cobalin-frog in the tree had gone manic, transforming into a beast twice its size, ripping the coconuts free without a care.

Knock yelled, his mouth full of taco, “Show me de money!”

That, in Dhane’s humble opinion, was a seal of approval from the little guy. Now, they just needed to maximize their income and find better ways to get what they wanted.

Buying a single slice of bacon from the System would cost just over a copper coin. Three slices, four coppers. But on Earth, a pig could easily provide a hundred or two hundred slices of bacon. Pig meat loot might not translate the same, but it was an infinite resource that could be scaled.

If they could do the same for chicken and beef—or their equivalents in this world—they’d have a constant supply of meats in exchange for basic labor. Best of all, anything left over could be sold to the System for things they couldn’t so easily get: sugar, milk, butter, and cocoa powder.

He hadn’t forgotten his devilish deals.

A devil keeps his promises.

Dhane stood and helped Evelyn to her feet. She smiled and tucked a lock of white hair behind her ear, then looked away.

Knock had his Game Boy out, depositing every coconut he could find while dodging the ones being flung out of the tree.

A vibration wiggled Dhane’s brain, and he mentally brought up a new message from Kevin.

¤ Messages

» 10:48 a.m.—Dude, bro, you need to see this.
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Dhane rode Octoralis, Evelyn hugging him from behind. She chose to abandon her mount to Knock, given his complete lack of control around boobs within reach.

When Dhane thought to offer up his spider-themed horse, Octoralis grumbled. She was the mount. The horse was entirely unnecessary.

It was an obvious ploy to get Evelyn and him together, but . . . happy spider, happy soul.

They traveled toward the southern end of Nimbus Nook, about a mile inland.

This was the longest he had spent in the Wilds, and in all honesty, he expected there to be a lot more monsters roaming around like in most MMORPGs. Were he to write a review for Olindale, it would likely complain about monster density in the open-world content.

The seven Tailcutters they had killed awarded more money—not to mention experience—than all the food they had gathered. Then again, that was unprocessed food. With a bit of creativity, they could probably triple their profits.

Gathering, refining, and producing all led to strategic resources that could be replenished. Monsters, as valuable as they were, wouldn’t be consistent and introduced an element of danger.

This line of thinking made him wonder how everyone earned experience. The knowledge at the back of his mind simply copy-and-pasted an answer from the documentation:

For additional experience, we recommend completing quests, dungeons, raids, tower floors of Heaven’s Mountain, or descending one of the pits of trials, which may also reward adventurers with rare loot.

He seriously couldn’t fault his brain for being lazy. The idea of going on an adventure was exciting. He just needed to do his chores: train his army, get the village to be self-sustained, help BB with her dungeon, tame a wild Vampire. . . .

“Yo!” Kevin yelled from down the winding path they were on. “Over here, dude.”

Octoralis crossed the distance and stopped close enough to stare down at the jock, ignoring Silas next to him. <He mean mean mean. Make fun of Daddy.>

It’s fine, Dhane thought to her. I’d take a douche over an enemy any day.

He jumped off and helped Evelyn down. “What happened to Sophie and Tyra?”

Kevin looked at Silas. “You gonna spill the beans or what?”

Knock raced past, screaming, “Dumb dumb doggo, stoppy stop!” They skidded to a stop, and the little guy flipped over the wolf’s head and landed on his butt. He glared back. “Idiot! Slow en stop. Not just stop stop. Green Lightning be much better. One speed. Best speed.”

Silas crossed his arms and shrugged. “The ladies wanted to go back. Whatever.”

Kevin barked a loud laugh.

“It ain’t my fault, alright? They were all about takin’ selfies and stuff. Look, this ain’t some tourist trip or playtime. They were gonna get hurt. And Tyra almost ate one of those poisonous mushrooms.”

“So,” Evelyn said, standing close enough to brush her arm against Dhane’s, “did you, umm, find something?”

Kevin grinned and waved for them to follow. He stepped up to a ledge. “See for yourself.”

Down below, green vegetation wound its way around the walls of a wide ravine. On one side, a waterfall cascaded over rocks, feeding into a pond that flowed into a river. And next to it was a large cave . . . blanketed in spiderwebs.
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Dhane let out a breath, standing at the mouth of the new cave. Steam clouded the craggy roof, forming beads of moisture on the webbing and plants there.

It just had to be spiders.

<Yay, Daddy! So so so very exciting!>

If it wasn’t for the information his brainopedia had dumped on him, he wouldn’t be standing here right now. As it turned out, caves held untold resources: ores, gemstones, lost treasures, and monsters.

With metal, they could craft more tools like axes. More axes meant more wood, which naturally led to the ability to build. Dedu Tedu Novus could greatly benefit from the hidden resources here.

But . . . spiders.

Kevin slapped him on the back. “Looks neato, dude. You have fun in there.”

“You’re not coming?”

“Nah, we’re heading to the other side of the island. You’re the Spider-Man.” He shot pretend webs from his wrists. “This terrifying black hole is like your second home, right?”

“Umm,” Evelyn said, pulling the edge of her lip into her mouth, “I’ll . . . guard the entrance?”

“En en en, I guard bad vampire!” Knock said.

“I’m not bad! T-tom was an accident.”

“An accident?” Kevin asked, raising an eyebrow. “Ha! You ate Mr. Porky, didn’t you?”

“Don’t call him that!” she said, glaring. “You could be nicer, you know?”

“He knows,” Silas said, shoving the guy away from the cave. “Hell, he knows.”

“At least I didn’t eat him,” Kevin said over his shoulder, flashing a thumbs-up.

Silas rolled his eyes. “Try not to die in there, alright? See you when we see you.” They circled the pond and followed the river.

Dhane let out another breath. He focused on the vibration lines that stretched out into the darkness. The rolling steam that crawled across the ceiling was quite unique for a cave.

He didn’t have to go in there. They could buy iron ingots from the System for 6 silver a piece or . . . find iron, such as the chains on the Cobalins’ slave stones.

But who was he kidding? If they had a source of raw materials relatively close to home, not exploiting it would be a serious oversight. And tools aside, his army of Cobalins would need weapons if they were going to defend their home.

Something patted his leg. Knock grinned up at him. “Great Shadow fear no scary, terrifying, terrible death hole.” He copied Kevin and flashed a thumbs-up.

Evelyn smiled encouragingly.

“What happened to sticking with me?” Dhane asked. “You’re my blood slave.”

She glanced into the cave and back. “W-well . . . you did say I didn’t have to always be with you? And I need more fruit if I want to trade for a cake.”

<I go, Daddy!> Octoralis said, flooding their connection with excitement. She shrunk to a quarter of her size and bounced on her legs, already a dozen feet into the cave.

He chuckled and turned back to Evelyn. “Alright. Message me for any reason, okay? If anything shows up, just run. We can meet back at the village.”

She agreed, and he stepped into the cave.

Vibration lines wrapped every edge, every web, as he followed an eager Octoralis. Webs stretched from stone to stone, but there was a notable lack of spiders. It was more like Halloween decorations than real.

Moisture dripped into puddles. The temperature was noticeably colder inside, offset by a warm and humid draft. It smelled of minerals and damp earth with a hint of sulfur.

Not more than two minutes of winding tunnels later, the darkness gave way to a golden light. Glowing crystals jutted from the walls around a pool that extended out two dozen feet, a column of stone at the center.

Springy green moss covered the ground and column, splotching the high ceiling. A rivulet of trickling water ran down to the pool, producing a constant rise of steam.

<Big bath for Daddy!>

“What?”

<You take bath. I no look. Wash, clean, smell good for Evelyn to love love love. Or Sarah?>

“I’m not taking a bath in here,” he said automatically. He might be the type to love exploring, but he had never stripped down out in the middle of nowhere.

<But you sweaty, smelly. . . . I no judge!>

That sounded judgmental. But he couldn’t exactly deny she was right. The problem with a lot of humidity was just how sticky it made him feel. They had been picking fruit for hours.

Octoralis sent him smiles. She knew she was right. Not about Evelyn or Sarah or any of the others that magically appeared in his dream last night. But it would be nice to wash off, provided there were no monsters nearby.

The tunnel that led here forked and continued deeper. The knowledge at the back of his mind suggested there were mineable nodes, just like a video game. And, just like a video game, they replenished after a time.

Nothing moved in the distance.

Unlike the real world, getting dressed barely took a second. Even if something came charging, he could be out of the water, dressed, and ready to fight in an instant, provided Lumanima wasn’t snoozing like an old man.

<I am not . . . old,> projected a voice that didn’t particularly sound young. Then again, Dhane had no idea what species Lumanima was before being turned into a dagger.

<I was a Scelkri.> A flash of a memory revealed plant-like people, not entirely different from humans, but taller, green, and . . . planty.

Lumanima sighed.

Dhane chuckled and mentally deposited his armor. It dissolved away to smoke, and he lowered himself into the hot water.

His Spider Armor removed the typical stinging pain he’d get for stepping into a hot tub without getting accustomed to it first. This left the sublime sensation of being wrapped in heat.

The pool here was about four feet deep. He sighed and slumped back against the moss, using it as a pillow.

This was . . .

Admittedly . . .

Very nice.

He could stay in here for hours, letting the water burn away his mounting anxieties. It eased the tension in his muscles, and his mana ticked up a point, then another.

<Oh!> Octoralis projected.

Dhane tensed, refocusing on the vibration lines.

She turned, opening and closing her pedipalps in excitement. <This romantic place. I run, go get Evelyn. Then you seduce her, of course! She stinky, need bath. You help, Daddy!>

“Wait,” he called after her. “I’m not going to seduce her!” And then she was gone. He mentally told her to come back, to which she replied, <I will, yes, with Evelyn!>

Gah, she was really fixated on this. He didn’t need to be with someone. All it ever did was lead to a pain that lasted longer than three seconds. It stayed there, fresh as a poisoned wound.

And this wasn’t just Penny. He had a lifetime of seeking love that ended in pain. His last girlfriend on Earth was no exception. The only difference being that the pain was left with her.

Love equalled pain.

He didn’t need it.

Shit. . . . He eased back against the moss and watched the golden light in the crystals move as if alive. He at least had a few minutes, then he could stand guard for Evelyn.

<He’s here?>

She was back already? He didn’t want to get out, but he also didn’t want to give mini-Dhane any ideas when Evelyn showed up and started stripping.

He shoved himself out of the water and withdrew his ¤ Jester Costume to use as a towel. He should gather plant fiber like Aditi and learn how to make basic items to carry with him on these small adventures.

<MmmHmm.> The psychic voice did not sound like Octoralis.

He whipped around, as did mini-Dhane.

Vibration lines traced every surface for the source, not detecting anything out of the norm.

<Sister sister, how do I look?>

<The same.>

<Is that not good? I wish to look my best. It’s him. First impressions matter!>

<I . . . think,> projected a third voice, <but been wrong before s-so, I could be⁠—>

<What!> Two voices echoed in his head.

<He can hear us.>

There was a collective gasp.


Chapter
Twenty



Dhane equipped his ¤ Katsen Leather Armor and withdrew Lumanima. There was no hostility coming from the female voices in his head, but this was a strange world, and the old man in the dagger needed time to wake up.

<I am not . . . old.>

That was still debatable.

<Faylina,> one of the voices whispered, her tone sad, <he donned his clothes.>

<I see that, sister.>

He took a step back.

They were watching him bathe? He didn’t know which was more concerning, that or the fact he couldn’t see them, not with the curtains of spiderwebs draped across the walls and ceiling.

The vibration lines didn’t change, either. As far as he could tell, no one was there. But that was obviously false. So, he focused more, sensing something . . . strange.

There were three spots he couldn’t sense entirely. Blurs. Each about four feet wide on the cave ceiling. It was as if the vibrations were negated like sound-canceling headphones, playing a different wavelength to nullify unwanted noise.

<W-who should talk to him? I . . . volunteer⁠—>

<Oriphiel, offense not intended⁠—>

<Not me! I . . . volunteer Aranyl. She is most excited to meet⁠—>

He snapped his fingers and triggered Modify Vibrations. A wave of force rolled over every surface like a pulse on a radar.

The outlines of three large spiders appeared.

One dropped to the ground and ran in circles. She had dark- and light-blue fur with black markings. <He sees me! H-he sees me. I can’t cloak.>

<Oriphiel,> the other two whispered urgently, <stop moving. You’re freaking him out.>

<M-m-me?> Oriphiel asked, turning slowly to find Dhane had taken three giant steps back, Mother May I.

The fact that they were spiders was not in the least bit surprising, given the decor. The fact that they were nearly as big as he was did fill him with a certain type of energy to go for a sprint and leave the gift of napalm behind.

But . . . he was a reformed arachnophobe. Kind of. He wore spider underwear, for crying out loud, not to mention his lovely soul spider, who was currently missing in an attempt to get him laid.

<I coming, Daddy! Bad bad bad monster attack Evelyn.>

Shit. Is she okay?

<She, yes, kind of? But crappy Cobalin . . . do not know.>

They shouldn’t have split up. He told her to get here quickly, then regarded the three spiders, their glossy black eyes reflecting the golden crystal light.

“Hi,” he said to the one quivering on the floor. He deposited Lumanima in a puff of smoke and held his palms out. “If you don’t hurt me, I won’t hurt you.”

<Sisters,> Oriphiel whispered psychically, <he talks to me. What d-do I say?>

<Say he’s sexy, remove clothes⁠—>

<Aranyl!> another projected. <You stay quiet. I will handle this.> A gray-white spider dropped next to Oriphiel and nudged her back. <Greetings human of Shadow, may I present myself, Faylina, sister to Oriphiel, sister to Aranyl . . . Aranyl?> She shifted nervously like Octoralis, then whispered, <Get down here!>

A purple spider landed on Oriphiel. <Apologies! I am Aranyl. It is my honor to meet you. I have waited my entire life for this moment. Let me say it: you do not disappoint, mmm!>

<Sister, get off,> Oriphiel, the blue spider, projected. Faylina brushed the top of her head with her pedipalps.

“Your whole life?” Dhane asked. It hadn’t quite been two weeks since he made the transition from game journalist to king in another world.

<Yes!> Aranyl projected while trying to keep her balance atop her sister. <Your arrival has been foretold. We are your⁠—>

<Aranyl!> Faylina projected sternly. <My apologies. She is excited and speaks things she shouldn’t.>

He called to their affinities.

¤ Faylina [510hp]

× Greater Beast Fighter · Lvl. 28

¤ Aranyl [266hp]

× Greater Beast Summoner · Lvl. 24

¤ Oriphiel [232hp]

× Greater Beast Mage · Lvl. 21

Movement came from behind.

Octoralis—a quarter of her normal size—rushed into the chamber, followed by Evelyn.

Her red eyes glowed in the dark tunnel. She had a white gash that started from her temple and ran down her cheek.

“What happened?” he asked, going to her and gently nudging her chin to the side to get a better look. The gash seemed to be made from a large claw.

She tensed and shrugged, cheeks turning pink. “Hehee . . . nothing?”

“This is hardly nothing. You don’t have armor?” It was a dumb question. She obviously didn’t, and neither did most of his Cobalin army.

That needed to change. And weapons, which was why he was here in the first place.

“I never needed it,” she said.

“This is why you shouldn’t be out here.”

She pulled away and angled her brows. “Tom didn’t have armor, and you invited him.”

“That’s different.”

“Because he’s a guy? I’m not just some frail girl you need to protect. I can be more! I want . . . to be more.”

She crossed her arms and looked away, then jerked at the sight of their audience watching silently. “Oh, umm, hi?”

Octoralis was a buzz of excitement. <Daddy,> she mentally whispered, <they spiders like me! C-c-can I talk to them?>

Dhane pulled his gaze away from Evelyn, likely feeling a little of what Devron felt this morning toward the Cobalins. They needed to be thrown into the deep end and learn to swim.

Evelyn was no different. Trying to protect her would only limit her ability to protect herself.

Octoralis shifted back and forth with eager energy.

Dhane chucked. “Go ahead.”

<Hi hi hi! I am Octoralis, General to the King of Shadows. I love love love long walks on the beach and candlelit dinners!>
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The cave expanded into dozens of offshoot tunnels and caverns. Crystals grew everywhere, bathing the spiderweb-covered rocks in a golden light. Green moss covered the ground next to more hot springs that puffed the air full of steam.

The sounds of water dripping mixed with the rush of an unseen river and the giggling coming from Octoralis. She was chasing after the purple spider, Aranyl, through a twisting obstacle course of stalactites across a large dome of a ceiling.

It was the most fun Dhane had seen her have, and that made him smile. Everyone needed a friend.

<You my friend, Daddy.>

But I’m not a spider.

<Not yet.>

Yet. . .? What the hell does that mean? Hello?

She giggled again as the two spiders launched themselves off the ceiling and into a controlled dive, clinging to braided silk ropes that spun them around a giant stalagmite.

Of all the things he could turn into, a spider was definitely last on the list. Gah, now that was sitting at the back of his mind, drudging up dread.

Faylina—the gray-white spider—was playing the part of the tour guide. <Our hot springs boost mana. Aranyl, massage master. Crystals for mana, light. Underberries grow in moss. Delectable, I hear.>

“Berries?” he asked, blocking out the visual of a giant spider giving him a massage.

Evelyn glanced over her shoulder at the blue spider who followed them deeper into the cave. She flashed a nervous smile and clasped her hands in front of her chest.

<Lots grow in caves, I say. Need light from crystals, water, patience. You should try! Oriphiel?>

<I . . . y-yes, I shall find one!> The blue spider rushed away.

A trickling sense of anticipation slipped from the white spider, like she was a car salesman that knew she was close to closing the deal. But while hot baths, crystals, and berries sounded delightful, it wasn’t exactly what they needed.

Faylina seemed to know this and remained undeterred. <We have much value to offer.>

“Do you have iron?” he asked. They either had to find a way to get iron or much of their money would go toward buying it from the System.

She glanced at him with all eight eyes, and a flurry of warmth filled his chest with a tinge of something else.

Smiles and . . . was she flirting with him?

<Better. Common metal, is iron.> She turned the corner—a dance to her step—and motioned to a freestanding stone. It was brown and had bulbous growths with silvery streaks running through them.

“Oh, wow,” Evelyn said. “It’s super pretty. I’ve never seen anything quite like it.”

<Threadite,> Faylina projected with a touch of pride. <Lighter, stronger than iron. Can be woven into clothes or forged into weapons, tools.>

There was no question about it—they needed this. A lighter metal would be ideal for the Cobalins. Extra strength meant higher durability, lower repair costs. And the flexibility to use it in clothes could help them make armor.

It was perfect.

Which meant it would be expensive.

As if on cue to distract from the nearing sticker price shock, Oriphiel appeared, holding what looked like a potato between her pedipalps. <Th-this one is . . . ready.> She lifted it toward him.

Dhane swallowed his fear and took it. The skin was slightly fuzzy, like a kiwi. It had tiny star-shaped red markings throughout.

Faylina glided in, making him take a step back. <Our underberries, perfectly aged. Nutrient-rich, high antioxidants, boosts maximum mana. Ideal for skin vitality, I say, but you don’t need that. You’re scrummy.>

She gave his leg a little rub.

Evelyn frowned.

Dhane forced a smile.

<The skin is edible. Give it a try.>

He took a bite. A surge of sweet and tangy juice filled his mouth, the texture like a pineapple, but it tasted closer to a pear and something else that grounded the flavor.

Just from one bite, his maximum mana gained 15 points for the next hour. The knowledge at the back of his mind explained that foods could be used for stat boosts, just like in most RPGs.

“How is it?” Evelyn asked.

He handed it to her, his bite revealing a vibrant reddish purple on the inside.

She took a bite and eased her eyes shut, exhaling slowly through her nose. “It’s like . . . pears and pomegranates,” she said, opening her eyes again and beaming. “I’ve never even heard of this fruit. It’s super good.”

<Valuable, yes?> Faylina asked.

Dhane grimaced and felt a pressing need to downplay just how valuable their offerings were, if only to negotiate a reasonable price. But he couldn’t bring himself to say anything negative.

It would be a lie.

“Your offerings,” he said, “would be amazingly beneficial to our village. But”—he let out a breath—“I don’t believe we can afford any of it. We’re not⁠—”

<Afford?> Faylina projected, and a touch of what felt like amusement slipped through their connection. <Our offerings, not for sale.>

“They’re not?” he asked, glancing at Evelyn. She looked equally confused.

Aranyl raced ahead of Octoralis and bumped into Faylina, giggling. <You fast, little sister! First time, nearly win.>

Octoralis was a bundle of pride and happiness. She grew to her full size. <Little?>

<Whoa! Big, big sister.>

<Daddy, this place be fun fun fun!>

Faylina sidestepped and motioned Oriphiel to approach. <Sisters, it is time.>

They visibly tensed and lined up. All three projected a sense of mutual anxiety. Octoralis paused, likely noticing the change in tone. She jumped back into Dhane’s soul.

Faylina crossed her pedipalps and lowered her head. The others followed her lead.

<Humbly,> she projected, <we request, accept our offerings in exchange for us to serve the great King of Shadows as your knights.>


Chapter
Twenty-One



Dhane climbed the now crystal-lit stairs to Dedu Tedu Novus. Evelyn was at his side, socketing light crystals into cracks for those who couldn’t see in the near-complete darkness.

Four very happy spiders were somewhere below, redecorating the cavern to act as their home away from home now that King Gigeneepa and his crabs had moved to the beach.

Suffice it to say, Dhane had accepted their pledge. How could he not? Resources aside, the village needed allies. The more, the better.

“We find many food!” yelled the pretty Cobalin, racing up the stairs ahead of him. Other Cobalins followed her, most holding armfuls of food.

He chuckled and let another group pass him.

They were talking about the giant mushrooms that made pretty pictures and killed Loput. “Loput be idiot! He no win secret prize.”

“Don’t you think . . .” Evelyn said, then dropped her crystal when it didn’t stay in the crack she had found for it.

He snatched it from the air without looking and handed it back. She did a poor job of hiding her surprise. “Ehhh, thanks.”

“You were saying?”

“Oh, don’t you think, well . . . I don’t mean to be suspicious or anything. The spiders are super cute and super nice.”

“But?”

“It just seems a little convenient, right? There are over a hundred islands. And the one we happen to crash on is home to spiders waiting to serve you?”

She had a point, but he had already considered it on their ride back. “I don’t think it’s a coincidence.”

“You don’t?”

He withdrew a light crystal from his inventory. “This isn’t a random island. We were led here, just as they were led to their cave. This war is being fought on more than one front, and we need every advantage we can get.”

“Oh, I agree. So . . . who’s helping us?”

He smiled. “I have my suspicions”—the Mother of Shadows, Niveus and Altera, Gameus, and maybe a Fallen divinity or two—“but I think it’s best we don’t discuss it.”

“W-why not?”

“Heaven has rules. Breaking those rules has consequences.”

“Oh,” she said in a small voice. “Forget I said anything! I don’t want to get anyone into trouble.”

He laughed and pressed his crystal into a crack. She was always so considerate. “Don’t worry about it. Let’s just be happy with what we have.”

She nodded quickly, then equipped her hat and veil before they stepped out of the stairs and into a small village of chaos.

Nick’s shop was finished and had a line of Cobalins out the front door, holding all types of items from rocks to turtles. One fought a squealing piglet.

“You no steal bacon!” Zobb yelled at the thief, who decided to drop the piglet and make a run for it, crashing into Blibby.

“Ow!” she said, rubbing her forehead. “Outta de way. You!” She pointed at the Cobalin with a turtle who was vehemently shaking its head, slowly. “Great turtle save village. You no sell it for meat. Bad bad Cobalin!”

Devron stood among groups of Cobalins. They had piled their food in front and eyed the other groups’ piles to see who had more.

“Flarking hell!” said a familiar, aggressive young female standing outside the inn, pink hair running down to her waist. She pointed a finger at Aditi, who was next to Sarah. “He is here. I know it. I can feel it. You weak human will tell me where!”

“Dracina. . . .” Celestira said softly, gently holding her sister’s arm and eyeing Dhane.

“Glarbing shrak, I’m not leaving until I know he is safe. This is his woman, yes?” Dracina pointed at Sarah. “I can smell him on her. He must not be far!”

“What the fuck?” Sarah said, straightening. “We are not together.”

“Then a concubine. Whatever.”

“I am not!”

Aditi gave an uncertain shrug. “I am sorry, but I haven’t seen him since morning. He should return shortly if you’d like to wait at the inn?”

Dracina balled her fists, the look of outrage burning in her golden eyes. She looked ready to break herself on someone.

“Calm down,” Dhane said, jogging up with Evelyn following. “I’m right here. What’s going on?”

Dracina whipped around, eyes wide. “Great King!” She threw herself at him, wrapping her arms around his waist. “Mahai is a flarking idiot. We tried to convince him to stay, but he left.”

Dhane patted her head while Sarah renewed her glare, shoulders tight. If not for the collars, she’d absolutely kick his ass. “He’ll be back,” he told the sisters. “I’m sure of it. Why did you stay?”

Celestira pulled Dracina away. “We serve,” she said in a whisper and tucked a loose strand of purple hair behind her ear. “We protect the king.”

Dracina nodded sharply. “We are your royal guards. I am”—she huffed, looking away—“weak as shrak now, but I’ll regain my strength! You can depend on us. Right?”

Evelyn snickered softly. “A, umm, pattern?”

It was definitely feeling like that. But just like with the spiders, every ally was valuable. The only thing he didn’t love was being treated as if he were special. Soon, he’d be trapped here for his own good.

Gah, no he wouldn’t. He was making up excuses. A king dictated what he wanted. His subjects followed. As long as he left smart people in charge, he could make himself expendable.

Best of both worlds.

“I’d be honored,” he said to the girls, and they brightened. “Besides, I have a debt to repay.” He summoned two spheres of mana, draining his temporarily boosted mana to 10/110, which accounted for his active Spider Armor.

The girls didn’t hesitate. They each accepted a sphere and pressed it into their feathered chests. This had the interesting effect of watching them grow an inch taller.

“Cel, I’m flarking stronger!” Dracina flexed. She strutted up to the inn and punched the wall. It made a nice loud thunk. And a nice loud crack.

She sucked in her lower lip, then wiggled her broken wrist. “Owie owie owie!”

“Dracina . . .” Celestira said, “let me see.”

Aditi grimaced and looked away. “Evelyn, I’m happy you’re back. I’ve got to scoot. You’ll look after Sarah, na? Oh, how did the clothes work?”

Sarah clenched her jaw.

<Daddy, you see Sarah? Be very very very nice.>

I wasn’t planning on being rude.

“It’s super great,” Evelyn said. “Thank you so much for making them. And, umm, yes, I can watch her.”

“Good and good,” Aditi said. “I just noticed we have coconuts. I believe we can get some plant fiber out of husking them. Anyways . . . bye, Sarah. Meeting you was nice.” She headed toward Devron and the growing stacks of food waiting to be tallied.

Celestira whispered calming words to Dracina as she used a golden light to mend broken bones. And Sarah leveled her glare at Dhane.

The vibration lines of Evelyn revealed her worrying her lower lip. She seemed to want to say something but didn’t want to interrupt the growing tension.

“Did you,” Sarah said tersely, “enjoy your peep show last night?”

Dhane’s mind vividly recalled a stripped version of her, crawling across his bed, intent on performing acts of lust. He forcefully kicked that visual out and told Octoralis she wasn’t helping.

She replied with a swirl of confusion. <I did not do that, Daddy.>

“Show?” he asked, feigning innocence.

“It’s creepy to watch people sleep, you know?”

“I was just making sure you were still there.”

“As if I could go anywhere. These evil, no-good collars are a pain in the ass! Why don’t you try and sleep with them on, knowing that one wrong move and you’ll get fucking zapped.”

“Yeah . . . been there.” He’d much rather not use the collars, but without them, everyone would be in danger. It was the least bad choice.

Knock rushed over. “Bad bad vampire!”

Sarah’s lips twitched up, then she forced a frown to compensate. “What’s your problem?”

“You be worse player! Oh oh! Dragon have big lair of doughnuts! He stole ALL de doughnuts in ALL de zones. No doughnuts for you. Ha!”

“Knock?” Dhane asked. Where the hell did he come from?

“We’ll just kill your stupid dragon,” Sarah said. “Then you’ll have to give us what we want and stop being a bad game master.”

Knock grinned. “Ha! Dhanie be right. He more smarty smart than dumb dumb vampire. Great King of Shadows give doughnuts to dragon to make you fight. Now you be puppet to me great story.”

She returned her glare to Dhane. “The thousand-year-old king plays tabletop RPGs?”

“In my defense,” he said, shrugging, “I never said I was a thousand. I just let you assume it.” He smiled, and she glanced at his lips before looking away.

Dhane turned to Knock. “Where did you go?”

“Go?”

“In the forest. I thought you died.”

“Ha! No no no. I do best Cobalin thing.”

“Which is what exactly?”

“I escape! Live to fight another day.”

Dhane sighed. “You left Evelyn alone. What happened to guarding her?”

“She be dumb vampire en no follow.”

Evelyn exhaled sharply, making her veil flutter. “I am not dumb. You ran away.”

“Not me fault you no follow. It be big big big monster. I no fight big monster.”

“Well, you missed out on a super cool cave. There were, like, hot springs! Yes. And . . . I got to take a bath and eat a delicious underberry.”

Sarah looked like she wanted to cross her arms. “You’re bathing with him now?”

“Wh-what?” Evelyn asked, her heart rate picking up. “Ehhh, no? He waited in the other chamber. It’s not like that, Mistress.”

“How about,” Dhane said, having other things to attend to, “you take Sarah and make that cake.”

“Cake?” Sarah asked in surprise.

Evelyn shifted uncomfortably. “Oh . . . umm, yeah. I accidentally killed Tom by taking too much of his essence. I don’t even know what happened. So . . . I’m making him a cake. He loves cakes. You can have some, too . . . if you want?”

“I want cake!” Knock announced.

“You don’t get any! You left me to die.”

“Pfft! I sorry I know when to run run en you don’t. Not me fault. Fine fine,” he said walking away. “I no want your cake. I go find me Desley.”

“You must have been hurt,” Sarah said, her voice compassionate, which didn’t fit her MO as an angry vampire. “It’s not your fault. If anyone’s to be blamed, it’s me for not teaching you.”

Evelyn smiled beneath her veil. “Thanks. So . . . can you eat cake?”

Sarah laughed, flashing her white fangs. It was, honestly, a nice look on her.

<L..o..v..e..y love?> Octoralis butted in.

Go play, he sent back.

Sarah’s gaze slid to his, and the magical moment evaporated. “Why wouldn’t I be able to have cake?”

“Oh, I just . . .” Evelyn said, “I’ve heard things? That you’re different than the rest of us.”

“Not that different. I wouldn’t say no to cake, unless he’s with us.” Sarah went back to glaring daggers at him.

“Go on,” he said, waving them away. “Go eat your cake. I won’t spoil it.”

Evelyn pulled Sarah into the inn, where there was an actual kitchen. With any luck, the cake would be edible. If not, it was the thought that mattered, right?

“Cake is flarking nasty!” Dracina yelled after them, taking up a spot on Dhane’s left while Celestira stood to his right like . . . personal bodyguards.

It was for the good of the village. One day, when the Army of Light attacked, these two might be what turned the tide.

But they’d need a lot more mana before they were effective, as noted by how someone easily got past them and put him into a headlock.

“Bro!” Ricky yelled, letting go and slugging Dhane in the arm. The sisters hissed. “Shit, man, you have lolis now?”

“You’re . . .” Dhane paused at the sight of all the fresh tattoos that covered Ricky’s face, “. . . back?”

“Yeppity yep yep. Hey, did you put those giant craaazy spiders by the waypoint? Scared the shit out of me. Never mind that, so this is your village? Ain’t much, is it? I mean . . . noice! I always wanted to fight on the losing side.”


Chapter
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“Dhane!” Reditus Kora—as noted by her green eyes—threw herself into his arms. Her long black hair smelled of water lilies. She pulled back a few inches and dragged her teeth over her lower lip. “Did you miss me? I missed . . . you.”

<Daddy, say yes yes yes!>

Dhane chuckled nervously.

Ricky rolled his eyes. He had white dots outlining his cheeks, a horizontal bone through his nose, and black ink covering everything from his bottom lip to below his neck. “He ain’t the only guy here.”

“Flarking hell!” Dracina yelled, fists balled at her sides. “Show your king respect.”

Kora stepped away and pulled her shoulders in. Her cheeks turned pink, her eyes wide and blue. “I . . . understood her.” She—now as Lora—glanced between Dhane and his two bodyguards. “They seem a little . . . Well, are you . . . together?”

“Very young!” squeaked a tiny shriveled head, hanging at the end of her leather necklace. It had symbols etched into its gray skin. “Rob the cradle!”

“Whoa, no,” he said, not at all surprised by the talking head—life changes so fast—“it’s not like that. They are my bodyguards.”

Aaliyah stepped up, holding her spear. “They ain’t look like guards to me.”

“I- will- consume you!” Dracina said and took two steps forward, only stopping when Celestira pulled her back.

“Dracina. . . .” Celestira whispered, and it was all she had to say to get her sister to huff, fold her arms, and step back to Dhane’s side.

Aaliyah grinned. “They’re adorbs. Always gotta be a surprise with you, Third. Glad to see you’re alive and not wearing makeup.”

“Likewise,” Dhane said. “Sans the makeup.” He glanced at Ricky and raised an eyebrow.

“Dude, man,” he said with a shrug, “when in Rome, ya know? Gotta keep an open mind, try new shit, broaden your thinking.”

“More Humans!” squeaked one of the curious Cobalins that were watching the reunion. Some of them pressed their fingers to the sides of their noses as if they were bones, then laughed.

Dhane smiled. “Welcome to Dedu Tedu Novus. It’s not much, but it’s the start of something special, I think.”

Lora glanced at all the little green people, the look of uncertainty on her face. “There’s a lot more of them than I thought there’d be. They won’t . . . eat us, will they?”

“Eat you?” He laughed until the thought truly percolated. Would they eat humans? Yes, definitely. “You’re fine,” he said in a voice that wasn’t entirely convincing.

“Noice, man,” Ricky said. “Slice of paradise, ya got here. The Army of Light is still searching Terralacoos, and you’re way out here. Ha!”

With any luck, it’d stay that way.

“We’re startin’ soon!” Devron yelled. “Hey! Guley, Telup, I see what yer doin’ over there.”

Two Cobalins dropped coconuts from another pile. “I do nothing,” one said. “I only want to touch their great hairy balls.”

“Coconuts!” Devron asserted. “They’re coconuts, man. How many times do I have to say this?”

“Why their balls not look like my balls?”

He sighed. “They’ve been husked, alright? Aditi’s takin’ off their shells. Probably worth more.”

That caught the attention of the other Cobalins waiting in groups. They started throwing their coconuts against the ground and stomping on them.

“They do act like kids,” Lora said.

“Dev!” Aaliyah called, and the man spun.

He lit up like a beacon, grinning from ear to ear. “Aali?” He ran over, arms wide and ready to scoop her up and spin her around. Then he abruptly stopped before impact.

They both performed the awkward penguin dance until Devron held his hand out to shake.

She rolled her eyes. “Give me a hug, ya doofus. I ain’t mad at ya, alright? At least not⁠—”

He yanked her into his arms and rocked side to side, laughing. “Hells, girl, it’s good to see ya.”

Celestira pulled Dracina close and barely whispered in her ear, “Humans, weird.”

Wasn’t that the truth.

Devron said he wanted to show Aaliyah around and finish getting everything ready for the food tally. They headed off, arm in arm.

Ricky blew a raspberry. “All this romance shit is getting old, man. Where’s my girl? That’s what I’m asking. I’m a cool dude, right? Just look at my craaazy face paint. This bone, it’s real and⁠—”

He froze.

Dhane turned to find Aditi kneeling next to a pile of fruit, instructing the Cobalins on how to husk coconuts using a wooden spike in the ground.

“Yo,” Ricky whispered, “who’s that?”

“Out of your league,” Kora teased.

“Too good for you!” squeaked her shriveled head. “She . . . What was I saying?”

“You’re better off wooing that witch doctor back in Stagmort.”

“Pshaw, that’s nasty!” Ricky said. “That woman was old enough to be my grandma’s grandma.”

“Oh? Then what were you two whispering about late into the night?”

Ricky grinned. “She was helping me make a gift for my bro here, the king. Did you bring a gift?”

Kora put on a thoughtful expression.

Dracina pulled Celestira close and whispered in her ear, “We didn’t have a gift. Are we bad?”

“It’s fine,” Dhane said, feeling a trickle of uneasiness. He’d much rather be the one giving than the one receiving. “I don’t need any gifts. I’m just happy we’re all here and safe.”

“I’ll give you . . .” Kora said in a sultry voice, drawing a finger from her lips and down her neck until she touched the leather band holding the shriveled head, “my Teeny Teller for a night in your bed.”

“I . . . have enough talking things, I think.”

Kora huffed, and Lumanima chuckled.

Her miniature head glared. “Flimflam! You will not . . . What was I saying? Oh yes, don’t give me away! I am a valuable . . . What was I saying? Was I talking?”

“Great king,” Dracina said, “I’ll eat it.”

“The head?” Dhane asked, crinkling his nose.

“You will not!” said the Teeny Teller. “I am valuable . . . What was I saying? Oh yes, I tell the future. You will all die. Hahahaha! . . . Why am laughing? Did I say something?”

That wasn’t exactly the type of fortune anyone got excited about. Luckily, Dhane didn’t put any stock in predicting the future.

“Ha! Rejected,” Ricky said.

Kora glared. “Shut up. What’s your big gift?”

“Better than your creepy ass head.”

“What you say!” the head yelled, looking around. “Seriously . . . I forgot. What did you say?”

“My gift doesn’t come with conditions.” He summoned his phone and withdrew a voodoo doll made of twigs, twine, and feathers. The head had long black hair.

“A voodoo doll?” Dhane asked.

“Not just any voodoo doll, man. I call it the LoraKora doll. That’s her hair.”

“You cut my fucking hair!” Kora yelled and pulled her hair over her shoulder, running fingers through it until she found the gap.

“Chill, girl. You’ve got lots. I only took a few inches.”

She ground her teeth and exhaled through her nose, then seemed to become aware of all the Cobalins still watching. “I can’t believe you did that,” she hissed.

“I can’t accept that,” Dhane said.

“It’s . . . whatever,” Kora said. “You can have it. Better you than him.” She walked up, lowering her voice. “I hope you touch that . . . inappropriately.”

“Uhhh.” What did one say to such things? “Okay.” Okay? What the hell. “Thank you, Ricky,” he said quickly. “Very thoughtful of you.” He took the doll and paused. There was something there beneath the surface. It felt familiar, like the fire opal.

Ricky cheered and raised his palm to Kora for a high five. She didn’t reciprocate the motion, so he brought up his other hand and clapped.

Dhane mentally deposited the doll, taking ownership of it, then withdrew it. A plume of smoke shifted around the twigs and hair, then he sensed the doorway within. It was like symbol magic, but the line that anchored to Kora was red.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, her arms folded, eyes blue. “It’s just a stupid doll, right? Kora was being Kora. Don’t mind her.”

“Huh?” He looked up.

Lora blushed. “The . . . inappropriate thing. She’s a tease. You know?” She paused. “I’m excited to be here. Maybe I can help at the cemetery?”

Curiously, he mentally opened the door, which created a psychic connection. Can you hear me? he projected.

She jerked back and gasped.

“Yo,” Ricky said, “my man, you touched her no-no square, didn’t you?”

“No!” Dhane said, exasperated.

<Hello?> Lora’s voice came through the doorway. And the blood magic holding it all together decreased a point, down to 63/66.

He closed the door to preserve its energy and smiled. “Ricky, can you make more of these?”

“Yeppity yep, sure thing, my dude. Why do you ask? You got more lady friends you want to . . . touch inappropriately?”

“Gah, that’s not what this does. It’s not a sex toy.”

Lora took a step closer. “Did you hear me?”

“Hear you?” her Teeny Teller asked. “No, I hear nothing. Are you talking? Am I talking?”

“I did,” Dhane said and waved the doll at Ricky. “This is a psychic walkie-talkie.”

“Pshaw.” Ricky slumped. “That’s boring. I wanted to⁠—”

“Fondle boobs at a distance?” Kora asked, crossing her arms.

Dhane deposited the voodoo doll, and just like the fire opal, he had access to it while it was in his inventory. “Well, boring,” he said with a smile, “just might give us an edge in this war.”

Ricky raised an eyebrow and grinned. “Yeah? Well, of course! That’s because I’m hot shit.”


Chapter
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Dhane stood among the survivors of the food gathering contest, Dracina on one side, Celestira on the other. He was admittedly proud of his budding Cobalin army, even if they didn’t exactly follow directions.

The fourteen groups stood at attention in the late afternoon sun, eager to see who would win as if it weren’t seemingly obvious.

A gull landed on a pile twice the size of any other and started pecking at an underripe mango.

“No no no!” yelled the pretty Cobalin, who commanded one of her many . . . many underlings—all of whom were female—to protect their treasure.

Keeping his face unreadable, he slowly walked in front of the piles, stroking his chin as if in thought. Rule-breaking aside, this was a million times better than water and mint leaves for breakfast. They had enough food to eat well for two or three days.

He stopped in front of the last pile—the largest pile—and the pretty Cobalin grinned smugly. He mentally sighed.

“Great Shadow, wait!” yelled a Cobalin from the stairway. He was the one who had fainted and now hauled a cluster of bananas on his back. He dropped them next to the heaping pile of mostly fruit. “I so sorry I be late.”

“That be all you have?” the pretty Cobalin asked with a scoff. Her nearly two-dozen female followers giggled.

“This? No no no, this be all I carry. No have soul device. Biggo crab no fit in stairway. He send me en en en . . . them.”

“Them?” she asked, then her eyebrows raised as a line of Quartz Crabs marched their way out of the staircase toward the groups, food stacked between their crystals. One by one, they dropped off their load, turned, and left.

“Th-th-that be no fair!” the pretty Cobalin said as the pile of food continued to grow larger than her pile. “You no use crabs to help. Cheater. You be bad bad cheater!”

“Cheat? No no no,” the crab Cobalin said. “We be group of two en Foot Slayer, but . . . he be lazy en no help.”

“Hells, man,” Devron said from the cemetery, where Aaliyah, Lora, Aditi, and Ricky—who was posing against a Return stone, looking like “hot shit” and glancing at Aditi—stood. “I ain’t lazy. I was helpin’ you all stay alive out there.”

The crab Cobalin scratched the side of his head with a finger. “But . . . every group you helped died bad bad death. Maybe you no help next time?”

Devron slumped, and Aaliyah snickered until she saw Kuby, the Cobalin she had killed in the arena.

He was restacking the slave stones for the monument, trying to make it look more like a pyramid. This time, however, it leaned toward the opposite end. He grunted and pulled on his ears in frustration.

She told Devron she’d be back and headed over.

“Two?” the pretty Cobalin asked. “That be more than two!” She pointed at the line of crabs that were still coming. “That be lots more. Like this many.” She raised four fingers.

Dhane drew in a breath and looked at the sky. Maybe they should bump the school up the priority list a bit.

“But but but,” the crab Cobalin said, “they no help find food. They only help move food.”

“Cheater!” the pretty Cobalin repeated. “His pile should no count in great, honorable contest.”

“Alright,” Dhane said, “enough of that. It’s clear I should have stipulated more rules.”

“Sti-poo-late?” a Cobalin asked.

“It mean he go poo late,” whispered another.

“He poo?” asked the first, crinkling his nose.

“I should been more specific,” Dhane clarified, with a sigh. “But here’s what we’re going to do. What’s your name?” he asked the crab Cobalin.

The little guy snapped his attention to his toes and squirmed. “Orgob . . . Great Shadow.”

Dhane mentally recorded the name. “Since Orgob wasn’t in a group of Cobalins, he’s disqualified.”

“I cheat?”

“Hehee! You bad bad cheater!” said the pretty Cobalin. She smiled smugly, holding her head high as her groupies clapped in celebration.

“You’re not a cheater,” Dhane said. “In fact, your accomplishment is quite noteworthy and deserving of reward.”

“Reward?” Orgob asked.

“Yes, you’ll get the prize along with the winner of the contest because you have contributed the most.”

“Okay, Great Shadow!”

“And you,” Dhane said, motioning to the pretty Cobalin. “What’s your name.”

She flipped her knotty black hair over her shoulder. “I be the great Afina.”

“Afina,” he said, jotting the name down in the Notes app, “do you know how to count?”

“Of course, Great Shadow!”

“And you know that groups shouldn’t be larger than six?”

She nodded, seemingly clueless where he was going with this.

“Can you count your group?”

“For you, Great Shadow, yes yes! One, two,” she said, pointing to the first and second in her group, who took this opportunity to step forward and wave as if their names had been called at a beauty pageant.

Afina waved her finger around. “Uhh, six!” She turned back, beaming with pride for her group’s accomplishment. “Girls better than boys!”

Aditi laughed into her hand and glanced at Ricky, who was stretching in such a way to flex his biceps. She quickly looked away, probably because of his face paint and nose piercing.

“I think,” Dhane said, “you might have miscounted. Come over here. Stand by Orgob. Good. Both of you hold your hands out like this. Make a fist.”

Afina’s brows were pressed together in confusion, but she followed the directions. Orgob did the same, his light green cheeks turning a shade of pink.

“Numbers,” Dhane announced, seeing this as an opportunity to hopefully bridge the education gap until they could build a school, “are very important. I’m going to count, and I want you all to repeat what I say. Easy?”

“Yes, Great Shadow!” they all yelled, and other Cobalins joined in.

He had Afina’s group line up. “One,” he said, and they repeated it. “Afina, lift one finger. For each number, lift another.”

She shrugged. “Yeah, yeah.”

Dracina glared at the Cobalin.

“I-I mean, I will, Great Shadow!”

He continued until he got to five, then ten, then fifteen, and finally twenty-two. By this time, Afina and Orgob had all fingers up and splayed apart, and Dhane provided two more for the full count.

Afina looked at her hands, then at Orgob. “I . . . cheat?” Her voice was small, and she looked at all the Cobalins, who were now quite unimpressed. She blinked back tears.

“Nothing we can’t fix,” Dhane said.

“But but . . . how fix? I break rules. My pile no count. That be fair punishment for bad bad Cobalin.”

He stifled a smile.

This was what he had wanted. The Cobalins needed to learn to manage themselves and recognize when they were in the wrong. The fact that she readily took responsibility for her actions spoke highly of her integrity, even if she had some ego problems to work out.

“Or,” he said, “we just split your group up into four. Two groups of six, two groups of five.”

He broke the line up into four groups and had them each step forward to grab a fruit from the main pile, then circle back. They continued until the pile was gone, and four small piles appeared.

Afina, seeing the drastic reduction of her pile to the effect that it was half the size of all the others, slumped. She nodded. “I do better next time, yes.”

Orgob stepped close and whispered, “I share prize?”

“With me?” she asked. “But I call you cheater.”

He shrugged. “I be called much much worse! Like stinky butt. I no have stinky butt. You strong leader, command so many. I have much to learn, I think.”

She smiled and wiped the edges of her eyes.

Altogether, it took half an hour to tally up the piles of food, which were getting their fair share of hungry looks.

¤ Loot

» 24× Coconut

» 76× Coconut (husked)

» 102× Mango

» 142× Starfruit

» 88× Fig

» 14× Okra

» 8× Taro

» 28× Papaya

» 190× Sea Grape

» 48× Breadfruit

» 122× Banana

The winner of the contest was the first group of three Cobalins, who had sprinted into the forest. They cheered and slapped their butts at everyone else.

Devron spoke about sportsmanship, which ended in all the Cobalins forming two lines and bumping fists as they walked past each other, saying, “Good game. Good game.”

“Mmer!” BB said, stepping out from the shed and stretching. “It be so very noisy out here.”

Ricky blew out a breath. “Wowzers, man, ya got big ass monsters here, too?”

BB made a mooing huff. “Excuse mme! I amm slender for mmy race.” She tossed her head. “King of Shadows, I very mmuch need your help.”

She marched over, clearly not intending to wait. Cobalins jumped out of her path. “Mmy dungeon core needs souls to replenish. Unfortunately”—she rested the back of her clubbed hand against her forehead—“I amm no adventurer.”

“Souls?” he asked, getting an idea that would make a certain someone unhappy. He glanced at Devron, who mouthed, Hell no.

“MmmHmm, souls. Deaths by the core will mmend its structure.”

Dhane nodded and turned back to his gathered army. “Listen up! I promised a secret reward, did I not?”

Everyone went silent.

Even if most of them didn’t win the reward, simply having their curiosity satiated was a reward in and of itself. They all bobbed their heads up and down, waiting for the big reveal.

“It won’t be ready for a few more days, but when it is, the winners will get . . .” he said, raising his finger like he had on the beach, “a week worth of bacon.”

“Bacon!” they all shouted, and he jerked back at their abundant enthusiasm. Bacon was absolutely delicious, especially on a BLT, but this reaction was more akin to baconombies.

Dracina jumped forward, raising her fists.

Celestira pulled her back. “They’re only excited.”

The winners started doing cartwheels and sloppy handsprings, while the vast majority of losers moped.

“There is,” Dhane said, his voice drowned out by the cacophony. “There is!” he yelled, and the noise quieted, “another way to earn this reward.”

“Come on, man,” Devron said, shaking his head.

“What be de way!” Knock yelled from the cabin’s door. Desley stood behind, rolling her eyes.

“One that requires a sacrifice.”


Chapter
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The best way to weed out those not entirely committed to this idea of being in the Cobalin army was to ask them to die by way of giant spider.

Octoralis was more than willing to do the deed, even if it broke the first rule: no eating crappy Cobalins. She had rushed back to his soul, leaving her new spider friends to continue working on their decorations and the new obstacle course for spider training.

“Ya just can’t, man,” Devron said. “Sendin’ them off to die was one thing. And yeah, sure, it worked out. But now ya want to sacrifice them?”

“I die for bacon!” Knock said. “Not wrong. You be wrong try en take me bacon away. Death be nothing. Bacon be everything!”

“Knock,” Desley said, “we have mushrooms.”

“Nasty nasty shrooms.”

“That not what you say last night!”

“Fine fine, but no good like bacon. Bacon be fruit of divinities, yes!”

“I’mma agree with Dev,” Aaliyah said. “I thought the whole point of this was to protect them, not use them like fodder.”

Aditi chased after a naked Drool. “Please stop removing your clothes!”

Ricky Shadow Shifted beyond the little guy and caught him. “Dude, man, ya can’t outrun me. I’m an Assassin. Yeah, pretty cool.” He handed the squirming Cobalin to Aditi and winked.

“Thank you . . . very much,” she said, taking Drool, who had managed to cover his entire front with slobber. “I am, erm, needing to take him inside.”

Devron motioned to the naked Cobalin that Aditi was hurrying away, his expression clearly stating, Child.

Dhane expected this. Hell, were he them, he’d probably have the same reaction. But they were too caught up in doing what they felt was right and not thinking about the challenges ahead.

“I’m giving them the choice,” he said. “It’ll be painless.”

<Yes, Daddy! They no feel anything. I do good good good job.>

“And repairing the dungeon will help everyone, especially if we can get more piglet seeds?”

BB nodded. “Mmer! King of Shadows, you are very correct. Our deal stands. Use mmy dungeon for training and resources. We all benefit.”

“But yer killin’ them!” Devron said, balling his fists. “Kids, man!”

Dracina hissed, and he took a step back.

“They’ll die in the dungeons, too,” Dhane said.

“That ain’t makin’ it better.”

“It sounds bad,” Lora said in her quiet voice, not seeking the spotlight, “but death doesn’t hold the same weight here. The how is more important. If it’s painless, then, to them, it’s just a timeout.”

“You all will die!” her Teeny Teller squeaked and cackled, then abruptly stopped. “Why you look at me? Did I say something? Hmm?”

“Whatevs,” Aaliyah said, rolling her eyes.

Dhane gave her a considering look.

“Whaaat?”

“If you want to help the Cobalins, train them.”

“Train them? I’m barely level four.”

“That doesn’t matter. Most of them don’t even have a class yet or know how to hold a weapon. You could help them protect themselves, and that’s better than just protecting them.”

She hit the end of her spear against the ground, the cogs in her head churning. Finally, she looked at Devron. “You and I, we’re doing this.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said automatically.

“What about me?” Ricky asked. “Do I get some cool-ass job? Something important? Something that uses my cool skills?”

“Cobalin wrangler?” Kora offered, a smirk on her lips.

“Babysitter!” her Teeny Teller yelled.

“You could help Aditi,” Dhane offered with a smile. “She’s learning the best ways to use plant fiber for clothes and armor. And, since you’re probably the highest level here, you can go out with me when I need to leave.”

“Totally,” he said, “level thirteen. Most badass Assassin, besides you, of course. You’ve got those craaazy dagger skills, man. Don’t ya think I forgot about our deal. You’re teaching me that shit.”

Before Dhane could ask, Lumanima confirmed that Ricky needed special equipment to learn from a Vvitablade. “I thought you were a higher level.”

“Because of my health?” He lifted his hands to show off two rings, each with a small red stone at the center. “Rings of health, man. These things saved my bacon more than once.”

“Bacon!” all of the Cobalins shouted.

Dracina jumped forward, ready to meet this new threat head-on. Celestira gently pulled her back, whispering that they were still just excited.

“Be less excited!” Dracina yelled.

Dhane gawked at Ricky. “You cheated during our duel? That’s what I was accused of! And I didn’t even cheat.”

The guy shrugged. “Got to hide it better, man.”

Le sigh.

It didn’t matter. Annoying, yes, but things worked out better than they would have otherwise.

Dhane looked at each of his friends. “Does anyone else have a problem with sacrificing Cobalins?”

“If they do,” Knock said, glaring, “they answer to me, Master of Defense, yes yes! Me army deserve goody good bacon.”

Desley blew out a breath. “Then I die with them. Not for bacon, but to serve village in de army.”

“You no in army! You woman.”

“I can be in army. Look, Afina be in army. En Tahka en Lizle en en en many more!”

“I no agree. They stay where it be safe. Make goody good sandwich. We Cobalin men protect weak women.”

“Fine!” Desley said, throwing up her hands.

“Fine? I win fight? Ha! I never win fight.”

“Great King of Shadows,” Desley said, bowing. “make me Master of Defense.”

“What! No no no. I be Master of Defense.”

“Make me Master of Female Defense. I command army of women! We show idiot men that we no weak. We strong en protect village.”

Dhane considered her proposition.

“No listen to her, Dhanie,” Knock said. “She need to stay where it be safe. Safe be here, not out there. I no want her to be slave again. No want her to be statue.”

“No place be safe,” Desley said, her voice less sharp but still firm.

Competition would bring out the best in both, especially if there were games involved. “I accept your proposal,” Dhane said. “Desley, you are the Master of Female Defense.”

She beamed. “Thank you, Great Shadow! For me first task, I recruit strong woman to train female army. You say yes?”

Aaliyah grinned and looked at Devron. “Looks like I’m with them. You get that little dude. See who trains the best army, yeah?”

“Hells, girl,” Devron said, slumping. “I don’t wanna train Knock’s army.”

“Wrong answer!” Knock yelled. “You be great Foot Slayer. Army of strong men learn lots from you. We show female army they should stay home.”

BB withdrew what looked like a large maroon marble, dark and cracked. It sat in her palm.

Aaliyah walked to stand next to Desley. “If my army is gonna die for that, then so will I.”

“You will all die!” Lora’s shriveled head yelled, and everyone looked at her.

“Sorry,” she said, “I didn’t think it would be so obnoxious when I bought it.” She tapped it and whispered, “No more outbursts.”

“Did I say something?”
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Dedu Tedu Novus officially had two armies, those Cobalins willing to do what it took to earn their soul devices, soul devices Dhane still didn’t quite know how to get.

If Mahai hadn’t abandoned them, he probably could have provided some much-needed answers. At least the Mother of Shadows should be able to help. The list of questions in a certain Notes app was growing.

Dhane needed to just bite the bullet and summon a portal to the dark realm of divinities. The only problem was, it’d steal away at least a few hours of daylight, less than actually dying, but an inconvenience when so much needed to be done.

Knock and a begrudging Devron gathered the male Cobalins into a line. Now that bacon was the promised reward, more Cobalins found themselves enlisting in the army.

Desley’s army, however, barely had thirty volunteers, not even half of Knock’s army. They were less meat-motivated and more wanting to show up the men.

Afina smiled and waved at Orgob. “He be the best en most handsomest,” she explained to the Cobalin next to her, “en did you know he tame great crab?” She flipped a lock of knotted hair over her shoulder and shrugged. “We dating, yes.”

Dhane paced in front of his two armies, Octoralis following, humming happily. Dracina and Celestira followed her as the acting general.

He stopped at the center, all fear-filled eyes on Octoralis. “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.” Franklin D. Roosevelt knew how to make a good quote.

The Cobalins quirked their eyebrows and shrugged at each other.

“Dhanie,” Knock whispered loudly, “that make no sense.”

Dracina hissed. “Glarb it all to hell, it is not his job to make sense! You must pretend to understand his wisdom and show him respect.”

Oi, Dhane didn’t need everyone pretending around him. “It’s fine. Respect is earned, not given.” He was on a roll. He raised his voice, trying another. “Always do what you’re afraid to do.” That one was Ralph Waldo Emerson.

“I be afraid!” Rendy yelled from the female army. “Be very afraid, Lord Shadow! So so so I be in right place, I think.”

“Rendy? What are you doing?”

Her eyes widened. “He still knows my name,” she squeaked, her tiny heart galloping.

Great. They were back at square one. “Of course I know your name. You’re the innkeeper, Rendy. You have a very special job already.”

“But bacon. I die for bacon to feed Cobalins.”

“Come on,” he said, walking up to her and holding out his hand. She took it. “You’re not in the army, okay?”

She nodded violently and clenched the edge of her skirt with her free hand. “Yes, Your Magnificence!”

“Dhane, remember?”

“Yes . . . Lord Dh-Dhane.”

“Do you have anyone helping you?”

She chanced a glance at him, then jerked her head down. “Helping? This humble Cobalin need no bother your greatness.”

“We all need help.” He turned to all the watching Cobalins, in and outside of the army. “Who would like to help Rendy prepare food at the inn?”

A dozen hands went up, and Rendy took in a breath. “They wish to help me?”

“Feeding a village is hard work,” he told her. “Why don’t you gather your volunteers, then start moving food into the inn.”

“As you wish, Lord Dhane!” She hurried off.

Kora, watching from the side, drew her teeth over her lip. What was up with women biting their damn lips in this world!

<You like it, Daddy? Let her seduce you!>

I have better things to do than be seduced.

“Mmer!” BB said. “King of Shadows, I amm ready when you are.”

Right. “Listen up!” he said. “If you have any armor on, unequip it, or it’ll be damaged. Octoralis will strike each of you once in the back. You’ll die instantly and Return tonight.”

Devron shook his head and kneeled next to Knock. “I’mma damn fool,” he said to himself and forced a smile to be brave for his students.

“Remember,” Dhane continued, “you don’t have to do this. There are many valuable jobs and ways to earn bacon.” His mind quickly thought of mining, refining resources, and gathering as great jobs.

“I build things!” Box shouted from the gathered crowd of onlookers. “New beach bridge getting better!”

“Yes, Box builds things.”

“I-I-I,” said a female Cobalin, “never mind.”

“That’s okay. You don’t have to tell me what you chose to do.”

“Weather forecast!” she screamed, then cupped her mouth.

“I paint pet rocks,” said another.

“See?” Dhane said. “Plenty of . . . valuable jobs. So, if you don’t want to be here, this is the time to step aside.”

Desley whispered encouraging words to her army. They all appeared resolute, wanting a soul device like she had. Come to think of it, he didn’t know her class. That was something to check later.

Knock, on the other hand, used the opposite strategy, talking loudly about how cowardly it would be to leave now. Even so, four Cobalins crawled away without him noticing.

With last chances given, Dhane mentally signaled Octoralis to begin. She raced to the back, and he instructed everyone to remain facing forward.

BB towered over the Cobalins, holding her broken dungeon core out to gather whatever soul fragments she needed.

And the sacrifices began.

One by one, Octoralis struck, killing each in a single, painless attack. Tiny purple disks swirled into the air, giving him a random amount of XP between 13 and 15 each, except for those who had soul devices. Those provided twice as much.

Some Cobalins fainted before the fatal strike. A few decided they really didn’t like the idea of death by spider after all, which he didn’t blame them in the least. They ran away, much to Knock’s annoyance.

Half way through, the cracks in the dungeon core sealed. An inner light broke through the surface, and it levitated in the air. Even so, BB asked that they continue so she had more to work with once she reformed the dungeon.

Devron unequipped his armor and glared at Aaliyah for getting him into this mess. He granted 84 experience.

This was why love was so dangerous and should actively be avoided. Octoralis tsked at the errant thought but continued.

None of the female army ran away. One sobbed quietly until she turned into a silvery white light and ascended toward the sky.

Like a good leader, Desley comforted each before they died, including Aaliyah, who, despite putting on a brave face, was perhaps the most scared of them all.

Desley was the last to die. Once the flakes of her soul faded from view, all the remaining Cobalins cheered and started dancing.

“Fire!” one shouted.

“We need big big fire, yes,” another agreed, “to celebrate great sacrifice. We dance!”

Cobalins rushed to gather kindling and dump it into a pile. Others pulled out hollowed logs and rocks, hitting them together to form a ruckus drum beat.

Octoralis shifted into smoke and reformed within his soul. She yawned. <I do good, Daddy?>

You did great, he said, conveying through emotion how much he appreciated just how careful she was to not cause any of them pain. His Soul Spider was quite thoughtful.

“King of Shadows,” BB said, “I amm very mmuch grateful for your help, mmmHmm! What mmight I do to repay your kindness?”

“Repay?” he asked, incredulous. “You risked everything to save me. I don’t even think this makes us even. I’m in your debt.”

“Mmer! Mmy kind do not hold favors over friends. I helped you because I believe in what you are doing. I very mmuch like being a part of your story. If there is mmore I can do, please tell mme.”

Well, if she was asking. “Piglet seeds?”

“Yes! I do believe your green people would like mmore piglets. Wait until mmorning to send your Cobalins in. I’ll mmake sure piglet seeds drop from mmy Staziboars once I amm able to drop loot.”

They said their farewells, and BB stepped into the cemetery, scaring away the Cobalins keeping guard.

Her dungeon core pulsed. A wave of light expanded through the hedges and Cobalins. Colors flaked away, leaving everything gray in a thirty-foot circle. She transformed into colorful petals that were pulled into a whirlpool of motion.

“You be gray!” yelled a laughing Cobalin, pointing at Kora or Lora, it was impossible to tell with her eyes gray instead of green or blue. She stared at her hands as the color slowly returned, starting from her fingertips.

Dhane grinned, and she glanced his way. Her shoulders tensed, and she clasped her hands in front. Definitely Lora.

<She have soft, smooth, kissable lips. . . .>

I’m sure she does.

<You no fun, Daddy!>

He chuckled and noticed Celestira brushing her fingers through Dracina’s pink hair. She was glaring at the ground as if it had offended her honor, which it probably did.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

Dracina glanced up and blinked rapidly. “Flark,” she whispered. “We didn’t provide a gift. We didn’t find any food. We didn’t volunteer to die. We are weak. We don’t deserve to be your bodyguards.”

“Gah, where did Dracina go? Who is this?”

She sniffled and crinkled her brows. “Flarking hell, it’s me! I didn’t go anywhere!”

“There she is,” he said with a smile and patted her on the head. “Look, you protecting me is all the gift I need. And you weren’t here to gather food because you were trying to convince Mahai to come back. I appreciate that. Lastly, if you die, you don’t return quickly like the others, so I definitely don’t want you to die.”

“You don’t?” she asked.

“Of course not. Who would protect me if either of you were gone?”

“Flarking right! We have more important duty.”

Celestira nodded without saying anything.

He summoned a sphere of mana for the both of them, and they eagerly accepted the payment, each growing another inch.

“Great Shadow?” asked a female Cobalin from behind.

Dracina angled her eyes and rushed to stand between him and the Cobalin. “Stop, mud elementals!”

It was Figlop—the Master of Fishing—and four of her Cobalins, covered from their little heads to their little green toes in mud. They dragged nets full of fish, still flipping and flopping.

“What happened?” Dhane asked. When he thought of fishing, this wasn’t what he had in mind. Then again, Cobalins had their own way of doing things, often the wrong way.

“De ponds,” Figlop explained, holding her palms up, “no have water. But we be good good en catch all de fish. They be slow with no water, ha!” She grinned, holding her muddy chin high.

Shit. Just as one problem was solved, another reared its ugly head. They needed water for the obvious reason of hydration but also for the not-so-obvious reason of watering their carrot fields.

Without carrots, their reproducible source of income went away, as did their source of food for pigs. Without pigs, there would be no bacon. And that was an unthinkable tragedy.

“But but,” Figlop continued, “no more fishy fish. What we do now? I no want to be Master of Mud.” Her followers shook their heads somberly.

“No fish?” he asked. Fish was the easiest of their problems to solve. “There are a lot of fish in the sea.”

“In big big water?” She grimaced. “That be scary. We drown in big water where toes no touch ground. Very scary.”

Dracina huffed. “Shrak . . . Cobalins can’t flarking swim?”

“You can’t?” he asked.

They shook their heads.

Well, that was something he could fix. What wasn’t so easily fixable was all the other numerous problems, problems that could use a certain divinity’s help.


Chapter
Twenty-Six



Drums beat, tiny hands clapped, and Cobalins danced and danced, shouting and laughing as they circled their large bonfire.

Dhane made his rounds, making sure he wasn’t needed before venturing off to the realm of divinities.

Ricky still had their squad tent, the building that was barely large enough on the outside to hold its door but amazingly spacious on the inside. He got it put up next to the cabin, and Kora invited Dhane to share her bed. Octoralis, once again, was sorely disappointed in his answer. As was Kora.

It wasn’t like he didn’t enjoy sex. He did. As did mini-Dhane. He wasn’t trying to be abstinent.

Kora was gorgeous. Hell, a lot of the women in heaven were. But sex wasn’t just sex. It was the sharing of his soul with another. And whenever he thought about it, he was unkindly reminded of how he had rushed into such an experience with Penny.

Now, a piece of him felt broken.

It didn’t matter how often he told himself that their relationship had only lasted mere days. There was a bond there, and he didn’t want to form another so recklessly.

Maybe . . . he could appease the eight-legged romantic in his soul by going on a date, take it slow. Even if he did, choosing which to pursue gave him analysis paralysis, something he never anticipated.

In any case, he declined Kora’s request, and she radiated an aura of determination. She wouldn’t give up until he gave in. A battle of wills.

He tactically retreated to check on Evelyn and Sarah, finding Sophie and Tyra there as well. The whole inn smelled of burnt sugar.

Not to be sexist or anything—oi, that thought automatically made this sexist—but how could four women not know how to bake a cake? He knew how to bake a cake.

They didn’t want to talk about it.

Sarah, especially, didn’t want to talk to him.

So, he left and found a quiet place all by his lonesome, which, naturally, included Octoralis, Lumanima, Dracina, and Celestira. . . .

Dhane focused on the mana that beaded at the end of his finger and drew the last symbol in a series of symbols. They glowed in a half-circle, drawn on a compact wall of dirt, made by a fissure out in the leafless forest.

If this worked, it would create a portal to the dark realm of divinities. If it didn’t . . . Heh, he didn’t want to dwell on the possibilities of what would happen if he screwed up a symbol.

“You might want to step back,” he told Dracina and Celestira.

“Why?” Dracina asked, her brows pinched in aggressive suspicion.

“Because if it blows up, I don’t want you two to get hurt.”

She stepped closer. “Glarb it all to hell. If it blows up, I will shield you with my body!”

“That . . .” he said and sighed. It was precisely what he didn’t want her to do. But there was no reasoning with her. She’d do what she wanted.

Celestira stepped closer on his other side, mirroring the same determination.

“Alright,” he said, shaking his head, “let’s just hope it works.” He drew the triggering line, a T with a diagonal slash through the center.

A rush of mana pooled into the symbols and expanded out into an undulating body of black liquid. That was a promising sign.

Dhane grinned at the accomplishment, then the memory of what stepping through one of these hellish portals felt like surfaced, and he stopped grinning.

He sucked in a breath and let it out before turning to his bodyguards. “I don’t know how long I’ll be,” he said. “But I’ll find you when I return.”

Dracina glared. “Flarking hell you will. We’re going with you!”

“With me? But you’re not of Shadow or Light. You don’t have a divinity. I have no idea what would happen to you if you came.”

“We’ll take the risk,” Celestira whispered.

Something told him he wouldn’t have bodyguards for very long at this rate. “Fine, you can come. But we can’t always be together. You guys know that, right?”

The way they looked at him indicated they didn’t, in fact, know this. It was an alien concept. With them, there were no boundaries. He’d need to overrule that at some point, but not now.

He sucked in another breath, braced himself, and stepped through the frigid liquid. A raging blizzard of harsh cold poured through every cell of his body while a calamitous roar of crushing stone replaced all other sounds.

It lasted way too long and mere seconds at the same time, leaving him standing in a void of darkness, the echo of sound still there at the back of his mind.

Pink flakes of pigment formed into Dracina, and she collapsed onto the too-smooth floor, a dense cloud. Black particles kicked up, hiding her hands as she drew in breath after breath.

Celestira appeared from a flurry of purple and white flakes. She stumbled and shivered, her arms wrapped around her chest, eyes pinched shut.

Dhane let out a relieved sigh that they were alive. “Are you two okay?” he asked them and helped Dracina to her feet.

“F-f-flarking h-h-hell,” she said, shivering.

He rubbed her arms, recalling how pain wasn’t a fleeting experience for them. The chilling cold that enveloped him was gone in seconds. But for them, it seemed to linger.

“Dhane?” came the familiar voice of Kishtenai, the Mother of Shadows. She was hanging from a silver thread above her pedestal. “I am so happy to see you again. Let me get the sisters.”

Her ruby body and metallic legs dissolved into a shimmer of color.

Celestira hugged her sister from behind. “Th-that was m-mother. So s-small,” she whispered. “This p-place is c-c-cold. I d-don’t like . . . c-cold.”

Dhane withdrew his jester uniform and wrapped it around their shoulders. “This is why I didn’t want you guys to come.”

Octoralis jumped out of his soul, forming from a rush of smoke. <I give warm hugs, Daddy!>

His bodyguards let Octoralis give them an enveloping hug. She hummed happily, her psychic voice seemingly reaching them without effort.

Altera glided through the air, her black scales shimmering in non-existent light. “You moved the village! That’s ssso cool. Never a dull moment. And it looksss like sssomeone made friendsss. Loversss?”

“They’re children, Altera,” Niveus said, appearing on his other side. “Dhane isss not like that. He isss a good perssson.”

“For god’s sssake, Niveus, they’re older than they look. Ssstop being ssso uptight!” She turned in the air to focus her emerald green eyes on Dhane. “Give them lotsss of mana, and sssoon, they’ll be back to their mature form.”

<Yay, Daddy!>

Great, like he needed anyone else to worry about wanting to seduce him. At least they didn’t appear to have any of the requisite parts. So, hah.

“We are his bodyguards,” Dracina said without shivering. “Not his lovers. Do you want to be his lover?”

“Not in thisss form,” Altera said, then clamped her mouth shut.

Neveus gasped. “Altera! You cross the line, girl. No more ssspeaking for you. Go back home.”

“I . . . only meant that if I wasn’t a sssnake, I would totally be into Dhane. He’s hot.”

<Yay, Daddy!>

Would you stop? he projected. I don’t need to be pursued by every- freaking- female out there. This is starting to feel like one of those dating simulations.

Octoralis giggled and didn’t seem to see the problem with that. Of course she didn’t.

“Ladies,” Kishtenai said, “we do not have much time, and I’m sure Dhane is here for reasons that do not relate to his love life?”

“I am,” he assured them and mentally opened his Notes app. First things first. “How do I get soul devices for my Cobalins?”

“That is easy,” Kishtenai said. “You buy them.”

“You can buy soul devices? From the Store?” He hadn’t even considered that as an option, which just went to show how utterly stupid he was. Practically everything could be bought from the Store app.

“Of course.”

With a mental flick, the Store opened and, sure enough, listed under Soul Device was an item. “Five gold!” he yelled. “That’s”—if every Cobalin got one—“thousands of gold. I can’t afford that.”

“Can I talk?” Altera asked.

Niveus sighed. “It’sss not like I can ssstop you. Go ahead.”

“Well, I jussst wanted to say how utterly unfair it isss that those of Shadow don’t get sssoul devicesss at the ssstart.”

“If they did,” Niveus said, “then thossse of Light would ssstand no chance. There are many more of Shadow than of Light for reasonsss, you know.” The way she said that and glared indicated that they all knew but couldn’t tell him.

They could keep their secrets. He wasn’t here to get them into trouble, even if the truth-seeker part of him wanted to dig into these mysteries of why there are many more of Shadow than of Light.

What mattered was, he got his answer. Next question. “The village has run out of water. We can carry it in, but that would be a lot of work. Any suggestions?”

Kishtenai answered. “Build a well.”

“A well?” he asked and thought of SimCity. “I doubt there’s any groundwater with the caverns beneath the village.

“Dhane, you need to stop thinking that Olindale is like your old world.” She projected a smile. “A well produces water. That is all you need to know.”

Fair enough. He added Build a Well to his task list. That was a whole lot simpler than moving the village or having Cobalins carry buckets from whatever freshwater source they could find.

Next question. He glanced at his bodyguards, who were still wrapped in Octoralis’s fuzzy legs. For the briefest of seconds, he was eternally grateful to be on the outside of that hug.

<I give good good good hugs, Daddy!>

He mentally agreed and did his utmost to not think about it again. Instead, he thought of Neutral mobs and how some appeared to be less neutral than others.

“I see,” Kishtenai said without him having to form the question. “You want to know about Mahai and others like him.”

“I do. I’ve killed neutral mobs. But Dracina, Celestira, and King Gigeneepa are⁠—”

“A king?”

“Yes, the king of crabs beneath my village. He thinks like a person. They all do. I refuse to believe that they are soulless, that they are fragments of memories taken shape.”

“Flarking hell,” Dracina said. “I have a soul!”

“Danger zone,” Niveus said.

“They have souls, Dhane,” Kishtenai said. “You know there are other heavens, yes?”

He nodded. Gameus said as much on the very first day. This was Olindale, one of the many heavens, a heaven for nerds.

“You are what we call a soulbound, a soul broken from the Cycle and bound to a heaven.”

“The Cycle?”

“Yes . . .” she said, her voice a little uncertain. “I believe I can tell you. Give me one second.” She remained hovering above her pedestal, unmoving, as if she had stepped away from her keyboard.

He glanced at Octoralis, who sent him a mental shrug. Every interaction with a divinity or god simply created an infinite well of new questions.

“Yes, of course,” Kishtenai said. “All souls have the right to know the fundamental makeup of their existence. And if Gameus doesn’t agree, poo on him.”

Dhane laughed. “Try not to get into trouble on my account. I don’t want you to become a Fallen.”

She sent him a psychic smile that warmed his chest. “Thank you for your concern,” she said, “but I think I can handle him.” Her words sounded more distant.

“Well, shit,” she said. “Our time is almost up. I’ll give you the quick version.

“Upon death, souls enter the Primordial Sea of Souls. Without interference, their experiences—their memories of life—are washed away, preparing them to return in whatever form is necessary.

“This cleansing releases a byproduct, a sort of chaos that accumulates as corruption in heavens. It is these memories, twisted and changed, that become neutral mobs.

<But,> she projected, now too far for her voice to reach, <if a heaven doesn’t remove the corruption, it can Fall. And if it does, the soulbounds don’t return to the Cycle. They become tainted souls in other heavens.>


Chapter
Twenty-Seven



Later that night, Dhane stepped into his room at the inn, completely exhausted. It had been a long day that started well before the sun slipped over the horizon and ended after it hid from sight, unveiling the starry sky.

The Cobalins danced until they could dance no more, eating all manner of fruit. Not the vegetables; vegetables were yucky, like cilantro.

Nick served steak in front of his shop in exchange for resources. Evelyn gave her lopsided and half-eaten cake to Tom, who said it was the best cake he had ever had.

Lora decided to stay up late to help at the cemetery. Sophie and Tyra asked about their devilish rewards, which were still a work in progress.

Sarah outright refused to feed when offered. And Ricky—his face back to normal—convinced Dhane to give him some lessons in proper dagger-fighting techniques.

It was a busy day, a busy night, and now all he wanted to do was curl up in his bed and sleep.

“Good night,” he said to his bodyguards, who rushed past him and jumped onto the bed. He stopped in the doorway, the door half shut. “No,” he said, “you’re not sleeping in my bed.”

“We must,” Celestira whispered.

Dracina nodded sharply. “You need protection. We are your guards.”

“I don’t need protection in bed!”

“Flarking hell, I’ve seen how all the women look at you. They will sneak in here and do naughty things to you.”

Mini-Dhane perked up at the word Naughty.

Octoralis, for once, was on his side. But for totally different reasons. <No need guards! Let the women come.>

Please tell me that wasn’t a double entendre.

“Fine,” he said. “You can sleep in the bed.”

They smiled.

“I’ll find another.” Before he could close the door, they were off the bed and at his side.

Dracina held the door open.

“Wow,” he said in mock surprise. “You’re getting strong.”

“I am? I mean, flarking hell I am!”

“So strong,” he said, “I’m confident you can keep me safe and sleep in another room.”

She glared. “Glarb it, I fear you’re wrong. I am not that strong at all.”

“She is weak,” Celestira said.

“I am not! I am just not strong enough.”

Dhane sighed and stepped into the room. “You two are super stubborn. But either way, we’re not sleeping in the same bed. I’ll sleep on the floor.”

Celestira gasped. “But you are the king.”

“We will sleep on the floor!” Dracina declared.

“Then . . .” he said, “I’ll sleep in the bed?”

“Fine!” she said triumphantly and flashed her white fangs of a smile at Celestira. “We get to staaay.”

Why did they care so much? It didn’t make any sense, especially since he was the one who robbed them of their mana and strength.

With that thought, he summoned two spheres of mana, and they took them happily.

After a few minutes of rearranging pillows and blankets to make their bed on the floor as comfortable as possible, he turned out the lights and quickly fell asleep.
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Hours before the sun rose, Dhane jerked awake from a new nightmare. It started happy with him and his friends living on Olindale for years. They went on adventures and explored the twelve zones, discovering magic and wonder.

But something happened. . . .

Olindale Fell.

The world shattered into fragments of purple crystal, and he was dragged up into the cracking sky. Corruption burned his soul, twisting around him until he woke in a strange land, alone, different.

People hunted him, and he scurried beneath the alien trees, their zigzagging black branches hiding a dull gray sky.

For a heart-thudding moment, he thought he had escaped their pursuit. Curiosity drove him to the still water of an oily pond, where he stared in horror at his reflection.

It revealed him as a multi-eyed, multi-limbed creature that resembled a giant spider and other insects smashed together into something utterly terrible.

These fucking nightmares. . . .

They were all too real.

Dhane lay in his bed, listening to the soft breathing from Dracina and Celestira across the room. They were from another heaven. They were changed into something else and forced to live in another world.

What did they leave behind?

Loved ones, family, a home?

His heart went out to them and all the others who experienced being torn from their life. He got out of bed and walked up to them, perfectly silent.

Celestira slept curled up around Dracina, their blanket only covering their legs. He gently took the fabric and pulled it up.

They might not be of Shadow, but he’d do whatever he could to give them a home along with all the others under his care.
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Dhane got productive. This damn, never-ending to-do list wasn’t going to complete itself. Besides, working helped keep his mind off of . . . everything.

Without bodyguards, with Octoralis out hunting dangerous toads, and with Lumanima snoozing, this was a rare opportunity to be alone.

He’d love to use this time to just wander out into the unknown. When you didn’t have an objective, the world slowed and revealed itself in myriad details. He lived for those details.

But alas, he had a heaping pile of objectives.

First on his list was his devilish promise for an OrgasmMaker 3000. And, as a super overachiever, why not give it multiple modes?

Making sticks vibrate was easy-peasy, lemon squeezy. It could have a heating feature. A sucking feature? Turbo mode!

All the modes.

Except heating, actually. Every attempt simply lit the wood on fire, and he had a sneaking suspicion that Sophie didn’t like it that hot.

After a few hours, he had something worthy of the devil’s brand. He wisped it away to smoke and crossed off the task.

Now, Tyra’s desire was both easier and harder. Everything required buying ingredients from the Store app, unless they could find sugarcane or sugar beets and cocoa beans.

Making chocolate in bulk would be more affordable. That said, it wasn’t unreasonably expensive. One milk chocolate bar cost 6 copper coins or the equivalent of roughly 9 coconuts. The challenge was in knowing what type of chocolate she liked and keeping it supplied.

Maybe this was a project for Devron. They could open a candy shop. Five pounds of sugar from the System cost 1 silver, which was enough to make a whole lot of sweets, sweets that a whole lot of Cobalins would, no doubt, love.

Dhane made a note and continued down the list, which grew as he moved about the village.

¤ To-Do List

» Repair the inn and shed

» Appoint a Master of Mining

» Make mattresses for the Return stones

» Convert slave-stone chains to ingots

» Plant trees

» Build a food processing plant

» Build more cabins

» Buy chicks to eventually get eggs

» Plant potatoes for fries and hash browns

» Build a well

» Build all the things. . . .

It was, indeed, a never-ending list.

The sun rose, and a swarm of curious Cobalins followed him from task to task. They giggled and asked questions, which often started with “Why.”

“Why plant seed?”

“To grow a tree,” he explained.

“Why grow tree?”

“To cut it down for wood.”

“Why need wood?”

“To build cabins and other things we need.”

“Ha! Look at me morning wood.”

“What? Don’t call it that.”

“But this be me morning wood. I find it in de morning.” The other Cobalins agreed and scavenged for their own morning wood.

Dhane sighed. The more he told them not to do something, the more they seemed to want to do it. So, he chose the tactically sound plan of pretending he didn’t care.

They helped him gather plant fiber, find a beehive—which he stored in his inventory for later use—chisel chains from the slave stones, and cut fruit with the knives he crafted from the chains.

“The skin,” he explained, holding a mango and using a tree stump as his demonstration table, “isn’t edible. Or it is, but it doesn’t taste good.”

“What be edi-bibble?”

“It means you shouldn’t eat it, okay?”

Most of the Cobalins nodded, holding their knives in one hand and the mango he gave them in the other. They took this lesson from their King of Shadows seriously since it involved food.

One Cobalin, however, stopped chewing. Her eyes went wide. Her mango featured a large, jagged bite out of its side.

“Yuki die!” another Cobalin shouted and pointed. “Skin no edi-bibble! You idiot.”

She spit it out and started crying. “I no want to die. G-great Shadow, save me?”

“You’re not going to die,” he reassured her. “It’s not poisonous. But it didn’t taste good, did it?”

She sniffed and shrugged. “It be goodier than bug. It no taste bad to me.”

“Gooder than bugger!” one Cobalin yelled.

Their eyes all lit up.

“Hey,” he said, “we’re not eating the . . .” And what was the point of finishing that once they all started biting into their mangos?

Dhane stared up at the sky for one long breath.

“Next time,” he said, waving his knife at them, “I’m not handing out the fruit until I’m done.” With that said, the demonstration continued amid lots of slurping sounds. He removed the seed, then diced the mango within its peel.

Once done and deposited to his inventory, the Store app reported an adjusted price. Instead of selling 6 mangoes for 1 copper, he could sell 3 diced mangoes for the same amount.

It worked precisely as he had hoped.

He only needed to find a way to get the Cobalins not to eat the product. That would probably be trickier than anything else. Then, it was a matter of scale. It’d take 1,500 diced mangoes for them to afford one soul device. . . .

Maybe mango juice would sell for more? Or dried strips with a sprinkle of sugar?

“Flarking hell!” said an aggravated Dracina. “Where is he?”

The Cobalins giggled, jumped to their feet, and scurried away, holding the knives he made them.

“Don’t run with knives!” he yelled, but it didn’t make any difference.

Great. Devron would definitely hear of this and have another thing to be upset over.

“King of Shadows,” Dracina said, hands firmly pressed against her hips. Celestira was holding her sister’s shoulders from behind.

Dhane smiled. “Good morning. I trust you slept well?”

“Yes, thank you,” Celestira whispered.

Dracina glared at her, then at him. “We are your bodyguards. Where you go, we⁠—”

“Mana?” he offered, summoning two spheres.

The two girls snatched up the mana in seconds, using their unnatural speed. They grew another inch taller.

Dracina crossed her arms and huffed, looking away. Celestira rubbed the middle of her sister’s back.

“Look,” he said, standing and wiping his knife on a newly made plant-fiber rag, “for you to protect me, I need to take care of you.”

“That’s glarbing stupid,” Dracina said, her voice uncharacteristically soft. She refused to look at him. “You’re the king.”

“I’ve been up for six hours.” He showed them his Ring of Rest. “You two obviously needed the sleep. I can’t expect you to be effective if you’re exhausted.”

“I can handle it!” she said, now looking at him, her brows pressed up in the middle, a look of doubt. “We . . . we are valuable. We keep you safe.”

His thoughts returned to his nightmare. He might have died on Earth and come here, but they were changed into monsters and hunted.

He stepped up to her and patted her head. “We keep each other safe. I promise to always get you if I leave the village, okay?”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”
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After a few grueling hours of digging—because Dhane didn’t want to sell off their food supplies when a bit of grit could solve the problem—he built a water spring at the center of the village.

He had intended it to be a well, but a spring did much the same thing for a lot more money if he allowed the System to do everything itself.

In this case, he contributed the resources and manual labor, stripped down to his waist, wearing plant-fiber shorts of his making and covered in sweat as he slowly filled his Inventory full of dirt.

It was surprising that Kora wasn’t around to make suggestive comments. Given how late Lora must have stayed up, she was probably still sleeping.

Tom volunteered. His impressive strength proved to be a massive help. Celestira did the delicate work of placing cobblestones along the walls. And Dracina did the same, but when the cobblestones didn’t stack well, she stomped and kicked and broke her toes.

Water rushed into the new carved-out pool, and the Cobalins—most notably Tooky and his team of carroteers—cheered.

With a job well done, it was “flarking” time to meet Figlop and her fishing followers for swimming lessons. And he couldn’t wait to get into the water.

<Water bad, Daddy.>

I’ll go swimming, and you can hunt in the forest.

<Okay! Can spider sisters come?>

Of course.

She sent warm psychic smiles his way and hurried down the stairs to her new friends.

Before following, he checked the inn for Evelyn. She hadn’t received her essence for the day, and he knew better than to leave without at least giving her the option of coming.

Rendy, however, said the vampires had left to get some fresh air. He must have really been focused on the spring not to have noticed.

In fact, the whole village seemed a bit sparse. Knock and Desley’s armies were training in BB’s dungeon. That was nearly half their population.

Zobb and his newly assigned pig guards were attending to his now eight piglets. Blibby was making a shallow pool in the turtle habitat. Tooky and his helpers watered the field while singing their carrot song. And Nick was extending his shop.

Other shops had started to pop up. They were more shacks or lemonade stands than actual shops, but the Cobalins seemed excited to copy their mentor and sell extra crunchy bugs or pretty seashells.

Besides a scattering of others chatting or eating, everyone else must be out gathering resources for trade.

Nick was right. The Cobalins just needed a little push. The desire for delicious things motivated them to work. And the more they worked, the more prosperous the village would become.

Tom stood off to the side, looking through the inn’s cracked windows. He wore a frown, likely looking forward to seeing his favorite vampire.

“Hey,” Dhane said, “want to go swimming?”

“I d-don’t know . . . how.”

Dracina scoffed. “Drabb, swimming is the easiest thing. I am the best swimmer!”

Celestira nodded and whispered, “She is.”

“You don’t need to know how,” Dhane said. “And since Dracina is so great at swimming, she’ll be helping me teach a few of the Cobalins. This is as good as any time to learn.”

“Yes, I will teach you!” Dracina said, and Celestira nodded.

Tom smiled and agreed.

They headed down the stairs to the newly decorated waypoint room, the walls covered in spiderwebs, illuminated in a soft pink of mana crystals that seemed a bit brighter than yesterday.

Alas, by the time they neared the cave’s exit, Dhane knew something was wrong.


Chapter
Twenty-Eight



Perhaps wrong was the wrong word. It was unexpected, and yet—le sigh—expected.

The vibration lines were a frenzy of movement, and lots of chatter echoed into the cave before Dhane stepped out to find practically everyone who was missing from the village sitting on a rather nice boardwalk, being utterly unproductive.

Cobalins aside, he breathed in the salty sea breeze and relished the feel of the sun. A nostalgic, blurry memory of Mexico and snorkeling with his sister snuggled its way into his brain, and he found he didn’t have it in him to be annoyed at the Cobalins’ lack of ambition.

Dracina crossed her arms. She muttered, “Lazy Cobalins.” Celestira smiled. And Tom looked like he didn’t want to learn how to swim anymore, not with such a large audience.

Box ran up, beaming. “Great Shadow!” All the many green heads turned. “I build goodly good bridge thing with me helpers. You like?”

“This is fantastic,” Dhane said. Box clearly didn’t have ambition problems. The boardwalk was five feet wide of smooth planks that zigzagged across large rocks on its way to the beach. “How did you get all the wood?”

<Surface Kingoo,> King Gigeneepa projected from the island, where he snapped a tree in half with his giant pincer. The tree teetered to the sand, and the Quartz Crabs dragged it over to Big Boy and his team to chop into smaller logs. <Ioo help gather tree-wood for mana?>

Dhane laughed. “You’ve got a deal.” The massive crab could certainly cut down trees faster than a few dozen Cobalins.

“That be how!” Box explained, nodding. “I hear about swim lessons, yes yes, en make dis.”

Figlop and her followers hurried over. “G-great Shadow, dis be me bad.” She motioned to all the extra Cobalins waiting with eager energy. “I tell only few. But now many many be here.”

“It’s okay,” Dhane said. “It looks like a lot of you want to learn how to swim.” Now that they lived on an island, being able to swim would likely be a valuable skill. If nothing else, it provided a great recreational activity that could boost morale.

She nodded in that brain-jarring, neck-snapping way most Cobalins used when interacting with him.

“Sexy, sexy,” Kora said, eyeing him and his lack of a shirt. She was wearing a green bikini outlined in white straps, sunbathing on one of the large flat rocks. Sophie and Tyra lay on their stomachs next to her in matching blue one-piece swimsuits.

“He no sexy!” Kora’s Teeny Teller yelled. “Put a shirt on!”

She kindly wrapped her fingers around its head and smiled sheepishly as her eyes turned blue and her cheeks pink.

“You’re still wearing that?” he asked.

“Funny story, actually,” she said in her too-soft voice. “It says if I remove it, my head might turn into one. . . .”

“It’s cursed?” The knowledge at the back of his mind confirmed that curses were, in fact, real.

“Maybe? Not really wanting to risk it.”

Dracina huffed. “Glarb it. Let me eat it.”

“No- ee- mee,” said a muffled voice from Lora’s clenched hand.

She jerked and let go. “Ow! Don’t bite.”

“Bite!” it said. “I no— What did you say? Did you do something?”

Voices came from behind. “Why do you want to go to this stupid thing anyway? I’m so fucking tied down, it’s not like I can change into my bikini, and you don’t have a daylight ring.”

“Umm, well, you said you were bored?”

“Fine, yes, I’m dreadfully, terribly bored. Can’t you find me a book? I so miss reading. This village has to have at least⁠—”

Sarah stopped talking the second she noticed Dhane was listening. Her red eyes glowed in the darkness of the cave as if to illustrate her anger.

A book? She definitely didn’t strike him as the type that enjoyed getting lost in the adventure of books. She was more the ultra-pretty type that posted half-naked selfies on Instagram, then complained about getting dick pics in her DMs.

<Sarah be sexy sexy sexy, Daddy! Go on date?>

He mentally sighed. He should have never thought about dating. Even if he was interested—which he was not—she most certainly would refuse.

Tom’s heart started pounding his ribs. “Ev! Y-you . . . came.”

Evelyn was covered from head to toe in her plant-fiber clothes. Even so, the vibration lines revealed her smile. “Yes, but . . . Well, I can’t swim in the sunlight.”

“It’s o-okay. I don’t . . . know h-how to swim.”

“Oh, umm, it’s not hard. I could teach you.”

Dracina balled her fists. “Flarking hell, I’m teaching him because I’m the best swimmer.”

Sarah stepped out of the cave and looked down the boardwalk of Cobalins, big grins on their faces, watching the exchange between the humans.

One had a rope tied around him and jumped into the water, instantly sinking until his friends pulled him back to the surface. “I swimming, I swimming!” the Cobalin yelled, hanging in the water.

Kora’s jaw dropped at the sight of Sarah. “You- lucky- girl! How did you convince him to tie you up like that?”

“I’m a fucking prisoner,” Sarah said, incredulous. “Do you want to be a prisoner?”

“Does he do naughty things to you at night?”

“No! There is absolutely, positively nothing going on between us.”

Kora sighed. “I can’t tell you how relieved I am to hear that. I don’t think I could compete with the likes of you.”

A Cobalin threw a stick into the water and pointed excitedly. “Me morning wood floats!”

Dhane palmed his forehead.

Evelyn giggled and pulled Sarah through the throng of green bodies toward an unoccupied rock.

Sophie rolled over and sat up. “Something tells me our great king taught them that.”

“I didn’t!” he said. “They came up with that all on their own despite efforts to dissuade them.”

“Sure. So . . . has the devil come to make good on his deal?”

“The devil?” Sarah asked, sitting down next to Evelyn, unperturbed by the sun.

“Oh, umm,” Evelyn said, “it’s . . . complicated?”

“Far from it,” Sophie said, tossing her curly brown hair over her shoulder and nudging Tyra. “If you do him a favor, he’ll grant you a wish, what your soul most desires.”

Sarah glared at him like he was giving candy out to children for nefarious reasons, not that Sophie was a child. Obviously, there were unfounded assumptions beneath that glare.

Sophie laughed. “Your face! Not those types of favors. Come on, girl, lighten up. I’ll have you know that I and Tyra here helped save the village.”

“I helped,” Evelyn said. “And Tom.”

Tom played with his fingers.

“He made the raft. A . . . umm, very good raft!”

Sophie rolled her eyes. “I didn’t mean I was the only one.”

“So, what did you wish for?” Sarah asked, her curiosity showing. “What was worth saving his precious village of monsters.”

The Cobalins scrunched their noses at being called a monster, and Sarah actually looked apologetic.

“Her wish?” Dhane asked, suddenly self-conscious about making a vibrator. Such a project, hidden beneath the veil of secrecy as most sex-related things were, was perfectly fine. But shine a damn spotlight on it?

“That’s personal,” he said, then channeled his devil-dealing persona. “A devil never reveals the desires of others.”

Smooth.

Sophie laughed. “Oh, beans! I don’t care if anyone knows.” She glanced at Sarah. “I asked for a vibrator. And he had no problem accepting my request.”

Sarah’s lips parted. Then, lest she came off as anything but the overly stern vampire and leader of a guild of challengers, she hid her emotions beneath a look of indifference.

“So . . .” Sophie said, grinning, “does the devil keep his promises or what?”

At no point was Dhane planning to show off his invention to all the curious eyes that were now waiting for his response. But it was what it was.

Like a magician—go big or go home—he twirled his fingers skyward, and smoke gathered. Sarah watched from the corner of her eye as polished wood materialized, the bold letters “OrgasmMaker 3000” printed large across the length of it.

Sophie squealed in excitement.

Tyra looked equally impressed.

He shifted the vibrator to his inventory, then brought it out again within arms reach of Sophie, and she grabbed it.

“Holy smokes!” she said. “It’s . . . wow, like, this is totally beautiful. You made this? Or do you have demons in a workshop or something?”

Dhane smiled. “I made it this morning.”

“There are multiple modes! And he labeled them!” She held it out for the others to see. “Jackhammer? Hummingbird? This is the nicest thing anyone’s done for me.”

Tyra looked at the vibrator, conflicted. “Is it too late for changing my desire, do you tink?”

“You want one?” Dhane asked. “You two can’t just share?”

They both huffed as if sharing wasn’t caring.

“We’re not like that,” Sophie said.

“I didn’t mean at the same time,” he said, then mini-Dhane tried to send him explicit footage of what that would look like. He One-Punch-Manned the thought away. “Sorry, I haven’t been briefed on sex-toy etiquette.”

Sophie pressed a bead of mana into a symbol, and the wood hummed gently.

Sarah looked away and muttered so quietly no one could possibly hear her, “Better than a book.”

He chuckled, and she jerked her gaze to his, realizing he had heard that. Then she did the most un-Sarah-like thing she could. She actually blushed.

“Pretty woman!” a Cobalin shouted to Tyra. “You can have me morning wood.”

“Stop calling it that,” Dhane said. “It’s a stick, okay? Go play with your stick over there.” He turned back to Tyra. “Honestly, a vibrator is easier to make than chocolate.”

Sarah pinched her brows together. “You sold your stupid soul for chocolate?”

Tyra nodded, making her blond ponytail bounce. “Never-ending box, ja.”

“Girl, we didn’t sell our souls,” Sophie said. “Just FYI, Tyra and I didn’t mess with those of Shadow before your shady priests arrested us. So how about you lose the stink eye and not treat him like he’s the bad guy. Unless, of course, you support sacrificing innocents.”

“Can . . . umm”—Evelyn raised her hand—“I have . . . you know, a vibrator?”

Tom sucked in a breath so abruptly, he toppled backward off the boardwalk and into the sea.


Chapter
Twenty-Nine



Dhane spun around just in time to see Dracina dive in after her student. There wasn’t so much as a ripple from her, and the moment she touched the water, it seemed to flow with her.

Evelyn jumped to her feet. “Help him! He doesn’t know how to swim.”

“Let him drown!” Lora’s Teeny Teller yelled. “Why you look at me! Did I say something?”

All the Cobalins watched with enamored interest. Some threw their sticks in the water, shouting, “It floats. Hold me morning wood!”

Tom surfaced and coughed. He waved his arms frantically, splashing everyone.

“Flarking hell!” Dracina said from behind him, holding him up by his Spider-Man shirt, almost as if she was standing on something. “Stop your moving. I have you. You won’t drown unless you annoy me.”

He froze like a popsicle.

“Dracina. . . .” Celestira said.

“Glarb it. Fine. What I meant to say was you won’t drown. But I might bite you.”

Evelyn exhaled a relieved breath and settled back down next to Sarah, who had that odd, unreadable expression of hers like two worlds had collided, and she was trying to pick up the pieces.

Sophie deposited her vibrator and stood. “So . . .” she said, grinning. “Who wants to get wet!”
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Dhane had all the Cobalins march to the white sand beach, where they could slowly ease into the refreshingly cool seawater. There was no need to rush, to toss them into the deep end like how his mom taught him.

Nearly drowning was the lovely experience that kept him from water most of his formative years until a cute lifeguard took a liking to him in high school. Her name and face eluded him, but her methods remained.

He had the Cobalins get accustomed to moving in the gentle waves and learn how to float. “If you know how to float,” he recited, “you’ll never drown.”

That was mostly accurate.

Tom mastered floating on his back within minutes and blushed profusely while Dracina congratulated herself on being the best teacher in the twelve zones.

She went on to demonstrate the doggy paddle, front crawl, and sidestroke to Figlop’s group. Once they got the hang of it, they separated to teach the other groups while Dhane observed and made corrections when needed . . . repeatedly.

Some of the Cobalins didn’t like swimming and chose to make sand castles or wash the “stinky-stink crabbies” instead. Others went seashell hunting. And other-others decided to brave the forest for resources they could trade.

King Gigeneepa took a break from deforesting the island to play in the water. He let the Cobalins jump off his back and performed the solemn duty of a wave machine, even though there were already waves—his waves were bigger.

Cobalins used logs for tubes and rushed across the lagoon between the large fallen rocks from a certain misplaced chunk of Terralacoos.

Dracina and Celestira were as fast at swimming as Sophie and Tyra. They formed a game of tag and hide-'n-seek, which was totally unfair to those who couldn’t breathe underwater.

“I like doggy style best,” a male Cobalin proclaimed to his group, currently learning the different techniques and watching all the others have fun.

“Doggy paddle,” Dhane corrected.

“That what I say, Great Shadow!”

He sighed. If he didn’t know any better, he’d think they were coming up with these terms on purpose. But Cobalins weren’t exactly known for being witty.

He left the group, mentally keeping track of the Cobalins by their vibration lines. He was the King of Lifeguards. But if they were beneath the water, vibration lines didn’t exactly help.

A sensation of warmth pooled at the back of his mind. More experience. Octoralis and his spider knights were effective killers, which was great, except for not having anyone to pick up the loot. None of the Cobalins were eager to volunteer.

<We no need crappy Cobalins,> Octoralis projected. <Aranyl collect, hold loot in web bag.>

They can collect the loot?

<Yes yes yes, Daddy. We bring lots back. Can . . . I stay longer?> Her excitement sifted through their connection. <We no go too far. No see white eyes.>

He sent her a smile and told her to go for as long as she wanted. Hell, they were out doing the actual work, getting him experience and loot while he got to enjoy a sunny day at the beach.

<You the best, Daddy!>

He chuckled, then sucked in a breath as cold water splashed across his back. He whipped around to a laughing Kora, and beyond her, still sitting on the rocks with Evelyn, was Sarah . . . watching.

Even when she wasn’t there, she always felt present, not far from his thoughts. Mostly because of the threat she represented, of course. If she managed to escape her bonds, she could probably take on the entire village by herself.

In nature, the most beautiful things were often the most dangerous. And that was Sarah in a nutshell.

Kora followed his gaze, looking over her shoulder. She deflated a little, exhaling through her nose as she looked back at him. “Nothing going on between you two?”

“Nothing,” he echoed. She wore a dubious expression, and he flung a handful of water at her, making her laugh and jump back. “It’s not what you think.”

“What do I think!” squeaked her Teeny Teller. “Was I thinking?”

Kora shushed the shriveled head. “Really? Not what I think? I heard about your kiss. Did you know there’s a will-they-won’t-they bet going on?”

“Between me and Sarah?”

She nodded. “It’s currently four to one that you guys tie the knot. Naturally, I bet against it.”

Dhane exhaled. “She’s not here for that. I wanted to convince her we’re not evil.”

“Oh? And how’s that going?”

“Slowly. . .?” he said, then watched a dozen Cobalins rush past on a wave, riding their logs and whooping. One crashed into a large rock. Her body smacked the side, then turned into a silvery-white glow.

“Here’s a coocoo thought,” Kora said, wading out to where the water was deeper, “maybe she’s waiting for you to, I don’t know, actually talk to her? From what I can tell, you’ve been avoiding that.”

Yes . . . he had. For great reasons. Words were weak in the face of evidence. He didn’t want to impede on her own experiences. “What changed your mind about those of Shadow?”

A Cobalin floated up to her on his back, holding a flower in his mouth. “He-oh purty hooman,” he said, trying to talk with his lips pressed together.

She laughed and nudged him away. “I . . .”—her voice softened, and her eyes turned blue—“never cared about affinities. Reditus Leon taught us to help others. Then, my own sect tried to force me to fight in their war. They’ve taken our good work and corrupted it, and now . . . seeing your Cobalins, I know they’re wrong.”

Lora glanced over at Sarah again. “If I were to guess? She knows, too. Or at least knows it’s not black and white. I don’t think her problem is with the Cobalins.”

“No?” he asked.

She shook her head. “It’s with you.” Then her eyes turned green, and she started lowering herself into the water. “I don’t know why I’m helping you. But . . . go use your words. And if that doesn’t work, I’m happy to be your rebound.”

“What you doing!” her Teeny Teller squeaked.

She glanced around. “Did you hear something?” she asked before dipping low enough the head went underwater and made bubbles.

When the bubbles stopped, she looked at him, and he looked at her. She had a hopeful expression and stood.

“Why you do that!” the head rasped, and she sighed. “I don’t— Did you do something? Why am I wet?”

Dhane offered her a sympathetic smile and headed toward the boardwalk. Maybe he could make her a Teeny Teller container with a symbol to silence the voice from within.

He added it to his perpetually growing list and followed the boardwalk, intent on . . . using his words.

<Yay, Daddy! Say nice, kind words.>

That’s the idea.

<Then kiss!>

That’s not the idea.

“What do you want?” Sarah asked once he neared, her glare in full effect. It only broke for a flicker of a second as her gaze swept down the front of him and back to his eyes. She clenched her jaw, and her heart picked up its pace.

She hated him so very much that just being near seemed to stoke the furnace within. It was, of course, his fault.

“Here to give essence,” he said casually, feeling a need for an excuse—a good excuse—before trying to work out some sort of an apology.

“Oh,” Evelyn said, “I totally forgot. We were talking about⁠—”

Sarah turned her glare onto Evelyn.

“—nothing? W-we weren’t talking. Nope.”

“Right,” he said. That wasn’t suspicious at all. “Sorry I’m late. I should have given you essence earlier, but you were gone, then the Cobalins . . . well, you know.” He motioned to them doing cannonballs off a nearby rock.

“They’re so cute,” she said and glanced at Sarah. “Don’t you think?”

“They’re . . . different.”

Different wasn’t bad. He’d take it.

Evelyn summoned her phone and withdrew a coconut. “I need to expend my essence before I feed. I’ll, umm . . . empower my strength?”

She focused on the oblong green fruit. Her fingertips pierced the shell, and she split it in half with one twist of her wrists.

Coconut water splashed everywhere, but she didn’t react. The two halves of the coconut rolled down the slope of the rock and plopped into the sea.

Evelyn released a long exhale and slumped against Sarah, who didn’t seem to mind.

Dhane knelt and extended his wrist.

Before Evelyn could react, Sarah seized his arm with both of her hands. The chain between the collars went taut, and a tiny spark of red lightning promised pain. “You’re going to take these stupid bonds off me.”

He paused to consider his words, ever so grateful to have his spidey undies equipped. “What I’m hearing,” he said slowly, “is you don’t like them?”

“Of course I don’t like them!”

<Daddy, you being nice?>

Trying, he projected back. “Is this a bad time to apologize?”

She showed her pearly white fangs, her brows pressed together, her eyes vividly red, the eyes of a predator promising to do harm. “Take. Them. Off. Or . . . honest-to-God, I’ll break your arm.”

“For the record,” he continued, doing his best to keep his heart rate under control, “I hate these collars. Your priests of Light made them.”

“I don’t care who made them. I want them off! You can’t just keep me as a prisoner. Wasn’t that your whole deal about the Cobalins? Play by the rules and all the other stupid lies you told.”

“Sarah. . .?” Evelyn whispered and curled up on Sarah’s lap. “He’s . . . not bad. . . .”

“You should care,” he said, placing a hand on hers. “Do you know what they do?”

She glanced at his hand, then back. “I’m quite aware of what they do. I’ve been shocked a dozen fucking times!”

“These symbols⁠—”

“I don’t care!”

“You just want to stay ignorant, is that it?”

“Fuck. You.”

“You’re fighting on the wrong side.”

“You’re of Shadow!”

“Open your damn eyes!” He let go of her hand and motioned to the Cobalins, who were laughing and playing in the water. “Do they look evil to you? Do they look like soulless monsters that only exist for you to butcher and enslave?”

She actually looked, and her expression turned complicated, like she wanted to believe but couldn’t for unknown reasons.

He attempted to peel her fingers free.

Her glare returned. She set her shoulders and tightened her grip. Her breaths turned sharp and shallow. It was the look of someone working up the nerve to take a major risk.

Releasing her was a fucking mistake. He triggered Exploding Spider, and the terrible thing, with eight terrible black legs, appeared on her hand.

She gasped and jerked back. A burst of jagged red light shot up her arms. She sucked air through her teeth, pain evident on her face.

Her backward momentum was just enough to make her lose her balance on the rock.

Shit! He grabbed for her and missed, catching Evelyn instead.

“Don’t . . .” she said, “get any ideas. . . .”

Sarah hit the water, bound in collars. There was no way she’d be able to swim, especially not with all of her armor equipped.

He set Evelyn down and dove over the side.

Sarah was half a dozen feet below and sinking, fearful eyes wide. She kicked and kicked, trying to get back to the surface, but the weight of her gear was too much.

Desperate, she used her hands. A flash of red light shocked her again. Bubbles escaped her mouth.

Seeing those bubbles scratched a long-forgotten memory of something terrible. Everything changed. It wasn’t Sarah fighting to survive. It was a different face, a familiar face.

It was the face of his sister, drowning. . . .


Chapter
Thirty



The water pressed in on all sides. Vibration lines were a soft echo, blurred across the constant pull and give of the sea.

Above the surface, the sun warmed the beach and the Cobalins, laughing in their play. But down here in the secluded shadows of large rocks, in a world that seemed completely removed, Dhane saw the panic of his sister.

Short brown hair, hazel eyes, a scar on her cheek, cheap turquoise earrings, and a begging plea to be saved as the last of her air escaped.

“No!” he shouted, the word exhaling in a stream of bubbles that rolled across his face.

He triggered Shadow Shift. Momentum yanked him down, and he reformed below her.

It’s going to be okay, he repeated in his mind.

<Daddy?>

With one arm, he grabbed her waist tightly, pulling her against him, unwilling to ever let go. He scooped the water with his free hand and kicked toward the distant surface, refracting sunlight.

Each pull, each kick, seemed insufficient. His lungs burned for air. Their progress slowed, and a seizing fear of failure started to envelop his heart.

A torpedo of movement sliced through the water. Something pink grabbed him and pulled them both upward until they broke the surface.

He sucked in a breath and could hear his sister coughing. Utter relief washed away all the fear, the stress, and the vague sense of horrible guilt that somehow felt familiar.

Before he realized it, they were near the shore, the water shallow. They stood, and he hugged her tightly. “Nora. . . .”

“Nora?” she asked, her voice not quite right.

He pulled back, and the memory collapsed, leaving Sarah standing there, drenched in her black leather armor, plastered in red hair. Her expression was a mix of confusion and concern.

He drew back a step and glanced past her. Cobalins were watching from their floating logs.

Dracina grinned proudly. She shook the water from her feathers. “Flarking hell. I saved Great King!”

“I’m,” he said to Sarah, his voice raw, “sorry.” Then he turned and left.
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Dhane walked across the sun-warmed white sand away from the gleeful shouts of Cobalins and Sarah’s lingering stare. Dracina and Celestira followed from a distance.

Quartz Crabs scurried out of his way and watched from the ends of their long eyestalks, their jagged crystals catching the sunlight. Loitering gulls flapped their wings and made yapping sounds at any others that might intrude on their territory.

The earthy scent, the salty taste of the air, it so reminded him of Mexico, a great memory of a time with his small family of three. Except, maybe it wasn’t so great. . . .

They went to cenotes, ziplined, explored the ancient Aztec temples, and swam all day long. It was a rare vacation brought upon by his mother’s surprise bonus.

And up until minutes ago, that was precisely how he remembered it, even if all the faces were blurs. But now, a dark shadow pressed down on those memories.

It was as if he was still stuck beneath the waves, unable to breathe. In his mind’s eye, replaying in a loop, his sister’s terrified face looked up at him, her fingers reaching. But unlike today, he was too late.

Every cycle, he was too late.

His sister drowned.

How could he have forgotten that?

Dhane fell to his knees and sat. He grabbed the sand and let it stream through his fingers. Nora was his sister, and he failed her.

<Daddy. . . . It not be your fault.>

That was what everyone always said. He knew that it was meant to be comforting. But it wasn’t.

It just reminded him that he was powerless when he needed the strength to affect change, the change of his drowning sister, the change of this stupid war.

What was he doing? Swimming?

The Cobalins needed this. But he needed to get stronger so he could lead his people to a happy future.

Dracina plopped down next to him, and Celestira did the same on his other side.

He created mana spheres for both. “Thank you for saving me.”

They gladly accepted their mana. Dracina pressed the pearlescent energy into her chest, grew a little, then flexed her arm.

“Getting stronger!” she said, then rolled her neck. Her jaw elongated, and she transformed into a flying, feathered serpent about five feet long. “But still small,” she said in a disappointed voice. She transformed back and leaned against him.

“You’ll get bigger,” he said. “And we’ll all get stronger.”

A sudden warmth seeped into his chest from where Celestira touched him, the tip of her finger surrounded by a golden light.

He raised an eyebrow.

“There is pain here,” she said and blinked back tears. “But . . . I cannot heal it.”

“I don’t think,” he said, putting an arm around her, “it’s the type of pain that should be healed.” Or forgotten, he realized. As terrible as that memory was, it played a key role in defining him.

Back then, death was the end. Game over. He didn’t believe in an afterlife. To die was to cease to exist, to extinguish the flame.

Experiencing death had a way of making you appreciate those who still lived. It pushed him to make the most of life because life could end at any time, such as . . . by a garbage truck. . . .

But death wasn’t the end. He knew that Nora had to return to the Primordial Sea of Souls, which meant she lived. Somewhere and in some form, she lived.

That thought—and Octoralis’s quick return to his soul to give him a psychic hug—made it easier to accept.

They remained like that for a time, soaking in the sun’s warmth and watching nature come alive.

A shell popped up on tiny legs and scurried across the sand. A sluggish sea worm surfaced and wiggled its way closer to the water before burrowing again. A gull honked at another and jutted its beak threateningly.

He looked at the two girls leaning against him and chuckled. He might have lost his sister all those years ago, but he wasn’t without a family, a really-really big family.

Vegetation rustled in the forest.

His bodyguards were up on their feet in an instant. Dracina stood at the front, her fists balled just as three giant spiders rushed out from the trees.

“Stay back,” she said, showing her fangs, “or meet my wrath!”

Aranyl, the purple spider, giggled. She carried a sac made of webs on her back, stuffed full of items. <Angry little snake, hello!>

“It’s okay,” Dhane said, standing. “These are my spider knights. Aranyl, Oriphiel, and Faylina.”

“Spider knights?” Dracina asked. “Not bodyguards?”

“Not bodyguards,” he said. He certainly didn’t need more bodyguards. Knights, on the other hand, didn’t need to always be present or—he shivered—sleep in his room. . . .

<We serve King of Shadows,> projected Faylina, the white spider. She had a silvery-white cut on one of her legs. When she noticed his attention on the cut, she curled her leg as if to demonstrate that it still worked. <This not bad wound, My King. Tailcutter, bad monkey! But I heal, patience.>

Celestira stepped out from behind her sister, concern on her face. “You have pain.”

<Kind hearted, baby snake. This pain will go, I say.>

She walked up to the spider and reached toward the wound.

Faylina pulled back.

“She’s a healer,” Dhane explained.

<Healer? You wish to heal me?>

Celestira nodded and drew her fingertips over the wound, leaving behind a lingering trail of golden light. The silvery-white gash sealed.

<Sister sister!> Aranyl projected, turning. The items in her sac clinked. <Me next? Bad living root sting me.>

<That your fault, I say,> Faylina projected. <We told you caution. You did not caution!>

<I . . . I . . .> Oriphiel, the blue spider, projected and shifted back and forth. <Never mind.>

“Let me heal,” Celestira said and inspected the other two spiders, sliding her fingers along their furry limbs. She moved with purpose as if her whole reason for existing was to fight pain.

Aranyl projected a sense of relief mixed with happiness and excitement. <We find something! Bad monkey drop item.>

<Yes yes yes, Daddy!> Octoralis projected. <I forget. I bad spider.>

Nonsense, he thought to her. “What did you find?”

Aranyl shrugged off the sac of items. It made a clinking thud against the sand. She tore it open and quickly sorted hides, coins, glowing sticks, seeds, and something else.

She grabbed this last item with her pedipalps and handed him a green glass bottle with something other than liquid within.

<We find,> she projected, <treasure map!>


Chapter
Thirty-One



People often said money couldn’t buy happiness, but they weren’t single fathers with a few hundred mouths to feed, were they? Or living on dry ramen.

The promise of treasure was the promise of reproducible food—hens, cows, and goats. It was soul devices, housing, and the needed infrastructure of a budding village that still had hundreds more Cobalins waiting for their chance to live again.

Treasure was the answer.

The next day, Dhane stepped off a newly commissioned raft by Tom onto the black beach of a nearby island. There were over a hundred different islands circling the central whirlpool, each offering something unique.

And Gloomshore was definitely no exception.

It had these crazy-cool, sky-reaching cliffsides of dark gray rock all along the shoreline. Red-feathered goats stood on thin ridges way up there, bleating like cats stuck in a tree.

They weren’t stuck.

Probably.

In any case, the island had a . . . chthonic feel. That was a great word for it. Underworldly.

The only openings were jagged fissures full of vegetation. Most were barely wide enough to squeeze through, but some could hold a small village if creative.

Strange growths of purple moss clung to the plants. The fragrant scent of lavender loomed as if ready to form clouds and rain its alluring perfume onto the land.

Evelyn twirled on the sand, hands out for balance. She inhaled deeply, then let it out in a long, contented sigh. The vibration lines beneath her veil traced her lips into a smile.

She might love the thrill of exploration as much as he did, always excited for a new adventure.

<Kiss her, Daddy!>

Oi. They were back to this.

Octoralis made a psychic huff at his resistance. <If not her, Sarah. Or both? Yes yes yes! I like both!>

Sarah. . . .

Dhane stifled a sigh.

He didn’t even try to give her essence last night, not after their little spat. She was so damn stubborn. Then he had to go and make it awkward by hugging her and calling her by the name of his sister.

What the hell was the matter with him?

He cringed at the memory. She probably thought he had lost his marbles along with the rest of his crazy Cobalins.

Stop thinking about it.

Dracina, wearing plant-fiber armor like the rest of the others, crossed her arms and watched Tom.

He was dragging his raft—twice the size as the last one—up the shore to the cliff by himself. When he returned, he froze at her stern gaze.

“You,” she said, eyeing his excessive size in places that probably shouldn’t be excessive.

“M-me?” he said and tapped a finger against the rough fabric of his chest armor.

“Flarking hell. Yes, you!” She looked away and muttered, “Are very strong. I respect that.”

His eyebrows raised, and he glanced at Evelyn. “Oh . . . no, n-not really.”

“I say it, so it is true!”

Celestira smiled. Her purple feathers stuck out from her armor. The two sisters protested against wearing anything. They’d much rather run around naked. But given the ultimatum of armor or staying home, they gave in.

Evelyn quite liked her armor and somehow made it fashionable by growing small white flowers across her shoulders and down her slender arms.

Smoke rushed from Dhane’s soul and formed into a half-sized Octoralis. She carried all the exuberance of the spider knights, promising them to return with a full account of the mission.

They wanted to come, but he couldn’t afford to bring everyone. The village needed metal—Threadite—and his knights needed to protect the Cobalins who had volunteered to mine it.

Kevin and Silas weren’t interested in coming since it sounded more like an errand. They wanted to kill monsters for experience and convinced Sophie and Tyra to tag along once again.

Ricky had given up his daggers and devoted himself to the humble life of a plant fiber gatherer, working with the “goddess” Aditi.

Lora made herself the head priest of Dedu Tedu Novus, refusing the Reditus title.

And all the others were working on their projects or training in BB’s dungeon.

The loot, thus far, had only yielded two more piglet seeds. Devron explained that the dungeon needed more deaths before it could afford to drop better items. It also cost BB to create poisonous candy to kill Cobalins, who were afraid of pain.

That said, Zobb happily planted the extra seeds, and Dhane upgraded the ¤ Pigpen to Tier 3 with the earnings he got from his spider knights. This would allow for up to 15× Piglet Seeds once they got them.

Breeding pigs could be a serious source of income if . . . of course, the Cobalins didn’t eat them all.

<This be the one?> Octoralis asked, racing up to a jagged opening in the gray cliff. Plants grew from cracks in the walls.

Dhane withdrew the treasure map. The papyrus’ texture and ink made it appear ancient. Calligraphic scribbles were written in a different language he couldn’t read, but the dotted red line that ran through the labyrinth of passageways was impossible to misinterpret.

“That’s the one,” he said, lining up their current location on his mental map to the one he held.

She sent a flurry of excited smiles his way before disappearing into the large, leafy vegetation.

He chuckled and totally understood her excitement. It was like geocaching . . . in a fantasy world! He was Benjamin Gates in National Treasure, ready to claim all the hidden gold for the good of his village.

At least, he hoped there would be lots of gold.

“I w-will,” Tom said, “watch the . . . raft.”

Dracina whipped her pink hair around and narrowed her golden eyes at him. “Glarb it all, no you won’t. You’re my student.”

“B-but we’re not . . . swi-swi-swimming.”

“A master chooses her student. Not the other way!” She turned her head up and to the side. “I’ll take mana as payment.”

“Dracina. . . .” Celestira said, holding her sister’s shoulders from behind. “We guard the king.”

Dracina glanced back and lowered her voice. “I make others strong. They protect king. It helps.”

“Umm,” Evelyn said, clasping her hands behind her back, “come with us, Tom. It’ll be fun.”

“O-okay!” he yelled, his heart rattling.

Dhane smiled to himself at the guy’s willingness to do anything for her. That thought somehow twisted into a visual of Penny, and he shoved it back down into his vault.

With a mental flick, the treasure map puffed away into smoke. If all went well, they simply had to follow the directions and collect the reward.

This was a destination quest. Game developers used these to show off their wondrous world of arcane locations, and he was one hundred percent okay with that.

He led his party up to the colorful opening in the cliff’s wall. It was about four feet wide. Giant fern-like fronds stretched across the entrance and tugged at his Katsen armor as he stepped through them.

Vibration lines mapped out the craggy and organic surfaces. The path zigzagged, each bend sharp and exact, leading somewhere unknown and worthy of exploration.

Far overhead, a sliver of light represented the outside world. Inside, the gray walls were more akin to hardened shadows.

Patches of purple moss gave off a faint glow. They had thousands of individual strands that spiraled skyward like the frayed ends of a favorite blanket.

Evelyn unequipped her veil and poked the moss, smiling. “It’s so soft.”

“Flarking poison,” Dracina said, and Evelyn snapped her hand back, eyes wide.

“Not poison,” Celestira said gently.

Dracina laughed. “Glarb, you are funny! It’s only Lilafume. Don’t you know anything? Use it to make Cobalins not stink so bad.”

“Be kind.”

“Oh,” Evelyn said and rubbed the back of her neck, one shoulder higher than the other.

Tom tugged at the ends of his plant-fiber armor. “I-I didn’t . . . know either.”

“And neither did I,” Dhane said. “We shouldn’t use our knowledge to make others feel bad.”

Dracina grimaced. She rushed to stand behind Celestira and pressed her forehead to her sister’s back. “I’m very-very sorry, Great King,” she whispered.

“Ehhh, it’s super okay,” Evelyn said. “There’s a lot I don’t know. That’s why I’m here. If you want, I’d love to learn what you know.”

Dracina peeked over Celestira’s shoulder. “I already have a student. But— Well— I . . . I’ll make an exception! Yes. An exception if that pleases Great King?”

Dhane held back a laugh and gave her an appreciative nod.

She grinned.

He summoned lesser spheres of mana—not wanting to drain his reserves given the possibility of danger—and handed them out.

The girls consumed them like candy and grew another fraction of an inch.

Just how much more would they grow? They already looked like early teenagers, going through their rebellious phase. Pretty soon, they would have nose rings and black lipstick.

Honestly, he should have had the Cobalins donate mana and stop thinking he needed to do everything himself. The sisters weren’t just his responsibility. The quicker their debuffs were removed, the better for everyone.

He mentally added Mana Party to his list of tasks and continued down the path after Octoralis.
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They followed the red dotted line on a long hike where every turn revealed something new and exciting: thorny blue plants like ivy, snails five times their normal size, whistling rocks that puffed steam, and disgusting cockroaches that scurried away and chittered from their crevasses.

All except that last point made Dhane want to get lost in the labyrinthine passageways. They broke off in new directions every few minutes, many of which weren’t on the System’s map.

Google Maps needed an update.

But maybe that was a good thing. If the map wasn’t constantly updated, then others wouldn’t be able to immediately locate Dedu Tedu Novus after the thirty days of being hidden by the System.

Not that their in-plain-sight looming chunk of Terralacoos wouldn’t be discovered by then. This just reiterated the importance of finding the treasure.

An hour in, they came to a green gorge a hundred feet across. A rickety rope bridge with wooden slats swayed above the far drop to rapids.

It took Evelyn’s encouragement and Dracina’s prodding to get Tom to cross the bridge. He blushed profusely on the other side when Evelyn told him how impressed she was with how he conquered his fear of heights.

He gave her a white flower he had found a while back, the petals bruised. And she pinned it to her veil, saying white was her favorite color.

The treasure map’s path continued along the gorge’s sharp ledge toward the heart of Gloomshore. It eventually led to a cavernous cave.

Dhane stepped inside, absolutely delighted by the magical view. He took it in as they continued down the path to where the treasure was supposed to be, just around the bend.

Rays of sunlight shone through holes in the ceiling. Underground rivers gushed from the walls, falling into the rapids that curved around stalagmites.

Mist gathered on the rocks and trickled down to bowl-shaped yellow plants. They had thousands of thick stems that snaked across every surface. Given the sheer abundance of vegetation, it seemed as if these plants acted like a conduit.

Green glowing slugs, three feet long, nibbled on the purple moss. They emitted a sort of harmonious humming, a slug choir that tickled the vibration lines only he could appreciate.

It was a symphony of stimuli. The view; the wet, earthy scent mixed with lavender; the humming and rhythmic pounding of water he could feel as much as hear; and the taste of something sweet in the air.

Gold, no doubt, was the ultimate reward they sought. But this . . . this was as much a treasure. People went their entire lives working in cubicles and sitting in traffic, never getting to experience the wonder of discovery, of untamed nature at work.

Dracina tossed the half-empty shell of a snail she had been eating and glared at the walls. Her pink hair clung together in thick, damp clumps. She was ever the bodyguard, alert for danger.

Celestira, on the other hand, merely held his armor as if a child in a grocery store, afraid of getting lost.

“We’re almost there,” he told his misfit gang of treasure seekers. They followed him around the bend in the path and stopped.

His breath caught. The cave opened even more to an underground lake. Massive broken ships lay smashed against the walls, covered in plants.

At the center of the lake, across a land bridge, were dozens of stacked chests and hundreds of golden coins, shimmering in the sunlight from an opening in the ceiling.

<I eat eat eat slug!> Octoralis projected before leaping at one. It burst on her fangs, leaving a glowing green slime to drip from her pedipalps.

Evelyn giggled.

Dracina balled her fists.

All the humming ceased.

And the vibration lines stopped shifting around every object in a fluid dance. They solidified to reveal . . .

A trap.


Chapter
Thirty-Two



Without the a cappella group of slime singers disrupting Dhane’s senses, what had felt like a part of the environment turned into something much worse.

People. . . .

There were more than ten people standing on a ledge a few feet above, behind an illusionary wall of slick cave rock and vegetation, holding weapons at the ready.

Shit!

He was moving before he had the chance to think. The world shifted to the rush of smoke—hot and acrid—and snapped back with him standing behind the shape of a man in the shadows.

“Watch out!” Dhane yelled to his party below.

Lumanima Vvitablade—sleeping—formed and gained a violet sheen before plunging into the man’s back.

A -31 in white slid up into the air.

An Exploding Spider formed on the next person and scurried over her shoulder.

She jerked, her heart thudding. Little white symbols across her exposed arms and stomach flashed in a chaotic rhythm.

What the hell?

Dracina hissed.

Tom summoned his tower shield and stepped in front of Evelyn. Something hard hit his shield and deflected, producing a clanging noise.

Evelyn’s eyes glowed red. She searched the one-sided illusion while swirling trails of crimson essence formed into her stiletto daggers.

A groggy Lumanima projected, <You are not . . . poss— Oh, bad habit. Where are we?>

Dhane sensed the rapid movement of a two-handed hammer tear through the air toward his second-most favorite body part, his head.

Assassin reflexes dropped him below the swooshing air in an instant. The weapon slammed the cave’s wall, bursting chips of rock everywhere.

The Exploding Spider found its mark. It went up in a blast of blue mana. The attack tore through the woman’s armor and did an additional 34 damage in red.

A health bar materialized.
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She cried out, silvery-white damage illuminating the blast mark on her back. Her skin . . . It had a blue hue in the darkness.

Octoralis hurried along the wall below. <Kill kill kill bad people!> she projected.

<Wait,> he sent her and called to the affinity of the woman. A glossy black symbol of a butterfly—an Illusionist—materialized.

They’re of Shadow?

The man he had attacked growled and stomped his foot. A blast of energy reverberated through the ground, and a force shoved Dhane off the ledge, dealing 14 damage to his Spider Armor.

By instinct, he shifted his weight, spun, and landed soundlessly on his feet next to Dracina and a cloud of pink.

It stung his lungs.

The world wobbled and grew heavy.

<Daddy!> Octoralis projected.

Then everything went black.
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Dhane drew in a breath, the air musty. He was lying on his side on something rough and misshapen, his eyelids heavy, a gag in his mouth.

Reality fought against the blurry echo of a dream about Sarah. She was sitting on the boardwalk to Nimbus Nook, the salty breeze sifting through her vibrant red hair.

He could smell the salt, hear the lapsing water as if he were there. The way she watched the sea roll up the shore touched some lost memory.

It was melancholic and hopeless.

Cold water splashed his face.

He gasped and jerked his hands up, which sent a burning jolt through his arms. Every muscle seized, and he clenched his teeth until it stopped.

His wrists were bound in lightning rope, tied to a damn wooden post. A tendril of smoke lifted into the air, containing that awful smell of burnt flesh.

Vibration lines burst out from him in all directions. They slid along the insides of a curved room made up of dank wood, roots, and rusty bars from a cage. Little white lights danced around the ceiling as if they were fireflies.

The room looked to be inside of one of those broken ships in the underground lake. Given the bars, maybe it was used to transport mobs or . . . slaves.

A girlish sound pulled his attention to a young woman who winced. She had chin-length dark purple hair, ears like fins or long flower petals, and very blue skin.

So he wasn’t imagining it.

The knowledge at the back of his mind whispered, Veetamor. They were a race of Shadow that lived in the four zones of Olindale’s sea.

Unlike the Cobalins, she wasn’t far off from a human. Her sympathetic gray eyes were larger, her nose flatter, and her apologetic smile revealed a mix of flat and jagged white teeth.

Instead of typical clothing or armor, she wore what looked like large fish scales strung together. They only covered what was necessary, leaving little of her slim frame to the imagination.

Stranger yet—even more strange than the gills along her neck—were the dozens of white symbols etched into her blue skin. They slowly pulsed with light in a mesmerizing pattern.

“Apologies,” she said, placing the bucket she had just emptied on him by the wall. “Do that, we have to. You were sleeping?”

Given the gag still firmly in his mouth, she wasn’t expecting a reply. As such, the only reply he gave was a Sarah-approved glare.

<You awake, Daddy?>, Octoralis asked. By the feel of their connection, she wasn’t close.

Where are the others? he thought back to her.

<In big big big ships. I no attack bad Shadows. But I can! Want me to eat them?>

For the first time, he actually considered it. But these were people of Shadow. They were on the same side of this eternal war and could be allies.

Or enemies. . . .

A war on two fronts would be terrible.

No, just get back to me, he sent and tried to sit up, only to find his ankles tied to another post.

The Veetamor woman walked up and knelt next to him. Her eyes shone with excitement. “My very own pet. Your best master, I shall be. To the ancients, I promise this.”

Pet? He scrunched his eyebrows together.

She giggled. “You understand not a word I say. Oh . . . stupid, beautiful human. To me, you look not so dangerous.”

She laid against him and rested her head on his arm for a minute, breathing softly. “Maybe . . .” she whispered as if an idea just came to her, “if good you are, let you in my bed, I will?”

Wut?

She let out a breath and sat up. “How to get through to you? Hmm. I try something.” She held her hands out, palms down.

“Bad.” She slapped one hand and made a sad face. “Good.” She gently patted her other hand, then repeated it again for bad and good.

“Does sense this make?” she asked. “If good you are . . .”—she leaned in and slid her delicate fingers through his hair—“then sleep with me, you can.”

Sleep with her . . .

Like a dog at the end of her bed?

She drew back, a contemplative expression on her face. “Sleep.” She pressed her hands together and pretended to sleep on them.

Her eyes opened. She pulled the side of her lip in her mouth, showing her jagged teeth. Her cheeks turned a slight purple.

“With . . . me.” She looked away and lifted the fish scale armor that covered her breasts, proving her intent and that she was, indeed, much like a human.

<Be good, Daddy!>


Chapter
Thirty-Three



Dhane forced himself to look away from the Veetamor woman, trying to seduce him by showing off her blue nipples. If it was up to mini-Dhane—which it wasn’t—he’d be a very good pet.

Octoralis grumbled something about not giving up. She even tried to coax him into fantasizing what it would be like to have sex with a non-human, a pretty blue non-human.

Gah, how did one go through life with very little action and end up here?

He really needed to talk to the Mother of Shadows about this. Nothing at the back of his mind told him heaven was a giant orgy, so it must be him.

“Oh,” the woman said, covering herself, “you . . . want me not?” Her symbols flashed twice, then dimmed. “Only because you know me not! Ellirae, I am called.” She tapped her chest. “El-er-ray. Master Ellirae.

“Well . . . your master, not yet. Your items I need. Then my pet, you shall be. M-my first, actually.”

<You make her feel bad, Daddy.>

I’m not here to be her slave, he projected. And he wasn’t here alone. The others might not have such appealing masters.

<Appealing? You like her boobies?>

I’m not answering that.

<Fine. There still be Sarah, Evelyn, Kora, Tarebear.>

No Tarebear!

She giggled and jumped back into his soul, using her smallest size as to not alert his captor.

He sighed, which Ellirae took as meaning something else.

“Best back scratches and foot massages I give,” she said, nodding. Her symbols slowly glowed brighter. “I cook . . . some things well, some things . . . not. B-but great listener, I am. I judge not!”

She looked at him expectantly, then deflated. “You still understand not what I say. Apologies. A pufferfish, I am. No others like me. They say too hard I try, but I know not how not to try.

“Know what? A good listener, you are. In a long time, I have not anyone to talk with. Nice it is, even with you tied up. Apologies for that. A rule, it is. Rule. You understand? Of course not.”

He didn’t reply, mostly because there was a gag in his mouth, not that he couldn’t remove it. Unlike the lightning rope, there were no symbols denoting ownership to prevent him from depositing it.

He started gathering his life essence, and Octoralis helped by preparing to replace the ownership symbols in the lightning rope.

“A-anyway,” Ellirae said and retrieved a wooden board with carvings on one side. She pointed to the first picture. “Soul device,” she said, then a divers’ watch—a human’s divers’ watch—appeared on her wrist.

Oh, damn, were the Veetamors once human as well? They certainly looked similar. Why, then, were they of Shadow?

She tapped the buttons on her watch until a pink berry appeared in the air, withdrawn from her inventory. “See this? You give me items. Then reward, I will give you.”

<In bed,> Octoralis so helpfully amended.

Ellirae looked at the berry. “Mmm, yummy.”

Lumanima was not impressed.

She licked her lips with a purple tongue to illustrate just how delicious the treat was, and when that didn’t appear to work, she bit it in half and moaned softly.

“These berries, really good, actually. I myself picked them. T-the rest of this one is yours. For free. How else you know what you get, hmm?”

She swallowed hard and reached a tentative hand toward Dhane’s gag. “Umm, biting”—she bit the air to illustrate—“is bad. No biting. Understand?”

He gave her a subtle nod that made her grin. If he didn’t have to reveal his magical tricks of escaping his bonds, then he should keep them a secret.

Always a Plan B.

“You do understand,” she said. “I knew it! Humans are not as stupid as⁠—”

The door behind her swung open. It slammed into the wall to reveal a large Veetamor man lit by a slice of late afternoon sunlight.

Ellirae jerked, snatching her hand back. She grabbed her board and quickly stood. “Lyrlorlen?” Her voice had lost all giddy playfulness, and her heart started racing.

<He bad bad bad!> Octoralis projected.

The man stepped into the room, his fish scale armor clinking with the movement. Eight others stood outside on a path, the plant-covered cave wall behind them.

He had black chitin growths on his bulging arms and legs. His thick green hair was in tight braids that brushed his shoulders. And he carried a two-handed hammer in one hand, an ugly scowl marring his face.

Dhane called to the man’s affinity, and a glossy black beetle appeared. The arcane knowledge confirmed him to be a Chitin Tank.

Yeah . . . he definitely looked the part.

Ellirae’s divinity was the Firefly. She was a Lux, a light weaver. The lights that danced near the ceiling scattered to find hiding places among old ropes and chains.

The man scanned the room, unimpressed by whatever he was looking for. The white symbols across his skin flashed all at once, then pulsed. “Two hours, it has been,” he said in a baritone voice. “I see not his items.”

Ellirae held her board tightly against her chest, her breaths shallow. “I . . . I let him sleep. Only a little. B-but progress we are making.”

His eyes narrowed sharply, fixating on the board she held. In two steps, he crossed the room. The back of his hand slammed against her cheek.

She crashed to the floor, her board clattering away. A -3 in white drifted over her bowed head, hands gripping her knees.

Dhane clenched his jaw.

Bastard!

It didn’t matter that her armor took the brunt of the hit. The effect was the same. This man had a dominating presence, one that demanded respect and obedience.

He was a Smurf version of Challenger Terry.

It was fucking sick.

<F-f-fucking sick!> Octoralis repeated, churning that burning hatred in Dhane’s chest. It was tinged with the delight of saying a bad word. <I eat him, Daddy?>

Not yet, he projected, refocusing his effort on containing his life essence. His kingly persona wanted to act, even if it got him killed.

But . . . kings shouldn’t react without thought, shouldn’t be controlled by their emotions. He needed to keep a level head.

Lyrlorlen dropped the full weight of his hammer on the old wooden floor. Cracks split along the moss-covered planks, and he picked up the board.

“Insubordinate bottom feeder!” He turned the board over to reveal the carved shapes, then brought it down on his knee, snapping it in half.

The splintered wood landed next to Ellirae. Her shaking fingers extended toward the discarded pieces, then she balled her fists and studied the floor.

“Think we would not find out?” he asked. “A test this human was. Worthy, you prove yourself not. Simple instructions they were. But try again, you do, to talk and reason.”

“B-but . . . I . . .” Ellirae tried to say, tears in her eyes. A rash of purple started to spread down her arms and back. She tensed and said in a small voice, “Working, it was.”

He snatched her neck and yanked her off the ground, holding her up with one arm.

She whimpered but didn’t fight. Little -1s in white slid out from his tight grip, and her fear-filled eyes began to bulge.

Enough of this.

Dhane signaled Octoralis. The lightning rope greedily accepted a stream of his life essence, sparking, and his soul spider used it to replace the ownership symbols.

His gag and bindings puffed into smoke, finding a place in his inventory. He Shadow Shifted a few feet to stand in front of the man abusing his power.

The King of Shadows—in all of his pretend grandeur—appeared in black smoke. It whooshed around him and his newly equipped bone mask.

“Let. Her. Go,” he commanded in his deep, regal voice. He let the rage burn hot into an aura of harmful intent. Octoralis contributed to the effect, strengthening it.

The Veetamors outside gasped and stepped back.

Lyrlorlen dropped Ellirae, who sucked in a breath and stared in awe up at her . . . pet.

The man grabbed his hammer and retreated two steps. “Who are you!”

“I am the King of Shadows,” Dhane said, fighting to control his voice while his heart pounded in his ears. “And I will not stand to watch you abuse this woman.”

<We kill kill kill?>

No, fighting was the last option. This had to be a battle of status, or they’d lose all options of forming an alliance, not that he wanted allies that treated their people like shit.

The man exhaled through his nose. He put on a strong front, but his heart rate increased.

Dhane extended his hand to Ellirae.

She looked at it like it was a snake.

“I do not bite,” he said.

A flicker of a smile twitched the edge of her lips. She accepted his hand and stood, glancing between him and the man who glared at them both.

“King?” the man said and spat. “King of Shadows exists not, human.”

He sent an affinity request, and Dhane returned only what he wanted to reveal, that he was of Shadow, follower of all Shadow divinities.

Lyrlorlen’s eyes widened, and he retreated a few more steps out the doorway. He pointed his hammer with one hand, muscles flexing. “Impossible! Humans and Shadow, cannot be. A trick, this is. An imposter you are.”

Shit. Faking it only worked while others were too scared to question the lie.

Dhane mentally nudged his dagger.

<I’m awake,> Lumanima projected, along with a sense of incredulity at all the dangerous situations a certain bonded soul got himself into.

“It is no lie,” Dhane said, stepping forward, every trick up his figurative sleeve ready to be sprung at a moment’s notice.

He continued. “Show respect, or I will smite you where you stand.” As much as he wanted it to be a bluff, he knew the man wouldn’t yield to words.

Ehh, so violence might be needed. . . .

Lyrlorlen scoffed. He glanced at the Veetamors outside. Some chuckled, others watched intently. “You, we captured. I am afraid not of a frail⁠—”

In a blink, Dhane Shadow Shifted forward, a mere foot away from his target. He withdrew and whipped the ¤ Lightning Rope around Lyrlorlen’s throat, grabbed both ends in one hand, and yanked it down.

The jagged lines of electricity jolted up the man’s neck. It wanted to do the same to Dhane, but he kindly refused the offer.

The man’s muscles seized, working against him. His hammer crashed against the cave floor, and he fell to his knees.

Dhane dismissed his mask. The others needed to see that he was, in fact, human. A human that spoke their language. A human of Shadow.

The King of Shadows.

They cast nervous glances at each other but held back, not knowing what to do. Even so, Octoralis was ready in case that changed.

Red damage numbers streamed from Lyrlorlen, bypassing his armor, burning him from the inside out. Jolts of electricity surged along his clenched teeth.

It would normally stop after a few hellish seconds, but Dhane didn’t let it. He held the terrible rope taut in one hand and kept the man’s body at bay with a knee to his sternum.

His health dropped rapidly.

Still, no one stepped in to help. And at 0/120, the man turned into silvery-white flakes that ascended toward the cave’s high ceiling. 141xp in purple disks swirled into Dhane’s chest.

He glared at each of the others and swung the lightning rope around his neck, holding it casually like a towel at the gym after a workout.

He fed it just enough life essence to make jolts of energy crackle along its length between his hands.

“I hope,” he said, maintaining his deep, regal voice, “that wasn’t your leader.”

They adamantly shook their heads.


Chapter
Thirty-Four



Dhane stood among the blue men and women, tension in the air so thick it could be cut and served on toast. Rays of sunlight cut through the giant holes in the cave’s ceiling.

Distant rapids filled the air with an undercurrent of noise. Water dripped and dribbled from swirly roots. The harmonious hum from green slugs, who seemed to only exist to eat and be eaten, gave the situation a conflicting sense of calm.

He deposited the lightning rope, creating a puff of smoke. It was all for show, a show of force to create fear. It turned his stomach, but sometimes fear was a necessary tool.

The scent of lavender was a reminder of Evelyn and the others.

Shit.

Were they still alive?

Dracina and Celestira didn’t Return like those of Light or Shadow. And if any of them were hurt . . .

Hot anger almost took his breath away.

The Veetamors drew back. They had their own auras of fear and uncertainty, not knowing what to do with the supposed King of Shadows.

Good. They outnumbered him nine to one. As soon as they realized he wasn’t anything special, they’d overpower him.

<I eat them all!>

Let’s try to use words and intimidation first.

“Umm . . .” Ellirae said from behind.

He turned to find that she was entirely purple, nearly matching her hair but in a lighter shade. She was hugging her stomach, shoulders pinched up around her neck.

The bioluminescent glow of her symbols flashed across her skin. There was no pattern to them, which seemed to communicate something.

She glanced up and immediately looked away, her cheeks a brighter purple than the rest of her body. “I . . . I, well, umm, you might see . . . wh-what I did before⁠—”

<Kiss her, Daddy!>

He sighed.

Ellirae tensed, misunderstanding—again—his reaction. She hid her face in her hands. “Apologies! I . . . knew not who you were.”

As far as he was concerned, she hardly did anything wrong. She wanted to tame him, using bribes instead of torture. Still, sex as a bribe might have been, as she said, trying too hard.

Octoralis didn’t agree.

Gah, he had a persona to uphold.

The King of Shadows didn’t care about such trivial things. What mattered was his friends and somehow salvaging this situation for the betterment of Dedu Tedu Novus.

He ignored Ellirae and grabbed the handle of Lyrlorlen’s hammer. It turned into a rush of smoke. “I will be keeping this as a trophy. Where are my companions?”

The group of Veetamors looked at a young man with braided orange hair. He had matching chitin armor growing on his arms, but not nearly as much as Lyrlorlen had.

Dhane stared at the man expectantly.

“Take you to them, I . . . will,” he said, glancing at the others. He didn’t seem to like the idea of being next in line to have his soul burned out of him.

One of them held a sickle behind her back, acting nonchalant. The new leader gave her a subtle shake of his head.

Smart.

And . . . lucky.

“Hydlen, I am called,” he said, finding a bit more confidence. He led the way down a stony path close to the lake. “Coral Crypt this is, our place of being. From where do you come?”

“Such information,” Dhane said, walking with the air of nobility, straight back, chin held high, absolutely trying to not freak out, “may only be shared with allies.”

Whoever was really in charge would send others his way. But this time, they knew he could talk to them. There was more reason to share words than to fight. Or so he hoped that was how they saw it.

He didn’t know anything about their culture.

“Understood,” Hydlen said. He glanced back and let out a derisive breath. “Might I ask, what intentions you have for . . . her?”

The vibration lines of Ellirae—following a few steps behind—revealed her subtle grimace at the tone he used.

“Explain your question,” Dhane commanded.

“Do you wish not to punish her?”

He stopped and glared. “For what?”

“Given words spoken and her ugly coloring⁠—”

Purple was ugly to them? It was kind of cute.

<Yay, Daddy!>

Stop barging in on my random thoughts!

“—clear, it is, she mated you, a man above her rank. Swift and severe, her punishment shall be.”

Dhane blinked. “Excuse me?”

“I . . . I . . .” she said, then clamped her mouth shut and stared at the slick stone path. She didn’t deny the accusation, even upon threat of severe punishment.

Just what the hell did they think mated meant? Did she flash him? Sure. Was that awkward? Yes.

<You liked it,> Octoralis accused.

He refrained from sighing since he had a kingly persona to maintain. “You cannot punish her.”

The man raised a questioning eyebrow—such a human mannerism. They must be like the Cobalins and not know who they once were. His symbols lit up in a spiraling motion.

“Because she’s my pet.”

<Yay, Daddy!>

Shut up!

Ellirae’s mouth dropped open. “Huh?”

Dhane turned to her. “You are mine until I say otherwise. I will be the best master.”

If he thought he could wink without giving away his intention to the others—his intention of saving her from punishment—he would.

Instead, he turned away.

As king, he wasn’t required to explain himself. This was the attitude he needed to maintain, to act important in order to be treated as such.

Her beating heart thudded loudly in her chest, each pulse making her vibration lines brighten. She nodded quickly and hurried to walk by his side, a half-step behind.

They followed the path across planks over shallow water toward another ship. Cakes of all types were laid out on crates.

A Veetamor woman with pink hair stepped out from a broken opening in the ship’s hull. A carpet of plants clung to the damp wood.

She held a slice of carrot cake on a white plate, smiling. At the sound of wobbling boards, she glanced up. “Cake, this guy has!” she said, symbols flashing. “A lot of it.”

“Give them back,” Dhane commanded.

The woman crinkled her brow, then her eyes went wide. “Our language, he speaks? Where is Lyrlorlen?”

He withdrew the two-handed hammer five feet in the air. It pulled together in a rush of smoke, fell a few feet, then vanished. “He’s visiting his divinity. Would you like to join him?”

Hydlen quickly pulled the woman aside and explained the situation.

Dhane barged through the ship’s hole to find Tom strung up on the wall, legs spread, arms pulled to either side. He wore a happy grin despite the gag in his mouth.

“M-mah-her?” he tried to say while his cheeks turned pink.

“What the—” Dhane started to say, then glanced at Ellirae, who had followed him in. He channeled the King of Shadows and said, “Please wait outside.”

“Yes, Master,” she said and left.

Oi, she took to that way too fast. He should have explained himself. But that required trust, and trust required time, time they didn’t have.

Once she was out of earshot, he turned back to Tom and whispered. “What the hell? Should I come back later? You look like you’re enjoying yourself.”

Tom tried to shrug but was too tied up to move. The only thing he could move was his fingers, holding his phone to withdraw cakes, apparently.

Dhane glanced out the hole at the pink-haired woman. She was just as scantly clad as Ellirae but taller and with more muscle. “I thought you like Evelyn.”

“E-Ewyn? Ai doen rike Ewyn. . . .”

Right. The guy’s heart just enjoyed trying to escape his chest whenever she was near. “So, you’re okay with them torturing her?”

Tom’s expression hardened.

The woman stepped into the room, her skin a lighter shade of blue than before. She twisted a lock of thick hair around her finger. “Your Highness?” she said to the floor and licked her lips as her symbols flashed. “Untie him, I⁠—”

Tom grunted loudly, the fire of a thousand cake ovens burning in his eyes.

One of the posts his hands were tied to cracked. Wood whined. Ropes strained until individual strands snapped, releasing his arm.

She pressed a hand to her chest. “Done this, he could at any time?”

Dhane resisted rolling his eyes. It wasn’t kingly behavior. “He likes being tied up.”

“Oh.”

Tom made short work of the other ropes, then they were out of the broken ship and heading up stone stairs laden with roots.

He didn’t even stop for his cakes. That was how little he liked Evelyn. So very little.

“Wait,” Ellirae whispered urgently, pinching Dhane’s leather cuff in an attempt to get him to stop. There was fear in her gray eyes.

But Tom wasn’t stopping. He stormed toward the top of the stairs, where blurry vibration lines—damn those musical slugs—revealed a dozen or more Veetamors waiting, their weapons held at the ready.

Shit.

Dhane grabbed Tom’s arm and yanked hard. He was like a one-ton bull, ready to plow through any opposition, consequences be damned.

But the consequences, in this case, was the well-being of the others and Dedu Tedu Novus. They couldn’t afford to mindlessly charge ahead.

As the King of Shadows, Dhane needed to appear strong and in control. It was the only thing keeping the Veetamors from outright attacking.

He shoved the big guy against the wall and commanded in a deep voice, “You will follow my lead. Is that understood?”

Tom’s eyes widened, and he nodded quickly. “Y-y-yes . . . Master.”

Dhane stepped ahead.

Octoralis helped filter out the dread that came from knowingly walking into waiting opposition. They were sandwiched between two forces, with nowhere to go but forward.

He lifted his chin and took slow, deliberate steps to the top and stopped. It required all of his mental focus to look at the faces of those who were ready for him and pretend to be unconcerned.

Even with Octoralis’s help, he was very concerned, heart-thudding, dry-mouthed, sick-to-his-stomach concerned.

Tom stopped at his left, Ellirae at his right.

A woman with long green hair hummed a tune that visibly circled the others. It distorted the air around them, creating a purple barrier of sorts.

Her divinity was the Cricket.

She was a Sonus, a sound-based class.

In front of them stood an older man, sharp wrinkles giving him a distinguished face with calculating eyes, the eyes of a leader. A silver circlet adorned his head of braided dark blue hair.

He didn’t have the same fish-scale armor as everyone else. Instead, he wore a robe made of hundreds of thin strips of green cloth.

The man stepped forward, holding a wizened staff of what looked like driftwood, and called to Dhane’s affinity.

It wasn’t the only request.

He projected his affinity of Shadow and cycled through all of their divinities.

The Veetamors tensed and glanced at each other, whispering. Heart rates increased. Grips on weapons tightened.

To complete the handshake, Dhane called to the man’s affinity, and a black Katydid appeared. He was a Curse Weaver.

Kako Bacon. . . .

The man struck the bottom of his staff against the cave floor twice to silence his people. “King of Shadows, I presume?”—Dhane gave a curt nod—“Glyrshen, I am called. To see you now, the Guardian wishes.”

Guardian?

This man wasn’t the leader.

He turned and led the way, symbols along his exposed neck glowing steadily brighter.

His warriors stepped to either side to make a path across a clearing surrounded by small artificial alcoves. Strings of pink seashells made privacy curtains that stood out against the dark gray walls.

Dhane followed.

A tug from his cuff pulled his attention to Ellirae, her symbols dim as if trying to hide. “You must leave,” she whispered, her voice quivering. “You as challenge, she will see. Make you hers.”

Great. . . .

Just what he needed.

He gave her hand a reassuring squeeze because what else could he do? He wasn’t about to abandon his friends.

Not far from the stairs, Glyrshen stopped in front of an opening—easily forty feet high—draped in layers of seashells. Something large moved behind the veil, blurred by the musical slugs.

He stepped aside and raised his hand. “Protector of all Veetamor against those of Light, our leader I introduce, the Guardian.”

Seashells parted, tapping and clicking against each other as a woman on the back of a fifteen-foot spider stepped through.


Chapter
Thirty-Five



After all the many times Dhane reminded himself that they—they being spiders—were his, and that fearing them was irrational, he thought he had made serious progress against his fear.

Nope.

Big fucking nope.

He was quite ready to nope his way right on out of this cave of blue horny girls and toxic men, draw a red X through his mental map of the island, and enjoy life in Dedu Tedu Novus, where his problems seemed mediocre at best.

If not for Octoralis’s complete opposite reaction, he might have started on that plan.

<Pretty!> she projected, referring to the giant furry spider of black and blue.

Riding atop of said spider was a beautiful blue woman with long white hair. She wore a two-piece set of black scales that reflected the dimming sunlight.

Her symbols glowed a solid white across her exposed arms, legs, and midriff. In response, all the other Veetamors pulsed their symbols in matching rhythm, all except for Ellirae, who remained dim.

She held tightly to his cuff.

Her forehead was furrowed in worry as she glanced side to side. Splotches of pale blue had started replacing the purple. Her thrashing heart picked up its pace, climbing to a crescendo.

“Told, I have, of a human,” the Guardian said, her voice smooth as silk, accented by the tapping of shells as her spider continued forward through the curtain, “claiming to be the King of Shadows.”

She requested his affinity.

He replied in the same way he had for the others and requested hers. If the massive spider she was riding wasn’t enough proof, seeing the symbol put all doubts to rest.

She, like him, was an Arachnomancer.

That shouldn’t be as surprising as it was. It made perfect sense that others of Shadow had his class. And since they weren’t dual-classed like him, they probably knew more about it than he did.

“Fascinating,” she said and smiled, coming to a stop twenty feet away. Thin faded lines ran across her skin like spiderwebs. “Your being here confuses my followers. I see why. But, fall for such tricks, I will not. Prove yourself.”

Dhane—mentally trapped in the desire to flee—struggled to hold onto his persona.

<You are king, Daddy!>

Yes . . . king.

<Scary, powerful, beautiful king!>

Maybe not beuti⁠—

<Beautiful!>

Fuck it. He was the scary, powerful, and beautiful King of Shadows. He would not bow to the demands of someone beneath him.

“Where are my companions?” he demanded, voice carrying across the slick rocks.

She tossed her white hair over her shoulder. “Safe. For now. Of Shadow, prove yourself.”

Smoke shifted around him, following the gears he withdrew and deposited, using it to focus and draw attention.

People whispered and pointed.

“I do not answer to you,” he said, looking down at her from . . . below. He made it work. Will power. “Return my companions. Now!”

Tension grew palpable.

The Guardian’s giant spider leaned forward, the strain in its legs ready to release and pounce. All eight of its freaky black eyes watched him, and he—with the help from his much better spider—returned the stare.

“B-b-big spider,” Tom muttered.

The Veetamor soldiers gave the King of Spider Food more space. Ellirae’s breaths grew erratic. Her symbols flashed randomly.

But Dhane would not back down. To back down would be to show weakness. Just like with Lyrlorlen, this was a battle of status.

Leader against leader.

The Guardian gave the most subtle of nods.

A spidery blur shot forward!

Smoke rushed from Dhane’s soul.

Octoralis formed at her full size and slammed her front legs down on the other spider, forcing it back. <You pretty, but no eat my Daddy!>

People gasped, watching from the sides and from their little alcove rooms. They whispered King and Arachnomancer.

The Guardian’s heart skipped a beat.

Ellirae took a step away, eyes wide. “King, you truly are?” It was less a question and more a realization.

She balled her fists, and her flashing symbols flashed faster, aligning with her racing heart rate. She took another step away and glanced toward the lake before drawing a deeper breath.

Shit. This was about her being his pet. He should have explained himself.

He reached a hand toward her.

Luminescent flakes of light pulled together into four gossamer wings attached to her back. She launched into the air.

A sharp, crystalline sound emitted from the Sonus. Specks of purple gathered into a shard and streaked across the air.

Ellirae dodged, but not fast enough. It sliced across her thigh, leaving behind a silvery-white gash. White and red numbers drifted toward the ceiling.

She sucked in a breath, twisted, and threw a circular glaive of light at the other soldiers scurrying to stop her escape. The glaive slammed into the ground and burst into a sphere of sharp fragments that hovered in place, blocking their path.

“Little firefly,” the Guardian said, “let her go.”

Ellirae darted straight toward the lake and was gone beneath the surface in seconds.

The woman atop her spider turned to Dhane. Her gaze flared in what looked like excitement. She drew her teeth across her lower lip. “Companions, you want?” she asked, then nodded to Glyrshen.

His symbols grew bright, and he signaled someone beyond the Guardian.

A muscular man stepped out of an alcove. He yanked a rope attached to Evelyn, Dracina, and Celestira, stripped of their plant-fiber armor. The force of it triggered lightning ropes that were fastened around their wrists.

Evelyn gasped and fell to her knees.

Celestira and Dracina grimaced.

Dhane balled his fists.

Bastards!

“Flarking hell!” Dracina yelled once she could draw breath. She shifted into her feathered serpent form just enough to slip free of her bonds, reformed, and punched the blue man in the nose.

The impact launched him backward where he slammed into the ground and rolled twice.

She growled, then whimpered, cradling her broken wrist. “Owie owie owie!”

Another guard used her distraction to smash the side of his spear against her back. She cried out and fell forward, then was hit again and again.

Every muscle in Dhane’s body tensed. A fiery rage burned deep in his chest and pulsed through him. He didn’t give a single fuck how many fighters they had—he wouldn’t watch his friends be hurt.

Eat them all! he projected to Octoralis.

<I kill kill kill bad people!>

He Shadow Shifted beyond the Guardian’s spider, reforming from smoke with Lumanima in hand. Instincts knew precisely how to assault someone with a spear and use their range against them.

Screams echoed in the cave.

Vibration lines revealed Octoralis. She killed a woman in a single attack before knocking three others over who were trying to distance themselves.

The Veetamor man hitting Dracina whipped around at the scream, saw the embodiment of Death, and thrust his spear.

Dhane didn’t even try.

He trusted his body to react. And it did.

He swiped the spear’s tip to the side, stepped in close, and stabbed the man three times in the span of a heartbeat. An Exploding Spider formed and exploded to finish him off.

Celestira rushed to her sister.

<Daddy!>

The vibration lines of a giant spider—not his own—burst toward his back.

He triggered Shadow Shift and was gone before the attack landed. When he turned, he froze.

The Guardian’s spider had one of its large limbs pressing down on Dracina’s back, her face twisting in pain and the inability to breathe.

Its fangs were close to Celestira, who pinched her eyes shut and angled her head away.

“Halt!” the Guardian commanded. “King of Shadows, call off your spider.”

Octoralis had a quivering blue man in a hug. He didn’t look like the hugging type.

Dhane gritted his teeth.

The woman didn’t look away from his glare.

Dracina whimpered, her bones cracking.

“Okay!” he yelled. “Just stop hurting her.”

Octoralis psychically humphed at the blue man in her grasp, then dissolved into smoke.

“Good,” the Guardian said, “a man, you are, who values his people. I appreciate that.” Her spider stepped off Dracina.

She drew in a deep breath and curled onto her side. Tears ran down Celestira’s cheeks as she worked to heal her sister.

“Aelvoralin, I am called,” the Guardian said. “Your companions, you can have back, but challenge with me, you must first win.”


Chapter
Thirty-Six



Challenge. . . .

Ellirae’s warning resurfaced. The Guardian would challenge Dhane and claim him as her own.

<Yay, Daddy! She pretty pretty pretty!>

He exhaled through his nose, not looking away from Aelvoralin’s silver-eyed gaze. There were more important things than sex! Not that the Guardian wanted him for that.

Then again . . .

The way she looked at him implied otherwise.

Evelyn and Tom could escape through death, but Dracina and Celestira, the two that were meant to be protectors, needed the most protection.

Celestira brushed her fingers through Dracina’s pink hair. Her physical wounds were healed. Her shame, however, hung from her neck, forcing her eyes to the damp cave floor.

There were no other options.

“I accept your challenge,” Dhane said in his regal voice. And the Guardian smiled.
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Dhane followed Glyrshen and his soldiers deeper into the cave. The tunnel walls were covered in splotches of glowing purple moss. Musical slugs hummed as they ate greedily, paying no mind to anything else.

Was it dumb to be jealous of a slug?

Dracina and the others walked somewhere behind. She whispered, over and over, how flarking weak she was and that this was all her fault.

But truthfully, it was his.

He always tried to placate others, make them happy, be kind and supportive. But as the King of Shadows, his decisions carried a weight.

The sisters were not ready to be his bodyguards. He should have prioritized removing their debuffs before taking them anywhere.

Not only did his failure put him in this situation, it ended up hurting them—mentally more than physically—far more than declining their request to protect him would have.

<We learn,> Octoralis projected, <be much much much better next time.>

Yes, but lessons always had a price.

He clenched his fists, fighting against a dread that the price this time might be the lives of his energetic and selfless bodyguards.

The Guardian’s challenge was a challenge they couldn’t afford to lose.

<We win! Or . . . I eat all blue people!>

Plan B, he agreed, sending her a psychic smile that was difficult to muster.

The passage opened into a large circular cavern. Massive white crystals glowed along the ceiling. Glassy water made up the floor a hundred feet below, revealing underwater tunnels that disappeared into darkness.

Ascending from the still water were two columns, fifty feet apart, bridged together at the top. Giant stone tentacles wrapped the platform and other carvings of starfish, coral, and dolphins.

Paths twisted around the cavern walls, leading to large steps for sitting. Glyrshen continued around the outside while well over a hundred Veetamors entered from other tunnels and found seats.

Excited murmuring filled the cavernous room. People pointed, their symbols flashing.

A female guard prodded Dhane forward with the side of her spear.

<You are king, Daddy!> Octoralis projected, stirring up a sense of self-righteous annoyance.

The guard tensed and stepped back in reaction to his glare. She whispered a quick apology, her symbols dimming.

He glanced down the front of her and sniffed as if unworthy, then continued after Glyrshen. The man had stopped next to where others were pulling on ropes, raising a bridge of wooden slats to the central platform.

Dhane’s vibration lines located his friends, who were directed down a different path. Dracina growled, but Celestira told her they needed to do as they were commanded by their king.

Tom walked with his chest puffed up so much, he just might explode. Evelyn held tightly to his arm and glanced, wide-eyed, at all the Veetamors come to watch the challenge.

From the ceiling, the Guardian—still on the back of her black-and-blue spider—swung down to the platform on braided spider silk.

“Ropes, secure them,” Glyrshen ordered his soldiers, and they wrapped the ropes around stone posts. Far below the bridge, ramps climbed out of the water along the walls and connected to paths.

The man slammed the butt of his staff against the rock floor. “You are to cross. Rules, follow, or your companions will suffer.”

He lifted a hand, his symbols glowing solid white. From across the room, six Veetamors drove the dull ends of their spears against the cave floor twice, then angled their weapons at their prisoners.

Fear and guilt twisted Dhane’s stomach, and Octoralis helped smooth the worst of the emotions. None of them should be here as sacrificial pieces to get him to perform.

And yet, there was nothing he could do about it.

He nodded his understanding.

The female guard from behind moved to prod him across the bridge and stopped. “C-continue forward . . . please?” Her symbols glowed in a dim spiral that swirled out from her chest.

Glyrshen arched an eyebrow.

Dhane turned away from them both, held his head high, and stepped onto the bridge.

The wood creaked beneath his weight.

All eyes were on him. The words Human and King and Shadow were whispered. Some asked, in their smallest of voices, voices not meant to be overheard, whether he would replace Aelvoralin.

And in that moment, it clicked.

His claim of being the King of Shadows threatened her rule. This was still a battle of status and, now, of control.

That was never his intent. . . .

Shit.

Once he made it to his column, the bridge fell, leaving him against what was likely to be their strongest warrior.

A flashback of stepping into Ceratree City’s arena gave his heart a jolt. At least this time, those who came to watch weren’t here to see him die. They weren’t booing and jeering.

The Guardian slid from the back of her spider atop the far column. The black scales of her armor clattered as they swayed from her breasts and around her thighs.

She had the perfect physique. Powerful legs, a slim waist, shoulders pulled back to maintain the posture of a ruler. Her confidence shone in how she slowly scanned the rows of Veetamors, their words quieting without the need to demand it.

Her symbols pulsed all at once in a smooth rhythm like breathing. It almost felt like she was projecting a sense of being calm and confident. Then, once the room was silent, they brightened and held.

“I, Aelvoralin,” she said, her smooth voice seeming to carry across the room effortlessly, “Guardian, this man challenge in the tradition of Arachnomancers.”

Tradition?

She turned toward him, her heart rate climbing. At least that showed some concern. “Shall victory you claim, your companions may leave.”

“And if I lose?” he asked, surprised to find his deeper voice carried as well as hers.

“Simple it is. They stay and serve.”

“What is the challenge?”

For a blink, her brows pulled together in confusion, then smoothed. “Our spiders duel. First to hit the water or unsummon loses.”

<I win win win challenge, Daddy!> Octoralis projected and formed from a rush of smoke. Her display, unusual for an Arachnomancer, didn’t go unnoticed.

Aelvoralin cast a glance at the murmuring audience. Some looked to be exchanging coins. She ground her teeth and returned her gaze to him. “Your spider, no assisting.”

She motioned to her spider, noticeably larger than Octoralis, and it stepped forward onto the stone bridge between columns. Their arena of sorts was no wider than ten feet.

A male voice projected, <Octoralis, I am called. But friends call me Shallob, named after great Shelob from ancient records, Lord of the Rings.>

Dhane nearly laughed but realized the spider was being serious. Ancient records?

Octoralis spun around and rubbed her pedipalps together nervously. <Daddy, I no have name!>

That was hardly important right now. But given the emotions Octoralis projected, it was important to her for her first official duel.

You can have any name you want.

<I no want any name. I want name you give.>

His mind went blank. Spider names. Naming things was not his strong suit.

“Problem?” Aelvoralin asked, her brows pulled together again.

“There is no problem,” Dhane announced. Octoralis didn’t agree. “I am counseling my spider for her duel.”

It wasn’t like they had a lot of time here.

Can it be a temporary name?

<Yes yes yes, you give name now, change later.>

He sent her a few options, then clasped his hands behind his back, forced to watch as his soul spider fought for the freedom of their friends.

Octoralis spun back to her opponent. <I am Octoralis, strong strong strong soul spider to King of Shadows! You may call me Charlotte Muffet Bellatrix.>

Not all three! Dhane refrained from palming his forehead. Either way, it was temporary, and it worked as needed.

A projection of awe came from Shallob. The spider spun toward Aelvoralin.

Voices started filling the cavern again. More money was exchanged. Somehow, this odd back-and-forth of introductions that people couldn’t even hear was affecting their bets.

Octoralis shifted back and forth, excitement filling their connection. He couldn’t tell if she was excited to duel or excited to play with a new friend.

This isn’t a game, he sent to her.

<I no lose, Daddy!>

“Is there a problem?” Dhane asked.

The Guardian looked to the ceiling and back at her spider. “No problem. With my spider, counseling I am.”

Shallob turned back around. <Shallob, I am called for short. But full name is Shallob Bitsy Serquaelen.>

Seriously?

Octoralis projected that she was “really really really” impressed by his full name. And he sent back what could only be interpreted as a blush.

Aelvoralin’s symbols brightened again. “The first exchange has completed. Start the duel!”


Chapter
Thirty-Seven



The audience of Veetamors, who took up the space around the cavern, all flashed their symbols and cheered an echoing sound. It gave this duel an unworldly effect, as if it took place among the stars.

Shallob’s emotions solidified around the determination to win and . . . to impress?

He was at least ten levels higher than Octoralis, which meant he wasn’t just bigger—he had more health and did more damage.

The large spider shot forward.

“Watch out!” Dhane yelled, clenching his fists and hating that he couldn’t do anything other than watch.

But Octoralis didn’t need the warning.

She sprinted forward along the bridge and smoothly shifted around Shallob’s frontal leg attack with far more grace than her opponent. Her speed ended in a collision against his side, shoving him over the edge.

Aelvoralin’s symbols flashed chaotically. She drew in a breath, one hand pressed firmly against her chest armor of black scales.

What had seemed like overwhelming odds in her favor, suddenly changed in the span of seconds.

Octoralis might be under-leveled, but she wasn’t outmatched, not as a spider that had gained all of the implicit skills of an Assassin.

Dhane hurried to the edge of the pillar to watch the giant spider fall. But there was no falling spider, just one waiting on the underside of the platform.

Octoralis went over the edge on the opposite end. The vibration lines of them collided again.

Their many legs clung to the stone carvings of tentacles and starfish while they shoved against each other in a mad attempt to get the other to lose their footing and fall.

<Need . . . to . . . win!> Octoralis projected. Her chaotic emotions flared across the spectrum. Fear. Hope. Determination. Dread. Inadequacy. Doubt.

Dhane mentally reached across their bond. He caught those emotions, and they poured into him, hot and unfiltered.

His stomach clenched.

His lungs became incapable of holding air.

His heart thrashed, making the room spin.

Each second, a new wave of conflicting emotions hit. Overwhelming emotions. As if he had touched a live wire and opened himself to the continuous jolting burn of electricity.

Every time she soothed his emotions, this was what it was like for her? She had taken them from him so he could focus, suffering through the onslaught of them without complaint.

If she could do that for him, he could do it for her.

Octoralis lost her footing.

Fear flooded all other emotions as she started to fall, stuck in a cycle of paralyzing indecision.

He grabbed that emotion and pulled it into him. The fear came with the sense of free-falling. It was like stepping backward in a nightmare and plunging through the ground.

He gasped.

His knees hit the stone column. One hand held the edge as he focused on a blank sheet of black where the fear didn’t exist.

It turned into tranquil water, green blades of grass brushing the air from the sides of a pond, the water’s surface reflecting a peaceful blue sky full of puffy clouds and playful birds singing, and the scent of earth and nature.

Calm.

Octoralis didn’t fall.

She used one of Shallob’s legs to swing up onto his back. He bucked and twisted. But he couldn’t reach her. She sunk her fangs into his carapace, dealing 224 backstab damage.

His health dropped to 166 out of 390.

The crowd cheered, symbol flashing.

“The surface, climb!” Aelvoralin shouted.

Shallob raced to the edge. He climbed back onto the bridge. Without needing to hold onto the stone, he rolled, throwing Octoralis off before she could bite him again.

She landed and spun.

Shallob crashed into her, flipping her onto her back. The next second, he was on her, pressing down, his fangs getting closer to her underbelly.

She kicked and kicked, her legs against his, struggling under his great weight.

<Daddy!>

“Fight back!” Dhane yelled and projected all of his determination to win, to find an opening, to overcome the challenge.

Fangs pierced her carapace.

Hot pain sifted through their connection.

156 in red lifted from her new wound, dropping her health to 99.

Shit!

Another attack like that, she’d die.

Shrink! he sent. He was on his feet, holding himself back from charging the massive spider to save his own. But he couldn’t interfere.

Shallob pinned her legs and endured being kicked in his abdominal bump. He concentrated all of his effort on landing another attack, overpowering her. His fangs inched closer.

Dhane summoned an exploding spider and dismissed it. His thoughts scraped across the ability to recall his soul spider, to save her.

In a snap, Shallob’s fangs struck through where she had been, hitting the platform.

She scurried through his legs, a quarter of her normal size, then regrew.

He twisted around. Two of his legs were wrapped in spiderwebs, making him falter.

She seized the opportunity!

Her body slammed into his side.

He rolled onto his back.

“Get up!” Aelvoralin yelled.

Octoralis rammed him again, shoving his mass of squirming legs closer to the edge. Two quick steps back, she raced forward a third time.

Shallob shrunk.

She went over the side, spinning to keep a hold of the platform. Her back legs slipped and hung in the air. She started to shrink.

But she wasn’t fast enough!

Her opponent loomed over her, fangs snapping toward her unguarded face.

“Stop!” came a deafening voice from below, a baritone that echoed across the cavern walls.

Dhane was two steps beyond his column, standing on the bridge, Lumanima in hand. He was so engrossed in the duel, he didn’t even notice the others, the newcomers.

Twenty Veetamor soldiers in pairs of two stood on one of the below ramps that rose out of the water. They were led by a man draped in a green robe like Glyrshen.

Tucked behind the leader, almost as if hiding, was Ellirae. She stood with her arms wrapped tightly around her stomach, symbols dim, her gaze glued to the cave floor.

Shallob retreated a step. He sent Octoralis a feeling of being impressed, then faded into spiderwebs that dissolved in the air.

<I lose, Daddy?> she asked, voice full of worry for their friends. Dhane didn’t know. She returned to his soul amidst the murmur of confused voices.

You did great, he projected. She did better than anyone could have expected, given that this was her first duel, a duel with a spider much higher in level than her own.

Aelvoralin glared at the robed man below. “Your authority is none. An official duel this is.”

The man held something. He pointed below him and stepped onto a rising column of water.

All the murmuring stopped. People watched as he lifted up into the air. Once level with the bridge, he stepped off onto the stone platform.

He was taller, more muscular, and younger than Glyrshen, who was crossing the rope bridge from behind, a scowl on his face.

“Unsanctioned challenge this is,” the newcomer said, his voice sharp. He looked at Dhane and called to his affinity, then nodded slowly after confirming he was of Shadow, white symbols pulsing in a downward pattern.

Aelvoralin tossed her long white hair. “Your permission, we need not.”

She strutted up to Dhane, standing a full foot shorter, and took his hand in hers before turning back to the man. “He lost. As mate, I claim.”

“As your mate?” Dhane asked in his regal tone.

<Yay, Daddy!>

This is hardly a yay moment, he told Octoralis. Besides, they weren’t dueling for that. If they were, she would have—not a single doubt in his mind—jumped off the bridge at the start.

<I no no no do that. . . .> she projected, but her emotions said she really would have because Daddy needed to get laid.

He stifled a sigh.

Glyrshen stopped a few steps behind and hit the bottom of his staff against the platform. “Sydvalen, this challenge, I oversaw. Her claim is valid.”

Dhane pulled on his hand, but Aelvoralin wouldn’t let go. Instead, she held tighter and brought the back of his hand against the black scales covering her breast.

“The duel was incomplete,” he said.

She looked up at him, her silver eyes sparkling in the crystal light. The artful spiderweb lines across her cheeks and neck were a lighter blue than her natural coloring.

“The line,” she motioned to his column, “you crossed. You interfered. You are now mine.”

“Our duel was for my companions. Not me.”

“Your companions may leave if you wish it. With me, you must stay. A king needs a queen, does he not?”

A queen?

<Yay, Daddy!> Octoralis projected along with the distant sound of wedding bells.

I’m not marrying her! They weren’t even the same species. Then again, something at the back of his mind—probably from Octoralis—whispered that royalty married to form alliances. Would this help protect Dedu Tedu Novus?

Sydvalen’s symbols pulsed and flashed all at once. He wore a deep frown. “Your rule, above the Correxium, does not exist. Challenge for power must be approved. This was not. Your claim does not hold. Remind you, must I, that your people are allowed to remain?”

Aelvoralin locked her jaw and looked out at all the Veetamors watching the exchange.

“Impossible to forget,” Glyrshen said, glaring. “The Correxium, please inform, that the Guardian, Lady Aelvoralin, makes first claim.”

“Without a mark?” Sydvalen asked.

Dhane had no freaking idea what the hell they were talking about. A mark?

Aelvoralin’s breaths quickened. She glanced up at him, uncertainty creasing her brow for only a moment. Whatever she saw reaffirmed her intent. She set her shoulders and nodded to herself.

“Aelvoralin!” Sydvalen said, symbols flashing as if in shock. He reached toward her.

A sliver of silver as thick as two fingers shot in front of the man, making him step back. Glyrshen had two other sharp projectiles hovering around his extended hand. “Touch the Guardian, you will not!”

A golden glow pulled Dhane’s attention to Aelvoralin. She held a sphere, light seeping from between her fingers.

All the Veetamors gasped.

She pressed it into his chest, making his black armor ripple like water.

A surging warmth coursed through him, up into his mind and down into his toes before circling back around his central core, where he held his mana and life essence.

He drew in a breath only to find her mouth on his, her arms around his neck. The softness of her lips contrasted with the intensity of her kiss.

In that moment, between the fleeting emotions of confusion and alarm, his mind summoned the lone image of Sarah—her gorgeous red eyes, her bravery, her broken soul . . . her.

The visual fractured and shattered.

It was barely a flash, an errant thought of a girl who truly hated him. But he found himself wanting to see her smile, something other than her sad gaze or hot glare.

Aelvoralin broke away. Her whole complexion shimmered with excitement he didn’t feel despite her beauty. Her blue skin started turning purple.

“What have you done?” Sydvalen asked.

“A mark, you wanted?” she asked, smiling. “To the Correxium, take him if you must. My mark, show them, a legendary Artifact.”


Chapter
Thirty-Eight



Aelvoralin’s voice carried throughout the large cavern, full of confidence. All the Veetamors cheered, standing and pounding their chests with one fist.

Glowing projectiles zinged through the air, splashing the water below. Sydvalen’s soldiers glanced around, hands on the hilts of their weapons.

Even from here, Dhane could sense Ellirae’s heart pounding. She balled her fists and looked ready to run but held her ground for some reason.

Evelyn asked Tom, “Umm, what does that mean? What’s happening?” And then, in a more angry tone, “Why did she kiss him?”

He shrugged.

Dracina yanked her hand from Celestira and shifted into her snake form. She flew across the open space and slithered around Dhane. “Flarking hell! What did she do?”

She—Lady Aelvoralin—gave him an Artifact, a legendary Artifact. The knowledge at the back of his mind said it was worth more than a dozen soul devices, yet it couldn’t be sold once equipped.

And it was most certainly equipped.

The sphere of light formed something like a wall, a border around his core. It held a warm vibration of power, containing new skills and effects.

“She,” Aelvoralin said, “first bid has placed. If others wish to claim him, they must outbid me. My king,” she purred, sending a shiver up Dhane’s neck, “you are mine lest a better gift, you accept.”

She didn’t appear concerned that anyone could match her bid. A quick mental glance at the Artifact humming around his soul was all he needed to see why she was so confident.

¤ Arachnean Echo

× Legendary Artifact · Lvl. 30

·

« Requirements

» Arachnomancer Class

·

« Effects

» +2 to Intelligence

» +3 Levels to an Arachnomancer Skill

—» This does not effect attribute points

·

« Skills

» Skill Echo [Lvl. 3]

» Mana Pulse [Lvl. 2]

¤ Skill Echo [Enchantment · Lvl. 3]

» Mana: -42%

» Class: Arachnomancer

·

» Recast your last Arachnomancer skill [Skill Class], paying 42% less mana [Enchantment Level × 1/2 Intelligence]. This skill cannot cost less than 7 mana [10 - Enchantment Level] and can only be triggered once per original skill cast.

¤ Mana Pulse [Enchantment · Lvl. 2]

» Mana: 58

» Area Effect: 20 Feet

» Cooldown: 8 Minutes

·

» Restore 58 mana [Enchantment Level × Intelligence] to yourself and all party members within 20 feet [10 × Enchantment Level]. This skill has an 8-minute cooldown [10 - Enchantment Level].

Damn. . . .

He didn’t know much about Artifacts, but he could tell this was no ordinary one. She must have been saving it for herself and gave it to him instead.

Sydvalen’s symbols flashed all at once. “Happy, the Correxium, will be not. This risk you take, I can protect you not. See him they will. Judge him they will.”

“As to be expected,” she said, shrugging a bare shoulder, her symbols bright. “In your capable hands, I leave him and his companions.” She looked up at Dhane and whispered, “Return you will. I know this.”

[image: ]


Dhane—wrapped in a fancy pink-feathered snake scarf—followed Sydvalen onto his water platform and tried not to hum elevator music as they dropped to the tranquil water below.

At this point of life in heaven, it was pretty standard to have everyone watch him like the strange oddity he was. Even so, the way Aelvoralin seemed to touch his mind from a distance gave him goosebumps.

He glanced up at her, and she brushed the corner of her bottom lip with her jagged teeth. Her eyes shimmered with pure lust . . . for him, for power, for something.

There was a game afoot, and he didn’t know the rules or objectives. These were the types of games he actively avoided.

In any case, they had exchanged contact information with an unsaid promise that they’d be talking again real soon.

Octoralis was excited about the prospect of some romance being thrust into his life, even if it was a forced marriage. In her giddy, devious way, she amplified the memory of that kiss, of soft lips, of a baser, instinctual need to be touched.

Gah. He mentally slammed the door, which dulled their connection. Interesting.

<No block me, Daddy. . . .>

Then stop putting ideas in my head.

She huffed, thinking she deserved a prize for her duel. Her emotions brightened when he promised to take her out for snacks . . . if they got out of this.

At the ramp, Sydvalen gave sharp commands to his soldiers, who wore fancy blue-green fish-scale armor. Their symbols pulsed in rhythm, and they about-faced.

Ellirae brushed her short purple hair behind her ear and looked like she wanted to say something but thought better of it. She slinked toward the front of the procession.

Tom, Evelyn, and Celestira were prodded down steep steps carved into the cave walls. They reached the ramp, a look of relief on their faces.

Sydvalen ordered four of his soldiers to take up position in the back. Those in the front started marching forward, and he took Dhane’s arm.

Dracina hissed, making the guy yank back.

Living snake clothing had its benefits. But those benefits paled in comparison to the liability the snake sisters represented.

No matter what happened, Dhane was confident he could escape . . . as long as it was just him. No collar or lightning rope could hold him. If he was to see this Correxium, he needed to do so without the threat of his friends being held over him.

“Sydvalen,” he said, chin held high, “I refuse to meet your Correxium until my companions are free.”

“Flarking hell?” Dracina said, reforming so she could glare up at him.

“B-b-but Master,” Tom said and glanced at Evelyn, who had her brows pinched in concern.

Sydvalen’s symbols lit up in an outward spiral from his chest. “Come alone, you wish?”

“I’m not leaving you!” Dracina yelled. “Glarb it all—where you go, I go. Always.”

Dhane turned a regal glare on her, making her shoulders tense. He hated this, but he needed to know they were safe. “You do as I command.”

“No!” she said, glancing at Celestira. “We protect. That’s our job. That’s why we’re here.”

“You cannot protect me.”

Dracina’s eyes widened and teared up. She blinked quickly, brows furrowed, then studied the smooth rocky floor half submerged in water.

Celestira hugged her from behind.

“Evelyn,” he said, and she straightened, “I leave you in charge. Get them home and have the others give my bodyguards mana so we’re not in this situation again.”

Dracina shrunk even more. “But. . . .”

“Tom,” Dhane said, “protect them.”

“Y-yes, Master!”

He turned in such a way to indicate they were dismissed to carry out their orders. A Veetamor woman ushered them back up the steep steps.

Celestira whispered into Dracina’s ear, “He is king. He will return, and we will be stronger.”

Sydvalen studied him for a moment, then held out a smooth, flat stone with symbols carved into it. “Breathstone, for underwater.”

That wasn’t much of an explanation, but it did confirm their intent to dive into the dark tunnels below.

Dhane’s heart started pounding the bass drum. His mouth went dry. The memory of his sister, still fresh, resurfaced and replayed.

The warmth of a psychic hug from Octoralis soothed the fear. She was always there to help. In truth, there was so much he couldn’t do without her. She most definitely deserved more than a treat.

Octoralis wholeheartedly agreed and projected, with great enthusiasm, a mental image of a certain betrothed Guardian without her black scales hiding her blue lady bits.

Not that type of treat!

He huffed and pushed mana into his Breathstone. This created a tethering line, which he anchored to himself before steeling his nerves and following the soldiers into the cold water.


Chapter
Thirty-Nine



Deep beneath the island, beyond the prevailing darkness that Vibration Sense couldn’t penetrate, the soldiers navigated a set of tunnels, choosing paths with strong currents.

Their green-blue fish-scale armor glowed just enough for Dhane to follow.

He had a small pocket of air that covered his nose and mouth. Each exhale turned into a stream of bubbles that quickly rose toward the submerged ceiling of jagged stone.

A hand found his, the glow of armor revealing Ellirae. She pulled him along to keep up with the others, her focus always forward as they raced blindly into the darkness.

The faintly visible shapes of stone rushed past every dozen or two heartbeats. Without his guide, this would be a blender. He’d be slamming into each of these columns of stone he couldn’t see.

Vibration Sight had become so much a part of him, not having it made the world feel small. He was vulnerable to any of the monsters that lurked beyond his senses.

Octoralis’s dislike of the water filtered through their connection. She cozied up in his soul and focused on other things, such as her favorite pastime . . . romance, which also filtered through their connection.

Images of all the available girls Dhane could go on a romantic date with cycled through his mind. The only reason he didn’t get after her for—once again—filling his thoughts with barely veiled images of lust was because . . . it helped.

It helped keep his mind off of the very real potential of drowning or being eaten by a giant sea slug or slamming into one of the columns of stone they raced past.

Each romantically enticing visual confirmed that they were all pretty in their own way.

Except Tarebear.

Honestly, that wasn’t ever going to happen!

Anyway, most people Dhane had met weren’t bad-looking. It probably had something to do with people’s desire to be attractive slowly manifesting, much like how he could mentally change his appearance.

When everyone looked good on the outside, what was on the inside mattered more. That should have always been the case, but attraction wasn’t an intellectual thing—it was primal.

Like Sarah’s kiss. . . .

Every time the visual of her pulled together in his mind, he reluctantly allowed himself to look at her. A protective part of him, the part that never wanted to be hurt again, told him this was foolish and dangerous and she was the enemy.

But that was the intellectual part of him. It made obvious sense why she should forever be off-limits. That said, the primal part of him didn’t agree.

And what harm was there in looking?

His warring feelings broke away when Ellirae pulled him around a corner into a vast open space, a canyon in the sea floor, lit in glowing crystals.

The tunnel was one of many, like a collection of highways that all came together on one large wall. Veetamors swam to and from, different colored lights dangling from wrists and ankles.

Guards floated near most entrances. A pair waved Sydvalen through toward a smooth, transparent wall. Their speed slowed as they approached and stepped through a veil that separated water from air.

It was an underwater city. . . .

If his brain wasn’t so consumed by romantic partners, the approaching war, his harsh words to Dracina, and so many other things, he’d be beyond delighted at finding such a magnificent place.

Dhane’s ¤ Breathstone bubble fizzled the moment it touched the air, and he drew in a breath. It smelled of saltwater and seagrass, which grew everywhere, climbing up the sheer blue stone walls toward crisscrossing bridges at each level, half a dozen high.

Blue people were all around, on walkways and in shops, the noise of talk filling the space. They wore robes made of strips of material like Sydvalen and Glyrshen had, but they weren’t all green, nor were they styled the same.

Pink, yellow, orange, and tan were the most prominent colors. Some looked like robes, others like dresses, and still others were a mix of materials and scales.

The men had braided hair. The women kept their hair straight, some short, some long.

They all, however, wore the same alarmed expression as they saw a human among them. Their symbols flashed in no particular order, and voices turned hushed.

A male soldier yanked Ellirae to the side. He twisted her arms behind her back and wrapped something around her wrists.

She didn’t fight or say anything. She merely studied the rich pattern of white floor tiles arranged in swooping lines.

Dhane maintained his King of Shadows mask of indifference at her treatment, even if he wanted to kindly give the gift of an Exploding Spider, an Exploding Spider that just so happened to be three levels higher from his legendary Artifact.

While Spider Armor could use the levels, he didn’t want to be entirely reliant on Octoralis. Armor without offense only slowed the inevitable outcome of death. He needed to be able to fight back.

So now, Exploding Spider did 84 damage, not counting the +120% from backstab, which would increase it to 185. If he hadn’t lost ¤ Stinging Metal and the +2 Dexterity it gave, he could have done 202 damage.

A sense of unease came from Lumanima. As far as it was concerned, it could have easily been the one lost at sea, left alone for an eternity.

It was a valid fear. . . .

All that aside, this was a rare opportunity to bridge an alliance with the Veetamors. Attacking their soldiers would certainly not aid in that goal.

Ellirae was taken to a place surrounded by guards, a place that resembled a jail or barracks.

Sydvalen arranged his soldiers to march on either side of Dhane as if he were in the Hall of Guilds again. The onlookers might be alarmed, but they weren’t outright hostile.

“Thalassia,” Sydvalen said, “our city is called. Your arrival the Correxium awaits. Follow.”

They walked down the center of the canyon. Attention, like wildfire, rushed through the crowds. People looked over the railings from bridges and balconies, asking each other why a human was here.

In an effort to appear official, Dhane answered every request for his affinity, which only heightened the curiosity and noise as more and more people crowded around to get a look at him.

“Of Shadow he is?” someone asked.

“This means what?” asked another.

The shops were carved into the walls. Smooth-cut stone tables displayed goods of fresh fish, squid, and other sea creatures Dhane couldn’t identify.

The shop owners watched, mouths agape, holding light green scroll-like parchment covered in vibrant marks of different colors.

A glowing purple insect, maybe twice the size of a monarch butterfly, had dozens of long translucent limbs poking out in the shape of wings. It floated over the heads of onlookers, slowly flapping its many limbs to drift forward.

Naturally, Octoralis wondered what it tasted like.

Not everything is food, he sent.

<I no tell you what to eat.>

His vibration lines found winding stairs hidden in nooks, connecting to rooms on every floor. Many of the rooms didn’t have wooden doors, using seashell curtains instead.

Wood was probably a rare commodity down here. If they didn’t have soul devices—like most of the Cobalins—then buying it wasn’t an option. And even if it was an option, the System charged three times the going rate.

He filed this tidbit away just in case. Then his mind started working on other potential resources of value, such as vegetables and fruit grown above ground.

Sydvalen’s soldiers turned and entered a large tunnel. Hundreds of striations ran through the smooth blue stone, lit by light crystals.

They marched into a domed room connected to five other tunnels. Eighteen soldiers along the perimeter stood at attention, facing the center, which happened to have a waypoint stone beyond a few waiting benches and stone pillars.

The map didn’t reveal this location, miles east of Gloomshore. It must have been made private. This city was hiding just as much as his village was.

Having guards at the waypoint stone was smart. Dedu Tedu Novus needed to make some changes in that regard since the spider knights wouldn’t always be available.

At least, if things didn’t go inconceivably wrong, Dhane had a way home. And, if things went well, a way back.

They continued into another tunnel that eventually ended at a pair of ceiling-high double doors made of driftwood. Sydvalen addressed the four guards at the door, then stood back as they pulled on long handles to open it.

He glanced over his shoulder and nodded at Dhane before stepping inside another domed room. This one was clouded in darkness except for where a half-circle of stone raised ten feet off the ground.

Seven robed Veetamors sat at the raised platform, only their upper bodies visible. Spaced equidistantly from the other, each had a glowing light crystal that seemed to hover overhead.

To any other, the darkness that wrapped the room was a void of nothing beyond the crisscrossing of thin material like nets.

But to Dhane, vivid vibration lines traced more than fifty others sitting on ornately carved seats, so quiet, he couldn’t sense their breaths as if the vibrations were canceled out by something else.

Sydvalen motioned to a circle of white tiles in the otherwise black floor. Dhane stepped on the spot, a light hovering overhead.

Soldiers lined the curving walls behind.

Dozens of requests for his affinity came from those all around. He answered the same way he had on Gloomshore. He was of Shadow, follower of all Shadow divinities.

People stirred nervously.

“Told, I am,” said a woman at the center of the curved platform just as the doors behind closed, “King of Shadows, you are, bringer of war.”


Chapter
Forty



Bringer of war. . . .

Dhane stood at the center of the Correxium, the council members looking down at him, none of which appeared friendly.

Octoralis jumped to action and started using her eight legs to give his soul a “super super super” massage. <You are king, Daddy!>

Yes, he was. And in times like this—besides the amazingly awesome underwater city—he wished he was a simple explorer, unaffiliated with the various guild wars in the typical games he played.

Nothing’s ever easy.

“I am the King of Shadows,” he said in his regal tone, upright and commanding, pretending to be unafraid by all the eyes that watched him from the light and those in the darkness. “But I do not bring war.”

The woman had long pastel-orange hair. It parted equally down the center and fell across the front of her tan robes. Most of her symbols were covered, probably to hide them.

“You bring not the war?” she asked, glancing at her constituents. “Yet, the rumor of you is followed by war. Unrelated?”

This wasn’t his fault.

Octoralis pulled the sting of guilt away.

“This war,” he said, “existed far before I came to be. The priests of Light are using my existence as an excuse to rally forces. But this would have happened whether or not my identity was revealed.”

“You, we blame,” said a man from the woman’s right with braided green hair, his voice holding an edge of anger. “Human, enemy, you are. Vote, I call, lock him in the abyss!”

The abyss?

“The vote, hold,” the woman said, and two of the symbols on her neck pulsed, then flashed at once. “Human he is, but first of Shadow, first to the Correxium a human speaks.”

The man ground his teeth.

“Human, tell me,” the woman said, “King, you claim, but a king we do not have.”

Dhane looked at each of the council members before answering. “I am the king to those who follow me.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Please tell, who follows you?”

“Humans,” he said, then, almost not wanting to admit it, he added, “and Cobalins.”

“Cobalins!” the man yelled, and the woman levied a glare at him. He didn’t seem to care. “Cobalins, fodder they be. King you claim of worthless Shadows.”

They were not worthless!

Sure, they licked things that shouldn’t be licked, left bite marks practically everywhere, and weren’t all that smart . . . among other things. So many other things. But all they needed was support, a push in the right direction.

Dhane wanted to make the man understand. The Cobalins were once human children, just like the Veetamors were once humans. But such a revelation would sound heretical.

It wouldn’t help negotiations of resources and support. It wouldn’t keep him out of this abyss.

<We fight fight fight!> Octoralis projected.

Only as a last resort. Even as outnumbered as they were, there was no way in hell he’d let himself be captured and kept from his village.

“Marvivin,” the woman said, her tone icy, “speak again, and you will leave.” She turned her attention back on Dhane. “Interested in Cobalins we are not, but a human of Shadow, we are. Please tell, their language, you understand?”

“I do,” he said.

Everyone stirred. Those cloaked in darkness whispered their silent words. The council members quickly wrote on slates and shared them amongst each other.

“Peace, we want,” the woman said, returning a tablet to a woman on her right. “Our desire had never been violence. The Turbulent Ones you know from Gloomshore, cast from our society for this reason. Too violent. Broker peace with humans, you will.”

All eyes were on him again.

“There can be no peace,” he said, almost in a whisper. What Penny had said came back. Let me open your eyes. Let me show you why those of Shadow must be destroyed.

“He lies!” Marvivin yelled, standing. “Humans greedy, they are. To offer, we have much. Vote, I call, lock him in the abyss. A tool he is. A king, he is not!”

“Guards, take Mar—” the woman started to say but was cut off by another man. He pounded his chest with a closed fist.

“Let us not be hasty.” Her voice sounded weak against more pounding on chests that broke through whatever sound barrier had protected those in the darkness.

“To the abyss!” another woman council member with long purple hair said, her gaze firm.

Shit. Dhane schooled his features.

More Veetamors joined the others, apparently contributing to the vote.

He balled his fists while his thoughts bounced between his limited options. With an inward sigh and Octoralis’s help, he chose the option that had the greatest chance of getting him out of this alive while not endangering his village.

Marvivin grinned a sharp-toothed smile as others sided with him. What symbols of his were visible beneath his robes shone a solid white. He pounded his chest enthusiastically.

The central woman sat with both palms against the curved platform. She seemed to be the most reasonable, but it was clear she didn’t represent the prevailing opinion to lock Dhane up.

“SILENCE!” the King of Shadows commanded, his voice amplified by Modify Vibrations.

Everyone, except the soldiers that wore armor, clasped their hands over their ears. -1s in red lifted from the council members and those in the dark.

It was violent, a first strike. A warning.

They gasped.

Eyes wide.

Their attention was fully back on him, the king, the man who had smoke churning around him in a display he hoped looked cool if nothing else.

“You decry violence,” he said in his regal tone, doing his best to sprinkle a bit of disgust into his voice, “yet, at the first opportunity, you use it to get your way?”

Marvivin quickly gathered himself, still standing. He planted a hand against the stone platform and leaned forward to sneer. “A tool, you are⁠—”

He jerked back in time to avoid a two-handed hammer from landing on his head. It crashed against the platform, breaking a piece off, then disappeared just as fast as it had appeared.

“I haven’t finished,” Dhane said, ignoring the soldiers who had drawn their weapons from behind. “The Army of Light will not stop until every- single- entity of Shadow has been contained.”

He held his hand out, palm up. The Fire Opal appeared and shimmered in the available light. “I stole this from them, a prison to hold souls. It contains hundreds of Cobalins that cannot Return until released. This is what they will do to you.”

Whispers confirmed that they knew something had changed recently, a discovery of life-like stone statues and missing friends.

Marvivin huffed and sat.

The central woman lifted her chin. “Human, tell us, what is it you want?”

“I am not here,” Dhane said, “to appease your curiosity, to be your tool. I am here to broker peace between our peoples so that when the Army of Light comes, we will meet it together.”

“With Cobalins?” Marvivin asked, then tensed and checked above his head where a puff of smoke didn’t quite form into the elusive two-handed hammer but looked like it might.

She nodded. “Discussion, your proposition requires.” The council members didn’t talk or write anything. They sat silently in the silent room and waited.

Ten minutes later, a figure covered in black from head to toe stepped out from the shadows. The figure walked up to the woman and handed her a slate before disappearing again.

Her eyes quickly scanned whatever was written.

She looked up.

“Believe, we do, of your words. This danger is real.” She glanced at the tablet again and seemed to shrink. “But fight the battles of land, we do not.”
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An hour later, Dhane—a free man—left the Correxium and was escorted to the waypoint by Sydvalen and his soldiers.

The man’s jaw ticked.

That aside, Dhane and his merry group of Cobalins—and the ragtag team of humans—were alone in this fight against the Army of Light.

The Veetamors were incapable of protecting anyone beyond themselves. What granted them prosperity was obscurity.

This was why they shunned the Turbulent Ones. Aelvoralin, the self-proclaimed Guardian, risked attracting enemies to the Veetamors’ underwater city. She wanted to fight; they wanted to hide.

But it wasn’t all for naught.

The Correxium was amenable to the prospect of trade. Those who lived underwater valued surface resources: herbs, mushrooms, vegetables, fruit, grain, and wood.

A trade with them would be far more profitable than selling to the System, but the System didn’t deal in supply and demand. It bought everything.

He wouldn’t be able to sell a billion carrots to the Veetamors, which only meant he needed to get creative with what his legion of green followers grew and scavenged.

Before leaving the Correxium, Dhane had one thing of great value to offer, something that only he could provide. Given the woman council member’s request that he broker their peace with humans, he instead offered to sell translation spheres.

Ten gold a piece.

And, he added, Ellirae’s release.

She shouldn’t be punished for trying to help him.

They deliberated for a small eternity, then agreed, buying twelve spheres for a fortune: 120 gold. It worked so unexpectedly well—they didn’t even counteroffer—he wanted to find the other races of Shadow and make similar deals.

Sydvalen then brought up Aelvoralin’s unsanctioned duel and claim. Per their customs, women chose their mates by marking them with a gift. If no one contested the mark in one week’s time, the union would be made official.

Much to his apparent dismay, the council didn’t contest her claim.

But Dhane wasn’t a Veetamor!

Naturally, Octoralis was a “very very very” happy spider, psychically filling his mind with wedding bells and visuals of a scantly dressed blue woman with white hair, kneeling on his bed.

He sighed.

Sydvalen sighed.

And they continued down the tunnel until they reached the domed waypoint room. The guards stood at attention along the curving walls.

“You, I leave here,” Sydvalen said, summoning his soul device, a divers’ watch. He held it out. “Before returning, tell me. If not, the guards might attack.” The way the side of his lip twitched upward implied he might not mind such an outcome.

So much for not being violent. . . .

Dhane summoned his phone, and they bumped devices. The man, not saying another word, about-faced and marched away with his soldiers.

The guards watched Dhane warily, as did the vibration lines of someone else hiding behind one of the pillars. A female Veetamor.

By the style of her hair, chin-length and straight, and by how her heart thudded oh-so-loudly, it appeared that the Correxium had upheld their end of the deal and released Ellirae.

He stepped onto the magical hum of the waypoint stone and stopped to see what she would do. She was, after all, hiding.

She watched him from behind, peeking around the pillar. Her fingers of one hand were stretched toward him like she wanted to reach out and tug on the cuff of his leather armor.

But then her hand fell, and her shoulders slumped. Vibration lines of her downcast expression slid over what could only be tears on her cheeks.

He turned.

She gasped and pulled herself back, her heart somehow finding the oomph to pump harder.

When he stepped off the waypoint stone, the guards tensed. He paid them no attention, still acting the king, and crossed to the pillar, where he found her sitting with her knees pressed up against her chest.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, skipping all other niceties or pretending like he didn’t notice her.

She looked up, her cheeks turning purple. “Many things,” she said and sniffed, then glanced at the guards who pretended not to be watching.

He offered her a hand and helped her to one of the waiting benches. “Start with the biggest.”

“You wish to know?”

“If it has you crying, of course.”

She let out a breath and looked away. “I am allowed not to stay. Our laws, I broke. And the Turbulent Ones want me not. Them, I betrayed. Nowhere to go.”

“Then come with me,” he said, fully aware that he was collecting women left and right.

She grimaced and shook her head. “Deserve not your kindness.”

If this was about her trying to make him her pet, she was being way too harsh with herself. He gave her a questioning look.

“I . . . peeked?”

“Peeked?”

“You asleep, in ropes tied up. I peeked. Curious I was if our parts were compatible.”

Wut.

The purple of her skin rushed down her back, and she gulped. “Compatible,” she whispered, “they are very.”

<Yay, Daddy!>

What happened to Aelvoralin?

<You can have many many many lovers!>

He sighed.

Ellirae, misunderstanding again, hid her face in her hands. “Apologies! Pervert, I am.”

Don’t say it, he sent to Octoralis before she could celebrate this latest news.

He stood, and she tensed until she saw his hand. “Come on. I believe you’re still my pet. That means it’s my responsibility to give you a home.”

Her eyes went wide. She wiped new tears away before accepting his hand.

They strode to the waypoint stone and melted into a golden light that filled every cell of his body with pure joy.

The other end was a room covered thickly in cobwebs. He reassured her this was not normal, that the village was a happy place full of great potential for people wanting a fresh start.

They climbed the million stairs lit in glowing crystals and stepped out beneath a starry sky into utter chaos, screaming, and fire.


Chapter
Forty-One



Cobalins sprinted and shouted, and pounded sticks and rocks against every surface they could find. One slammed into Dhane’s legs, crumpled to the ground, and vomited on his shoes.

He summoned Lumanima and an Exploding Spider. Octoralis jumped from his soul, ready to kick ass and take names.

Ellirae clung to his arm, pressing into his side.

<I no see bad bad bad people!> Octoralis projected, shifting left and right. Vibration lines covered the area, and . . . she was right.

The Cobalins weren’t actually shouting.

They were singing, terribly.

And they weren’t frantically running for their lives. They were dancing around bonfires.

Octoralis giggled at the display. Given that the village wasn’t literally being destroyed by enemy forces, she asked to go find her friends, the spider knights. She had “lots lots lots” to tell them about her official duel and the underwater city.

He gave her permission, and she hurried out toward the ring of trees around Dedu Tedu Novus, saying they were hunting toads.

With a mental flick, his dagger and Exploding Spider puffed away. Lumanima chuckled and seemed quite happy to go back to sleep until a certain heist could be planned.

“Dhannnne!” Evelyn yelled and stumbled toward him. She fell forward into his arms, looked up, and grinned, red-faced. “I wasss so . . . worried.” She hiccuped, then squinted. “Yurrr pretty.”

She had the distinct smell of alcohol on her breath. Before he could respond, she puckered her lips and pressed up into him.

He turned his head, and she kissed his neck instead, then again, then licked, then bit. “Hey!” He jerked away, not that it hurt with his armor.

Ellirae stood off to the side, watching everything, likely wondering what she had gotten herself into. She wrapped her arms around her stomach tightly.

“This isn’t normal,” he told her, dropping his King of Shadows act.

Her surprised eyes found his, and he smiled reassuringly. It seemed to take the edge off.

Evelyn grabbed his chin and forced him to look down at her puppy-dog eyes. “Youuu never let me . . . umm, drink from your sexy sexy neck.”

“You’re drunk.”

“Nuhh-uhh.”

“Where did you get alcohol?”

“It’s a party. Mana party furrr demmm.” She swung an arm out toward where Dracina and Celestira sat on one of the picnic tables.

Two lines had formed of Cobalins, one all male, the other all female. Knock and Desley were cheerleading their troops, competing over who could remove the sisters’ debuff the fastest.

Devron looked like he got pulled into being the ref, laying down the rules while Aaliyah was passed out on the other table where Cobalin girls pushed flowers into her hair, giggling.

Tom helped one of Knock’s soldiers escape Desley’s line, who were kidnapping Cobalins to increase their number.

Leaning against the squad tent, Aditi laughed at something Ricky said. They tapped their cups together and drank.

Out beyond the revelry, Silas shook his head at Kevin. “Whatever, pal. I’m not doing it, and neither should you.”

Kora was talking to a Cobalin in the cemetery—“And how did that make you feel?” The Cobalin had died in the moving dungeon and didn’t think he wanted to fight all the scary monsters anymore.

Nick laughed. He was by his meat shop, which had a second sign, one showing a mug on it. He handed a cup to a Cobalin. “First one’s free!”

“Nick!” Dhane shouted, and the guy waved. “They’re kids.”

“Kids?” Ellirae asked.

Evelyn stood on the tips of her toes and nibbled Dhane’s ear.

He pulled away and twisted her around so her back was against his chest, then held her there.

She placed her arms over his and craned her neck to look at him. “Can I . . . errr, eat you?” She licked her lips seductively.

Ellirae’s alarm turned to fascination. Her eyes sparkled in the firelight. “A vampire, she is? Have not before seen one.”

Nick grabbed a mug and filled it with a yellow liquid before hurrying over. “Hey bud. You have to try this.”

“Kids,” Dhane repeated.

“They were kids. But after drinking this, they’ve crossed the line into adulthood. I’m helping—” Nick stopped at the sight of Ellirae. “Hey there, gorgeous.”

“Me?” she asked.

He grinned widely. “Dhane, buddy bud, never thought that translation sphere would help me with the blue ladies.” He wiggled his eyebrows.

“She’s not for you,” Dhane said.

“Oh? You’ve claimed her for yourself?”

Ellirae’s cheeks turned purple.

Evelyn huffed.

Dhane rolled his eyes, taking the mug and disappearing it in a puff of smoke. “She’s not a thing to be claimed. She’s a person.” He was the oddity in the Veetamor’s city, and now she was the oddity here.

“Of course she is! A gorgeous woman in need of a warm welcome. I’m Nick, owner of this here fine establishment.” The man motioned to his shop, sitting among a dozen half-built stores. “The king and I go way back.”

“Two weeks,” Dhane clarified. “And I’m not handing her off to you so you can seduce her.”

“Seduce?” Ellirae asked, turning more purple.

Rendy shoved a pair of Cobalins out of the inn. “No come back! Lord Dhane say no lick en no bite his great great creations.”

“Rendy!” Dhane called and waved her over.

Her eyes went wide, and she gripped the ends of her burgundy skirt as she crossed the distance.

“This is Ellirae,” he said. “She’s a new member of our village. Can you get her situated?”

“What be situated?”

“Find her a bed.”

“Your bed?”

Nick made a noise. “You can’t have all the women, bud. Leave some for the rest of us.”

“All?” Dhane asked. “I don’t have any!”

Evelyn had fallen asleep and let out a soft breath of contentment, wrapped in his arms.

“We’re not together,” he said defensively.

Nick didn’t look convinced. “How about we let Ellirae—was it?—decide. Want to try my pineapple mead?”

“Pineapple, you have?” Ellirae asked. “Rare fruit, that is.” She looked at Dhane, her heart a flutter of excitement. “If with you it is okay, this drink, I would like to try.”

“Great!” Nick said and held out his arm for her to take. “Right this way, miss. I promise only to be my most charming self.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Dhane muttered as the two of them stepped away, talking about fermented pineapple using a sigil and honey.

“Lord Dhane?” Rendy asked, glancing across the chaos of partying Cobalins. Firelight was casting everything in a shade of orange.

“Guess I won’t be needing your help,” he said. “How are your volunteers? Are they helping?”

“Yes yes, Lord Dhane! We make lots of food and fill baths and Box repair building. No more cracks in windows.”

He smiled. “That’s great. I want you to know that I appreciate everything you do for us.”

She beamed and nodded. “It be no problem. I like helping, yes yes.”

Evelyn’s head lolled.

“She be sleepy sleepy,” Rendy whispered and pointed at a new building next to Ricky’s super deluxe squad tent. The building looked quite similar to the cabin, if not smaller. “That be new home for vampires. Box made it. Box real good at making things, I think.”

The way she said the builder’s name imparted a sense of affection. After Dhane thanked her, she hurried back to the inn in time to catch another Cobalin gnawing on the doorframe.

Dhane rolled his eyes. They needed to make everything out of stone and metal.

He scooped Evelyn into his arms and navigated through the dangers of inebriated Cobalins. Before reaching the new cabin, the door squeaked open, and three Cobalin girls hurried out, giggling and showing off their newly braided hair.

Vibration lines revealed Sarah sitting at the end of a bed inside. She wore a rare, lingering smile on her lips.

He nearly dropped Evelyn in surprise.

Sarah wasn’t kind. She was the cruel and cold guild leader who made fun of Tom back beneath the arena. She was angry, always angry.

And . . . she was lost.

Something about her had always made him feel this sense of wandering through a thick fog, grasping at anything that could fill the hole of something taken. Something like her soul.

“Bad bad carrots!” Tooky yelled, yanking one out of the ground. It looked more like an orange beet, fat and short.

The Cobalin caught sight of Dhane. “Lord Dhane! Carrots no grow speedy-weedy. They be slow and fat. No goody.”

“Sing sing,” Blibby said, dragging a branch to the turtle habitat. “You no sing anymore. Carrots like me song, they do.”

Dhane realized something he should have realized sooner. “It’s the heat.” Carrots weren’t a tropical vegetable. The heat and humidity was saturating the topsoil.

“De heat?” Tooky asked, raising his eyebrows. His mouth curved into a silent Oh, then he grinned. “I fix great carrot problem! We fan carrots. Make dem grow!”

That wasn’t going to work, but the little guy sprinted off before Dhane could say anything. Now that they were in a tropical zone, they’d need to choose a better crop, which would probably crush the little guy.

A problem for tomorrow.

He reached the cabin’s door, propped it open—utilizing his perfect balance as an Assassin to keep from dropping Evelyn—and stepped inside.

Sarah’s glare returned in a flash. She flicked her eyes down to Evelyn and back to his. “Were you hoping to take advantage of her?”


Chapter
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Sarah’s ruby-red eyes glared up at him.

His heart took a skipping step right out of the damn door and jumped into the sea. With an iron will, he clung to a look of faultless innocence. He had no intentions of taking advantage of anyone, so such a look was not difficult to summon.

She just had this way of cutting straight to the bone with nothing more than a look.

Beautiful and terrifying.

Evelyn shifted in his arms and kissed his neck. “Sexy . . . sexy time.”

Dhane’s jaw dropped.

The innocent facade broke.

Sarah was on her feet in an instant.

“I’m not,” he said, voice reasonably panicked. It was as if he were talking to a demon.

Her eyes started to glow. An aura of fiery rage brushed against his soul, promising pain.

He had to forcefully remind himself that he wore not one but two sets of armor, which still didn’t feel like enough. She was a lioness ready to pounce, even if it killed her.

Evelyn stretched and yawned. She nearly toppled out of his arms, trying to stand.

He let her down, and she stumbled on wobbly legs into Sarah, pushing her back onto the bed. The collars crackled but didn’t zap.

Evelyn curled herself onto her side and rested her head in Sarah’s lap. “Yurrr sexy.”

The burning aura faltered.

Dhane took this opportunity to quickly close the door, cutting off most of the racket from partying Cobalins. He leveled a mock accusatory glare at Sarah. “I see how it is. You were hoping to take advantage of her yourself.”

Her eyes widened. “I’m not.”

He fought against a budding smile and turned his attention to the candlelit room. It wasn’t nearly as nice or big as the other cabin, but it provided enough room for a large bed and closet.

He’d need to talk to Box to see how hard it would be to make more of these. They might have the money to afford housing now, but that needed to go to soul devices if there was going to be any hope of defending their home.

Sarah’s pulse quickened. “What do you want?” She started brushing her fingers through Evelyn’s white hair. It was a gentle, caring touch that felt real, not this pretend badass persona.

The room had a shallow shelf along the back wall full of painted rocks, a dirt pancake, flowers, and a few dead bugs piled farthest to the side.

“Are these gifts?” he asked, trying to keep her talking. They’d never find common ground by glaring and throwing insults.

“Yes, they are. Now, if that’s all you wanted, please leave.”

“I don’t get gifts,” he admitted, not jealous or anything like that. “The Cobalins must like you.”

“Are you saying they don’t like you?”

He shrugged. “I’m like their scary monster.”

Evelyn drew in a breath. “Sexy monster. But Tom . . . Tommm. He’s . . . sweet.”

Sarah smiled, then forced her face to be neutral on the edge of irate. She watched him look over her collection of pet rocks.

“What’s this one?” he asked, pointing to a brown rock with dried mud acting as eyes.

“Does it matter?”

“You forgot?”

“No. But I don’t see why it matters. It’s a rock.”

“It matters to the Cobalins. They love their pet rocks. It’s just sad that they trusted you with them, and you can’t even remember their names.”

Her jaw flexed. “That’s Poopidoop. Happy?”

He laughed, and her eyes lingered on his mouth. “And this one?”

She sighed. “From left to right: Kobspy, Wop, Siddleladdle, Tupnik, Poopidoop, Voxy, and that one with the teeth is . . . Sarah.”

He looked at her, surprised that she made the effort to remember the names. “I think I see the resemblance.”

She turned away, her back a little too straight, her shoulders tight. “How long are you going to keep me here? I’m your only prisoner.”

“You know where our village is.”

“Then . . .” She swallowed and breathed a shaky breath. “T-take my memories.”

“And have you forget Poopidoop?” It was a joke, but she actually seemed . . . terrified. Maybe it had something to do with losing a piece of her soul.

What did that even mean?

He wanted to ask her so many questions, but there was this wall between them of hate and anger and distrust. They were leaders on opposing sides of this war.

“One truth,” he said. “Ask me anything you want, and I’ll give you an honest answer.”

She lifted her brows. “Anything?”

“I’m an open book.”

“Who’s Nora?”

“Oh,” he said, taken aback. He wasn’t expecting such a personal question, but given how he reacted after they nearly drowned, maybe it made sense.

“Is that book not open?” Her tone was both gentle, yet challenging. It was a test.

He leaned against the wall, then recounted the story of how he lost his sister on an otherwise happy vacation to Mexico.

“Until you fell into the sea,” he continued, “I forgot the whole thing. Then the memory just came out of nowhere.”

Sarah didn’t say anything, but her expression held a sense of sorrow she couldn’t hide.

Silence fell between them.

Dhane pushed himself off the wall. “It’s getting late. Do you need essence?”

She shook her head.

“Then, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

He grabbed the door’s handle.

“Wait,” she said, glancing at him, then the floorboards. “What do the stupid collars do?” A frown twisted her lips. “Other than shock me constantly.”

“You actually want to know?”

“I asked, didn’t I? Or is your open book only good for one question?”

Maybe they had made more progress than he realized. On the boardwalk, she actively refused to hear the truth.

Some part of him urged him forward, and he found himself sitting next to her on the opposite side of where Evelyn lay.

Sarah tensed, but she didn’t bite or demand that he get away from her. The soft thudding of her heart grew faster, and it wasn’t accompanied by her typical aura of rage.

He gently took her wrist so as to not trigger the collars. Her skin was warm beneath his fingertips, sending electric tingles up his forearms.

She didn’t pull away.

Their proximity was dangerous for reasons beyond the violent ones. She had the most alluring scent of honey and cinnamon, and that primal instinct deep down wanted to do more than touch her wrist.

He promptly locked those thoughts in his vault.

What was he doing?

“All these symbols,” he said, rotating her wrist to reveal the many marks in the leather collar, “block your skills and soul device.”

“And shock me,” she said, her voice quieter. “I know that already.”

“Yes, but these symbols”—he pointed at the ones representing numbers—“are coordinates to a cemetery.”

“Why does that matter?”

“When you are accused of being of Shadow, the priests perform a death test.”

She furrowed her brow in confusion.

“They strip you naked and stab you.”

“That’s . . . fucking insane. They wouldn’t do that. Not the priests of Light.”

Suppressed anger tried to break out of his vault. What did the priests do to deserve such blind faith? Whenever he thought of them, he could only see how they changed Penny.

He hated them for that. Utterly despised them.

He dropped Sarah’s wrist and stood. “I get why you wouldn’t believe me. But go ask Aditi. She was the PK guild member they hired to kill me. And when I refused the request to die, the Changed Reditai gleefully took the matter into their own hands like the psychopaths they are.”

Sarah exhaled through her nose. “They aren’t psychopaths! If what you say is true, then they have their reasons. Like . . . they wanted to see which stupid cemetery you⁠—”

Her eyes snapped back to the symbols so artfully illustrated across the collars’ leather, the symbols that tied her Return to a specific cemetery.

She finally understood.

Her conflicted expression held a tinge of horror.

Dhane walked to the door and opened it. “As far as I know,” he said, glancing at her, “I’m the only human of Shadow. Their test? It only gave them a believable reason to sacrifice people for power. And now you know.”
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The next day, Dhane woke to the feathery soft sensation of . . . well, feathers. Pink feathers and purple feathers. Dracina was curled up around his arm on one side and Celestira on the other.

He rolled his eyes.

Octoralis, he thought to his dream-manipulating, hopeless-romantic soul spider. At least this time, it wasn’t a bed completely full of naked women.

Or Brittlely Bright.

Or Tarebear.

Shudder. . . .

<I not be bad spider! This time, it not my fault.>

He mentally peeled his eyes open in an effort to end the apparent dream.

<You no asleep, Daddy. . . .>

Wut?

Dracina stretched and let out a contented sigh. Her feathers puffed. She sat up and smiled down at him, her pink hair pooling on the sheets.

She looked entirely different from yesterday, no longer an early teen going through her rebellious phase. She was now somewhere in her mid-twenties.

Her eyes shone a brilliant hue of gold with flakes of coppery orange. The shape of her face was a bit more angular, her chin sharper, her pearlescent white skin giving off a healthy sheen in the morning sunlight that crept through the bedroom window.

“Morning,” she whispered.

Dhane opened his mouth, then shut it.

<Let it happen, Daddy!>

Let what happen? It wasn’t like they had compatible parts, as Ellirae would say.

<They want cuddles, warm, heat from king.>

“We have . . . rules,” he managed to say, his thoughts—for whatever reason—wondering what Sarah would think.

“Flarking hell,” Dracina purred, “that was when we were adolescents. But now we’re adults. Glarb it, it’s good to be back. And strong! And . . .”

She lost her smile. Her brows pulled together in a sorrowful arch. Tears started to well up. “I will never fail you again. Never.”

A delicate finger, the tip glowing with golden light, tapped the side of her head. “Pain,” Celestira said. She had undergone the same transition as her sister, and her hair was longer, brushing his arm.

“You didn’t fail me,” he said, not willing to let her suffer for his failure. “Taking you two out before removing your affix was my fault.”

“But . . . you are king,” Dracina said. “You cannot be at fault.”

“If only that were true. King’s are responsible for more mistakes than anyone because we have to make a lot of decisions.”

She considered this for a moment, then nodded. “So,” she said tentatively, “you’re not mad?”

“Of course not. I’m not mad at either of you.”

She smiled brilliantly, showing her fangs, and curled up on his chest.

<Cuddle time!> Octoralis projected. She formed at the foot of the bed, a tenth her normal size, and sprang forward.

Gut-wrenching fear triggered Shadow Shift as if on its own, and he burst into a stream of smoke, reforming near the door, wearing only his shorts.

Dracina and Celestira fell into the vacant space he left. Their expressions turned pouty.

<Daddy, that no fair! They get cuddles. . . .>

Riding a spider was entirely different than having a spider crawl on him, even if that spider was his spider, cut from his soul and all that.

“The rule still stands,” he said as smoke shifted around his form and solidified into his ¤ Katsen Leather Armor. “No sleeping in my bed.”

“But we’re your royal guards,” Dracina said with a huff, sitting up again and crossing her arms. “Bed rule is bad rule!”

“I make the rules.”

“We protect you no matter what. Glarb it, even from yourself and bad rules!”

“Even if you can’t find me?” His form faded into the shadows along the wall.

Her eyes widened.

Before she had a chance to say something with her typical Dracina-flavored aggression, the sound of a crash came from outside.

The inn shook.

What the hell?

He reformed, and his bodyguards were at his sides in barely a second. Octoralis shifted to smoke and reformed outside the building.

<Monsters!>

Shit. They were being attacked! He tore the door open and raced down the hall and stairs.

Cobalins were huddled near the wall farthest from the windows. Sophie and Tyra were there, flipping tables onto their sides to act as a defensive barrier.

Rendy, wielding a stick, shouted commands to her helpers as if she were a general. “Grab de chairs. They be our weapons!” She gasped. “Lord Dhane!”

Dhane didn’t slow to ask what was happening. He rushed through the dining room and out the main door to where orange monsters shrieked and chased Cobalins.

They looked remarkably like . . .

Carrots.


Chapter
Forty-Three



The hell?

Beneath the gray sky, morning sunlight cutting through the humid air, a dozen—maybe more—large carrots raced across the field.

They were fugly monsters, about four feet tall and woody, carried along on stubby legs. Green fronds jutted from their heads. Beady eyes sat deep within black eye sockets.

Their mouths stretched open and shrieked a terrible noise that grated on Dhane’s overly sensitive hearing. Their mouths were full of rootlike teeth.

But worst of all were the thorns.

They grew down their sides, giving the monsters the appearance of a flanged mace, determined to smash into everything.

Including the pig enclosure.

The fence burst apart. Twenty delicious, bacon-making pigs squealed and charged for the exit, desperate to find safety.

“Zobb say no!” Zobb yelled and swung one of the broken boards while his other pig guards scrambled to find weapons. It hit the monster, and its health bar appeared.

¤ Carrothorn [152/156hp]

× Plant Fighter · Lvl. 12

Tooky, just outside of the inn, looked up from where he was holding his hoe as if it were a valiant weapon of carrot-slaying. “Lord Dhane!”

“I think you made them big enough,” Dhane said and yanked the little guy out of the way of a charging Carrothorn.

It sped past and slammed into the inn. All the nicely repaired windows cracked.

“I no do dis!” Tooky said.

In a blur, Dracina crossed to the orange monster stuck to the wall and punched it so hard, a chunk of its bulbous head exploded into a splattering of fibrous plant matter.

A -128 in red lifted from the monster, and she followed that up with a swift kick. Neither attack broke any of her bones, which made her exceedingly happy.

The monster stopped struggling to dislodge its thorn from the wall. It turned into a silvery-white glow and ascended.

Octoralis dropped from the second floor of the inn, making not a single sound. She snapped her fangs into the back of another monster, killing it instantly.

Purple disks stormed out of its body, granting him 162xp. There was also a loot bubble, which, naturally, contained carrots inside.

“Lucky Ladies!” Desley yelled, standing on a picnic table and holding a bow. “Charge!”

An army of thirty female Cobalins all screamed their battle cries at once and raced forward, holding spears. They crashed into the monsters in groups of five, working together to land their blows, retreat, and repeat.

Each only did between 6 and 12 damage, but together—and rotating between attacks—the coordinated groups overwhelmed their targets.

“No hurt me turtles!” Blibby yelled, running from a Carrothorn toward the cabins. She held a turtle over her head.

Dhane sprinted after her.

Lumanima formed from smoke.

He triggered Exploding Spider twice, using his Artifact’s Skill Echo to only pay 17 mana for the second cast.

Blibby, her eyes wide in terror, saw him coming and threw the turtle. The Carrothorn slammed into her back and trampled her body.

Dhane caught the flying turtle.

He cursed, and the turtle lost its form to a puff of smoke, finding a place in his inventory. He triggered Shadow Shift and, a second later, reappeared beside the fucking monster.

Lumanima Vvitablade easily sliced deep into the Carrothorn’s back, and Dhane dropped an Exploding Spider before continuing toward a second monster.

An explosion from behind struck fatal damage, and what was left of the creature crashed to the ground, making a slopping noise.

Celestira hurried up to Blibby. The Cobalin was covered in silvery-white wounds that quickly sealed after being infused with a golden glow.

The next monster wasn’t getting away. He caught up to it in seconds and dropped another spider. His focus, however, blinded him to a third monster.

It slammed into his side, dealing 33 damage to his Spider Armor and throwing him straight through a door. The wood shattered on impact, and he landed on a . . . soft bed . . . next to Evelyn, who was apparently sleeping through the invasion.

She cozied up to him, wearing a nightgown, and moved her head onto his chest. “Sexy monster. . . .”

Sarah, standing at the foot of the bed near the window, looked down at him. Her surprise was apparent since she forgot to equip her normal glare. “What are you doing?”

“Thought I’d take a break. You?”

A shriek came from the door just before a Carrothorn appeared, intent on smashing anything in its path, most notably the bed.

Sarah twisted around and drove her foot into the monster’s face. It promptly exploded, splattering everywhere. The orange mush turned to a silvery white and disappeared.

Evelyn jerked awake and gasped, looking toward the door. Two lines formed between her brows, and she turned to find herself in his arms.

She swallowed hard. “Dhane?”

“Morning,” he said in a cheery voice over the thrashing beat of his heart, expecting a certain redhead’s dangerous reaction at any second.

“Oh no. Did . . . we . . . sleep together?”

He gave her a solemn nod. “For about fifteen seconds.”

“Huh?”

“Get out of our bed!” Sarah yelled. There was a solid possibility that she was ready to make mini-Dhane explode. Honestly, it was surprising she hadn’t already tried to afflict mortal damage to his overly excitable member.

“Great King!” Dracina yelled, rushing into the cabin. She stopped abruptly. “Flarking hell, this isn’t the time for that.”

Celestira poked her head through the door. Her brows knitted. “Break bed rule?” she whispered accusingly.

“Bed rule?” Sarah asked, looking like she wanted to cross her arms and glare with the rest of the women.

Dracina huffed. “Great King doesn’t like us sleeping in his bed, even now that we’re adults and offer the best cuddles.”

Cobalins outside screamed, and a Carrothorn burst through the wall on Evelyn’s side. She gasped and squeezed him so tightly, his ribs would have cracked without his armor.

Still, it was hard to breathe.

Dracina kicked the monster out of the hole it had made in the wall and chased after it.

Celestira affixed a silent, judgmental stare at him and the girl in his arms. Thorny green vines grew from the door frame, suggesting she could do more than just heal.

“I landed here,” Dhane explained, which didn’t seem to matter. He was still in bed, enjoying the soul-squeezing benefits of cuddling with a frightened vampire who could empower their strength.

<Daddy, spider knights come!>

“Does the rule apply to all women?” Sarah asked, not at all concerned about the rampaging orange monsters in the background.

He rubbed Evelyn’s back in the hopes she’d realize what she was doing, get super embarrassed, tell him not to get any ideas, and let go so he could escape the very unfortunate situation he had found himself in.

Lumanima projected a sense that this sort of situation was a typical Saturday.

Not helping.

Dhane arched an eyebrow at Sarah. “Are you asking for yourself?” He knew it was a stupid question the instant it left his lips.

She tensed and looked away.

Oi. Just as they were kind of finding a middle ground, he had to say something stupid to remind her of all the misogynistic comments he used to purposely upset her back at her guild.

Evelyn pushed away, her face turning a deep shade of pink. “Ehhh, don’t get any ideas.” She looked out the hole. “What’s happening?”

“Your king,” Sarah said in a voice that conveyed they were back to square one, “didn’t plan for guardians.”

Ah. Too much of one resource in an area would spawn guardians like the Quartz Crabs. Shit. And this was why he was a terrible king!

The realization struck a cord—the perpetual knowledge that he was not suited for this. He was suited for being alone, left to wander aimlessly where he couldn’t get others hurt.

It was a constant struggle of feeling completely inadequate, weighed against their few lucky accomplishments.

In that moment, he was absolutely sick of pretending to know what he was doing. He didn’t! He was taking each thing as it came, dreading what would come next.

Now that Evelyn wasn’t clinging to him, he easily escaped the bed and turned toward Sarah, who was blocking his path to the door.

A blur of a screaming Knock rushed past the opening, holding onto a Carrothorn. His army followed, yelling for their leader to “let goey go!”

“Please move,” Dhane said, failing to keep the irritation of yet another failure from his voice. He knew about the guardians and completely forgot.

Sarah had a challenging look in her eye.

This was still about his stupid comment. “If you must know, I’ve not slept with any of my followers.”

“Liar,” Celestira whispered.

Dhane sighed. “Sexually! I’ve not had sex. Okay?” he asked his backstabbing bodyguard.

He faced Sarah again. “And I don’t think your ass is big. I was trying to upset you in an effort to escape your guild.”

She angled her eyebrows, proving that she hadn’t forgotten that exchange of theirs.

“Your ass is perfect—you’re beyond attractive. I’m sorry for what I said. Now, if you’d please move aside, I’d like to see what else I’ve fucked up.”

She took in a small breath and looked utterly shocked, which, apparently, was his superpower. She obliged his request and stepped to the side.

He rushed past, then stopped at the doorway and turned, having remembered more.

“Oh, and as you’ve guessed,” he said, pointing to his chest, “I’m not a thousand years old. I’m thirty-two, a game journalist, and I died two weeks ago to a damn garbage truck, which was so not as fun as anime made it out to seem. Then I was told to balance the world because the priests that you love so much are trying to destroy everything.”

He drew in a deep breath, let it out, and left, feeling quite good at getting all of that off his chest.
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Dhane cringed.

He was an idiot! That prevailing thought accompanied him some three seconds after stepping out of Sarah’s cabin to rejoin the fight, a fight that had since concluded.

Did he really say her ass was perfect?

Internal groan.

This was the very reason why save points existed. He’d happily quit to menu, chuck his current game into a dumpster fire, and choose the better path.

Any other path would be the better path.

In a desperate move to not overhear what his stunned audience had to say, he hurried toward the ravaged carrot field.

Not five steps past the water spring, Dracina and Celestira appeared at his sides. Now that they didn’t have their Earlyborn affix, they weren’t much shorter than him.

“Great King?” Dracina asked in an unusually soft voice, her hands clasped at her front. He motioned for her to continue. She set her jaw and said, matter-of-factly, “We sleep in bed.”

Her sharp glare cut off his reply. “Flarking hell, you obviously need a woman or cuddles. No discussion!”

He furrowed his brow. “I don’t⁠—”

“Great King is stressed,” Celestira whispered, poking him in the side. A warm sense of relaxation swirled up his back and eased the tension from his shoulders.

With all the female attention he had received—not even touching the fact that a Veetamor had claimed him—it felt . . . unreal, as if they were all being manipulated somehow.

But this wasn’t that. His bodyguards didn’t want him like that. It wasn’t about sex or sharing his soul. It was something far more innocent.

“Only cuddles?” he asked in a defeated voice.

Dracina beamed. “Yes, Great King! Only cuddles. Glarb it, the best cuddles!”

“Okay, fine, but only⁠—”

She hugged him so abruptly and so tightly, it nearly knocked the air from his lungs. Celestira joined the hug.

He let out a strained chuckle. In truth, he hadn’t given them anything. All he had done was take. Take their mana, their memories, their strength.

They only wanted cuddles.

He could do that.

<Me too, Daddy!> Octoralis projected from the forest, where she and the knights had chased down some fleeing monsters.

Uhhh.

<I deserve cuddles!>

I’ll . . . try, he thought to her, and she sent him happy smiles. Of all the types of spiders she could have been, she was definitely the least frightening.

The warm fuzzies were interrupted by a prickling sensation that ran down his spine. He glanced over his shoulder.

Sarah was standing in her doorway, watching with an unreadable expression. She quickly stepped back inside, and . . . the cringing returned.

The quickest way to get his mind off of being an absolute moron was to focus on the problems at hand. He was the king, a bad king, but a king nonetheless. Now was the time to act like it.

The group hug ended, and he stood straighter, actually feeling much more capable of tackling their numerous problems.

He looked around.

The Lucky Ladies had regrouped by the picnic tables. They stood in formation and listened to Desley tell them she was impressed with how well they had worked together.

Knock—not to be outdone—yelled at his Luckier Lads to tell them he was not impressed. Not in the least. The Baits didn’t sacrifice themselves to aggro monsters, and a quarter of his army had decided that hiding beneath the tables was somehow an effective method of defense.

Aaliyah laughed, and Devron facepalmed.

Aditi walked out of Ricky’s squad tent, evidently confused by all the destruction. Her eyes found Dhane’s, and her cheeks colored when Ricky stepped around her and flashed a grin.

At the cemetery, Lora was talking to Blibby, who hadn’t died but appeared terrified nonetheless.

“Flimflam!” screeched the Teeny Teller. “Stop ugly tears! You are a . . . What was I saying? Why are you crying?”

Lora sighed.

On the opposite end of the village, Zobb and his pig guards were yelling “Pig pig!” in an attempt to lure the pigs back for the magical act of bacon making.

Dhane led his bodyguards to ground zero: the carrot field. It looked like it had been assaulted by a rain of cannonballs, leaving craters throughout.

Tooky blew a raspberry and threw his hoe. “I quitty quit! Carrots be bad business. I no want to be evil carrot lord!”

Deformed carrots lay everywhere, some being munched on by turtles, who had escaped their habitat. His helpers looked equally dejected from having all of their hard work ruined.

Dhane knelt and put a hand on the little guy’s shoulder, understanding all too well—from a lifetime of hurdles—how he felt.

Tooky hung his head. “I be sorry, Lord Dhane. I letty let you down.”

“The carrots weren’t going to work anyway. That’s not your fault. You’ve done a great job. But now we know that we need to grow a variety of crops.”

“Pineapples?”

“Sure. . . . But why pineapples?” Other than Ellirae saying they were a rare fruit, which meant they could be traded to the Veetamors for a decent amount.

“They make goody good drink! Nick say it be alcohol. I like alcohol. It make Blibby pretty!”

Dhane held in a laugh and stood. “Want to be Master of Pineapples?”

Tooky shook his head. “I no want to farm no more. But but me friends likey like farming. They grow pineapples. I make drinks! Yes yes! I go now en talk to Nick, I think.”

With renewed exuberance, he sprinted away.

<We kill kill kill bad carrots!> Octoralis projected as she reached the field, leading the spider knights. Cobalins watched them warily.

Aranyl, the purple spider, carried a web sac. <My King! We defend kingdom, find strange loot.> She emptied the sac full of fat carrots.

“The kingdom is in your debt,” Dhane said with a smile. The spider knights—like his bodyguards—fit squarely into that odd arrangement of giving without receiving.

As much as he appreciated their help, he didn’t want to take advantage of them. The only reasonable fear was that if he asked what they wanted, they’d want cuddles, too.

“If there’s anything I can do for you,” he said, masking his fear of what felt like the inevitable, “you’ll let me know, right?”

The three spiders projected a sense of pride and happiness at being useful. Aranyl shifted eagerly. <There is something we⁠—>

Oriphiel and Faylina shoved her aside.

<We need nothing, My King,> Faylina—the white spider—projected. <We only happy to serve. Think nothing of it, I say.>

He nodded slowly, refraining from reacting to their odd display. A swirl of disappointment escaped Aranyl, suggesting that they did, in fact, want something but weren’t ready to ask.

<We must leave now,> Faylina projected before he could dig further. <Guard waypoint, miners. Lots to do. Busy busy!>

She rubbed her pedipalps together and glanced at the other two spider knights. They curtsied together.

He wanted to tell them that he’d listen to their request whenever they were ready, but they sprinted away the next second.

“Spiders are flarking weird,” Dracina said.

Octoralis mentally humphed and jumped into his soul. <Sister spiders be fun fun fun! They no weird. Daddy, we get snacks now?>

You didn’t like the carrots?

She filled his soul with projectile vomit.

Gross.

“Lord Dhane!” Tooky yelled from beyond the inn. “Lord Dhane!” He sped around the corner, eyes wide, teeth set in a grimace. He looked absolutely terrified.

Dhane tensed.

Dracina and Celestira became alert.

He focused on Vibration Sight, letting the lines expand out in all directions in an attempt to identify whatever had the Cobalin in such a state.

No new monster or adventurer or force of nature threatened the village. But there was muffled grunts and a muffled yelp.

“It be Nick!” Tooky yelled. “Meat man. He be in baddy bad trouble en need your help!”
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The sun was barely hovering over the eastern horizon of scintillating waves. Yet, more and more problems piled on.

Carrothorns, Sarah, and now Nick.

Idle Cobalins watched with interest as Dhane hurried after Tooky. Dracina and Celestira followed closely behind.

When asked what the problem was, Tooky said, “I go en talk to Nick, talk about me making goody good drink that makes girls prettier. But his door be locked!”

“It’s still early,” Dhane said, slowing his pace. This better not be like Knock saying his imagination game was a matter of life and death. “Tooky, he’s probably still sleeping.”

“Noey no! I peek in window en find he be tied up. En en en, he be naked!”

Dhane stopped and heaved a sigh. Nick was tied up and naked? Shit. How did one convey—without explaining the birds and the bees—sexual kinks?

That aside, Nick had totally gone and done the one thing Dhane was afraid he’d do: take advantage of Ellirae. It was precisely why letting her go with the opportunity-snatching merchant was a bad idea.

“Why you stoppy stop?” Tooky asked, his green hands tangled in his hair, showing apparent distress. “Meat man needs help!”

“Tooky . . .” Dhane said uncertainly. “I think he’s exactly where he wants to be.”

“Tied up? Nakey naked?”

“Some . . . people like that.” A mild-mannered Tom came to mind. Dracina and Celestira shared a bemused look.

“Butty but, he no look like he be wanting to be tied up by zappy rope.”

Lightning Rope? That did seem a bit excessive, not that he was judging the man. Perhaps it didn’t hurt to just make sure everything was consensual. Or better yet, give Ellirae an excuse to escape.

Dhane strolled up to Nick’s shop and rapped his knuckles against the door. Below the main signs—the ones indicating the sale of meat and ale—hung wooden boards with pricing information.

Nick had a whole system worked out for trading commonly found items. There were symbols that covered everything from dirt, rocks, and sticks to ¤ Moonspotted Mushrooms or coconuts.

“It’s Dhane,” he said, figuring Nick might ignore an intrusion from a Cobalin until his store was properly open for business. “Everything okay in there?”

A muffled grunt came as a reply, followed by a soft shushing.

“Nick?”

The vibration lines vaguely outlined two people inside, as was his assumption.

The door cracked open to reveal a sliver of Ellirae, her exposed skin a light purple with dim symbols. She visibly swallowed, then forced a smile. “K-king of Shadows, good to see you. Something you need?”

The grunting came more urgently.

Ellirae pretended to cough to cover the sound. “Sick, I might be. Come in, you should not.”

Resigned, Dhane pushed the door open.

Ellirae stumbled back, her fish-scale armor clattering lightly. She hurriedly spread her arms in a terrible attempt to hide Nick, lying on a bed at the back of his shop.

He was buck naked, tied in a familiar position with a ¤ Lightning Rope around his wrists, a normal rope securing his ankles, and a gag in his mouth.

“Oh,” Celestira whispered and turned away.

Dracina grinned.

Tooky pointed. “Nick having fun?”

Nick did not look like he was having fun.

Dhane gave Ellirae a patient, yet expectant, look. All things, he reasoned—especially in such uncomfortable situations—could be explained with words, so he waited for said explanation.

She let out a breath and lowered her arms before sitting next to Nick. Her symbols lit up in a wave that moved down her body. “My pet, this man is,” she declared. “Him, I claim. Best master, to the Ancients, I promise.”

Nick grunted his reply to such a claim, then the ¤ Lightning Rope kindly zapped him. Every muscle up his arms and down his spine flexed for the count of three, then went limp.

“That’s not how it works here,” Dhane explained. This was a matter of cultural differences and should be handled with a touch of leniency, he figured.

“But him, I like,” she said. “Kind, charming, and beautiful, he is. Except for one problem.” She reached back and grabbed Nick’s flaccid penis.

The man jerked, then jerked more from another electric jolt, giving the air the stench of singed skin.

“Umm,” Dhane started.

“Much too squishy it is. Not hard like Veetamor.” She sounded miserably disappointed. “Compatible, we are not.”

In an effort to save mini-Nick from its continuous squeezing assault, Dhane grabbed her shoulders and stood her back up. “It gets hard,” he reassured her and summoned a plant-fiber rag to give Nick some privacy.

“It does?” All of her symbols lit up in a fluttery pulse, and she smiled excitedly. “I knew it!”

“Yes, but we humans must claim each other. If Nick doesn’t claim you, you cannot claim him. Does that make sense?”

She scrunched her brows. “Wrong, that sounds.”

“And—for the most part—we don’t make each other our pets or tie them up, unless they want to be tied up. I don’t think Nick wants to be tied up.”

All eyes looked at Nick.

Nick desperately shook his head.

“But want him, I do.” She exhaled, then gave Dhane a suspicious look. “You say no pet, but pet you have, collars she wears. This I saw last night. For sex, she is not?”

<Sexy sexy pet!> Octoralis projected happily, summoning a naked image of Sarah tied to a leash, crawling on her hands and knees.

Tooky gasped. “You do naughty thingy things to pretty vampire?”

Dhane sighed. That visual clung to the edges of his vault, refusing to go silently. He gave it one last mental shove and told his spider to knock it off.

Octoralis grumbled.

“Definitely not,” he said. “She’s a prisoner for now. That’s why she wears the collars.”

“M-master,” Tom said, stepping through the doorway. He took one look at Nick and grinned. “We have a blue dominatrix!”

“We don’t.”

“We . . . d-don’t?”

“This thing,” Ellirae said, a spiraling pulse of light igniting her symbols, “what is it?”

Tom blurted, “A woman who ties up men and does sexy things to them.” Oddly, whenever he got excited about something, his stutter went away.

Ellirae gave Dhane a pointed look.

“Those people,” he said, as if it needed saying, “want to be tied up. There’s a big difference.”

Aaliyah walked in. “Dhane, did you⁠—”

Her brown eyes flicked down to Nick, across to mini-Nick’s cloak of hiding, and then widened. She blinked once, muttered something indecipherable, and left without further comment.

Seeing as the lesson had been given, and the longer they all loitered in Nick’s shop—while he lay naked—the more embarrassed he might become, Dhane crossed to the bound man.

Ellirae didn’t stop Dhane, choosing to study the floor as the rest of her blue skin turned purple.

Octoralis helpfully managed his life essence as he took ownership of the ¤ Lightning Rope. He thought to keep it as a form of punishment, but then handed it to Ellirae.

Her eyebrows lifted in surprise.

“I suspect,” he said, glancing between her and her victim, “Nick isn’t entirely innocent here?”

Nick promptly summoned his phone and equipped his clothes. He pulled the gag free from his mouth. “Bud, I swear I didn’t make a move on her! I was just showing her around.”

“To your bed?”

“It’s . . . well . . . I . . .”

“Consent,” Dhane said to the both of them. “That’s all I care about. Beyond that, I really don’t want to know. Now, Tooky wants to work for you. Think you can take him on?”

Nick looked at the nervous Cobalin. “Know what?” he said, his tone revealing a sense of appreciation at the change of topic. “I think that’s a fine idea.”

“Good,” Dhane said. That was one matter handled. He turned to Tom. “Did you need something?”

“I . . . thought Evelyn w-would be with you,” Tom said, his cheeks turning rosy. “W-want to teach her . . . how to make a cake.”

Dhane stepped out of the shop. He considered Tom for a moment, long enough to make the guy squirm. “Can you bake other things?”

“O-other things?”

“Pastries, cookies, brownies.”

Tom lit up and nodded. “They are all delicious. But cake is the best. German chocolate with coconut-pecan frosting is my favorite!”

Dracina punched his arm and grinned. “Flarking hell, you didn’t stutter! I am the best teacher, even if you want to make disgusting sweets.”

“Dracina. . . .” Celestira whispered, holding her sister from behind and resting a chin on her shoulder. “You did not cure him.”

“C-cure me?” Tom asked.

“Devron also knows how to bake,” Dhane said, scratching his chin. Bacon and tacos might be some of the Cobalins’ favorite things, but they were clearly missing sweets.

Having more ways to reward good behavior or contribute to the budding marketplace would help the village grow.

“I think our village needs a bakery,” he said.

Golden stars practically materialized in Tom’s eyes. He nodded enthusiastically.

“And you,” Dhane said, “should be the one to run it. Maybe with Devron.”

“M-me?”

“You.”

“But I want to be . . . stronger.” Tom glanced at the new cabin where Box was repairing the door. A line of Cobalins had gathered, all holding random knickknacks.

Sarah accepted a new pet rock named Koolbert and smiled. Dhane forced himself to look away.

Octoralis wanted to say something. She really wanted to say something. But she kept her thoughts clamped down and chose to vibrate with excitement instead.

“Glarb it,” Dracina said, “don’t be an idiot. You can do both!”

“Dracina. . . .” Celestira whispered.

“I am his master. I can call him an idiot!” Dracina turned to Tom. “You bake and train. Then you ask Evelyn to tie you up!”

Tom’s jaw unhinged. His face turned a deep crimson color as if he had swallowed his tongue. “I-I-I-I.”

<She broke him, Daddy.>

Dhane agreed. “Well,” he said, giving Tom a supportive pat on the shoulder, “think about it. The bakery. I don’t need to know right away.”

“I-I-I-I.”

“Good talk.” There wasn’t much else to say, and Aaliyah had wanted something, so Dhane headed toward the two armies.

“We be de Lucky Ladies,” Desley’s army chanted, “couldn’t be prouder! If you can’t hear us, we’ll yell louder!”

Knock huffed, standing on a picnic table. He held his hand up until everyone quieted, then threw his fist down.

“Knock, Knock, who be there?” the Luckier Lads yelled as loud as they could at the Lucky Ladies. “Boo! Boo who? No need to cry. With Knock, we never die!”

“What about Bait?” a Cobalin asked, then was promptly thrown over the cliff that ran through the cemetery.

Aaliyah hurried over. “Ain’t want to know what ya were doing in there,” she said, motioning to Nick’s store.

“That makes two of us,” Dhane said.

“Whatevs, man. Got nothing to do with me. So . . . don’t s’pose ya found that treasure, did ya?”

“Oh, the treasure map was a trap.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“Long story, but we did earn some gold.”

“Got enough for a soul device? I’mma asking before Dev. First come and all that, right?”

Devron was lying on a table between the two armies shouting chants at each other. He had his arms folded over his face.

Dhane grinned. “Something tells me you don’t need to worry about that.”

“Kinda feel bad for him, ya know?”

“Think he’d want to help run a bakery?”

“One hundred percent. He ain’t got a clue how to train Cobalins. And watching them die is tearing him up.”

“Shrak,” Dracina said, “I can train them.”

“We defend king,” Celestira whispered.

“Great King can train them?”

What they really needed was to raid an armory full of Vvitablades. The priceless weapons would provide masterful training.

Lumanima agreed.

But they’d only get one chance. If they raided the pocket realm and failed to rescue all the weapons—or any of the weapons—they wouldn’t get another opportunity.

The army needed to weed out the weak, grant soul devices to the determined, and gain their starting levels before taking such a risk.

Could Dhane train them? He shook his head. “Death in BB’s dungeon would cost me too much time. What about Kevin? He keeps going out to kill monsters for experience. He knows how to fight.”

“Ewww, no thanks,” Aaliyah said. “That guy is a real piece of shit, ya know? I’m surprised ya rescued his ass.”

<Me too, Daddy. He rude rude rude.>

Dhane had saved the guy because he couldn’t stomach watching others suffer, especially when it was his fault.

“Anyways,” Aaliyah said, “soul devices?”

A vibration wiggled Dhane’s mind. His phone was ringing. “Umm, yeah,” he said in a distracted voice. Reditus Leon’s name appeared on the Caller ID. “Have Desley and Knock pick out ten of their best.”

“Oh, shit. Ten? Each?” she asked and grinned. “Ain’t no way Knock is gonna like that.”

Dhane summoned his phone. The screen revealed a request for a video call. “Well, tell him the Lucky Ladies performed better.”

She flashed a smile.

He answered the call. “Reditus Leon?”

“My boy!” the man said in his normal voice, not the voice of a crazy old man from the prison cell they had shared.

His white hair had been cut short, parted down the side, and he was missing his floor-sweeping beard in place of a cleanly shaved face. The change easily made him look decades younger.

“It’s not Sunday,” Dhane said, remembering that the man wanted a call every week. The fact that it wasn’t Sunday, and the fact that Leon’s face looked particularly alarmed, sounded warning bells.

The video shook and shifted to reveal Du Dolly’s bright smile. The man hadn’t changed at all—dreadlocks with the ends dyed purple, tawny brown skin, and he was wearing a fancy, dark gray suit.

“Darling!” the man trilled, fluttering his hand with excitement, “there’s my divine diva! How’s our gown draping? Any tweaks to make you dazzle more? Perhaps a bit of va-va-voom in the bust area?”

“Not now!” Reditus Leon said, yanking his arm free. “There’s a vital matter of importance at hand.”

“Monsieur,” Du Dolly’s voice said with a dramatic gasp, “my dresses are of paramount importance! Fine, say what you must, then let me catch up with my princess.”

Of the matter of being called a princess, Dhane wanted to firmly explain that he and dresses were never happening again. It was all a strategy to infiltrate the Army of Light.

Octoralis gleefully summoned a visual of him in the black gossamer dress, checking himself out in the mirror. He was “sexy sexy sexy,” and she wondered if Sarah would like him in a dress and how utterly wonderful that would be.

Sarah—he thought strongly—wouldn’t like him in anything.

To which Octoralis happily misunderstood and thought being naked with Sarah was his most bestest idea ever.

He stifled a sigh and would have started in on putting said thoughts into words, but given the old man’s bleak expression, he instead, with a knot of unease tightening in his gut, asked, “What’s wrong?”

“I’m afraid,” Reditus Leon said, “the Army of Light knows where you are.”

Shit. . . .

“My boy,” the man continued, “you have been betrayed.”


Chapter
Forty-Six



The unease in Dhane’s gut multiplied. His skin suddenly felt cold, and his heart skipped, turning into a dull thud in his ears.

Betrayed?

And found?

Life on this paradise island couldn’t continue forever, but he had hoped—foolishly hoped—for more time to prepare and train.

“Good heavens!” Du Dolly said in surprise. “You should have led with that. When did they find out?”

Reditus Leon’s face scrunched in irritation. “Just now. But that doesn’t matter. Dhane, my boy, you must escape.”

“Flarking hell,” Dracina said, shoving her face into the camera’s view, “Great King does not run. We fight!”

<Fight fight fight, Daddy!> Octoralis projected.

For a flicker of a moment, Dhane’s nightmare swirled to the forefront of his mind. Dedu Tedu Novus was burning, the firelight flickering on the stone statues of Cobalins.

And in that memory was the sense of utmost failure, of abandoning his people when they most needed him.

It was all coming true. . . .

Maybe it was a premonition. But in that vision, he had left his people. This time, he would not.

If someone had betrayed them, then the Army of Light knew about the waypoint below, a waypoint that wasn’t locked by the declaration of war. Shit! It would give them direct access to the village.

Reditus Leon was saying something about the Resistance staging an attack on Riverport, where the army was building ships.

“I . . . have to go,” Dhane heard himself say, and the phone burst into smoke.

The world seemed to slow as the cogs of his mind churned, grinding on all the potential threats that sent slivers of fear into his chest.

Someone had betrayed them.

Who?

Ricky jogged up, holding three voodoo dolls and a pair of scissors. “Yo, dude, looky what I made. Who ya want them linked to?”

Aditi ran after a naked Cobalin. “Drool, please adorn your attire once more!”

Knock was shouting something at Aaliyah, looking quite upset. Desley grinned and shrugged. Devron told Knock to let it go.

Blibby was pulling turtles out of the water spring, singing a new happy-happy turtle song.

Zobb and a dozen helpers all cheered Kora on as she wrestled a large pig back into its enclosure. She laughed, despite being covered in mud, and tossed a malformed carrot to her defeated opponent.

Box finished repairing Sarah’s door. A male Cobalin stepped out with a drunken smile on his lips. “It no hurt at all. En now I feel goody good!”

Rendy held Aallirae’s hand, leading the Veetamor woman to the inn. “You no worry. Lord Dhane be kind en understanding. He will happily share his bed with you.”

Wut?

Time resumed in a rush, a crash of everything happening at the same time. His heart sped up to the point it felt ready to burst.

“Shit, bro, what’s up?” Ricky asked, arching an alarmed eyebrow. “Ya look like yer gonna blow chunks. For real, don’t do that. I have like zero vomit tolerance. Just thinking about— Huuurgh huuurgh!”

Where was Kevin and Silas?

A terrible and depressing weight pressed down on Dhane’s chest. But now was certainly not the time to dwell on it.

He shoved those thoughts into his vault and grabbed Ricky’s face. “Stop it. We might be under attack.” Dhane’s voice sounded stronger than he felt. “Grab anyone who can fight, and get down to the waypoint!”

<I warn spider knights!> Octoralis projected, forming from smoke.

Dhane sprinted after her.

Dracina and Celestira were hot on his heels.

Ricky repeated in confusion, “Under—huuurgh—attack?” Then, the guy snapped to it and started shouting for Aaliyah.

The vibration lines of Tom—his mental state no longer broken—glanced at the cabin where Evelyn would be. His expression turned serious, and he ran for the stairs.

Dhane practically flew down into the darkness, lit by golden crystals every twenty or more steps. White vibration lines solidified across the large cracks and fallen debris.

His feet barely touched the jagged edges of protruding stones or steps, relying heavily on his Assassin class for balance.

Half way down, he triggered Exploding Spider and Skill Echo, paying a total of 47 of his 105 available mana. The spiders formed on the cuff of his ¤ Katsen Leather Armor and would last 58 seconds.

This way, by the time he reached the bottom, half his spent mana would have regenerated. He could have four spiders ready to give their most unwelcome visitors a reason to never return.

Octoralis, at half her normal size, was only a fraction faster than him. She psychically called into the void for her friends.

The spider knights did not respond.

She called, over and over, waiting terrible seconds before trying again.

He desperately clung to the hope that they didn’t reply because they were too far away. The only other possibility was one he wasn’t willing to accept.

Shit! Just when things were coming together, everything he and his village had worked for was under threat of annihilation—again.

It was too soon! And this time, they couldn’t just pick up the village and run away. They would have to abandon it.

Abandon it . . .

Or defend it.

Octoralis reached the bottom first. A sense of surprise filtered through their connection.

Dhane summoned another two Exploding Spiders, dropping his mana to 36/105. He was ready to defend his home and grant zero mercy.

<Daddy!> she projected, and he knew he’d see what she was seeing in only a few more seconds.

He hit the bottom hard enough to make the powdery white grit of crushed stones brush away from the impact and turn into clouds.

His Spider Armor took 8 damage, dropping it to 156/164, slightly boosted from now having 29 Intelligence.

<They no here yet,> Octoralis projected. <No bad bad bad people. It be just Oriphiel.>

Yet. They weren’t here yet.

Dhane didn’t slow. He rushed forward and slid to a knee, stopping amid the geode of pink crystals that glowed faintly through all the many spiderwebs.

He ignored how the place gave him the heebie-jeebies and focused on the energetic hum coming from the waypoint stone.

Lumanima appeared in his hand, trailing smoke. Dhane scraped the blade across the closest symbol, breaking the carefully etched pattern.

The crackle of infused mana burst from the stone in a bolt of pearlescent lightning. It surged through the dagger and up his arm. The Exploding Spiders all popped like balloons.

The force blasted him backward.

The room spun!

Layers of spiderwebs tore as he ripped through them and slammed into the jagged crystals coating the walls. The next second, he was on his back, blinking up at the high ceiling.

Octoralis’s concern gushed into his mind. She appeared over him and gave his chest a loving and gentle pat with a long, hairy leg.

He automatically and unintentionally recoiled. Tingling fear shivered across tensed muscles. His breath caught in his chest. The fact that he didn’t let loose a bloodcurdling scream showed tremendous progress on his behalf.

The giant looming arachnid didn’t agree.

She gave a psychic huff, tinged with sadness, and swooshed away in a rush of smoke.

“Great King!” called two voices at the same time.

Celestira appeared first, kneeling next to him, the lines of worry creased between her brows. “I sense . . .” she said in her gentle way, “no pain.”

“Flarking hell!” Dracina yelled and punched him in the arm hard enough to break the remaining of his ¤ Katsen Leather Armor and deal 34 damage in red.

Dhane inhaled sharply through his teeth.

“Now pain,” Celestira whispered, sliding her glowing fingertips over his fresh wound. The pain instantly faded, and his newly formed health bar above him refilled to 120/120.

“Sorry sorry sorry!” Dracina yelled, clasping her fists tightly against her feather-puffed chest. “Glarb it, I didn’t mean to hurt you. I’m a bad bodyguard!”

Dhane sat up and chuckled, feeling an abundance of relief now that he was certain the Army of Light wasn’t here, invading . . . yet.

Dedu Tedu Novus still had time to prepare.

He patted her head, which was only a little awkward since she was an adult now. But it seemed to calm her all the same. “You were just worried.”

She nodded but didn’t look up from her knees. “Next time . . . let me blow up.”

Gah, he definitely wasn’t going to let her blow up for him. He, at the very least, had armor.

Or . . . did.

A spider plopped onto his shoulder.

<Hiii hiii!> projected Zizi—the social and cute zebra spider—before wiggling her way into his armor.

Octoralis huffed at the thought of cute.

<I be cute spider, too!> This was accompanied by another thought that she—quite obviously—was “really really really” not terrifying and was totally deserving of all the hugs and all the cuddles.

He completely agreed, while his eye twitched.

Vibrations came from the stairs. Ricky appeared, silently running down the steps, a dagger in each hand with a slightly green sheen to the metal.

He stopped and glared into walls of cobwebs. “Come out and fight! I’ll show you the craaazy skills of an Assassin.” The way he hissed Assassin implied it was a class to be feared. To add to the effect, he lifted his dagger and licked the blade threateningly.

“Isn’t that,” Dhane said, “venomous?”

Ricky glanced at a -1 that popped out of his mouth and floated toward the glowing crystals along the ceiling. “Ehh, yeah?” He shrugged and relaxed when no apparent enemies attacked. “Pshaw! Don’t look at me like I’m some weirdo. Nah, man, I’m just . . . you know, building my tolerance.”

Tom, Aaliyah, and Devron came up behind him, followed by Knock, Desley, and two dozen Cobalins, clattering noisily.

“M-master . . . I’m here,” Tom said between heavy breaths.

“We be here to fight!” Knock yelled. “Luckier Lads beat dumb ladies!”

Desley commanded her ladies to stay in their groups and to remember the strategy: attack, move, attack, move.

“Hells, man,” Devron said, a glowing white Magic Missile ready in his palm. “I ain’t seein’ anyone. You already wiped ‘em out, didn’t ya. That’s some shit tuna, man.”

Dhane laughed and accepted Dracina’s help to stand. “Luckily,” he said, slapping the white dust and cobwebs from his armor, “no one was here yet. And I’ve disabled the waypoint . . .”

Oh, shit. . . .

He did far more than just disable it.

Every symbol had jagged tears through the stone around them except for the one he purposely ruined. That one left a crater deep enough to reveal cracked crystals a foot beneath.

Had he known more about the arcane art of magical programming, he probably could have just drained the mana like a sane person. Instead, he did the equivalent of sticking a fork in the outlet.

Aaliyah frowned. “Whatcha gonna do if we need to use it?”

That was a brilliant question. Le sigh. He didn’t want to outright destroy the waypoint, just disable it, so he could somehow change its IP address.

Dhane looked to his two bodyguards. This was their Return location. “Can either of you fix this?”

Dracina grimaced.

Celestira shook her head slowly. “Mahai knows.”

“Mahai be great leader!” Knock shouted, and all the Cobalins nodded and grinned.

Yeah, a great leader that abandoned everyone the very first chance he got. If he was still here, the Cobalins could have donated mana to remove his Earlyborn affix.

“I don’t suppose,” Dhane said to his bodyguards, “you’re able to contact him?”

They both shook their heads.

He let out a breath, then noticed a blur in his vibration lines where Oriphiel had been standing. “Hey, you don’t have to hide.”

<Oh! I a-am . . . not hiding?> She appeared as his fuzzy blue spider knight. <N-nope, not hiding, Great King. I not do that . . . o-o-on purpose.> She shifted nervously and rubbed her pedipalps together.

“Has anyone used the waypoint?”

<No . . . Great King. Not since you command us to guard it last night . . . I say.>

That was hard to believe. If he was going to betray the village—just the thought roused a thunderstorm within—he’d make sure to be as far away as possible before he did it.

Venturing into the Wilds was dangerous, and dying would likely Return him to the one place he was trying to escape.

Naturally, then, he’d use the waypoint.

But if it was guarded . . .

An unsettling thought struck. He already knew the answer but asked anyway. “What about during the Carrothorn attack?”

Oriphiel stopped shifting. <Oh no. W-we left to help. No g-guard, protect stone.>

Dhane gave his brain a mental whack and thought hard about resource guardians and whether it was possible to create them intentionally.

Sure enough, there was.

Bonemeal.

He wanted to roll his eyes at Gameus and his obvious Minecraft influences.

“Goddammit,” Aaliyah said, clenching her spear. Devron took her hand, and she let him. “I don’t wanna believe it, but Kevin betrayed us, didn’t he?”

Kevin and Silas were the only unaccountable humans in the village. It made the most enraging, logical sense.

“That bastard!” she yelled. “I knew he was a piece of shit from day one. So, what? What we do now? We’ve gots the whole army coming for us.”

Dhane—with a cute and cuddle-worthy Octoralis helping him manage his emotions—stated, rather simply, “We prepare for war.”


Chapter
Forty-Seven



“Form a line,” Dhane announced to the Cobalins. He dragged the large throne-thing—the one Yogurt, Master of Crafting, had made—beyond the picnic tables and sat, facing away from the morning sun.

The sharp edges of poorly cut wood scraped against his armor, which was in the middle of being repaired by an industrious Spidersmith.

The small metallic spider had tiny magnifying lenses attached to its head. It would scurry to a spot, pull strands of mana into the air, and weave them into an artful pattern before pushing them back into the armor.

The skill could only repair 29ap each time. And each time he triggered the ability within a 20-hour period, it cost an additional 10 mana than the time before, starting at 60 mana.

That was all quite reasonable and quite helpful, he had to admit. It didn’t even lower the total armor points or durability, unlike a System repair. And it was practically free.

All wonderful and fantastic things.

Except . . . it was still a spider.

On him.

He clenched his jaw and did his best to ignore the vibration lines of eight wiggling legs as the spider worked its magic, unaware of its terrible effect on its master.

Given everything that had happened and would happen, he was being beyond idiotic, worrying about such a small thing.

But it was like his mind wanted the distraction. It wanted to latch on to this fear so he could efficiently ignore all the other fears. The bigger ones. The ones that left his stomach feeling hollow or threatened to crush him with the weight of a village all hoping he had a fresh set of Mad King ideas to save them.

Alas, he did not.

Octoralis—ever so kind—yanked his comfort fear away and let the deluge of what actually mattered slam into him at full force.

Dhane sat up straight. His lungs tried to expand in an effort to fill that hollow pit within. And when that succeeded in accomplishing absolutely nothing, he resigned himself to the impossible task of surviving an attack that would come in three days, or so Reditus Leon had estimated in his last message.

Three days. . . .

Desley—leading ten excitedly scared Lucky Ladies—quickly took up the first spots in the line.

Knock blew out a breath. “That be no fair! They be closer. I think we have race.” The Luckier Lads cheered their agreement. “Yes yes, a race to see who be first in line.”

“We’re first,” Desley said smugly. “You no be first because you be idiot.”

Afina—Desley’s second in command—nodded from the front of the line, arms crossed. “Yes, idiot. I spell it for you. Id e it. That be two letters,” she said, holding up four fingers.

Again . . . three days to whip this army into fighting shape. Maybe this wasn’t the sane idea at all, which oddly meant it was probably the best idea they had, given their track record.

“Glarb it all!” Dracina said, marching between the two armies. “Great King commands you to line up. So line up! Or I will kick you so hard that⁠—”

“Dracina . . .” Celestira whispered, wrapping her arms around her sister’s stomach from behind. “We do not command the king’s army.”

Dracina relented, but not before casting a sharp glare at the Luckier Lads, who immediately rushed to the back of the line. She humphed and returned to stand next to the throne.

Dhane nudged her leg, and when she looked down, he gifted her a sphere of mana without saying anything to show his appreciation.

She flashed a white-fanged smile, consumed half the sphere, then gave the rest to her sister.

“Alright, listen up!” he yelled to the Cobalins in line while others pretended to be busy. Curious eyes watched from windows and the holes in the hedges and from under the tables.

“If you’re here,” he said, “that means Desley or Knock believe in you, believe you’re worthy of receiving a soul device.”

The Lucky Ladies nodded, all smiles.

Knock dragged a male Cobalin out. “Whoopsie. You no be worthy. Where be Dinkal? Go get Dinkal.”

The Cobalin slumped but nodded.

Dhane palmed his forehead.

Three days. . . .

The rest of his speech extolled the virtues of those who would receive a soul device and use it to defend their home. They would need to work hard to gain levels, push through pain, and be brave when the time came to fight the Army of Light.

To end on a strong note, he quoted Bruce Lee. “Do not pray for an easy life; pray for the strength to endure a difficult one.”

It was about this time he noticed the vibration lines of a certain red-headed vampire watching. He glanced over his shoulder, locked eyes with her, then glanced away lest he found her mesmerizing ruby-red eyes robbing his ability of free will.

Octoralis let out a psychic love sigh and mentally fanned herself with her pedipalps. Besides that, she didn’t say anything. She didn’t even fill his mind with sexy imagery, which was progress.

A female Cobalin raised a timid hand. “We no want peace?”

“We earn our peace,” he said.

Desley nodded. “Great Shadow be right! We be strong so evil adventurers no pick on us or make us into rock people.”

Everyone agreed. Even Knock did, nodding until she turned to find him. He scowled, then grinned when she looked away again.

He whispered to Dinkal, “That be my Desley. She be strongest woman, best woman. But small small boobies. No tell her I say so.”

Doling out soul devices went as smoothly as it had for Gameus. But unlike that fateful day, Dhane didn’t have an option of what the device would look like. It simply mirrored his own: an iPhone.

Twenty soul devices cost the ridiculous sum of 100 gold, leaving him with 20 gold, 8 silver, and 8 copper in case they needed it for other things.

He also tried to give Dracina and Celestira soul devices. But they were not soulbounds of Olindale. Neutral affinities couldn’t touch the device. This didn’t seem to bother them as they liked who they were.

After everyone had received their shiny new devices—and quickly found them to be bite-resistant—Dhane expected divinities to float down from the sky with a touch of angelic music.

Naturally, this didn’t happen.

The knowledge at the back of his mind chose this time to explain two methods for choosing a divinity.

They either needed to build a whole freaking temple for each divinity, buying a special statue from the System. Or—thankfully and far more reasonably—an existing follower of the divinity could stand in as a proxy.

The big surprise?

This included Dhane, representing both of his divinities of Shadow and Light.

A few hours later, after much discussion, the Cobalins had chosen their divinities.

The Lucky Ladies—influenced by Desley’s strategy—decided to be Assassins. Venom counters worked particularly well with their organized attack strategy. But what really sold them was the ability to fade into the shadows for an unfair advantage in hide-n-seek, their favorite game.

Desley, a previous follower of the Cricket as a level 3 Sonus, proved that they could replace their class. This reset her progress as a level 1 Assassin, but she had never used her skill points anyway since she couldn’t read.

One would think that choosing a divinity of Light wouldn’t work for those of Shadow, but it did. Those of Shadow never had the opportunity to use a proxy for a Light divinity, nor could they buy a statue since the System didn’t sell them for Light divinities.

Now, the Lucky Ladies were of both affinities: their natural affinity of Shadow, and the affinity of their divinity. This meant that if they died near a cemetery of Light, they’d Return there instead of a further away cemetery of Shadow. And that could have some unfortunate consequences.

But they decided it was totally worth the risk, happily whispering how they were more like the King of Shadows.

Honestly, being Arachnomancers would have made them more like him. But he held his tongue in a vice grip, avoiding the delightful visual of his village swarmed with giant spiders.

Besides, Cobalins were naturally dextrous, which aligned well with being Assassins. They were not, however, naturally smart.

The Luckier Lads, prone to copying, wanted to be Assassins, too. But unlike the ladies, they were not at all coordinated.

Knock pitched his award-winning idea of an army of illusions: naked women with big-big boobies! To further sell this idea, he showed off Green Lightning, his giant caterpillar mount.

Dhane, on the other hand, suggested they become Builders like the highly respectable—he might have laid it on a bit thick—Box, follower of the Termite.

The village needed defense, and the Builder class was a natural defense and support class.

At level 1, they could build a Rock Tosser. It came from the implicit skill Build Turret, which didn’t even require resources and could unlock new types of turrets at higher levels.

They also had the option—from level 1 skills—to automate their turrets, build defensive walls, or create a healing totem.

Much to Knock’s dismay, six of his Cobalins chose this path, leaving him with only four to make his sexy army. All the other Cobalins without a class were green with envy as they watched their friends use new skills.

With that all settled, the Army of Shadow—as they were now calling themselves, their chests puffed up with importance—eagerly charged into the moving dungeon’s portal, ready to gain levels.
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That night—beneath the star speckled sky and after a very long and arduous day—Dhane had one last task to see to before he could collapse into bed and sleep all of his worries away.

He wasn’t tired; he was exhausted.

Unfortunately, his ¤ Ring of Rest, which decreased the need for sleep by half, didn’t help in terms of him running around the village to gather up groups, give commands, explain his commands twice more, answer a billion needless questions, then repeat the process over and over.

They had teams scavenging for food, gathering wood and rocks, building walls in the stairs and near the island-facing cliffs to guard the entrance, and setting up sentries on nearby islands to watch for enemies.

Aditi and her team were making armor from plant fiber and low-level spears, as well as Threadite armor and weapons for the Lucky Ladies.

Ricky joined Desley’s army as Coach Ricky, the highest level Assassin to show them what it meant to be sneaky killers. This also went a long way to stroke his much-needed-to-be-stroked . . . ego.

Devron focused on learning symbols, finding one that could be added to turret-stones to make them explode on impact. He and Box worked on testing these out, making small craters on the beach.

Tom and the spider knights defended the scavengers. Nick, Tooky, Sophie, and Tyra ran the food prep kitchen with Rendy. King Gigeneepa prepared his army of Quartz Crabs to defend the lower entrance, chop wood, and give Cobalins rides into the Wilds.

And during all of this, Dhane kept two brain cells reserved to mentally release three Cobalins from the Fire Opal every few minutes.

They were just now starting to Return, where Lora and her team could warmly welcome them to the war effort before sending them to groups that needed the help.

Everyone was doing something, including, it would seem . . . Sarah.


Chapter
Forty-Eight



Every interaction with the beautiful vampire—there was no point in denying it; she was beautiful—left Dhane’s warm and fuzzy emotions confused.

Half of them turned into horny red-eyed rabbits of lust. Clearly, they were being manipulated by Octoralis. Were she here and not down below with her friends, she’d have huffed and denied the allegation.

The other half of his emotions wanted to stick their heads into the sand and blissfully pretend Sarah didn’t exist.

But she did exist.

Her voice—not full of judgment or rage or cold condescension—slipped through the glassless window at a set rhythm, shifting in tone as she read something. A dozen Cobalins were piled around her on her bed as if they were having a slumber party.

Seeing her like this made him smile.

He walked up silently by default—he wasn’t sneaking—and leaned against the wall to listen. If Dracina and Celestira were here instead of helping Zobb catch the last few pigs, they’d have alerted the storyteller within.

He just wanted to know who the real Sarah was and if she could be trusted. Obviously. This was about the war and the village, and it had nothing to do with those aforementioned confused emotions that frolicked in his chest.

“Why you stop?” asked a female Cobalin.

“Hmm?” Sarah’s voice. “Oh, I thought I heard something. Let’s see. . . . ‘Elizabella didn’t care he was a monster, hideous to all but her. In truth, knowing he had been shunned by the others sent a stab of sorrow through her fluttering heart.

“ ‘She shouldn’t be here, but she couldn’t leave, either. What made it hurt all the more was she knew he didn’t feel the same for her as she did him.

“ ‘Eliza? His voice came from behind, soft as velvet, deep and concerned. It wasn’t the voice of a monster. It was the voice he had only shared with her during their private moments together.

“ ‘She spun and gasped, her fingers pressed against her bosom and the thin material of her nightgown. He hadn’t been in his room, which meant he was looking for her.’ ”

“Aww!” squeaked a female Cobalin.

“Nutpeg, shut mouth,” said another. “Keep going, Sarah. What happen next?”

Sarah laughed softly. The vibration lines of her lips turned up. “ ‘He did care. That realization tore away her resistance, her fear of being hurt again. It was the realization that she didn’t need to hold back the truth of what she had felt from the moment their eyes met that night in the fog.’ ”

Sarah turned the page. “ ‘She was in his arms the next moment, gazing up into his eight black eyes.’ ”

Wut.

The Cobalins were covering their eyes as if they were watching a horror movie.

“And they . . . uhhh . . . kissed,” she said.

“Kiss!” the Cobalins all said at once. “Ewww!”

Sarah’s eyes traced left to right, clearly reading ahead without saying anything. “Mm-hmm. . . .”

“What be happening!” a Cobalin asked.

“Huh. . .? Oh, they kissed and . . . kissed and . . . kissed.” She swallowed, and her heart started skipping along. “Just . . . uhhh . . . lots of . . . kissing. Yeah, that’s all they’re doing.”

“Lord Dhane!” Tooky yelled, hurrying over.

Sarah jerked upright and snapped the book shut.

Dhane sighed. So much for not sneaking. “Is Nick tied up again?”

“Noey no! He say he en me goey on biggy big mission to cold land.”

“He’s leaving?”

“Yes, on biggy big mission. Important, he say. En I go with him to find allies for war.”

“You’re leaving tonight?”

“Yes yes! We sneaky-sneak at night. He say no you worry. He be best negotiator. He send you message tomorrow. En . . . now you knowy know! Want me to give him message?”

There were a lot of hushed whispers coming from within the cabin as vibration lines revealed Cobalins trying to escape the bed and falling to the floor.

“Tell him—and you—to be careful,” Dhane said, then realized they didn’t have a waypoint to use. “And if he needs a raft, he can take the one Tom made. It’s on the beach.”

Tooky grinned and nodded sharply. “You can count on me, Lord Dhane!” With that, he ran back toward Nick’s shop, leaving Dhane to his last task, the task of offering his life essence and trying to bridge the eternal void he had made with Sarah.

He turned and tapped a knuckle against her door before he could chicken out of it. She already knew he was there, so leaving now wasn’t an option.

“Just a moment,” she called, signaling the Cobalins to be quiet by tapping her lips with her finger. She ushered them into the closet—all twelve of them—and, somehow, got the door to shut.

Now that she was alone, she closed her eyes and breathed deeply for what seemed like the count of ten, mentally preparing for a fight because who else could it be other than the King of Shadows?

She crossed to the front door, paused for only a moment, then opened it. Candlelight glowed from behind her red hair. Silver moonlight reflected in her eyes. Her expression darkened.

“Oh,” she said with practiced distaste, clearly back to wearing her I-hate-everyone social mask. “It’s you. What do you want?”

“It’s nice to see you, too,” he said, then glanced behind her, realizing rather belatedly that there was someone missing. “Where’s Evelyn?”

“She’s helping Tom.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“I don’t need a stupid babysitter, okay? Where am I going to go? Just let her have some fun for once. She’s always working, and Tom’s nice.”

To this, he chuckled, more at the shock that she was giving Tom her approval. Their last encounter beneath the arena hadn’t been entirely pleasant.

Sarah’s eyebrows pinched. “You are absolutely, positively the most irksome person I know.”

“I haven’t even done anything yet.”

“You don’t have to! I know exactly what you’re thinking, and that’s bad enough.”

Dhane stepped forward, forcing her to move. She glided halfway toward the closet, barring the way. He closed the door behind him. “I’m just here to give you essence.”

“You don’t have to feed me everyday. I don’t use that much essence unless I’m fighting. Not doing much of that, am I?”

“So. . .?”

“What?” she snapped.

“What am I thinking?”

“Are you serious?”

“It’s got to be pretty bad if it has you this upset.”

“You laughed when I mentioned Tom. So you must think he’s not worth her time. And . . . you’re jealous. Yeah. Jealous that she wants him more than you. Typical toxic alpha male.”

This time, he outright laughed. He couldn’t help it. Her version of him was so misaligned to his own it bordered on delusion. But it was flattering—and hilarious—that she thought of him as an alpha male.

Sarah gave him a look that said, in no uncertain terms, she could still hurt him. The collars couldn’t stop her. And he believed that one hundred percent.

“I recall,” Dhane said slowly, “you calling Tom a worthless piece of shit and something about Twinkies. Now he’s nice?”

She looked away. “It was for show. Except”—she gave a feeble shrug—“you pretend for so long it stops feeling like pretend.”

That was beautifully succinct, and he completely understood. He had pretended to be a king and was now a king who didn’t want to be a king. Maybe she didn’t want to be a ruthless guild leader.

“Tom’s a great guy,” Dhane said, outright defusing her accusations. “They both deserve to be happy. And if they find that together, that’s great.”

He moved forward.

She stepped back, then again, until her shoulder blades were against the closet door. “What are you doing?” she asked in a softer voice, her eyes flicking up to his, then away.

He leaned forward, the scent of honey and cinnamon luring him closer. It was so damn intoxicating, turning all of his warm fuzzy feelings into horny rabbits.

Her heart thudded just as quickly as it had when she was reading her book about two characters who were only . . . kissing.

He brushed his hand against the cold metal handle of the door, then pulled it open, pushing her aside.

She gasped and stumbled.

The Cobalins were crammed into the small space as if they were playing an extreme game of Twister while also cupping their mouths, trying desperately not to breathe.

“Midnight snacks?” he asked, looking at her from the corner of his eye.

“I’m not eating them!” she said in horror, her cheeks and earlobes turning pink.

The Cobalins spilled onto the floor and raced out of the cabin, giggling. The last one spun around, put her hands on her tiny hips, and said in all seriousness, “Sarah, kiss-kiss be gross. No do it.”

She then blushed at Dhane and twisted a ratty mess of black hair around her finger until her friend came back and pulled her outside, slamming the door on their way out.

Sarah released a slow breath and sat on the edge of her bed. Her social mask had cracked. “I wasn’t . . . doing anything to them.”

“I know.”

She looked at him suspiciously.

“ ‘. . . gazing up into his eight black eyes.’ ”

Her mouth fell open, then she snapped it shut and humphed.

Dhane laughed.

“They were scared,” she said defensively. “Reading always makes me feel better, so I thought it would help.”

The real Sarah was nothing but pleasant surprises. “Where did you even get that book?” He asked. “Did Evelyn . . .” His words fell off to the sense of something wrong.

Something terribly wrong.

Sarah tensed.

Vibration lines mapped out every square inch of the cabin, including the small closet and the gap under the bed. And yet . . . there was no book.

A flash of a memory back in Sanguis’s jail revealed Sarah standing on the other side of the bars, holding the collar he was trying to get. It dissolved to a swirl of crimson liquid and vanished without the use of her soul device.

She knew how to use her mental interface, which meant she could have sent messages that included the location of Dedu Tedu Novus.

“Fuck.” The word came out in a disappointed exhale as the sudden spike of terrible emotions popped all the happy floaty ones.

“It was you?” Dhane asked, his voice pained because he realized, despite his best effort, he was actually starting to like her.

He liked how she braided the Cobalins’ hair and read to them and took care of Evelyn when she was drunk. Sarah was strong and caring and brave.

She even liked books. Weird books, sure, but just the fact that she enjoyed reading made him like her all the more, made him want to uncover the parts of her she was losing to the facade of her own creation.

None of this had been a conscious thought. It was the accumulation of small interactions, of reactions, of telling expressions that revealed there was more to her than anger and rudeness and being tough.

“I . . .” she said, eyes wide, no doubt sensing an aura from him, an aura that was projecting any number of emotions he didn’t want to project.

“I knew this was a terrible idea!” he said through clenched teeth, turning toward the door in an effort to do something other than stand in front of her with his hopes broken into shards of glass on the floor.

“I didn’t tell anyone!” she said.

Dhane whirled back, not at all believing her. “Why? Why wouldn’t you tell the Army of Light exactly where we are so they can rescue you?”

Sarah gave another feeble shrug. “I don’t know,” she said to the floor. But that wasn’t good enough, and she knew it, so after a long moment of silence, she said, “I don’t want to hurt the Cobalins.”

He stared at her sitting on the bed, her wrists bound by collars in her lap. She could have just said that because it was what he wanted to hear, but in that moment, he believed her.

Those terrible black slimy emotions in his chest froze, cracked, and shattered. He found himself sitting next to her, his hand gently on her wrist.

“Wh-what are you doing?” she asked, alarmed.

He slid the leather strap out of its buckle. “You obviously can be trusted.” The first collar came off, and he started on the second.

“Stop,” she whispered but didn’t pull away.

“Stockholm syndrome?” he asked, not seriously but curiously. He had never kidnapped anyone before or held them against their will.

She glared at him.

He smiled, and her heart fluttered.

The second collar came off, and he deposited them with a puff of smoke to his inventory.

Sarah rubbed her wrists.

He brushed the loose curls of red hair behind her shoulder to get at the last collar, the one fastened around her neck. His fingers grazed her cheek.

She drew in a short breath, then another, as if afraid of being released. Reluctantly, she angled her head away to help.

Her jaw ticked, and she balled her fists.

Dhane pulled on the strap and unlatched the buckle. The collar fell loose, releasing the most dangerous of weapons in his village, a weapon that probably had thought of many terrible things it could do once free.

She looked at him, a wild glint in her now luminous eyes, a stark reminder of her in the cemetery, starved of essence.

A sense of need brushed against him. It was barely any warning before she yanked him from the bed in one fluid motion and slammed him against the far wall with such speed, the candle went out.

He refused to react, refused to summon his dagger or start triggering skills. She had to earn his trust, now he had to earn hers in whatever test she chose for him.

Darkness fell around them except for the soft glow of moonlight that streamed through the small window by the door.

Her hands were flat against his chest. She stood at arms length, surveying him intently, searching for something—fear or surprise or the intent to fight.

But he only waited, the vibration lines artfully tracing the slight furrow in her brow, the line of her nose, and her lips that were parted enough to reveal her fangs.

Sarah eased closer.

His flopping mess of a heart struggled to squeeze between his ribs, going for the window. Instincts fired warnings of a predator.

He refused to move.

She pushed up onto her toes. Her lips brushed his neck. And she tenderly broke the surface of his skin with her fangs.

Dhane mentally willed his permission for her to take his essence, which she did in gulps. The exchange happened in the span of seconds, filling him with a flood of warmth and acceptance.

It ended with a sharp intake of breath from her, then she remained there, her aura still pressing against his soul, tentatively wanting more.

A deep part of him reciprocated.

He wanted to lift her chin and kiss her the way she had kissed him in the cemetery. No, he wanted more than that. He wanted to cocoon them in spiderwebs.

Actually, fuck that idea and any other romantic thoughts spilling over from Octoralis. That sounded utterly terrible.

But he did want more, until the thought of such a thing brought Penny out of his vault. All the many fractures in his heart widened painfully, cutting through the Vampiric Bliss and reminding him why he had avoided all of this in the first place.

It was a splash of ice water over the warmth that came from Sarah, her standing so close, her desire mingling with his own.

“I should go,” he said in barely a whisper.

She didn’t reply. The ruthless predator that she was merely stepped aside and avoided looking at him.

He left. And the next day . . .

She was gone.


Chapter
Forty-Nine



Dhane helped Tom pull the guy’s third raft—this one even bigger than the last two, like he was trying to impress a sulking vampire—onto a tiny speck of an island. The lump of sand was large enough for three palm trees and a red crab that snapped its pincers irritably at having to share the space.

This was Aelvoralin’s designated meeting place, a place to negotiate a much-needed alliance. She had claimed the King of Shadows, which was all sorts of flattering and equal parts alarming.

His whole being bristled at the idea of an arranged marriage. But this was heaven. Did people really get married in heaven? If they did, ‘until death do they part’ was either very short or eternally long, depending on how you viewed it.

That aside, the Guardian had staked an interest in him. He was hoping she wouldn’t want him to lose against the Army of Light and be turned into stone.

They had a common enemy.

And that was why he was here.

The scorching afternoon sun shone through wisps of clouds that had—barely half an hour ago—dumped buckets of fat raindrops on them. This was the type of rain that came out of nowhere, soaked everything thoroughly, then stopped just as abruptly, pretending it hadn’t done anything at all.

He wouldn’t be surprised to hear the salty sea breeze utter a gentle “Just kidding” in passing, as if that would make them all dry again.

Dracina and Celestira certainly didn’t mind. They were in and out of the water anyway, pulling the raft when needed, happily naked in such a way that suggested everyone should give it a try.

They were in high spirits, having had their cuddle quota met last night. Even Octoralis managed to get in on the tension-alleviating warm wrap of limbs after he had fallen into a dreamless and peaceful sleep.

The morning, as one might imagine, wasn’t such a peaceful experience.

Contrasting the happy bodyguards, Evelyn—her soaked plant-fiber clothes clinging to her slim form—wore a downcast expression behind her sun veil. She blamed herself for Sarah’s departure even after he admitted, more than once, it was his fault.

He was the one who had removed Sarah’s collars. And even if that meant losing her, losing the tingling sensation of her lingering gazes, losing the prospect of recruiting her, losing . . . her before he went on and did something stupid, he was glad that she wasn’t his prisoner anymore, wearing those terrible collars, day after day.

The fact that she didn’t go on a killing spree proved that, while they might not be allies in this approaching war, they weren’t enemies.

Maybe . . . in some future where he didn’t die fighting for those of Shadow or was forced to marry, he could see her again and not be burdened with thoughts of someone else.

Octoralis psychically huffed and ate another metaphysical spoonful of double-fudge ice cream while she watched last night’s sexual opportunity on repeat like it was her favorite rerun.

I’m sorry, he sent her . . . again.

<I no talk to you,> she projected with a swirl of disappointment. It filled his chest and stirred up the sediment of his own disappointment.

He dragged in a breath and locked all the various forms of regret in his vault. The image of Sarah and her smile as she read to the Cobalins winked out, taking a bit of him with it.

A squeaky male voice projected, <Stop! No no no!> It came from the . . . red crab, hanging from his pincer in Dracina’s grip.

Of course, another talking crab. Why not?

“Great King?” she said in a tone that suggested she wanted something that might not be allowed. She swallowed and licked her lips. “This isn’t one of your flarking crabs. Glarb it, can I eat it?”

<Nooo!> the crab projected in a wailing scream. <I taste bad. Disgusting. Yes! Revolting. Indeed!>

“I’ll share!” she said, brightening. To prove she meant it, she tore off a pincer and held it out to Dhane, smiling broadly.

A gift. . . .

She was like a cat, returning from the outside, tail swaying, head held high, carrying a poor mouse that wasn’t quite dead, leaving you with the terrible obligation of putting the thing out of its misery.

The crab shrieked and wiggled its legs.

“Wait!” Dhane said, rejecting the gift and making her frown. He was stuck between summoning his dagger to finish the job or commanding her to put it down and apologize.

Dracina’s face contorted in the way it did when she realized she might have done something wrong. As such, perhaps this was a learning experience, and he just needed to let it play out.

Water dripped from her long pink hair, tapping the sand to punctuate the cogs churning in her head. She sucked on her bottom lip, then decided to be a good girl and fix the problem by shoving the pincer back into its hole.

The crab thrashed in agony. <Stop! Stop!>

Gah. . . .

Obviously, the pincer didn’t stick.

“Dracina . . .” Celestira whispered and took the crab. A glow of golden light regrew the pincer in seconds. She patted the crab’s carapace and placed it down on the warm sand. “All fixed, little crab.”

<Fixed?> he projected angrily, spinning around and jabbing his new pincer at her like it was a finger. <You call this fixed? It’s . . . Yes. Indeed. Fixed!>

Dracina crouched and offered his pincer back.

<Tskick! I don’t want it. No,> the crab projected. <What do I do with it now? You broke it!>

She glanced at Dhane—ignoring the crab—a look of hungry hope on her face as if she hadn’t had three helpings of breakfast that morning.

He sighed. “Go ahead.”

The crab’s eye stalks swayed back as the sisters cracked open his old pincer and devoured it without a single bit of hesitation.

<Not going to lie, that was disturbing.>

“We’re on . . . time,” Tom said, scanning the waves that surrounded the island. “B-but I don’t see . . . a-anyone else.”

<King of Shadows?> the crab asked Tom. <You are big. Impressive! I wish to be big. Indeed!>

Tom grinned and stood taller at having been mistaken as the king. He peeked at Evelyn, who was staring across the sea at the scattering of distant islands, not paying any attention.

“I’m the king,” Dhane said. “Who are you?”

The crab turned. <Tskick! You? You are small. But fine. Yes. I am Mr. Seabreeze!>

Evelyn turned. “What’s your first name?”

<Mister. Obviously.> Mr. Seabreeze rotated left and right as he alternated his pinching. <No more chit-chat. Come. The Guardian awaits. Be thankful I still have both pincers!>

“Great King,” Dracina said, “Cel can grow pincers back. Can we have more pincers?”

<Nooo!> Mr. Seabreeze screamed and raced to the center of the island before spinning around and snapping at the air.

“He’s not our food,” Dhane said. The idea of eating something that could carry on a conversation firmly went on his Do Not Do list.

Octoralis didn’t see the problem. She’d eat the crab, the sisters, Cobalins, Veetamors, and humans. Her emotions suggested he was just a picky eater.

<Be thankful for wise king,> the crab projected. <Small king, but wise. This not even my final form!>

“Glarb it,” Dracina said, slumping. She frowned and looked at Celestira, who gave a sad shrug. “Not even a leg? He has lots and lots of legs.”

<I like my legs!>

She huffed. “You’re not very accommodating.”

<Tskick! I transport people. I do not provide lunch! Lunch is extra.>

“Extra? You take mana?”

Mr. Seabreeze paused his snapping. <From a neutral? Not worth it.>

“Great King has good mana,” Celestira said so softly her voice was almost drowned out by the gentle waves.

The crab turned toward Dhane.

He snorted. “Are you seriously considering selling parts of yourself to be eaten?”

<I mean . . . if the price is right. And they grow back. Tck-tcky. You have good mana? I must taste it for myself, then see. Yes. Indeed!>

This just got all sorts of weird. But . . . unlike the real world, at least Celestira could quickly heal the crab back to full life.

They were all consenting adults. Right?

With a sigh of resignation, he summoned a small sphere of mana. In actuality, he had been selling off parts of himself by paying others with his mana. Was this any different?

The glob of pearlescent energy hovered above his palm. It was just 5 points of mana that would take less than 15 seconds to restore.

He knelt and held it out.

Mr. Seabreeze propped himself up tall and proper-like, scurried over, and pinched it. It glowed at the tip of his pincer where he peered at it like it was a fine wine, swishing it around before taking a sip and gargling.

<T-t-t-t-t—!> The rest of the mana vanished in an instant. <This!> he projected with loud enthusiasm, then paused and gave a lazy wave with his pincer, <barely better than Neutral mana. Tck-tck-tck. But . . . acceptable. I suppose. For fair trade, I need lots of mana. Yes! Indeed! Lots!>

“Flarking hell!” Dracina yelled. “Great King has the best mana. You deserve none of it!”

<Nooo! I lied! Tck-tck-tck. He has the finest mana I ever tasted. Yes! Give me more. I need more. Please. Yes. Please! Take all my legs. I don’t care!>

Evelyn giggled.

Dracina and Celestira gave Dhane their best puppy-dog eyes. This all still felt rather . . . wrong. But, again, they were consenting adults.

He summoned a healthy sphere of 100 mana.

Mr. Seabreeze grabbed it with both pincers and shoved his face into it, projecting moans of delight while . . . growing. By the time he finished off the mana, he was nearly six inches larger.

<T-t-t-t-t—! Did I get bigger?>

“You super did,” Evelyn said, her focus now on their crab friend and not on Sarah. Maybe it wasn’t that Sarah had left and more that Evelyn had lost a budding friendship.

<Give her cuddles, Daddy!> Octoralis projected.

I thought you weren’t talking to me, Dhane sent.

She blew a raspberry in his soul. <I am not.>

Mr. Seabreeze was all psychic laughter until the girls started popping off his legs. Celestira healed him after each one, and in short order, they had a whole pile of them.

<Tckick. I quit!> the crab projected happily. <I give Guardian two-week notice. She, good mana. Tck-tck. But! King of Shadows, much better! Yes! Indeed! I work for king!>

“What do you even do?” Dhane asked, concerned that stealing Aelvoralin’s crab was not at all ideal for the start of negotiations.

<Me? Best Portcrab! I swap places with my other half, take you with. Yes! I show you.>

Mr. Seabreeze scurried back to the center of the island and started waving his pincers. A glowing blue line circled him, cutting through the sand a few feet in all directions.

<Come! Stand inside.>

Dhane stepped across the line into what felt like a cold room, far from the hot blazing sun overhead. The scent of the sea changed to be more earthy, laced with lavender. Even the sounds of waves were replaced with a musical hum and dripping.

The others followed. Dracina and Celestira each had an armful of crab legs, grinning like they had just won a carnival game.

<You ready?>

“Uhh, yeah,” Dhane said.

<Not you. My other half. He lazy. Yes. Not friendly. No. If he not ready, he won’t port when we port. Me in same place as other me, make me worthless.>

“Glarb it,” Dracina said, biting a leg in half, “you’re not worthless. You’re my favorite crab.”

<Tckick! I not want to see my legs. No. I am bigger. Very happy. Indeed! Let’s not do this again. Tck-tck-tck. Other me, ready!>

Mr. Seabreeze snapped his pincers thrice. A wave of bubbles rushed up from the ground and popped, replacing the bright sky with a ceiling of wet rocks covered in vegetation and glowing purple moss.

Lady Aelvoralin, not five steps away, smiled. “My mate, there he is.”


Chapter
Fifty



In an instant—without a waypoint stone—Dhane and the others had traveled from the small island to a lavishly large room in the Coral Crypt.

Vibration lines burst out like a wave of water, sliding across every surface, blurry and indistinct. They circled Greek-inspired columns of gray stone, glowing crystal sconces, statues of tentacles and starfish, a dozen guards along the walls, and an empty throne.

Those damn slugs—the green harmonic ones—hummed as they munched endlessly on the purple moss that smelled like lavender. The vibrations that came from the slugs seemed to catch the air, making everything feel . . . fuzzy.

If this bothered Aelvoralin, she hid it well. Her white hair was done up, revealing two tiny shards of seashell in each ear.

A swirl of white scales curved from her neck to around her breasts. Three diamond studded strings hung down her exposed midriff, drawing his eyes across her toned blue abs to her knee-length asymmetrical skirt of matching scales.

Faint lines of lighter blue artfully marked her skin in a pattern of spiderwebs around her symbols.

<Pretty. . . .> Octoralis projected.

Aelvoralin’s smile brightened. Her symbols fluttered all at once, then flashed in a random, mesmerizing order.

Dhane nearly forgot himself, listening to her heartbeat skip along at the sight of him, the King of Shadows. Right. He needed his regal persona. That was what she expected, and that was what he’d use to win her support.

He stepped forward, mentally chastising himself for not planning, specifically, what to say. The main topics were easy, but it was all the small interactions he didn’t think about.

As much as he ran around acting like a king, he knew very little about social expectations. The safest course of action was to simply address her with respect and show his appreciation for being seen on such short notice.

“Lady Aelvoralin, thank⁠—”

The words wouldn’t come, not with her mouth on his. She had crossed the short distance in an instant. Her body pressed against him, hands sliding through his hair.

His lizard brain had no problems going along with the motion while his thoughts fought a civil war. One side demanded that he pretend to accept whatever this was, while the other side cracked his vault and started drudging up images of Sarah.

Sarah, not . . . Penny.

For a heartbeat, Aelvoralin was Sarah, and he kissed her all the more, kissed her like he should have kissed her last night.

Somewhere in another world, a crab screamed, <Nooo! She eating his mouth!>

Aelvoralin pulled back from the kiss, breathless and amused. Her silver eyes sparkled, and a light purple started to edge down her neck and color her shoulders.

“Fwarkin hail,” Dracina said with a mouthful of crab. She swallowed. “I’m strong this time! No one touches the Great King.”

“Without permission,” Celestira whispered.

Aelvoralin stepped back, a lingering smile on her lips as she slid her fingers down his chest. She gave the sisters a challenging yet unconcerned look.

“You will not stop me,” she said in her smooth and confident voice. “What is mine, I take. My claim, he is, returned as promised to be hearted and made one.”

“I am not here for that,” Dhane said regally, trying to appear unaffected by her seduction while Octoralis pumped teenaged levels of hormones through him.

Not now, he sent her.

<She Chosen, Daddy. You let Sarah go. I help stop you from another dumb dumb dumb mistake!>

Aelvoralin raised an eyebrow, and her symbols lit up in a spiral out from her chest. “An alliance you want, yes? This, too, I want.”

“We can help each other,” he said, “without being . . . hearted. The only way to push back the Army of Light is by working together.”

Her smile turned smug. “Yes, together.” She stepped up to Evelyn and removed her sun veil. “Vampire you are? Weak.”

Evelyn’s eyebrows knitted. Her eyes started to glow, but she didn’t otherwise react to the insult.

Aelvoralin returned the sun veil, then turned to Tom. “A tank you are? No gear. No levels.” She then looked back at the sisters. “And two neutralings. This, your show of strength is it?”

“Glarb it all, I’ll eat you!” Dracina yelled and started to transform. All the guards readied their weapons.

“Stop!” Dhane commanded. This wasn’t going half as well as he would have liked.

“We are not here to fight,” he said. “It’s fair to criticize my people, but our value extends beyond the strength of my army, which grows daily.

“The Army of Light will attack my village. We have a strong defense. If we work together, we can survive. And your help will be rewarded.”

“This army,” Aelvoralin said, gliding a few steps away before turning, “to my sea they come because of you. Once they get what they want, they will leave.”

That was very much what the Correxium had thought. They would rather hide in their undersea city in the hopes that their enemies would simply leave after they got what they wanted.

It was becoming abundantly clear that no one was willing to take a risk to help others. And if they didn’t, divided, they would fall.

Dhane shook his head. “Not this time. Their goal is to trap all those of Shadow within their prison and end the war for good.”

“So you say.” Aelvoralin shrugged. “Even if right you are, more sense it makes to ally with others of equal strength. Bear the burden of your weakness, you ask? A wise decision that is not for me.”

“It has to start somewhere,” he said, knowing she was entirely right. He was the weak village asking for protection. But if their roles were reversed, he’d help them because every entity of Shadow they lost, the harder it would be for those who remained.

The balance was approaching a tipping point where it wouldn’t matter what alliances the stronger groups had formed—they would be outnumbered, out-leveled, and out-geared.

She stepped up to him, her palms on his chest, looking up into his eyes. “My King of Shadows,” she said in an almost begging sort of voice, ignoring the glares from Dracina and Celestira, “you know my price. A symbol you are. As one, hearted, strength can be ours. Alliance, we will have.”

Her heart pattered quickly. “You,” she said, touching his cheek, “only you, is all I ask.”
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Frustration. Stress. Dread.

It had been a long, blurry day of nonstop work, preparing for the attacks to come, preparing for all the possible scenarios, including a long-term siege in the effort to starve them into submission.

They had new fields growing pineapples, sweet potatoes, legumes, spinach, kale, corn, and taro. They even had an experimental corner for lettuce, tomatoes, and potatoes to see how they’d grow in the tropical environment.

Figlop and her fishers were now happily raising an army of cute yellow chicks since they might not have access to the sea for much longer.

Zobb and the others agreed to hold off converting their first batch of mature pigs into “yummy-yum” bacon with the hope that they would multiply as animals were oft to do for unknown reasons.

Magic.

Thankfully, this was an acceptable explanation.

Translation spheres were given out to a handful of those of Shadow just in case something happened to him. The first ones went to Dracina and Celestira, allowing them to communicate with humans.

Defenses were fortified. Levels were gained. Strategies were practiced. Resources were gathered. And games were played to alleviate stress and fear.

And now, Dhane needed to be alone.

Inside the spider knight’s cave—lit by the glow of golden crystals—he let his armor dissolve into smoke and lowered himself into the marvelous hot spring.

Aelvoralin’s proposal had sat like a lead weight in his brain all day. Every thought had to squeeze beneath it, the tantalizing solution to his problems.

It simply required him to be hearted with a gorgeous and smart woman, a woman who was only looking out for the best interests of her people, just like him and his people.

They were two sides of the same coin.

Octoralis clearly liked the idea. She liked it so very much and so very often, he had to yell at her to shut up and go away, which only made him feel terrible on top of everything else.

The hot spring was actually her idea for him to take a long soak and stop being so cranky. She was waiting outside the cave with Dracina and Celestira, guarding the entrance.

The sisters had huffed and puffed and moped, saying naked cuddles in a hot spring would “flarking help,” but Octoralis put her eight feet down on the matter. And that was that.

She knew he loved her lots, cranky or otherwise. Even now, that constant thread of emotion between them confirmed it. He really just needed to think during a time that made thinking difficult.

Dhane rested the back of his head on a patch of moss and breathed in the steam. It was scented in Underberries, a hint of sulfur, and something else that he found soothing and familiar but couldn’t quite place.

The heat, like a poultice, drew out his worries.

The tension in his muscles eased.

What was he even holding out for? Aelvoralin had given him the solution. And she didn’t demand anything else. No trade agreements. No payment.

Only him.

This would help protect the Cobalins. It would be the first positive step in fighting back and fixing the imbalance the Changed Reditai had created with their damn devices.

All he had to do was accept.

But it was no temporary agreement. Ellirae explained that Veetamors joined their souls together for eternity. There was nothing closer, and it couldn’t be undone without great pain and banishment.

Dhane was neither fond of great pain nor would banishment help in organizing those of Shadow to fight together. This decision would affect everything he did going forward.

Forever.

The hot water couldn’t rid him of the nagging sense of unease. It wasn’t only him tying himself to Aelvoralin; she was tying her soul to him for reasons that weren’t entirely clear.

He knew nothing about her. . . .

Gah, this was all happening too fast.

With a deep inhale through his nose and exhale through his mouth, he caught that soothing sent again. Honey and cinnamon.


Chapter
Fifty-One



The alluring scent of Sarah gave Dhane’s heart a jolt, and he jerked upright in the hot spring, making the water slosh around his chest.

He had let his guard down, let himself relax in the hot water and give his vigilance a break like a damn idiot. It wasn’t paranoia when the world was actually out to get him.

Then again . . . was Sarah out to get him?

Some part of him fancied the idea. It was mini-Dhane. He was incorrigible. She might be here with a dagger that could trap souls, and the guy down below wouldn’t give one throb of a care.

With barely an effort, the sharp and thin white lines of Vibration Sight spread across the steam-wet stones and spiderwebs lit in golden light.

The shape of Sarah did not appear. Instead, among the detailed lines was a blurry circle about four feet wide.

Dhane blew out a breath and stared at the spot until a large purple spider appeared.

<My King . . .> Aranyl projected, opening and closing her pedipalps. <F-fancy meeting you here. I checked on Threadite. Y-yes! That why I am here. Why else?>

She squirmed when he didn’t answer. <Y-you look nice. I mean, you are naked. But you look nice . . . naked? Oh! That not what I meant at all. Or is it? I just meant, well, you know. . . . I am rambling.>

“Are you wearing perfume?” he asked, getting another whiff of honey and cinnamon, among other scents he couldn’t place.

Aranyl projected a warm smile. <You noticed? I am. Do you like it?>

Did he? His brain had latched so thoroughly onto that scent, it couldn’t handle it not belonging to the vampire that haunted his dreams and made him want what he told himself not to want.

“It’s nice,” he forced himself to say over the disappointment that clawed at his throat.

More warm smiles flooded his chest. <Well . . . I will let you get back to your bath. Good night, My King.> She curtsied and scurried into the tunnel leading back outside.

This world was so weird.

Why would a spider be attracted to a human?

He sighed. Now that he was alone again, his thoughts that should be considering Aelvoralin’s proposal were stuck thinking about Sarah.

This thinking of what he ought not to think—torturing himself with the impossible—was interrupted by movement. It cut through his web of vibration lines from above.

A furry, leathery bat dropped from the craggy ceiling. The shape of it deformed into a swirl of liquid and hit the cave floor behind him, not in a splash but in the form of a familiar young woman.

She grabbed his shoulder and pressed the edge of her dagger against his throat. “Don’t move,” Sarah whispered into his ear.

Tingles shot down his spine.

It all happened so abruptly—the addicting thought of her to her actually being here—that he whipped around to confirm with his own eyes she wasn’t a trick, an illusion, or his imagination.

Not a single brain cell contributed to the idea of self-preservation, which they really should have. They were just as enthralled, distracted by mini-Dhane’s wand waving.

Her dagger sliced deep into his neck.

She gasped.

The crimson blade lost its form, leaving her kneeling in front of him with a shocked expression. Her damp red hair hung in clumps. Beads of water speckled her alabaster-white skin.

She shoved her hand against the cut that had done 78 critical strike damage. “I said don’t move!” Energetic warmth licked at the wound in what felt like an attempt to heal it.

“Why are you here?” he asked, dumbfounded. She had left without a word to anyone, not even Evelyn, and escaped into the night. He didn’t expect to ever see her again, and now she was kneeling in front of him, concerned.

He became suddenly aware of her touch, her proximity, her intoxicating scent of honey and cinnamon.

His pulse raced.

“You’re wearing armor?” she asked, sliding her fingers away as her eyes trailed down the front of him and to the parts of him below the clear water.

Pink blotched her cheeks, and she snapped her attention back up, looking directly into his eyes, barely a foot away.

As the naked one in this arrangement, he could feel his face flush as well, but he didn’t look away, caught in her mesmerizing gaze.

Her heart galloped, racing his own.

It was like a second chance, a do-over of last night, the night that filled his vault with the bitter taste of regret and pints of Octoralis’s double-fudge ice cream.

All the dread that came from agonizing over the future and every decision he needed to make died away to the rhythm of heartbeats, died away to the present.

He could hear the echo of his inner spider saying, Make a move, Daddy.

He leaned toward Sarah. There was no effort to it. He simply stopped resisting and making up excuses.

She didn’t move, didn’t retreat, didn’t say a single word until their lips touched.

She pulled back.

An apologetic look on her face contrasted the sudden desire in her aura that brushed his soul. “I didn’t,” she whispered, touching his neck again, “mean to cut you.”

He let out a relieved chuckle, thankful that she wasn’t rejecting his advance. “I don’t know if I believe that,” he teased. “Don’t you hate me?”

She gave a quick, almost imperceptible shake of her head. “I was just⁠—”

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. Seeing her concern, seeing her here, the very last place she should be, told him everything he needed to know. “You’re here.”

She smiled shyly, lifting one shoulder. Her social mask of the ruthless badass crumbled to nothing, leaving him with the real Sarah.

“I’m here,” she said and kissed him with the same driving passion she had in the cemetery, except this time, it was by choice.
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Mini-Dhane took a bow for his spectacular performance. Ten out of ten. Not cocky at all.

The erotic and all-too-mind-blowing physical game of give and take, of kissing and touching and saying “more of that” and “you’re on my hair” made the blur of minutes pass by long enough to give a certain pair of bodyguards reason to investigate.

They—by their slack-jawed expressions—were not pleased in the least to find their cuddle buddy cuddling someone else, even if, by the terms of their agreement, this was the ideal outcome.

Octoralis ushered them back out of the cave, projecting loud enough for them to hear, <I told you he be fine fine fine!> She then sent him a psychic thumbs-up and, in case that wasn’t enough, a wink to top it off.

Sarah let out a contented sigh, taking on the small-spoon position where they lay in the spongey-soft green moss. Steam gathered on her skin and rolled away as he slid his fingers down her arm.

Similar to how someone felt instantly familiar after exchanging affinity requests, sex did that but took it to an extreme.

It was as if their souls were not meant to be alone. Such a passionate act made them sticky. Not that type of sticky. Sticky in the way that static electricity kept balloons together.

In the relaxing, Vampiric Bliss-laden lull that came after, fragments of new memories formed. Sarah was once a brunette and loved the library, the place where she had died after confronting a robber.

The thought of her as a bookworm warmed his soul. As did the visual of her looking at a raspberry-glazed doughnut like it was the meaning of true love. It was the type of love only a black widow could relate to as it consumed its mate after their romantic deed was done. Luckily, Sarah did not participate in such practices.

The last memory to trickle between their souls had revealed Gameus at the top of Paradeise Vono—the Heaven’s Mountain—that overlooked the long rectangular land of Olindale.

He said something about the Mad Queen Asceria, but his words sounded gibberish as if from a bad recording. Then there was pain. A whole lot of pain that never stopped. It was the pain in Sarah’s soul where it had been torn off.

Sarah sat up and looked over her shoulder. “You died getting ice cream?” she asked, a disbelieving smile curving her lips. Her expression turned serious. “What is it?”

Anger started to burn in Dhane’s chest. “What did Gameus do to you?”

She let out a breath and smiled, relaxing. “He saved me the only stupid way he could.” She turned and kissed him, which instantly silenced the anger and provided the kindling needed to get passions hot again.

Mini-Dhane leaped to the occasion.

Sarah broke away. “W-wait. . . . We can’t.”

“Can’t?” he challenged, kissing her collarbone and moving up her neck.

“We’re going to be”—her voice turned breathy—“late.”

Stopping proved to be a mistake. She pulled back, and crimson liquid swished around her, forming into her black leather armor.

Honestly, he preferred her naked.

Clothed or otherwise, her eyes glowed with an inner fire, one that wasn’t from hate or rage. Her aura conveyed just how little she wanted to stop, which, unfortunately, told him this was important.

“Late for what?” he asked as smoke rushed around him, equipping ¤ Katsen Leather Armor.

“It’s a surprise. You didn’t think I came back alone, did you?”
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For the first time since Dhane got acquainted with the nightmare from his soul—AKA Octoralis—she happily gave permission for him to ride his other mount: his spider-wannabe black horse that had eight eyes and could run on walls.

Uh-huh. Right. . . .

That was a whole lot of sus.

It was like asking a girl if there was anything wrong and having them say, “I’m fine. It’s nothing.” Such things raised the hairs on the back of every gentleman’s neck. It left them on the arduous journey of defusing the ticking time bomb.

Compound this with two not-so-happy sisters, who apparently valued their cuddle time more than they had let on, and things were not great.

Through the shadows of the night—lit in a colorful array of bioluminescent plants—he galloped silently after Sarah’s black horse toward the east edge of the island.

Dracina had won the rock-paper-scissors game for her position behind him—getting her cuddles in while she could—and Celestira rode behind Sarah, casting glum looks over her shoulder.

This transition from the cave of mind-numbing bliss—of sensual pleasures, of acceptance, of shared desire—to the real and heavy world of responsibility was like a bucket of cold reality to the face.

At the very least, the short reprieve helped him answer one of his troubling questions.

He would not accept Aelvoralin’s proposal.

It wasn’t just because his sticky soul was happily stuck to another—again, not in that way—though it might have been the catalyst that changed his mind.

The truth—a truth he had tried to ignore when it seemed like there were no other options—was he didn’t agree with their methods or how they had treated Ellirae, one of their own.

They were banished criminals. They were toxic and battle-hungry. They were slave-makers. In many ways, they represented what he was fighting against.

With Sarah and her surprise, maybe there was another way. Or there were other alliances to form, perhaps the one Nick and Tooky were after in the Glacioni zone, furthest to the north.

Either way, they had options.

It was at this time that Dhane’s sex-addled brain had another epiphany, this one related to Octoralis’s strange behavior.

You’re not watching the cave memory, are you?

<O-of course not, Daddy!> she projected a bit too quickly. <I no no no do that. Privacy very important.>

Something about her mental surroundings—sitting on her favorite loveseat, wrapped in a fluffy quilt, and a bucket of popcorn—told him she wasn’t being very truthful.

A few minutes later, she projected a quiet, as if by accident, <Wow. Sarah, flexible.>

You ‘are’ watching it!

<No. . .?> She didn’t sound very convincing. <I-I-I no watch ‘you,’ only her! F-f-for security reasons? Yes! Make sure she no pull trixies on you. Very helpful.>

He sighed.

Sarah stopped her horse and turned. Her beautiful red eyes glowed faintly in the darkness. All nearby monsters had fled from the most dangerous predator on the island.

His horse trotted up to her side.

“Do you trust me?” she asked.

“I do,” he said without hesitation. It only occurred to him belatedly that this could be a trap, a way to get him far from most of his allies, his village.

No, it couldn’t.

That was a stupid thought.

He knew her. He knew her in that arcane way that made it feel like they had been together for months, and this wasn’t something she would do.

To counter this thought, though, the wiggling sense of alarm said that would make it a particularly effective trap, wouldn’t it?

Maybe. Dhane hated admitting this to his smug inner voice. Anything, after all, was possible.

Sarah smiled, but there was an edge of anxiety that most wouldn’t notice. It was in the small details, a deeper breath to calm her unease, the swallow to wet a dry mouth. “I think your guards should stay here.”

“You can’t have him!” Dracina said. “I mean, glarb it all, where Great King goes, we go.”

“He’s ours,” Celestira whispered.

This was still about the cuddles. He’d need to find them a Master of Cuddles or give them extra long hugs and back rubs each day.

“Fuck it,” Sarah said and hopped down from her horse, then helped Celestira. “Don’t . . . do anything terribly stupid, okay?”

Just what was this surprise?

Sarah’s horse burst into a colony of bats and escaped up through the high canopy of branches.

Dhane dismounted, and Dracina hopped down to stand at his side. Celestira hurried to his other side, and the three of them followed Sarah through the last layer of trees before reaching the beach.

Vibration lines raced ahead to wrap around two figures, one shockingly recognizable, the other not.

He shot Sarah a betrayed look.

The inner voice said, I told you so.

And Lumanima, equipped with an Exploding Spider on the blade, formed from smoke.


Chapter
Fifty-Two



The giant silver disc in the night sky, pocked with visible craters, flooded the beach in moonlight.

Glowing teal sea portals drifted in the darkness beyond the island. They were little doorways to unknown places, always moving with the current.

Waves crashed against the sand and rolled up to where a small raft had been pulled ashore, not far from the two unwelcome figures.

A salty breeze whipped around Dhane, cutting through the humidity and carrying with it a hint of honey and cinnamon.

He all but expected Sarah to grin evilly and start monologuing about her perfect plan for revenge. But she wasn’t, which seemed all sorts of wrong given their current situation.

She jogged a few steps forward and held her palms out, one toward him, the other toward the piece of trash Gorlan, Master of Arena.

He was a massive bald man with light brown skin, cruel eyes, a flat nose, and a square jaw. It was well within the realm of possibility that he was half ox by how his muscles bulged out of his sleeveless leather armor, revealing solid black and red lines tattooed across his biceps. The handle of a two-handed axe—which he always wielded with one hand—stuck out over his shoulder.

Beside him stood a slender woman with olive-colored skin. Her black hair was done up except for where rivulets of hair hung to the sides of her face, framing curious eyes. She wasn’t wearing any armor or weapons, just a simple white sundress.

Dracina and Celestira stepped forward, tense, fists balled. They looked ready to pounce.

“Wait!” Sarah said to Dhane and his bodyguards. “I told you not to do anything terribly stupid.”

He shot her a questioning look.

“Like,” she said, “attack your allies?”

“Allies!” he shouted and pointed at the man, the half-wit, the tormentor of Cobalin slaves. “He’s not my ally.”

In fact, Dhane had made an implicit promise to shove ten sticks up the man’s ass for all the misery he had caused. What a great opportunity.

Octoralis liked this idea “very very very” much and formed at her full size.

“Dhane.” Sarah’s brows arched together, worry with a hint of irritation. Hearing his name from her lips gave him pause. “Don’t,” she pleaded. “I can explain. Let me explain. You said you trusted me, or was that another stupid, stupid lie?”

He flinched at the accusation and glanced between her and the meaty juggernaut, who had the gall to grin. The man was just waiting for an opportunity to cause the most harm.

“Oh my,” the woman said, eyeing Octoralis, “is the king compensating for something?”

“No,” Sarah said, exasperated.

Mini-Dhane swelled with pride.

“Not even a smidge?” the woman asked and laughed at Sarah’s annoyance. “Goodness gracious, you used my plan, didn’t you. That’s my girl! You seduced the King of Shadows. What’s this feeling? Is it pride?”

“Shut up. I didn’t!”

Dhane’s heart flopped onto the metaphysical kitchen counter and was thoroughly tenderized. It was all a strategy to get him here?

“It was fake?” The words left him before he could stop himself.

“No!” Sarah said and exhaled toward the stars. “Oh my fucking god, would everyone just shut their stupid mouths and let me explain?”

She turned to him. “I was going to put a collar on you, okay? That was my big, impressive plan. To force you to listen like you forced me to listen and see the truth. That’s why I had the knife. I didn’t— Well, what happened— I wasn’t, you know . . . planning on that?”

Despite the very dangerous, grinning enemy in their midst, Dhane smiled in relief.

None of it was fake. They had both wanted the same thing, not in some ploy for power or strength or manipulation but something more real, the simple attraction of two souls.

<You, her, sticky sticky sticky, Daddy!>

Right. . . .

Two sticky souls.

Sarah’s pulse quickened, perhaps because she came to the same realization. The edges of her lips turned up.

He wanted to scoop her into his arms and hightail it back to the cave, away from all of their pressing concerns and allies.

“Hah!” Dracina said, breaking the moment. “Great King disarmed your puny attempt to make him your sex slave and seduced you by his greatness to bring his flarking enemies here for justice!”

“Dracina. . . .” Celestira whispered, hugging her sister from behind, “Great King did not do that.” She glanced over, a sly spark in her eyes. “He simply found himself a wife.”

<Yay, Daddy!>

“W-wife?” Sarah asked, eyebrows rising.

The other woman’s mouth dropped open.

Now it was time for Dhane to exhale toward the stars. The sisters, not so discreetly, were trying to scare off Sarah. “Don’t listen to them. They’re just jealous.”

“Glarb it, am not!” Dracina said. She folded her arms over her puffed feathers and huffed. Celestira nibbled her lip and casually looked away.

Dhane dismissed his Exploding Spider before it got any bright ideas. With Lumanima still in hand—who was very much awake and ready to poke things—he nodded at Gorlan. “Why is he here?”

“You!” the Master of Arena bellowed in his deep voice, jabbing a meaty finger at Dhane. “And Sarah and me, we got something in common.”

Nothing.

Nothing readily came to mind. In fact, if they could have found three of the most different people in the whole of Olindale, it would probably be them.

Gorlan marched forward. All of his muscles bulged with each step. The glint of murder was in his eyes, his lips pursed, his brows angled to show how utterly serious he could be.

It was like standing in front of a bull.

Dhane refused the natural desire to flee from such a show of strength. But he wasn’t weak. He wasn’t the same person he was beneath the arena, pretending to be tough in order to escape. Since then, he had obtained skills and gear and allies, not to mention the full wrath of a level 19, Gorlan-slaying Octoralis.

<I no no no scared of baldy!>

He also trusted Sarah, even if it had started a bit on the rough side. If she brought Gorlan here and said he was their ally—as hard as that was to believe—then there was nothing to fear.

Probably. . . .

Gorlan stopped three feet away. He glared down at Dhane. “We’re,” he growled, “all”—he balled his fists so tightly, his knuckles popped—“pretending.”

“Wut?” Dhane asked.

“Damn,” Gorlan said with a laugh, “mad respect. You got some balls on you.”

“Flarking hell,” Dracina said, “Great King has the biggest balls, the bestest balls!”

“Sarah,” the other woman said with a teasing smile, “can you confirm?”

“Shut up!” Sarah said, blushing.

“Pretending?” Dhane asked, forcefully moving the conversation beyond what hung below his belt. He dismissed his dagger to a puff of smoke.

Gorlan pinched the edges of a ring around his finger and turned it. “Testing,” he said in a voice that sounded like it came from a prepubescent teenager. “Ah, there we go. It’s nice to hear my real voice again. So, yeah, pretending.”

The juxtaposition of meaty man and kiddy voice was nigh impossible to reconcile. Reality stretched and twisted and folded in on itself.

“It’s a cursed voice ring,” Sarah said. “I got it for him after he spent a whole stupid month trying to fake a deep voice.”

Gorlan grinned. “Yup! It helps me pull off my act. ‘I am Gorlan, meatsicle. All should cower before my might.’ Dun dun dun!”

“How old are you?” Dhane asked, finding himself suddenly curious. The man looked like he had been taking steroids for thirty years.

“Died at the ripe old age of eighteen. That was eight years ago, same as Sarah here.”

Sarah drifted over to Dhane like a statically-charged balloon. Her arm brushed his. “We weren’t exactly given the most welcoming of welcomes to Olindale. Gameus forced over a hundred souls to compete in this stupid survival contest. Only a handful of us made it out, each earning a wish.”

“That’s what I saw?” he asked, the point when her soul was torn for reasons he still didn’t know.

She nodded.

<Poor Sarah,> Octoralis projected. <Give her lots of love, Daddy! I no watch! Pinky swear?>

You don’t have pinkies.

<You no know that. . . .>

“Dude,” Gorlan said, “I was so sick of being the designated nerd guy, I wished to be big and tough. Got the muscles, not the voice. So . . . the rest is all pretending. I was actually level eight when I became the Master of Arena all those years ago. People are stupid!”

“Darling,” the other woman said, “you know I can’t stand your real voice, you do.”

Gorlan twisted his ring, walked up to her, and put an arm around her shoulder. “Like, this is my giiirl,” he said in a female, valley girl voice. “Oh my gosh, whoopsie! Wrong voice. I literally can’t even with this thing. It keeps happening.”

The woman rolled her eyes. “I’m Prisha. I was a priest of Light. Got assigned to help Sarah way back then—long story. But found myself a kindred spirit, I did. We’re connoisseurs of the best baked goods.”

Sarah smiled and turned to Dhane. “I trust these two with my life. None of us agree with this stupid war or the Changed Reditai. I know I can find others, but my list of contacts is⁠—”

“She ain’t got no friends,” Prisha said.

Sarah scoffed. “I have friends.”

“Hmm? Girl, you alienate everyone, including me. If I weren’t so stubborn, I’d have found someone else to drag to bakeries, I would. And I ain’t talking about your guild. That don’t count at all. Friends aren’t scared of you. Period.”

At the mention of the guild, Sarah tensed. “It’s not . . . my guild. Not anymore.”

“Say what!” Prisha scrunched up her face. “They kicked you outta your own guild? Those ungrateful souls. After everything you’ve done for them. Mr. Shadow King⁠—”

“Call me Dhane,” he said, distracted by Sarah’s look of loss. It struck him just how little he actually knew about her despite their sharing of souls. Obviously, she had a whole life in Olindale. Her being here meant more than he realized.

“Well,” Prisha continued, “in case you don’t know, my girl here is something special. And I ain’t talking special ed, though she is a bit of that, too.”

Sarah made a face.

“You are. But that’s why I love you so much!”

“Because you think I’m stupid?”

“Not stupid. You’re a dreamer. And . . . a little stupid. Hey! No hitting. Anyway, you see, Don⁠—”

“Dhane,” he corrected, and Dracina growled, offended on his behalf.

“Dhane? You sure of that?”

“It’s his name,” Sarah said with a shake of her head. “I think he knows what his name is better than anyone else.”

“Flarking hell, it’s Great King!” Dracina said.

Celestira nodded curtly.

Prisha shrugged. “Whatevs. Point is, my girl made that guild to give vampires a home, a place they could be accepted in a society that wanted nothing to do with them.”

“Don’t praise me,” Sarah said, a weary and disappointed edge to her words. “It hasn’t been like that for a long time. It’s all stupid politics and stupid compromise now.”

“You still tried because you’re a dreamer. See? That’s what I am trying to tell Dale.”

“It’s Dhane!” she yelled.

Prisha chuckled and looked at him. “She’s got a good heart, she does.”

“I’m aware,” he said, catching Sarah by surprise. He slid the side of his hand against hers, the move so simple and modest compared to what they had done in the cave, but it felt different . . . nerve-racking.

Sex didn’t mean she wanted a relationship. Hell, he didn’t even know what he wanted from whatever this was. All he knew was how he felt whenever she was near, an enigma of conflicting desires.

She entwined her fingers with his and smiled, which filled his chest with a buzz.

<Back to sexy cave, Daddy!>

He did his utmost best to ignore Octoralis and said, “Cobalins are a good judge of character, and they’ve all but adopted you as one of their own.”

“I’m sure Poopidoop misses me,” she said.

“The pet rock?”

“Named after the Cobalin, naturally.”

“Naturally. . . .”

Gorlan flipped his wrist with flair. “I super think I fixed it!” he proclaimed in what sounded like a cheer from a cheerleader. His grin soured. “Ugh, scratch that. What-everrr!”

He turned to Dhane with a deep frown. “So, like, mega sorry about the stuff I said, ya know, below the arena? Part of my act is to be absolutely scary. But that was so uncool, for real. And those Cobalins? OMG, I was totally clueless. Swearzies!”

“We want to help,” Prisha said, taking Gorlan’s arm. “I got a knack for baking. Everyone’s got to eat, right? And Gorlan, oh my, he’s fine and dandy at fighting and training. But there’s not a lot of time.”

Gorlan’s training . . . yay.

The man shook his head. “They’re so done with the first ships. I’m guessing they’ll, I dunno, be here by tomorrow night? Could be earlier. But probably not by much.”

As if finishing an incantation, his face illuminated in bright teal light. A screeching wail came from one of the small sea portals.

They all spun to stare at the magical tunnel as shadowy black hands stretched it open. Jagged lines of broken reality zigzagged from the hole as it grew and grew.

Beyond it, ships with sky-reaching masts and billowing sails crashed through the waves.

Gorlan said what they were all thinking.

“Oh, snap!”
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Fuck! Fuck fuck fuckity fuck. Dhane was hoping—damn near praying—for at least another day or two or ten. He desperately didn’t want now to be now.

<F-f-fuck!> Octoralis projected, feeling like she was a bad girl. Bad in a good way. So, really, a good girl. The best girl.

Her emotions and his made for a strange mix of fearless, giddy determination against his dread, the feeling that, despite all the work they had done to prepare, it wouldn’t be enough.

<Ioo kill baaad hoomans!> King Gigeneepa promised. He summoned his army of Quartz Crabs to take up defensive positions on the beach in range of the turrets that lined the cliffs of Dedu Tedu Novus far above.

Dhane thanked the massive crab and led the others across the boardwalk, through the cave, and into the stairwell, lit by golden crystal light.

One mental thought to Kora—via a useful voodoo doll—confirmed that multiple sea portals were slowly opening, making a god-awful noise.

Halfway to the surface, a swarm of terrified Cobalins—the night crew—were climbing the steps. Their tiny arms tried in vain to keep hold of their overflowing mounds of mangos and coconuts and seashells, anything they could find for the village’s stockpiles.

Fragrant fruit toppled, thudded, and squished and squashed its way down the stone steps beneath the stampede of tiny green feet in a hectic race back to the safety of home.

Sarah clung to Dhane’s hand.

Dracina and Celestira were forging a path through the mosh pit of green ahead.

“Nooo!” a Cobalin screamed and fell. His voice echoed in the stairs over all the heavy mouth breathers. He pointed at the awful visage of Gorlan, taking the steps three at a time. “Big, scary manny man from bad bad place be here!”

“Hi there!” Gorlan said in his girly voice, wearing a horrifying grin. He picked up the wide-eyed Cobalin. “You adorbs little cutie-patooty! Like, no need to freak out or anything, kay? I’m totally here to save your day or what-everrr!”

“Darling . . . fix your . . . ring already!” Prisha said, breathing hard from the climb. They had both received translation spheres.

“Ugh, it’s totally stuck. No changing it, for reals. And hello, I can’t just remove it ‘cause of this super lame curse thingy.”

Once the Cobalins realized who was behind them, they all shrieked. Fruit flung like missiles at the sudden appearance of the bald man or were abandoned in the hectic need to move faster.

Dhane grabbed a Cobalin before she could get trampled, then another, handing the first to Sarah and yelling for everyone to calm down.

But there was no calm.

They stumbled desperately over fruit until they spilled out of the stairwell into a writhing ball of green-bodied chaos lit by bonfires.

Cobalins rushed around, screaming “Save de bacon!” and blowing their rape whistles.

The sharp, piercing sound dug into Dhane’s brain. He grimaced, putting his Cobalin down as Devron ran up. “What happened to getting horns?”

“Hells, man, horns are damn expensive. And we got bigger prob—” His voice cut off abruptly, and his eyes bulged at the sight of their new allies. The sloshing white glow of an Arcane Missile formed in his hand.

Dhane smacked the sphere away. It popped and sizzled in the night air. “They’re allies,” he said loud enough for everyone to hear, then found himself glancing back at Sarah, as if he needed to make sure she was still . . . real.

The way she watched the Cobalins scramble and hide and prepare to fight made it clear she didn’t return for him. That was just a happy accident.

<Very very very happy!> Octoralis agreed.

Sarah’s brilliant red eyes found his, revealing the concern that mirrored his own. All it took was this one look from her to know what he had to do.

Dhane straightened and marched forward, taking command like a king should. The others followed. “LISTEN UP!” he shouted, using Modify Vibrations to project his voice over the cacophony.

An immediate, blissful silence followed, except for Drool’s snot-covered whistle not quite making the right sound anymore.

Aditi hoisted him up on her hip and pulled the whistle free, flashing a sheepish, worried grin.

They were all worried, rightfully worried. Their hearts drummed to the sound of white background noise. And even though he felt the same, he needed to project a sense of confidence.

The bonfires cast a warm glow on all the new cabins, the fields of new crops, and on the hundreds of Cobalins surrounding the scattering of humans.

Everyone watched their King of Shadows. The weight of their expectations to save them would normally be crushing. It would send him into a spiraling cycle of self-doubt and fear of making the wrong decisions.

But he wasn’t alone. He was surrounded by loyal friends, by dreamers, by the people he had come to share so much with over the last insane week.

And . . . maybe it had something to due with Octoralis working double-time to squash such fears.

<You be scary, powerful, beautiful king. I help!>

She was his greatest supporter.

“The Army of Light,” he said in a loud and strong voice, aware of the seconds counting down before the inevitable attack commenced, “has come to destroy us. They expect an easy fight, but we’re not going to give them one, are we!”

Silence.

Crackling bonfires.

“Flarking hell!” Dracina yelled. “When Great King asks a question, you answer!”

Celestira nodded sharply.

The Cobalins shouted “No!” and “Yes!” at the same time, then scratched their heads and asked what the question was again.

Somehow, this wasn’t a surprise.

Sarah chuckled, and he stifled a sigh.

“You all know what to do,” he said. “This is just like practice. Follow your party leaders, and never give up. We defend our home!”

They all shouted, “Yes, Great Shadow!”

He commanded them to man the turrets, close the stairwell, take up their sentry positions, and organize the message runners between teams.

Given a task to focus on, the cloudy sense of despair gave way to determination. Cobalins and Gorlan rushed toward the island-facing side of the village.

Ellirae stood among the blue-leaf trees. Hundreds of fireflies swarmed out from around her arms to provide light among the branches.

Tom and Evelyn hurried away from the inn. Rendy stood in the doorway, wringing her skirt. Sophie and Tyra said something to their team of Cobalins about securing the food.

Desley climbed a picnic table. “Lucky Ladies, formation!” Her army was there in seconds, organized into lines.

Aaliyah ran up to Devron and gave him a passionate kiss as if it were their last. It very well might be. “We ain’t losing this damn war, you hear? If we do, it’s your⁠—”

Crash!

Everyone whipped around in time to see rock chips shoot up from the cliffs near the cemetery. Kora was crouched behind a Return stone, her hands pressed against her ears.

“What the hell?” Dhane asked.

“It is time!” her Teeny Teller proclaimed in a tiny yet authoritative squeak. “I foresaw this moment. You all will— What was I saying? Was I talking?”

A white streak of light shot up into the starry sky and burst, leaving a slight impression of an eye before fading.

“Fuck,” Sarah said, looking side to side. “Why don’t you have any stupid, good-for-nothing defenses on this side?”

“There’s only one way into the village,” he said, running after her to the cliff where a throng of Cobalins were lured by curiosity. It overlooked the long stretch of moonlit waves.

Half a dozen sea portals struggled against the shadowy hands that tore them open, giving passage to ships, their decks full of adventurers awash in a teal glow.

One enormous ship cut through the water in a circle around Dedu Tedu Novus. Eight other ships, barely half its size, followed.

They were all going in the wrong direction, heading toward the gigantic finger-like protrusions the village had left behind when it unshrunk.

Sarah let out an anxious breath. “That was Aerial Sight, a scouting ability. Dhane, they’re not going to attack your most defensible location.”

Shit. They were going to attack here. . . .

The ships all turned to face the village.

Devron summoned his phone and withdrew a hefty pink mana crystal with symbols etched into it. “Yo, we’ve got defenses,” he said, then yelled at Box to put up his shield.

The Cobalin dutifully withdrew his own pink crystal—much to the sparkly-eyed amazement of the surrounding Cobalins—drew a triggering line, and promptly exploded.

“Huh,” Devron said, scratching his head. “It’s not supposed to do that.”

Glitter drifted down like gentle snow while Box ascended skyward in silvery-white strands. The Cobalins all nodded their agreement that he was a “pretty pretty” firework, rated two green thumbs.

Devron eyed his own pink crystal, now with a healthy dose of uncertainty, and decided to put it down and step away before triggering it.

A transparent wall of white energy formed.

“Sarah!” Evelyn yelled from further behind, clinging to Tom as he maneuvered through more Cobalins, who really should be in their teams, planning and preparing, not rubbernecking the ships.

A series of deafening booms made shockwaves in the water around the main ship. The ground, even this far up, vibrated. They sounded like cannon blasts but without the cannonballs.

The Cobalins murmured fearful whispers saying “What be that?” and “I be scared of boomy boom.”

“Everyone back up!” Dhane said. “Get to your⁠—”

The sky abruptly lit up in blinding light from a huge sphere, hovering far overhead. It banished the night for miles, flooding the entire area in sunlight.

“Daytime!” a Cobalin sing-songed. “No bedtime for me. Ha!”

A whistle was the first warning.

A glint, the second.

Then dark shapes came plummeting from the indigo and amber sky, shapes that grew larger the closer they got, shapes like giant steel anchors.
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“Watch out!” Dhane yelled and yanked Sarah into a Shadow Shift to the side. Acrid smoke surged around them. When reality returned, he crashed to his back, holding her atop him.

The new shield shattered like glass, punched through by an anchor of steel larger than two of their cabins combined.

It slammed into the ground where they had been standing. He raised his arm to shield Sarah from the spray of dirt that pelted everything.

Silvery-white souls of those too slow to react, escaped around the heavy metal, tethered to four thick chains covered in red symbols.

Devron was gone. . . .

Waves of vibrations swept across the land from two other points where anchors had struck not far from the first.

Anchors?

What the hell were they doing?

Sarah pushed against his chest and looked down at him at arm’s length. For the briefest of moments, his mind squirreled back to the very fresh memory of the hot springs. By the small smile that graced her lips, her thoughts weren’t far from his own.

“Flarking hell!” Dracina said, hurrying over to glare down at them. “This isn’t the time for cuddles.”

“Unless . . .” Celestira whispered, peering around her sister’s shoulder.

“. . . we get cuddles, too!” Dracina finished, and they both nodded like this was perfectly acceptable in the middle of an attack.

“We’re not cuddling,” he said, but of course, mini-Dhane would much rather cuddle than deal with the constant storm of anxiety from fighting a war.

Honestly, so would he.

Evelyn, only a few steps away, breathed through her teeth, huddled in Tom’s shadow. He had his tower shield out, looking ready to sacrifice every point of Threadite armor and health to protect her.

The blinding sphere that lit the night sky was like a miniature sun. It seemed to effect vampires the same, especially vampires wearing a white sundress and makeup as if on a date.

She fumbled with her phone.

Sarah sprang to her feet, and a swirl of crimson liquid formed into an onyx and gold ring at her fingertips. “Here, take this,” she said, handing it to Evelyn. “It’s my legendary daylight ring. It won’t lose durability.”

Dracina yanked Dhane up.

“Oh!” Evelyn said. “Wow . . . I shouldn’t⁠—”

“I’m level forty-one. I don’t need a ring. And if it wasn’t for you, I’d still believe the lies about those of Shadow. I want you to have it on one very important, non-negotiable condition.”

Evelyn accepted the ring, her shoulders tense in anticipation.

Sarah glanced at the anchor and back. “When we’re done kicking ass, we’re going swimming in the stupid, glorious sun.”

“Hehee, okay?”

Pulsing vibrations ran up the chains. The symbols glowed red. In a violent expansion, liquid metal shot across the four chains and solidified, making a loud clanking noise that announced the arrival of a ten-foot wide plank.

Just as the first appeared, so did the second and third. Like dominoes, planks materialized in a cascade that streamed down the chains to the enormous main ship.

The anchors . . . were bridges?

Shit! Octoralis—clearly on the same page as he—formed in a rush of smoke, and he was on her back the next second.

“Don’t let them in the village!” he shouted to Sarah, and she summoned her war scythe, looking terrifyingly beautiful.

Dracina and Celestira moved to follow him, but he told them to help the others. Defending the village was more important than defending him.

They wholeheartedly disagreed.

But obeyed.

<I run fast fast fast!> Octoralis projected, and she raced past the cabins and inn, over the turtles and through the woods to their defenses and turrets and an army that happened to be in the wrong place.

Cobblestone walls lined the cliff’s edge with gaps for Rock Tosser turrets and a few overly large, custom-built slingshots.

Each had a crank for pulling a giant rubber band back, a lever for firing, and a ramp to assist in loading the pile of heavy rocks with glowing symbols and angry pet-rock faces painted on them.

“Me precious,” a Cobalin said, dragging his tongue over a bundle of green mushrooms that exuded purple spores.

“No lick yucky yuck mushrooms!” Knock yelled, trying to drag the Cobalin away.

“That loud noise, what was it?” Ellirae asked, her white symbols flickering. Gorlan and Prisha and hundreds of Cobalins also seemed quite interested.

“The enemy,” Dhane projected his voice loudly, “is attacking the other side! Take everything you can and go help defend.”

Gorlan punched his palm. “OMG! I’m, like, sooo ready to kick some major booty!”

Prisha rolled her eyes and chased after him.

Cobalin messengers played the telephone game. Knock commanded his Builders to make new turrets near the cemetery. Others started to roll the heavy rocks and move the slingshots.

Cannon blasts boomed in the distance.

“Yo!” Ricky said, riding up on a horse and holding a voodoo doll. “This one’s me. Handsome chap, isn’t he? It’s on loan from Aditi, so, yeah, no touching the no-no square.”

“That’s not how it works,” Dhane said but accepted it all the same. What they really needed, however, were dozens of these.

“Yeah yeah, dude. That’s what you’re saying, but shit, if I start feeling something in the you-know-where⁠—”

“Ricky! Kind of busy.”

“Shit man, totally. Hey, I got two more dolls, but they ain’t linked to anyone.”

Ellirae looked at the doll with a frown, and Dhane got an idea. Instant communication was supposed to be their winning strategy. If only they had more time to develop it.

He deposited his doll, summoned Lumanima, and used the legendary blade to—with psychic grumbles—cut his hair. “Link it to me.”

“Yo . . .” Ricky grimaced, taking the hair. “Gotta be real with ya, I’d rather not play touchies.”

Dhane had the sudden desire to stab the guy.

<I eat him, Daddy?>

After the war. Yes. Please.

Octoralis flooded his chest with happy smiles as she cast eight side-eyes at Ricky.

“Okay, man!” he yelled, throwing his arms up in surrender. “Touch me, Daddy.”

Dhane exhaled his frustration. “Make the doll. Give it to Ellirae.”

“Ehhh, you want her to touch you?”

Ellirae’s cheeks turned purple.

“No one is touching anyone!” Dhane yelled. How did he attract such stupid people? “They’re instant communication devices. That’s all.”

He turned to Ellirae. An anxious look flittered across her face as her symbols lit up randomly. She was perfect for a new, impromptu plan.

His favorite type.
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Ellirae—the pulse of courage warming her marks—through the blue trees she flew and out over the cliffside to waves lit in fake sunlight, ships, and more humans than she had ever seen in her three years of life.

Glorious they were!

And terrifying they were. . . .

Her fascination with their kind warred with the knowledge that they wanted to destroy this place among humans and Cobalins that did not punish her even when their strange laws she broke.

By the laws she knew, the man called Nick had accepted her mark. Her pet, to be hearted and mated he was. So very excited she was . . . until his little problem became known.

His eel, too soft it was.

Incompatible!

But a misconception this was, the King of Shadows assured her. Nick’s eel only needed encouragement, a pep talk, apparently.

Practicing, she was, on the correct words to summon the eel’s power.

Humans, so very fascinating they were.

As Nick was marked, so his home was marked. Her home. And she was not about to let others, not even humans, her home endanger.

High above the ships her wings carried her. The fake sun above, obscuring her presence. Three grand metallic bridges—in light they shimmered—steps from the largest of all ships to the village.

The three bridges, humans climbed, while the gaps between ships, bridged by boardwalks, aided others for their climbs.

Her target for first attack she found and smiled.

Ellirae, the buttons on her watch she pressed, withdrawing the King’s ultimate weapon, entrusted to her. In a gentle outline, it formed.

Nick’s eel, one of many, hard and encouraged, sputtering purple spores in excitement.

She dropped it, and chaos ensued.
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Desley en her strong, shadow-sneaky army of Assassins, waited on the east side of de village for human boats to approach de beach where her biggest en bestest ally waited.

Far far below, pretty waves reflected strange light that replaced de night sky moon. Humans be weak, need light to see in dark. Cobalins good in dark!

Afina—casually leaning against blue leaf tree—tossed her new Threadite knife in de air en caught it easily. She be second in command of de others who watched, nervous. She be de one who gave them war makeup using black wood from fire.

Be pretty. Be fierce!

Lucky Ladies be de best ladies.

Desley’s handsome Knock—in his handsome leather armor—be so so jelly of her. It made her feel giddy inside, a game between them, one she be winning.

“I no see floating wood,” Snotbubble whispered from where she lay on stomach by cliff edge.

“Boats,” Desley corrected.

A Lucky Lady be smart. Very important to make boys see who be better. Boys stay home. Boys make spider tacos. Boys do de laundry, yes yes!

“I no see boats,” Snotbubble said, her face showing appreciation for de lesson in words.

A crack sounded in de forest.

Heavy breathing.

Lucky Ladies faded into shadows.

A short time later, a boy stopped in de middle of them, puffing breaths. “Dis be wrong side again!” he yelled to de blue leaves above.

He slapped de sides of his head. “Dumb dumb brain. You no work. I hate you, yes yes! Now I go to other other other side. How many sides there be?”

“Messenger,” Desley said, sliding from de shadows like their cool king en making de boy jump. She hid her smile. “You found de Lucky Ladies. Tell us your message.”

“Us?” he asked, spinning around to find de rest of them glaring at him with sharp blades. “Uhhh, pretty ladies!”

“De message,” Afina repeated.

“Yes yes! Great Shadow say . . . Their lemony is smacking the udder slide! Bake everything you can and show help to bend.”

“What does that mean?” Desley asked coolly, even if her forehead wanted to furrow in confusion.

The guy shrugged. “I just de messenger! That be what Ploob tell me, en what Zink tell him, en what Broof tell him, en⁠—”

“Kay kay! I get it. Message received.”

De boy let out a relieved sigh. “Good good good. Now what? Have message for me? I real good at giving message!”

Desley considered that, then said, “Tell other Lucky Ladies, ‘Meet at de fountain.’ You got that?”

He nodded properly—with great energy—en sprinted away, repeating over and over, “There be meat at de mountain.”

Snotbubble climbed to her dirt-covered feet. “I do not know how to bake. But I be real bendy!” She lifted her leg to her forehead. The others copied the motion, proving yet again that de Lucky Ladies be more than goody good for new orders.

“How bendy help?” Afina asked.

“Hmm,” Desley said. “It must be code. But but Great Shadow be more smart than me! Plan maybe changed? We return to de others.”

The Lucky Ladies quickly lined up.

Desley summoned her black panther, only available since they gave her most of de experience in de dungeon to get her to level 5.

She hopped on the strong kitty. It be much much better than Knock’s green worm thingy, yes yes! En she gave it a name: Shadowcat.

It be a good name, a name that made her think of old old memory. Cartoons? Something like that.

“I go fast en find out orders,” she said. “Go to fountain. Be careful. Remember training!”

“Yes, Master!” they all said at once.

Shadowcat shot forward in a burst of speed. She clung to the leather straps, grinning. They be like fast fast shadow, silent en deadly.

Huh. Like a fart. Better than a fart!
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Knock—great great Master of Defense, bestester than Desley—pointed there, there, there, en there for his builders to build new tower weapons near de middle bridge.

De things only tossed rocks. . . .

He could toss rocks.

It no big deal. Dhanie thought it be useful, so it would be done because Dhanie be smarty smart leader of great Army of Shadow!

But this only be one part of de plan. Knock had a secret secret plan, one he had worked out with his bestest ally from de beach.

Desley would be so so jelly after she heard about how he conquered de big bad army by himself—with bestest ally, of course, duh.

Maybe then she give up this dumb dumb idea of being Master of Defense. Women should stay home, yes yes. Women should be safe. He no want to lose her again. Better to lose himself than lose her.

His builders reached out their hands en lifted. Rocks rose from de ground, made square shapes en turned into pillars nearly as tall as him. Each had a pool of water at de top that summoned a single rock to float above.

Ha! They could use this to get free cobblestones. Sell cobblestones, get tacos! Dhanie really be de smarty smartest of them all, always thinking two tacos ahead.

“Make more towers!” Knock commanded his builders, telling them to spread them across de edge of cliff. He had his other men use de towers to attack all de evil adventurers.

“Flarking hell!” Dracina yelled en punched a man on de bridge so so hard, his clothes cracked en went bye bye. Wow, that be some cool trick!

Desley, from behind, en de Lucky Ladies gasped en covered their eyes. They had sexy black makeup on their faces.

“Why you all be here!” Knock yelled. They supposed to be on ambush squad, use new sneaky skills to stab stab adventurers in de booty.

She peeked through her fingers to find de naked man gone, then told her Lucky Ladies it be safe to look again, no ugly human pee-pees waving in de wind.

One said, “Great Shadow no have ugly pee-pee!”

Knock sighed. She not be wrong.

But, huh, maybe Desley no have to hear about him saving de village. She could see it for herself. “Come, woman!” he commanded.

“What you want, badder Master of Defense?”

He grinned at her challenging words. She be taking them back once she saw. “Be honored, baddester Master of Defense, for I show you my great great strategy to win war.”

Desley’s eyebrows lifted, en so did all de others behind her. She be holding back how impressed she be. He knew this. It made him feel all de good feels.

After, he’d take her to de pretty waterfall place on de island. He sold all de hairy balls for tacos. Much better than first date so so long ago.

“Win de war?” she asked, holding back a smile, a suspicious smile. Did she know? No no, of course not! She be mind gaming him. Best mind gamer of all de women.

“Yes! I show you all,” he said, puffing his chest up to be big big en impressive. De Luckier Lads also wanted to see. Good good. All should see.

Knock stepped up between de towers, so so close to de great fall to big water. Lots of ships be down below. En de metal bridges be full of evil adventurers, climbing de stairs to invade.

He set his shoulders, raised his chin, en pointed at de horizon, imagining what his statue would look like to celebrate such a flawless victory.

All eyes watched. Good good. He sucked in a breath en shouted in his most commanding of voices, de voice en words he only used in bed, “Release! De secret! WEAPON!”

He couldn’t help de little smug smile that twitched de corners of his lips. De evil adventurers be shaking in their big big boots.

Their doom be coming!

At some point, yes yes.

Any second now. . . .

Nothing?

“Cricket, cricket,” Desley whispered.

He whipped around. “That not what cricket sound like!”

“You be idiot,” she said, shaking her head. “He no like to be called weapon.”

“How you know what big big crab want?”

“Lucky Ladies give him crab wash. He be our mascot, yes yes!” Her army of ladies all nodded to confirm this.

“But he no lady!” he said. “You all dumb dumbs. This make no sense.”

“Big big crab no care. He come when you call?”

“No. . . .”

“Ha! I show you de way.” Desley walked up to de cliff, made a hand horn, en shouted, “RELEASE DE CRABKIN!”

De ladies all chanted, “Crab crab crab crab!”

En . . . de crab came.

Lots of booms. . . .

Pfft! Fine fine, but he had other good good plans. He no give up. This be far from over! She’d see. Yes yes. She’d see!
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Heather, her heart doing all the exercises she had been putting off until tomorrow for the last decade, climbed the metal stairs to the King of Shadows’ evil village full of monsters.

She was not an adventurer!

For crying out loud, she made dolls for a living!

And now she wielded a sword, wore leather armor that—she regretted to admit—looked rather fashionable, and followed her squad leader into what she could only imagine to be a terrible battle of the likes she had avoided since entering this world.

Fellow squad-mate—the sociable Janet, queen of pastries from Glimmerpond—wheezed with effort as she hurried to take another step.

Sweat glistened off her ruddy brown skin. She looked just as miserably plump, out of shape, way too old for this, and wholly not looking forward to reaching the top and joining the clamorous fighting.

Skills triggered. Lights flashed. People shouted their battle cries. Cannons boomed. And all Heather wanted to do was take a five minute breather, then go home or hang out on the ship that sounded as if they were having a party.

Parties had food. She liked food!

What did anyone expect a level two Mender to even do in a fight? The more she thought about it, the more she felt like fodder.

A rock—not an arrow, not a fireball, not even a bewitched baguette—whizzed past. It made a thud of a noise against Clayton, the farmer from behind, dealing 6 damage to his leather armor.

He was an attractive man: a bit lanky, sure, but that grizzly salt-and-pepper mustache, suntanned skin, and pretty azure eyes made her chest ache in a way not so unlike climbing hundreds of stairs.

Maybe war wasn’t so terribly bad.

In mid-stair-climb, he glanced down at the scuff that marked his armor. “Figured there’d be a mite more than that, truth be told,” he said in a southern drawl that just filled her mind with a warm home, a rustling fire in the hearth, and the smell of apple pies in the air.

An apple pie right now would be delightful.

She particularly liked that he chose to use his pitchfork as a weapon instead of the military issued sword. It was a bit of stubborn defiance she could appreciate in a man.

“Don’t you go wishing for more danger on us,” she said in her most flirtatious voice, happy to have a reason to talk to him. She reached back and brushed her fingers across his armor.

A current of warm energy flowed from her. Mending Touch—an implicit skill—took 6 points of her mana to instantly repair 6 durability, or as armor went, armor points.

“That’s mighty kind of you,” he said, then showed his thanks by shoving her forward. She stumbled on the unyielding steps, and another rock pelted him in the chest.

He sighed.

“What in the . . .” Janet said between breaths, “world is that monster . . . doing?”

She pointed above at the nearing cliff edge where a Cobalin shouted in a squeaky voice, then stood as if it had pooped its pants, pointing forward, a maniacal grin on its face.

Did monsters poop? That wasn’t something Heather ever wanted to think about, and yet, here she was, plundering the helpful knowledge at the back of her mind to find that they didn’t.

Another Cobalin took its place after bickering. This one made a hole with its hands and shouted evil-sounding words through it as if using a megaphone.

All incomprehensible gibberish.

And yet, in reply came a low, rumbling answer.

Everyone on the stairs hurried to the sides in time to see an enormous crab, nearly half the size of a ship with huge crystals on its back, shoot through the water like a torpedo.

It slammed into a ship. Magically reinforced wood cracked. People screamed as they fell into the water. Cannons went off, spraying the cliffside with cannonballs. And a wave lifted and lowered the main ship, the one holding the bridges in place.

Clayton made a sound and grabbed Heather, who made a sound and grabbed Janet, who made a sound and had no one to grab.

They toppled over the side!

Untold minutes later, sputtering and winded and sopping wet, they dragged themselves onto a beach of white sand.

It would have been a slice of paradise, an ideal spot for a romantic picnic, if not for the large crystal crabs that circled them and made clacking noises with their pincers.

Yeah, she definitely wanted to go home.
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<Sister sister,> Aranyl projected quietly. They waited in cave, cloaked, ready to attack bad humans! Except . . . where bad humans?

Faylina, hidden in her webs on opposite wall, vibrated impatience. <I do not know! Stop asking when. They come when they come, I say.>

Oriphiel shifted nervously. <Maybe . . . they do not come? Maybe . . . we in wrong place?>

<How this wrong? Enemy must come through here. We more than ready. Now have patience.>

<Maybe . . .>

<Have patience, I say!>

<Let her talk,> Aranyl projected. Oriphiel, most timid, yes, though also most smart. It not like they had anything else to do.

<Fine fine, talk.>

<Maybe . . .> Oriphiel said again, vibrating unease, <enemy attack from place of strength, not cave? Big vibrations make me think war has started.>

Good point. Troubling point, yes.

Minutes of boring silence later, Faylina made vibrations of resignation. <Shit.>
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Prisha pinched the bridge of her nose, she did.

Cobalins were hurling their stones and their—what they fancied calling “morning wood”—off the cliffside near the third bridge. One got a running start and managed to chuck himself off as well.

What had Sarah roped her into this time?

The village found itself in a pickle, comically outmatched, babes against the might of dragons. Under normal circumstances, such a thing would be fine and dandy. War was just a game, after all.

Until it wasn’t.

Goodness, that realization bore down heavily.

This go-round, it wasn’t merely war—it was a bona fide fight for survival. But naturally, when Prisha’s kindred spirit and best friend told her of the wrongs happening here, what other option was there but to jump headfirst into the fray?

The idiotic problem?

She wasn’t the right tool for this job. Even after all the years under her belt, she was still just a level 9 Tank. And the thought of causing harm to others, humans especially, tied her stomach up in knots.

One didn’t simply snap their fingers and change from helping others to hurting them. That notion alone made her queasy.

And the only other value she brought was a bakery’s worth of ingredients from her shop. A fat lot of good that’d do right now. Tossing flour on people rarely won wars.

“Illusioners!” a Cobalin yelled. “Get ready for goody good plan number Z! That be best plan, yes yes!”

Gorlan gave her shoulder a comforting squeeze and chose not to say anything, likely because his idiotic voice ring was going on the fritz again.

She sucked in a hefty gulp of air and prepared to help by using her Light Shield and Protect skills. The rest would be up to him and whatever the Cobalins did, if anything.

They were so screwed, they were.

“They be here!” hollered a female Cobalin, and just like that, the rest of them near the bridge scattered like cockroaches.

The first wave of adventurers stormed over the metallic stairs. Their fierce gazes and battle cries were cut short as their attention jerked to the left.

Well, bless my heart. . . .

Half a dozen identical blonde girls, naked as a jaybird, giggled and struck their most seductive poses to welcome the brave warriors. They waved and blushed, some wearing coy smiles, some laying on their backs, spread eagle.

A large rock—launched from a giant slingshot—slammed into the leading adventurer and exploded. The impact crunched bones and broke armor.

Prisha grimaced.

Perhaps the Cobalins weren’t entirely useless.

“Load next boomy rock!” one bellowed to the rest. It was a two-Cobalin job, rolling a stone with a scowling face painted on it up the ramp. One of them tripped, sending the rock tumbling back down.

This repeated twice more, then the fourth wave of adventures rushed forward. They, like the others, stopped and snapped their attention to the left, but for different reasons.

The head Cobalin and his band of Illusioners were panting hard, drenched in sweat. They teetered on their feet, already displaying the negative effects of Mana Drunk.

Unrealistically large breasts slid down the slim forms of young women—that clearly had back problems, they did—and swayed between their knees.

One man shuddered.

One woman cupped her own breasts, horrified.

And Gorlan gladly accepted this distraction to slice his two-handed axe through both of them. “Oh- my- gosh! You seriously think you can take me on? As if!”

A blue crescent arch shot through the air at him, launched by a young brunette whose face was twisted in fear.

He flickered, transforming into a brief flash of light, just long enough for the attack to pass right through without a scratch.

“Seriously?” he said, dripping with annoying sass. “You’re so, like, the bad girl type!”

“I-I’m not a bad girl,” she squeaked, shaking her head nearly as neck-snapping-vigorously as the Cobalins did when talking to their king.

“Are you for real right now? You just went all attack mode on me! Fine, whatever. But hey, if you’re really not the bad girl, prove it. Help us keep the village safe, alright?”

“Y-yes ma’am!”

“Um, do I look like a woman to you?” he asked, flipping his wrist and rolling his eyes nearly as hard as Prisha did.

“No?” the brunette asked, then quickly shuffled to his side.

More enemies stormed over the edge. She grimaced and sliced her hand through the air, launching another crescent blue attack.

“Abagail!” a guy yelled in shock. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Sorry! I’m on this side now? I think. You should join me unless you want to fight”—she lowered her voice to a stage whisper—“the Master of Arena. Bring Steve.”

Dear me, now that was something Prisha could make do with. She painted on her sunniest smile and withdrew cookies.


Chapter
Fifty-Six



Dhane jumped from Octoralis’s back, hit the ground, and rolled to his feet. His giant soul spider crashed into the torrent of people pushing through the center bridge.

They were brandishing their weapons and shouting, adding to the constant din of battle, punctuated by the occasional explosion of cannonballs raining down from the sky.

<I give them hugs, Daddy!> she projected, then, with a bit of mischievous glee in a lower tone, added, <Baaad hugs.>

He shuddered. Among all the things happening in the moment, he had to actively not think about how all of her hugs were bad hugs.

Gah, that would be a terrible thing to think, a hurtful thing, so he desperately shifted his thinking to all the other things in need of thinking.

The first of such thoughts was, What the hell happened to the Lucky Ladies? It looked as if they had fought a losing fight with a coal monster.

They grinned from their black faces, which from anyone else might seem racist. In this case, they were probably just⁠—

A loud crash came from behind.

“Not Zobb’s pigs!” Zobb yelled as the pigs exploded from a cannonball. He fell to his knees and wailed until one of his helpers pointed to the unexpectedly happy outcome that happened to be floating loot bubbles of bacon.

Le sigh. This was so not the time for bacon. Nor was it the time to mentally debate matters of cross-species racism.

There was a battle to fight.

A battle to win. A battle they had to win.

Dhane shouted commands, sending Cobalins to reinforce the bridges or build walls or direct turret fire to where their enemy had started making progress.

Dracina swiped the legs out from under a man. Before he could fall, she shifted back up in a blur and punched him in the chest, sending him careening into those behind him.

Celestira healed a silvery-white gash on her sister’s arm and glared at the middle-aged woman who had landed the attack.

The woman promptly apologized, her eyes wide and full of guilt. For recompense, she dropped her gear and jumped off the cliff.

Some poor man screamed from the loving and hairy embrace of a giant spider. Much to Octoralis’s dismay, when she finished her snack, there wasn’t a line forming at her Free Hugs booth.

Sophie charged in and thrust her vibrator into a man’s chest. It blasted him down the stairs, proving that the jackhammer setting probably needed an adjustment. . . .

Desley’s Assassins hid within the shadows of new cobblestone walls, blocking the flare’s light. Whenever an adventurer broke through, the women shot out from their hiding places, stabbed the adventurer in the butt, then sprinted away, giggling to add insult to injury.

Coach Ricky chided them for the giggling part.

Assassins did not giggle.

Assassins was serious business. And he wasn’t just saying that because he was Asian. He made sure everyone knew that.

Cobalins—standing on top of booster rocks—manned the rock turrets. They each held a hand over their turret, making a gun shape and screaming, “Pew pew pew!” to make it fire.

Sarah was a god of death. She sliced her war scythe through the air, projecting attacks forward in slim blades of crimson that cut through people and released their souls.

Gorlan, on the other hand, looked to be starting a fan club, recruiting anyone who didn’t want to fight, which happened to be more than twenty thus far.

Instead of fighting, they gave each other high fives while Prisha passed out welcome-to-the-dark-side cookies.

Behind them, Knock and his Illusionists wobbled on their feet wearing drunken grins while their naked-girl illusions had been reduced to puddles of boobs, titty side up.

A twisting sense of unease in Dhane’s stomach suggested something was wrong, not adding up. It only took a moment longer to realize what it was.

It’s too easy.

It looked like everyone rushing the village were low-level newbs. Lambs to the slaughter.

And sure, that could be a strategy to wear down his defenses. But the Army of Light had soldiers and actual adventurers, not to mention challengers.

A handful of challengers would be worth hundreds of these people. Why waste all of this money paying and equipping and transporting people that weren’t needed?

A Cobalin yelled, “Boomy!” and pulled the lever on a mounted slingshot. A large pet rock—with an angry face and glowing symbols—smashed into a group of white-haired grannies.

They exploded, blasting their knitting needles out of their hands, all except for one lady who adjusted her spectacles that she didn’t need in heaven.

“Mildred?” she asked, looking around. “Where did you go? It’s almost our turn. Don’t you make me kill that bad boy king by myself, you hear?”

The typical silvery-white glow of their souls lifted up in the air over her head, vanishing.

Except . . . something was different.

Even with the souls visibly gone, they gave off a vibration. Organic, curving lines of ascending souls were tugged in a short jerking rhythm downward, down toward the main ship.

Was that what souls did near a cemetery? If so, they were closer to Dedu Tedu Novus’s cemetery. Unless they had something to prevent Returning in the enemy’s village.

Smart.

He definitely needed to reverse-engineer the collars and make Save Point bracelets or something.

<My King?> came Allirae’s voice through their voodoo doll connection. <You hear me?>

Yes, he sent, scanning the sky for her. She was to drop poison mushrooms onto the ships and report anything unusual.

<Sea portals open. Reinforcements, they bring.>

Shit. Of course they had more fodder. This was only a fraction of their army, which outnumbered them considerably, not to mention that all humans actually had a class and levels.

These defenses weren’t going to hold. This wasn’t a scenario they had planned for. As long as the enemy had a direct line of assault, they could throw an endless wave of bodies until they eventually broke through.

It felt inevitable.

Unless . . . they didn’t have the bridges.

Dhane shouted at the cluster of Cobalins huddled under the picnic tables to grab pickaxes, chisels, axes, hatchets, and anything else they could use against the chains. They jumped at his command and sprinted toward the shed.

“You will all die. Hahahaha!” squeaked Kora’s Teeny Teller. She swung a two-handed hammer into a man, blasting him over the cliffside. She stumbled back, sweat glistening on the sides of her face.

Tom slammed his tower shield into the ground, and a wall of light blocked a Berserker, screaming, “My momma is what?! Grr! You say my dick is small?! Grr! I don’t want to be here?! Grr!”

“G-g-go home . . . then,” Tom said.

Evelyn nodded. “You, umm, super can make your own decisions. I believe in you. If you, like, don’t want to be here, we understand.”

“I don’t have to be here? Grr? I want . . . food!”

Tom withdrew a slice of cake on a dessert plate. “Want s-some cake? C-cake makes me feel better.”

“Fuck yeah!” the Berserker shouted and shoved a group of adventurers back down the steps. “These guys are cool! Go home!”

Dhane crossed to the central anchor and summoned an Exploding Spider on the first chain. At level 6, it did a whopping 84 damage, but the chain was as thick as his fist, giving off a reddish glow.

Kora noticed what he was doing and watched as the spider exploded. The red glow rippled down the chain, seemingly unaffected.

<It is protected,> Lumanima projected in a slow, deep voice. <The mana source is below.>

“Shit,” Dhane said. It seemed obvious—now—that they’d reinforce the chains. They probably had dozens of people feeding mana into a crystal battery.

Kora slammed her hammer against the chain, dealing what appeared to be no damage. At least, not here. Every attack would consume mana.

She blew out a breath. “That doesn’t seem good.”

The Cobalins, holding every tool they could find, including cobblestones and seashells, rushed over, eager to contribute in some way that didn’t require fighting.

“Kora, take over,” he said. “Have everyone not doing anything attack the chains.”

She didn’t pause to question or say something flirtatious. “Three groups!” she shouted and started giving instructions.

Dhane circled the massive steel anchor toward the cemetery. If they couldn’t break the bridges, there was no other option but a tactical retreat.

The thought of running was painful. It meant giving up everything they had created here. But it was only a week’s worth of effort.

They could rebuild.

They had more allies, more Cobalins with soul devices, and more knowledge, experience, and skills. It’d take them half the time, even without a ¤ Village Seed.

The best retreat was into BB’s portal, and such a retreat would require defenses to ensure everyone got out before she moved.

He stopped at the cemetery, at the three slabs of stone, at the broken fountain and dry channels that ran beneath the little bridges near the hedges.

Where the hell was BB’s portal?

He mentally opened his Messages app to ask.

¤ Error

» Communications are currently blocked. If you believe this to be a mistake, please contact customer service. Your eternal satisfaction is important to us.

Shit! Those fucking bastards were blocking communications, which, no doubt, disrupted BB’s moving dungeon portal.

And . . . if he couldn’t send messages, there was no hope for Nick to work a negotiating miracle and forge an alliance, an alliance that could have unlocked their main waypoint.

Two options down.

A niggling thought suggested a certain proposal to be hearted. He’d do it. To save everyone? Of course he’d do it!

He’d take that deal even while his chest filled with the terrible ache of guilt and loss for a certain redhead, fighting with everything she had for his village.

It was Penny all over again. He opened himself to another, and they’d be torn away.

<We no need them, Daddy!> Octoralis projected from where she had pulled a terrified man into the hedges for some snuggling.

Maybe . . . she was right. . . .

He spun back toward the anchor, where Cobalins shouted, “Smash-bang! Smash-bang!” as they attacked the chains with their tools.

Ripples of red light absorbed the impacts.

They might never break through.

Behind them, his friends fought the constant and never ending press of new enemies. Despite the daylight, it was night, and they were exhausted for working hard all day long.

“If you were closer,” he asked Lumanima, “would you be able to identify the mana source?”

There was a fearful buzz at the back of his mind before the dagger replied. <Yes.> A feeling of wanting Dhane to extrapolate was doused by a reluctant understanding of who it was dealing with.

And so, naturally, he had a crazy idea.

An impromptu idea. His favorite.

Dhane ran up to a slingshot . . .

And got in.


Chapter
Fifty-Seven



From here, Dhane could see the four ships sailing through stretched-out sea portals as they ferried new blood to the frontlines. He just wanted to tell them all to go home, get off his lawn-sea-beach-whatever.

There were plenty of people storming the stairs already, all looking for their chance to fight evil.

Whatever happened to parley? No one needed to fight. They could just have a nice sit-down and talk about their differences.

Pfft. As if.

In any case, this new plan wasn’t a terrible plan as far as plans went. A dash of insanity from the Mad King kept people guessing. And if anyone could infiltrate the massive ship below, destroy the mana crystal, and escape, it was him.

He was an expert in such covert operations.

Ask Tarebear.

“Great Shadow?” the slingshot Cobalin leader asked, her forehead furrowed in confusion. She jerked away from the launch lever, not wanting to blast her king off the island. “You be boomy rock?”

“The boomiest,” he confirmed, swallowing the fear that was crawling up his esophagus.

Diving—in the literal sense—headfirst into the army that had come to obliterate him was not exactly his ideal way to die or spend his last minutes of breath in this heaven.

But life was not without its risks. And the Mother of Shadows specifically told him to trust his gut.

Sarah appeared at his side. Her ruby-eyed glare, mixed with equal parts exasperation, conveyed her thoughts before she said, “Are you fucking kidding me? What are you doing?”

“Trusting my gut,” he said as calmly as he could while adjusting the slingshot to—hopefully—land somewhere near the large ship and not on the next island over.

“Your gut is beyond stupid if it thinks handing yourself over is going to help in any way whatsoever.”

“I’m not⁠—”

A woman roared and charged forward, golden transparent shields forming in front of her. She smashed through the wall of Cobalins, leaving her alone for ten tiny Assassins to backstab her in quick succession.

Light flashed, and a man appeared in front of Dracina, his sword glowing. Before he could attack the pink-haired woman, she drove her shin up between his legs so hard, he catapulted into the wave of people behind him, knocking them over the side.

“I’m not handing myself over,” Dhane said over the commotion. A cannonball blasted a chunk of cobblestone wall off, adding a ringing noise to his ears. “They’re using mana to protect the chains. The source is on the ship.”

“That’s—!”

“We’re going to be overrun!”

She glanced at the never-ending, charging adventurers on the bridges, yelling things like, “For the Light!” and “Please don’t hurt me!”

A Trickster’s grenade landed next to a turret. The metallic cylinder was covered in white symbols that flashed quicker and quicker.

One of Knock’s Cobalins threw it back. “Ha! He want to play catch game. I be best at catch game, yes yes!”

It exploded.

“Oh,” said the Cobalin, looking distraught. “My new friend go boom. This war sucks!”

“You can’t go down there!” Sarah said, pointing at the ship. “They have a cemetery. If you die down there, you’ll Return there.”

Gah, he knew that already, knew the risks.

He would wrap one of his collars around his neck if it didn’t block his access to skills. He really needed one of those Save Point bracelets.

It didn’t matter. And this not mattering was apparently evident on his face. Sarah grabbed his arm and—before he could stop her—pulled herself in front of him.

He tensed. “What are you⁠—”

“I’m going with you,” she said, leaning back against him and wrapping his arms around her. Honey and cinnamon washed over him, her hair brushing his cheek.

She turned, her lips mere inches away. What a stupid thing to think about right now, but he couldn’t help it.

<I go go go with you, Daddy!> Octoralis said.

No, he sent back, help defend the left anchor. Without Sarah, their strongest defense suddenly became their weakest.

<Sister sister!> Aranyl projected, climbing over the cliff edge with Faylina and Oriphiel. They must have realized the attack had avoided their cave and came. Thank goodness. <We help defend!>

Octoralis sent conflicting emotions, then dealt with them the best way any woman did, with a snack. The man she grabbed screamed and fainted.

“What’s your stupid plan?” Sarah asked, her voice not annoyed or angry but afraid. She was afraid and yet stood here despite that.

If they weren’t smack dab in the middle of a war, fighting for their survival, he’d kiss her right now, if only because it could be their last, as the cliche went.

Actually, fuck it.

He cupped her cheek and pulled her lips to his.

She went with it, turning to get a better angle and pressing up into him. Her arms wrapped around his neck. Her lips, impossibly smooth, tasted of salt.

Some very time-sensitive seconds later, she broke away and whispered, “Not a very good plan.”

He smiled, soaking in the moment for as long as it could last, categorizing every sensation in the hopes that he could recall each detail again in case he found himself forever entombed in a crystal or imprisoned in a dark cell or any number of very possible and terrible outcomes.

“Get a room!” a lady from the bridge shouted, drawing her bow, the arrow’s fletchings glowing orange. An Impact Arrow, he knew, somehow.

Sarah’s eyes glowed. She turned, and five crimson shards assembled in the air and hit their target with perfect accuracy, dealing 100 damage. It was more than enough to kill.

No one else dared to comment.

“Plan?” she repeated, still too dangerously close for brain cells to function properly.

“Do you need essence?” he asked.

She thought about it for half a second. Her eyes flicked down to his neck, then back. Those misfiring brain cells drudged up the last time she fed on him during certain . . . activities.

She drank from his neck, and a calming sense of warm acceptance doused the feeling of doom. He could certainly get used to this.

Amid war shouts and glowing projectiles, he gave her the briefest of plans, which didn’t sound too crazy. It was either that or Vampiric Bliss was one hell of a drug.

The only part she seemed to hear was that he could turn himself into a cat. She pulled his hood up, amplifying all sounds, and smiled so brightly when his cat ears twitched, his brain bubbled.

Right . . . Win the war. Get the girl.

His priorities were in order.

His motivation peaked.

She pressed her back against his chest.

He hugged her tightly, then gave the signal to start what he hoped to be a plan that saved everyone and didn’t just throw his life away in vain.


Chapter
Fifty-Eight



Dhane clenched his jaw tight and tensed every muscle, clinging to Sarah in the attempt that when the slingshot fired, they didn’t break their backs or something.

“I so sorry,” the Cobalin operating the slingshot said, pressing her fingertips together nervously. “This ride be one person only.”

Before he could reply, she laughed. “I tell joke! Funny joke. Ha! Okay okay. Keep arms en legs in de ride at all times. Bye bye!”

She shoved her weight against the lever. It clicked loudly, then a force snapped him and Sarah forward, going from zero to sixty in an instant.

“Great King!” Dracina’s angry voice yelled after them, barely audible over the whipping noise of passing air.

Perfectly clear, turquoise water rushed below, revealing a sunken ship on its side. King Gigeneepa slammed into another ship, cracking its hull.

Cannons blasted in a series. The heavy metallic projectiles crashed through his crystals, sending shattered shards into the sea. His left pincer cracked.

<Ioo defend my hommme!> the king projected, loud enough to rattle the thoughts of everyone on the bridges and waiting on the ship decks for their turn to charge the meat grinder.

Dhane silenced his mind and his concern for the big crab. He silenced the chaotic sounds of war and Sarah’s beating heart. And from a tranquil mind, focused on one thing only: not splatting.

The soft, cool sensation of a shadow from vibration lines rapidly approached. In the span of a single second, he locked onto a shadow, and the two of them slid from this reality into a realm of dark grays and flecks of fiery embers. It rushed through them, only lasting a mere moment.

The smoke dissipated, leaving them in the humid night air, lit by the blazing sphere that sat low in the sky. The overhead blanket of color—from amber to indigo—had soft specks of white that brightened the further out you looked.

People queued up on a wide plank that stretched from one of the smaller ship’s quarterdeck to the main ship. They gawked in silence, having instantly recognized the infamous ruler before them, cat ears and all.

No doubt . . . given his propensity for wandering in places he shouldn’t, the damn priests made sure everyone knew his face.

Well, shit.

That just made this a wee bit more difficult.

“Excuse me,” he said in his deep, regal voice, donning his persona like a mask, “do you have time to talk about our lord and savior, Crabthulu?”

“What the actual fuck?” Sarah said as crimson gathered into the shape of her scythe.

“All deserve to be saved,” he explained, letting his mana regenerate while his audience remained bemused. The important thing was to stop them from outright attacking before he had the chance to pussify, in the literal sense.

“Oh!” said a woman, “I like crabs.”

“Shut up, Margaret!” a man yelled. “He’s the King of⁠—”

The projection of a crimson blade sliced through him and all those around him. The plank fell to pieces.

People screamed and splashed into the sea between ships. Others drew their weapons. A Tank materialized a tower shield. A Thief drew his daggers and vanished in a puff of smoke.

“Get going!” Sarah yelled, ready to be the best distraction for their very important mission.

Vibration lines spilled out from him in all directions, outlining the gangway, the thick wooden railings, riggings, and officer quarters above. It didn’t look like any tall ship he’d ever seen, like a medieval cruise ship with gangways all the way around and a separate stern.

Royal Guards yelled directions for people to stay in their groups and “What’s happening on the first bridge? Is that Gorlan?”

Six priests of Light, in their identifiable robes and crystals of stolen powers, stood on the poop deck, content to watch and not actually participate.

Among them was . . . Penny.

Dhane stumbled back. A jab of pain speared his chest, the type of pain that armor had no effect on. She was here as some kind of trump card, no doubt.

He wouldn’t let it affect him. All those thoughts, the pain, the guilt of knowing that what happened to her was his fault—all of it went back into his vault.

An Assassin materialized from a streak of smoke next to him, and he graciously handed her a gift of Exploding Spider. “Hi,” he said, refocusing on his task, “can you hold this?”

She went stiff as a board, now holding, palm up, a fuzzy spider exploring its new life.

“Take good care of her,” he instructed. “Bedtime stories and grasshoppers. No gummy worms. You got that?”

She gave a barely perceptible nod.

He turned her around and nudged her toward the bow of the ship, then quickly shrunk and gained a tail. Katsen Polymorph took 40 mana and would last 12 minutes, equal to his current Dexterity.

It wasn’t much time at all.

Not nearly enough time for a proper nap.

He sprinted on the wet gangway planks between the legs of people too dumb to know they should move out of his way.

Gah, water!

Water was the worst!

He hated the feel of it on his pristine black fur and wanted to climb the highest mast and watch the mere mortals fighting their insignificant war. They should be worshiping him and bringing him fish offerings.

He really liked fish. He’d even let the humans pet him to show—only the best of them—favor.

What was he doing?

<I believe,> Lumanima projected, <you are looking for the mana source.>

What the hell? Of course that was what he was doing. It was their very important mission, the one to save the village. Or, at the very least, give them more time to prepare better defenses.

A stalemate was the best outcome they could hope for. They didn’t need to win. They only needed to not lose. The village had everything it required to thrive atop its chunk of land, cliffs on all sides.

“Do you sense it?” he asked, now resisting the lures of kitty mentality.

<It is below.>

Shit. These amazing, lustrous paws—superior to all things . . . except one—were terrible with doors!

He bolted down the gangway and around the corner to the stern, sensing a door there, a door he hoped went down into the hold and not up.

This side of the ship was mostly vacant, or so it appeared in all the odd shadows cast from the flare. Vibration lines etched the forms of maybe thirty or more people hiding behind the three major anchor cranks that tethered the ship to the sea floor.

They whispered among themselves, saying how utterly terrible this was, the war. They didn’t want to be here or fight the King of Shadows.

He sympathized. Even if he didn’t have a connection to those of Shadow, even if he was a goodly citizen of Light, he’d abhor being drafted and forced into a war he didn’t believe in.

His whole life followed a path of freedom. He worked for himself, set his own hours, and accepted the projects he most wanted.

Having a boss that told him what to do would make his fur bristle. He’d bite them for sure. Might even mark the office with his lovely scent.

<Focus,> Lumanima projected.

Dhane sulked.

Damn kitty thoughts. . . .

Anyway, were he one of these people, he’d have left and brought anyone who felt the same. He’d fight for them. And that thought made him realize why the Mother of Shadows had chosen him.

Interesting thought.

He dropped it into his vault.

Luckily, the blurry vibration lines beyond the door indicated downward stairs. Alas, he still had a small paw-related problem.

To solve this and another problem, he scurried through the legs of the soon-to-be meat sacrifices against his defenses and jumped onto a crate amid them.

“A kitty!” a young woman with light brown skin said, smiling. Large golden loop earrings hung from her ears. She hurried over with a crazed look in her eyes that screamed touchy-touchy!

He straightened and commanded in his King of Shadows voice, a very scary and demanding voice, “Sto⁠—”

She yanked him into her arms, cradling him like a newborn babe, and scratched behind his ears.

All thoughts ceased, replaced by the pure ecstasy of touch. His chest vibrated musically, and she giggled in a way that suggested she needed this just as much as he did.

The moment didn’t last.

He was about to demand that she continue to touch him in all the right places: ears, neck, and back, and definitely not his stomach. That was his attack zone. But then he noticed the mood.

Everyone had gone silent. Their eyeballs were protruding from their eye sockets in unhealthy ways. Some started to creep in the opposite direction, taking slow, deliberate steps.

“What?” she asked them, a tinge of panic in her voice. She glanced behind her shoulder, didn’t find anything, and furrowed her brow.

“P-p-put it down,” said an elderly Asian man, padding the air in front of him. “Slowly.”

“Why?” Her voice was barely a squeak.

None of that mattered. Dhane rubbed his head against her hand to get some damn satisfaction, but it was totally not the same!

“H-h-haven’t you heard the rumors?” the man asked in a whisper. There were rumors? It didn’t matter. Lovely scratches mattered. But they weren’t coming! “The King of Shadows can take the form of a . . . cat.”

She let out a relieved breath and giggled.

Dhane made a whining sound he wasn’t proud of, but it said all that needed to be said, especially when combined with the incessant head rubs he was giving. How could he make it any more clear?

“That’s silly,” she said. “Y’all just being silly right now, you know that? It’s just a cat. A real cute, needy little kitty cat, that’s all.”

“Pet me!” he demanded, finally realizing that words were the clearest form of communication. If you wanted something, you simply had to ask for it.

Her shoulders nearly touched the golden loops of her earrings. The thudding from her chest increased rapidly, and something delightfully exciting excreted from her, something like a scent.

He perked up.

It was a concoction of chemicals. Fear.

There was something much better than petting. He wanted her jugular and went for it! Humans—he somehow knew—were so much better than fish!

He hit a wall, an invisible wall. And a tiny, exhausted voice at the back of his mind said, <You’re not . . . a Katsen.> It sounded remarkably similar to, You’re not . . . possessed, which turned out to be completely and entirely false.

He was a Katsen!

Wait. No he wasn’t.

Damn kitty thoughts. Again!

Was it this bad the last time he polymorphed?

<It . . . was,> Lumanima whispered.

Shit. Dhane was wasting precious time trying to get these human servants to give him the proper respect and pets and a heated blanket or a nice spot in the sun or a cardboard box—if he fits, he sits.

It became abundantly clear that some skills had severe tradeoffs. He channeled for three seconds to end the skill. Most of the mana had regenerated anyway, and now he could open the damn door himself.

The world shrunk as he grew within a swirl of smoke. The young woman stumbled backward a few steps. Everyone else started to fall over themselves and run.

“Stop!” he commanded in his King of Shadows voice, which cut through the commotion of distant shouts and booms and clanging weapons, “or I will consume your souls!”

Despite having never actually consumed a soul, the words were like magic, seizing control of muscles and making everyone freeze on the spot.

Heart rates spiked, breaths ceased, and someone hit the deck like a bag of bones. All eyes went to said person, then back to him.

“He will recover.” Technically, he did cause that reaction, just not by sucking down the man’s soul like a smoothie.

Dhane summoned Lumanima and fed a glob of mana to the dagger. It must have used a lot of mana to stop him from attacking the poor woman, who didn’t even want to be here.

None of them did.

Perhaps there was a benefit to being possessed. That thought got a warm reaction from the weapon.

“Come closer,” he demanded. As much as using fear turned his stomach, without it, these people would have fled and gotten pulled back into the war.

They glanced at each other, visibly swallowed like a school of fish out of water, and crept closer. If they were fighters, their reaction would have been entirely different.

But they weren’t. They were just people, people who were being used as fodder for an army that cared nothing about protecting them.

This whole scenario made no sense. Forcing these people into the army made no sense. Sending them instead of their actual army made- no- sense.

Dhane summoned his soul device, turned to the young woman, and held it out to exchange contact information. “I’m Dhane,” he said in his normal voice with a dollop of extra friendliness.

“I . . . am . . . Tanisha?” she said. A pink phone materialized in her hand, and they bonked their devices together.

As if no one could believe what was happening, affinity requests poured in like a DDoS attack, pinging his server repeatedly. He returned their requests truthfully.

“I don’t want to fight you,” he said earnestly. “My people don’t want to fight, either. We’re way the hell out here to avoid fighting. But the priests of Light won’t leave us alone.”

“We ain’t lookin’ for a fight neither,” she said and looked to the others who nodded. They were either agreeing or going with the flow to avoid being turned into a soul slurpy.

“Then go here.” He tapped in the coordinates of the spider knight’s cave and sent it to her.

“But we can’t. We’ve got marks,” she said, showing the red asterisk symbol on the back of her hand, the symbol that gave the Army of Light their coordinates. The others showed their marks as well.

“The army’s not going to pursue you while they’re attacking my village. If they win, just say you fell overboard and got lost searching for more vile, evil villages to destroy.”

She mulled that over and shrugged. “That ain’t sound like a bad idea. But what about you?”

“The bridges are protected by a mana source. I need to destroy it.”

“Ooh! I know exactly where that’s at. We all just gave some mana a little while back. But you know, there’s a whole bunch of guards hanging down there.”

“Figured as much,” he said, mentally preparing to be a cat again. It was the best way to get in fast and do some damage, then escape if he didn’t get distracted by a mouse or something.

She held her chin with two fingers and tapped her lips, squinting at him as if considering something. “Then why not take this?”


Chapter
Fifty-Nine



The door at the back of the ship was, as luck would have it, locked. That was until a spider-size hole blasted through the locking mechanism.

Dhane raced down the steps as Vibration Sight expanded into the dim light below. He now looked the part of an official soldier of the Army of Light, dressed in light brown leather armor, accented in white with a bit of extra boob space.

In addition to her armor, Tanisha gave him her map data, which revealed a room beneath the bow. It made the most logical sense to place the mana source where it could reach all three bridges equally.

Her map, however, didn’t contain much information on the rest of the ship.

<Daddy, hurry hurry hurry! Bad people, they no stop coming. Sister sister hurt.> A trickle of XP warmed the back of his mind.

I’m almost there, he sent back. Everyone else was fighting while he turned himself into a cat and licked his ass. And Sarah was in the middle of it, the most dangerous place for her.

She was the strongest person he knew. Still, the thought of losing her—this woman he barely even knew but somehow knew—was crushing, terrifying.

<I give more bad hugs! Come heeere little human. . . .>

He reached the bottom step and sprinted forward through a galley connected to a long hall of doors that ended at another door. It, too, was locked, and it, too, became unlocked in an explosive manner.

Pieces of wood shot in all directions and scattered across the floor of an enormous room.

No torches flickered. No crystals glowed. The room was pitch black, only visible by the vibration lines that explored every crease and every crack.

“What the hell?” he said, his voice sounding small in the vast darkness. It was just him, the sloshing of water against the hull, and a very distant battle happening above deck.

They built this oversized ship, and most of it was . . . this? That said, as dark as it was, it wasn’t empty. It very clearly wasn’t empty.

The vibration lines marked a dozen massive wooden crates that were a good sixty feet long, ten wide, and ten high. The lines were bright and squiggly, vibrating at a constant rate, obscuring symbols carved into the wood.

He sprinted down the center of them.

Even the air felt . . . charged, filled with a sense of buzzing power, not too unlike a waypoint stone but a lot more.

<This room has much energy,> Lumanima projected in a ponderous voice. <But it is not the mana source.>

As much as Dhane wanted to give in to the curiosity of an explorer and pry one of these boxes open, there simply was no time. He was already late, and everyone else was paying the price.

A haunting visual from his nightmare surfaced. It was from the anxious part of him, the overwhelmed-in-the-weight-of-doom part of him. It showed him returning to his village, too late to make a difference.

Fuck. That.

He kicked up his speed and reached the door on the far side seconds later. It was unlocked and swung open on silent hinges.

“Those damn shadowlings,” a deep voice echoed from a room further ahead, the door sitting ajar.

This section of the ship had columns of wood, hanging lanterns, and alcoves full of chests with glowing symbols on their fronts, held in place by nets.

Signs indicated this was storage for cannonballs, ballista bolts, deep water explosives, toxic barrels, among other seafaring weapons.

Shit. They were equipped to attack the Veetamors. In fact, that was probably why they were building ships in the first place until new info gave them the location of Dedu Tedu Novus.

Thanks, Kevin and Silas, Dhane thought bitterly.

He needed to be less trusting of people. But that just went against his nature: trust first until he had reason not to trust.

He sprinted past the storage chest, past wide doors on either side, and past unoccupied Return stones, then slowed his pace as he neared the far door.

A pink glow filled the gaps on all sides and made a wedge shape along the floor. Heavy breaths could be heard from what sounded like a lot of people.

Vibration lines explored the room, mirroring the map information Tanisha had given him. It was nearly as wide as the ship, flat on this side, curved to a point on the other.

More than half the room had people sitting and slumped on the floor. They were taking turns to feed mana to a giant crystal at the front of the room, wrapped in chains from three holes in the ceiling.

<That is the source,> Lumanima confirmed.

Sixteen guards took up places along the walls.

“The mana is dropping,” a woman said in an irate tone. She was wearing a robe. “Fix it.”

“Look around!” the man said. He had the gear of a soldier, leather and smooth metal. “We need more people. Constantly draining mana like this affects Stamina. They’re not batteries.”

“You said⁠—”

“I know what I said. But I wasn’t accounting for extreme stupidity. Those damn monsters should have stopped attacking the chains when it was obviously doing nothing. And the priests should be using our soldiers, not bakers and farmers!”

“Just do your job,” she said cooly. “How many more do you need?”

He motioned to the guards around the room. “Let me use these guards.”

“Not happening. They are necessary.”

“Then four squads, and not a soul less. This crystal construct was not designed to lose all of its mana. It’s already starting to crack.”

The woman touched a crystal embedded in her wrist, then frowned.

The man shook his head. “No one is going to attack the crystal. It’s in the most defensive location. The King of Shadows isn’t just going to barge through that door, you know?”

Well, if that wasn’t a cue call, Dhane didn’t know what was. Before he could think better of it, he pulled his hair in front of his face—doing his best impersonation of Cousin It from Adam’s Family—and pushed the door open.

“Yo, mannn,” he said, mimicking a certain Assassin, the poster child of this is your brain on drugs. “This place is craaazy.”

The man and woman both snapped their attention to him while a room of forty people, covered in sweat, looked ready to pass out. The guards tensed.

“Soldier,” the woman said. She wasn’t much older than twenty, but she carried herself in such a way that felt far more mature. Her white hair was pulled back, her skin a pale pink, and her golden-silver eyes looked at him in barely hidden disgust. “Where is your squad?”

“Them?” Dhane said in a too-high-pitched voice. He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Bathroom breaks. So, where’s my cake?” That bit came from Tom. This persona was highly impressionable.

“What cake?” the woman asked.

The man—clearly a higher level by the quality of his gear—had black hair and a chiseled jaw. He looked ready to draw his long sword and stick someone with it.

“Cakey!” Dhane said, elongating the vowels to an extreme. “I’mma goood boy. I sucked on Tara’s toes. I polished Rob’s sword with the good stuff, ya know? And and and Gil? He said to come here for cake. My reward for being squad member of the week. They even took my picture.”

She glared, annoyed and something else . . . was that suspicion? Those cold, metallic eyes probably saw straight through his act.

He clung to sweat that wanted to percolate upon his brow and maintained a doofus smile.

Weren’t the Changed Reditai all connected like the Borg from Star Trek? If she knew who he was, the whole above-deck army would soon become the below-deck army. Not that sixteen guards couldn’t take him out easily.

The corner of her lips turned up.

Oh, shit. It wasn’t suspicion. No . . . it was lust.

Why the hell not?

“You’re cute,” she said, her voice not as cold as before. “You’re coming with me, but no talking. It’s grating.”

“Take him,” the man said with a sigh and waved his hand. “Can’t have much mana anyway, but I need four squads.”

“They’re already coming,” she snapped.

Gah! Dhane was most definitely not that attractive. He was the averagest of average Joes!

Somehow, this magical effect he had on women—even while pretending to be an extreme idiot; was that a turn-on to the fairer sex?—was going to lose him this battle and then the war. All those of Shadow would suffer because this woman thought he was . . . cute.

Absolutely ridiculous.

Which meant he needed to do something. What did one do when confronted with a problem? They leaned further into their persona, of course.

“Mana? Like this?” he said and summoned a sphere of 100 mana, letting it flow out from his core and hover above his hand. It would have been more, but he had developed an attachment to his spidey undies.

“How do you have so much?” the man asked.

“Duuude,” Dhane said like it was obvious. “I’ve got the rings. Rings of mana.”

“Those are expensive.”

“Nah,” he said, spinning the sphere of mana like a basketball at the tip of his finger, “got them for free. This rich lady-girl, all she wanted was me to put my tongue on her no-no square. Easiest- job- ever!”

“You’re good at that?” the woman asked, eyebrows raising.

This was backfiring. Look at the damn mana, he mentally commanded the duo. “Totally. I was a professional stamp licker in my last life. So, where do I stick it?”

She blushed.

“The mana,” he clarified.

The man motioned to the crystal, and Dhane stepped past them. With his mana out in the open like this, the crystal pulled on it as if hungry, wanting to absorb the power.

He sucked it in like slobber before it could hit the floor and summoned an Exploding Spider instead. Once the first materialized on the back of the crystal, he triggered Skill Echo to drop another, then fed the remaining mana into the glowing pink rock.

It’d take roughly five minutes to regenerate the mana unless he used Mana Pulse from his artifact to recover 58 points. But it was best to not use it unless he had to, so the spiders would count to 50 before they exploded.

The door opened from behind, and people stormed in. For a brief second, it looked like they were there for him, but the man immediately took over and had them line up.

“I’m Reditus Launa,” the woman said casually, walking around people on the floor to the door. “You are?”

“Rickom,” he said, combining Ricky and Tom’s names.

“No, that won’t do. You’re Bastian. Follow me, Bastian, and don’t talk unless spoken to. Do as I wish, and I’ll make sure you get that . . . cake.” She smiled.

Dhane—AKA Bastian—grinned like a lucky boy and followed her to the door. People watched, jealous. They obviously wanted to escape this hellish room of exhaustion and body odor.

Something slammed against the ship. It sounded like an explosion. People shouted and stumbled. Water leaked through the boards.

<Ioo destroy biggoo ship!> King Gigeneepa projected, still out fighting the good fight.

“Protect the crystal!” the man commanded and grabbed what looked like a metal spatula from the wall. Others grabbed their own spatulas, and the symbols across all of them started to light up.

Nothing ever went to plan!

Dhane mentally encouraged his exploding spiders to go boom. They were having trouble counting anyway and happily let their insides become their outsides.

The crystal shattered like a shrapnel grenade, firing shards in all directions. One slammed into his shoulder, puncturing a good two inches before stopping, dealing 37 of his 164ap from Spider Armor.

Others were hit, but they, too, had armor.

Reditus Launa gasped. She was on the floor, a pink shard half buried in her stomach. Her face was contorted in pain, and she tried to remove the foreign object but couldn’t get a grip on it.

Her eyes, once cold, once flirtatious, were now a combination of pain, fear, and desperation. “T-take it out,” she whispered, tears gathering on her lashes, “please.”

For fuck’s sake, she was his enemy, an enemy that had no problem sending hundreds of people to die.

But he was not them.

He hated seeing others suffer, especially women. Women were his weak spot. It probably had something to do with all those years trying to rescue the princess only to find she was in another castle.

So, it might be stupid or . . . maybe it was genius—another layer to his cover—but he tore the shard free, making her scream in agony before sighing as the three seconds passed and the pain ended.

Just like the other Changed Reditai, her soul wasn’t a silvery-white glow. Beneath her skin was a black so dark, not even his Vibration Sight could penetrate it.

Sweat coated the sides of her face. She gave him a look that guaranteed he was getting some damn cake, maybe after some taco. And to make use of this opportunity, he scooped her up in his arms, and escaped the room, crossed through the side doors to the gun deck, and hurried up a set of stairs.

She didn’t complain. In fact, her heart did that little skippy-skip thing that confirmed she was loving every second of this.

Above deck, Royal Guards directed the flow of people to the bridges. Others were yelling and pointing toward the starboard side.

“It’s coming back!” a woman yelled, she had armor that looked as if it were made from kelp. She waved her arms, and the air turned into a spherical vortex, gathering moisture.

The chains that held the bridges up no longer gave off the slight glow of red. Dhane mentally opened the voodoo doll’s door to Ricky.

<Yo! Ricky speaking, how might I direct your call?>

Break the chains! Dhane sent.

<Dude, that’s craaazy deep. The chains of societal expectations. The chains of self-doubt. The chains of⁠—>

Ricky!

<Yup, that’s my name.>

Break the chains on the anchors.

<Ohhh! You got it, bossman.>

And now for the great escape, which couldn’t be any easier than to run up some stairs. It all worked out surprisingly well, which just proved the Mother of Shadows was right about trusting his gut.

A quick scan over the people and the ships didn’t reveal Sarah anywhere. Veritus Scyla and a few other priests and . . . Penny—white hair, golden-silver eyes—hadn’t moved a step.

Those new eyes of hers met his and lingered. Her forehead furrowed, and her mouth opened as if on its own, preempting the need to shout words and alert everyone to the King of Shadow’s presence.

Righty then. No point in dilly-dallying.

He gently put Reditus Launa down. She looked a bit disappointed. “Save that cake for me,” he said dramatically. “I will defeat the King of Shadows for you, my love!”

His love life always escalated quickly.

“Wait!” she called after him, like a lover would. This world. . . . He charged toward the right bridge. Without the protection on its chains, it wouldn’t last for long, then the village would be safe again.

Hopefully, Sarah—having already created a good distraction—had returned to the village as planned. Fighting here for any prolonged period would be suicide for anyone, challenger or not.

His foot touched the first step of the stairs.

Penny yelled something.

Everyone’s attention turned to him.

And Sarah, like a comet, slammed into the deck so hard, it cracked.

Shit.


Chapter
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The flow of time crept between seconds. Slow-motion picture frames revealed people’s panicked expressions as they pushed away from the impact of what they probably thought was a cannonball.

The flare in the sky started to dim, no longer noon-bright but somewhere near dusk. It was probably this that made all the silvery-white wounds on Sarah stand out.

They glowed from cuts on her face, her arms, her side, and her thigh. Two black shards protruded from her chest.

No. . . .

It was the only word that could squeeze into his brain. No. No. He would not lose her here, following his crazy plan. If it came to it, he’d much rather die in her place.

The village didn’t need him. It needed someone far stronger than him. It needed Sarah, the one who gave up everything to come back and help the Cobalins.

She could be the Queen of Shadows, a leader in this eternal war that others would follow. She could be the balance this world needed.

Compared to her, he was nothing.

That thought spiderwebbed itself across all the myriad options he had to solve this one problem. Not an endless list of problems. Just one.

Time rushed forward.

Sarah sucked in a shaky breath, kneeling on the ruined deck, black leather armor torn, her beautiful eyes a luminescent red.

<I come come come, Daddy!> Octoralis projected. She sprinted down the bottom side of the bridge.

Reditus Launa grabbed Dhane’s chest armor, a look of despair on her face. “You can’t go! If you die, you won’t—” She jerked and cupped her mouth.

If he died?

Something clicked into place, and all the strange things that didn’t make any sense made . . . some sense. This whole attack on his village was a ruse.

The Changed Reditai wanted those of Light to die. It was a giant sacrifice that had something to do with those massive crates in the ship’s hold.

He needed time to think but didn’t have any!

Reditus Launa’s eyes went round, belatedly realizing something important, something Penny had said a mere moment prior. “You’re the King of Shadows? For fuck’s sake! I’m always falling for the bad boys.”

His natural response would have been overly charming and fake, another mask, but his attention snagged on something impossible.

“Ah-huh. . . .” he said instead.

The usually dependable thinking organ in his skull let out a series of brain farts as if it had just gone on an ice cream binge while being lactose intolerant.

A rush of smoke from Octoralis jumped back into his soul, bringing her memories of fighting off the swarms of humans that were purposely there to die.

Half her health was missing and now healing.

<Daddy!> she proclaimed with great enthusiasm, seeing what he was seeing. <There be another sexy sexy sexy Sarah!>

Two Sarahs.

The doppelgänger had loose curls of black hair and vibrant purple eyes. She wore dark armor made of leather, chainmail, and feathers.

Instead of using a war scythe, she held two wicked-looking black blades, longer than a dagger, shorter than a sword, accented in purple.

Without thought, he called to her affinity and got nothing in return except a hovering health bar, marking her as having a neutral affinity.

¤ Raven [1,132/1,478hp]

× Elite Humanoid Fighter · Lvl. 48

His mind caught up.

This was Sarah’s torn soul. . . .

Another realization—his brain now functioning on all cylinders, turbo mode engaged—somehow knew the two souls could become one again, and if Sarah lost, she’d be consumed, replaced, gone.

Raven shot forward and slammed into Sarah, who blocked both blades with her scythe’s shaft, then blurred in a movement to the side.

A crimson arch sliced out from her, instantly killing four people who didn’t get out of the way. But Raven easily deflected the attack with a flick of her wrist, a cold smile on her lips.

<Why they fight?> Octoralis asked. <Go seduce her, Daddy! Two Sarahs, of course, better than one.>

An urgent prodding from Lumanima yanked his attention to a man with short brown hair, golden chain earrings, and wearing brass armor. He thrust his sword that collided with the blue-tinged steel of a dagger materializing from smoke.

Reditus Launa hurried out of the way. “Stop this! I-I want him alive.”

“I don’t fucking care,” the man said and pressed his attack, swinging and jabbing. Each deflected attack made his sword glow a bit brighter. On the fifth, a blast shot out around the man, dealing 88 damage to everyone nearby.

Dhane’s Spider Armor dropped to 71ap, regaining 2 points every 5 seconds.

People screamed. Their skin bubbled before they turned a silvery white and dissolved into the air. Others jumped overboard, while even more pushed onto the bridges or escaped down the gangways.

“You will stop!” Reditus Launa commanded, her voice firm and furious. She held a lime green crystal and looked ready to use it.

“I will,” the man said, “kill the King of Shadows. All will praise Challenger Malory for ending this war!” He turned his attack onto the priest. His sword illuminated in waves of golden light.

She jerked, not expecting him to attack, and fumbled the crystal. Unspent energy tore out of her hand, leaving a black zigzag across her skin.

Dhane—for no smart reason—found himself in front of her the next second, his blade moving almost as if on its own. He trusted the instincts that Lumanima fed him.

The sword deflected to the side, and the man growled. He moved to attack again, but the sudden rush of black smoke that formed into Octoralis forced him back.

<I eat?> she asked and knew the answer without needing a reply. She pounced, and the man flickered, momentarily turning into light to evade the attack.

Dhane glanced at Reditus Launa, who looked utterly bewildered, now knowing who he was.

Sarah rolled across the deck, and her crimson scythe spun in the air above her like a shield, shattering black shards thrown by Raven.

“Fire!” the kelp-armored woman shouted.

A dozen earsplitting booms vibrated the deck as cannonballs launched at King Gigeneepa, breaking his shell but not his determination.

A jolt of pain came from Octoralis. The fucking challenger had sliced his golden weapon through her right frontal leg, searing it off in one attack.

Dhane shot forward, deflected the man’s next attack, and carved Lumanima through his neck. But that was not enough for this asshole. With a mental trigger and 26 mana, Scorching Radiance—the dagger’s skill—enabled.

Critical strike. 122 damage, all in white, lifted into the air. A streak of fire burned on the man’s skin for three seconds, dealing an additional 12 damage.

The challenger swore. He threw his sword out and spun like a blender. The blade elongated three times its length as pure white light.

Reditus Launa fell to the floor, cradling her head.

The blade sliced through Dhane once before he could react, dealing 76 damage and breaking Spider Armor. He blocked the second time and the third and the fourth, but Octoralis didn’t.

She was hit twice, rending the last of her health away. Her legs gave out, and she dropped to the deck. Her last projecting plea before dissipating into smoke was . . .

<Save . . . Sarah . . . Daddy. . . .>

A Royal Guard slashed her sword down Sarah’s back. She cried out and dropped, then burst into a red mist, evading a second guard’s attack, a man who had slammed his shield into the deck.

She appeared behind him, grabbed his neck⁠—

A third guard Flash Stepped into her, knocking her into the doppelgänger. The woman thrust a black blade straight through Sarah’s stomach and out the back, coated in silvery-white soul.

Dhane’s heart lurched.

She screamed a terrible sound, then sucked in quick breaths through her teeth. Her health bar was down to 46 out of 400—such a stark difference to the woman who looked like her.

Challenger Malory, no longer a blender, whooped and angled his sword at Dhane. “Killed your stupid spider pet. What a weak⁠—”

The ship groaned from the weight of King Gigeneepa clinging to its side. He snatched the challenger in a giant pincer and snapped the bug-eyed, shocked man in half.

The moment of satisfaction was fleeting.

“Fire!” ordered the kelp-armored woman, and cannons boomed at point-blank range. The vibration lines of the hull below, outlining the gun ports, exploded into splinters and bent metal.

Half of the crab king’s side was missing entirely. <Ioo die . . . honorable death,> he projected before falling back into the sea.

People cheered. They laughed and pointed from across the ships in the fading light, celebrating the death of a genuinely good soul who had lived to help his people.

It was sickening. . . .

It turned Dhane’s stomach.

The rage, the sorrow, the guilt all boiled beneath the surface, and yet, what the hell could he do?

In all the fighting, those not here by choice ran, leaving the rest as actual soldiers in the Army of Light and some Royal Guards or challengers.

He was one against an army.

Sarah caught his eye.

She had fought harder than anyone and was now broken and cut, terrified and sad. Her cheeks held the slight impression of scales. Her pupils were elongated into vertical slits.

Even without essence, she fought her inner demon just long enough to mouth a single word, a single plea to him: Go.

Like hell he’d just leave her!

Raven twisted her blade, dropping Sarah’s health 7 points and making her whimper.

Her fingers curled into claws, but her inner demon didn’t know what to do. Moving, attacking, retreating . . . anything she did would kill her.

“Stop!” Dhane yelled. If she died, there was a good chance she wouldn’t Return, not with whatever the Changed Reditai were doing.

“Oh?” Raven said, her voice the same as Sarah’s but nothing like her: slow, melodious, almost a purr that sent a chill down his spine. “Does she mean something to you? She means everything to me.”

The woman let go of her second blade, and the metal dissolved into black feathers, then smoke. She stroked Sarah’s cheek.

A slow clap pulled everyone’s attention to Veritus Scyla and the Changed Reditai among her, standing on the raised deck, enjoying the show.

Penny was glaring at Sarah, hands balled into fists as if she were jealous, as if a part of the old Penny was still in there, the Penny he had shared himself with before she was turned into . . . this thing, cold and uncaring.

“How convenient,” Veritus Scyla said, her voice carrying across all the ships, the bridges, and up the cliffs where his village fought, “for the King of Shadows to be here. Have you come to surrender?”

Surrender? The thought hadn’t crossed his mind, but now the word lit up, bright as lightning.

He donned his regal persona, stood straighter, and deepened his voice. “I have,” he said, depositing Lumanima and showing his palms as a sign of surrender. Dagger or not, he was aware of all those around him, each likely stronger, especially without his soul spider.

“On two conditions,” he continued, “You leave my village alone, and you release Challenger Sarah.”

He glanced at Sarah, her health slowly dropping by the second from bleed damage. The tiniest spark of hope flickered in his chest.

Veritus Scyla exhaled a single surprised laugh that chained to another, then all-out cackled, her voice echoing across the dimming sea.

“Conditions?” she asked, still smiling. “No. I do not accept your conditions. I do not need your surrender. And your challenger, betrayer of her affinity, will suffer for her crimes.”

That flicker of hope died.

Then something plopped on his shoulder.

<Hiii hiii!> projected Zizi—the enthusiastically positive zebra spider—before burrowing into his armor. Her appearance seemed to confirm that he was never alone and should never give up.

He had an idea. . . .

But he’d need to time it perfectly.

“Take him,” Veritus Scyla said, “and destroy the village that corrupts Light by sharing an affinity with Shadow. We do not give mercy to our⁠—”

A resonant crashing noise replaced all sounds. The chains had snapped. Hundreds of metal planks clanged against each other as they fell, drowning out the screams from those who were on the bridges.

Everyone on the deck whipped around to watch their assault end, and Dhane took that opportunity to Shadow Shift.

Smoke rushed through him, then vanished, leaving him next to Sarah. She looked at him, brows arched together, pain evident in her eyes.

For whatever reason, this version of her always saw him as a lifeline. She trusted him implicitly, which made this more difficult.

He only hoped she understood.

His hand went up and thrust down as wisps of black smoke formed into the Reditai’s ¤ Sacrificial Knife. It plunged into her chest. She gasped. And he triggered the effect.

“Fuck!” Raven screamed over the loud splashing and clanging. Her sword slipped from her fingers and broke into feathers. She went for Sarah’s neck as if to feed and bit into stone.

Dhane pulled the knife free and threw it off the ship as far as he could, just in case his next plan didn’t work. The blade spun until it was out of sight.

He mentally shoved a voodoo-doll door open to Kora or Lora.

<Holy crap!> she projected. <Dhane? Is that you?>

He told her to find the sacrificial knife in the sea. Lora was an Aquanda. She could do this.

The connection abruptly ended when Raven backhanded him. The sheer force of the impact sent him head over heels, landing like a damn cat in a squat, face screaming in pain.

His Army of Light armor was reduced to 0ap, and his health dropped to 74 out of 120.

“You will die,” she said in that chilling voice of hers. Luckily, that was his plan. Another win-win solution to make everyone happy.

He mentally equipped one of the two collars he had as she dove forward, black feathers forming into her blade.

He welcomed death, might have even smiled.

The blade—as devilishly sharp as it was—had no problem whatsoever slicing through the leather collar, stopping just shy of cutting his neck.

She smiled, showing her fangs. “Clever. But I just remembered, the priests want you alive. What joy. I can have fun severing your most cherished parts from you. Slowly.”

Her vivid purple eyes glanced down, making mini-Dhane shiver, and not in the good way.

That, most definitely, wasn’t a win-win solution!

More clanging noise made it difficult to think. How hard could it be to die! Then came an idea.

He summoned an Exploding Spider on his back with explicit instructions to go boom in two seconds—it could at least count that high—and equipped the second collar.

Raven blurred. The spider exploded dutifully but did so over the sea waves where she had flung it with the tip of her sword.

Shit!

He equipped ¤ Katsen Leather Armor. But Mana Pulse and the polymorph skill refused to trigger because of the damn collar!

No, not the damn collar.

The solution.

This is going to hurt. He clenched his jaw, grabbed the collar, and yanked, willing it to consume his life essence and shock him to death.

It snapped.

Of course it snapped! Cut through from behind.

Raven laughed. She was a bird playing with its worm. Her hand seized his wrist and shoved it up between his shoulder blades. She yanked his head back with a handful of his hair and sunk her teeth into his neck.

Even without giving permission, his essence flowed out from him, beguiled by the demon’s artful strokes of her tongue.

“Ohhh,” she purred against his neck. His veins burned as if set on fire. “You’re delicious. No wonder my other half likes you.”

She had ungodly strength.

The punishment to his arm released a steady stream of white damage numbers. They floated overhead, up toward the sails where a large flying serpent, with pink feathers down its sides, filled the orange, star-speckled sky.

“Flarking hell!” Dracina roared.


Chapter
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The burning sphere high above went out, dissolved away to spent pearlescent mana that shimmered against the black of night.

Torchlight blanketed the deck. People shouted from the sea, some voices cutting off abruptly. Cobalins launched rocks that dinged and clunked ineffectively against the ships.

Dhane fought down the rising panic in his chest. Death was no longer an option. He had to escape. But not at the cost of his friends!

Dracina slammed into the central mast, snapping the wood in half. Sails teetered and crashed into the others, their ropes entangling.

“Kill it!” Veritus Scyla commanded in a voice that no longer held an edge of amusement. Things weren’t going so well for her anymore. “Yuri, bring out the ballistas. Erin, launch another day flare. We’re not leaving until that village is eradicated!”

They weren’t going to stop. . . .

Another flying serpent cut through the air and transformed into Celestira. She landed in front of the Changed Reditai. “You- give- pain,” she said in her soft yet determined voice.

She touched Veritus Scyla’s cheek with golden glowing fingertips, making the woman scream as her skin decayed into stretched leather. Her left eye shriveled like an old grape, turning a milky white.

A challenger or soldier or whatever the fuck he was appeared out of nowhere and sliced his blade down Celestira’s chest to her hip, cleaving a bright line of silvery white.

No. . . .

She grunted and stumbled back toward the railing facing the main deck, hands shaking, looking between four other approaching soldiers.

“Get out of here!” Dhane yelled, fighting against Raven’s hold. His veins continued to burn by whatever she did to him, filling him with pain instead of Vampiric Bliss.

Celestira hissed at the approaching enemies. Thick thorny vines grew from the wooden rails and impaled a man, lifting him off his feet, legs kicking.

“My . . . face,” Veritus Scyla said in shock, tenderly touching her decayed flesh. Her brows pinched, and she screamed, “Kill that fucking bitch!”

The twang of a stressed string releasing was louder than all the shouts and splashes and falling splintered pieces of wood from the main mast. White vibration lines of a large bolt streaked through the darkness.

It pierced Dracina.

She roared. “Owie owie owie!”

Shit! She was going to die at this rate!

Both of them were going to die.

He jerked against Raven’s hold so hard, his arm would have snapped in any other reality. Instead, he made little progress while taking more damage to his ¤ Katsen Leather Armor. It dropped to 84/122.

She snickered, her breath warm against his ear. For a flash of a second, she was Sarah, but Sarah was gone, safe. That was his only consoling thought.

“Friends of yours?” Raven asked, a hint of excitement in her voice. “It’s only fair I get to take something from you . . . since you took something from me.”

Celestira knocked back two of the soldiers with a whipping vine. Her breaths were frantic. She wasn’t a fighter—she was a healer! The only reason why she was here at all was because of her king.

A Royal Guard painted large arrows in the air with ink and launched them. One pierced her shoulder, the wicked tip protruding from her back a few inches.

She clenched her jaw and pulled on the bolt, but the ink was slick in her hands, coating them in black. The attempt to remove it only did more damage and encouraged the others to attack.

Her hand shot out in a wave, and another vine swept in front of her, barring their progress.

The Changed Reditai didn’t appear concerned. They were back to being stone-faced observers. Penny, on the other hand, watched Dhane, something like concern on her face.

Raven twisted his arms behind him and wrapped his wrists with a familiar rope by how it buzzed, eager to shock him.

“You’re my toy now,” she said, stepping out in front and drawing a finger along his jaw, “so don’t go anywhere. This’ll only take a moment.”

“Leave her alone!” he shouted at her back, and she flashed a grin over her shoulder. She told the two dozen soldiers on the deck to not let her toy run away or they’d be severely punished.

Dhane desperately pulled his life essence to his core, wishing he had voodoo dolls connected to his personal bodyguards.

Gah, they should have been the first! And now, he didn’t have an easy way to command them to leave, even if it meant letting him die.

<We will fight,> Lumanima projected, sending a wave of determination through their bond.

The dagger materialized in Dhane’s hands.

The soldiers noticed.

He sliced the rope in half, refusing its offer to shock him. Without Octoralis, he wasn’t able to convert the symbols and deposit it.

“Raven!” he yelled at her, but she ignored him, strutting toward the stairs to the upper deck. Black feathers formed into her swords.

He ran toward her.

A sword sliced for his head, stopping with a clang against Lumanima.

“Grab his arms!” the man—the owner of said sword—commanded the others.

The first person who tried turned into a silvery-white soul after suffering half a dozen quick strikes to critical locations, each successive crit dealing more damage.

Dracina rounded the ship and slammed into another mast, this one above the Changed Reditai.

The wood shattered. The whole mast crashed down toward the Reditai and stopped at the edge of a Royal Guard’s Area Shield skill, like a transparent bubble.

“Help Cel—!” Dhane tried to yell, but another soldier burst forward with her spear. She moved faster than at a full sprint.

He relaxed his focus and reacted precisely in whatever way felt correct. His body dropped and spun, driving his foot across her legs.

She fell.

He grabbed her spear.

The next soldier impaled himself on it.

Shadow Shift burned his mana down to 27/105. It took him two feet beyond the original soldier. The moment he appeared, someone shouted, “There there, he’s there!”

A rock slammed into that man’s head, followed by distant cheers. The army of Cobalins watched from the above cliff edge.

“Poke’m in de booty!” a Lucky Lady yelled.

Dhane stabbed the first soldier three times in the back, then used Scorching Radiance on the last strike, aptly aimed at the man’s booty. It was just enough to break the armor and catch him on fire.

The man screamed.

Others volunteered to beat his ass.

A woman launched arrow after arrow, and each shaft shattered before it could strike its target. A bowling ball-sized rock slammed into her chest and exploded, hitting others.

Light shot across the deck, forming a protective wall from Light Shield.

Dhane shifted gravity to pull toward the shield and ran up it, then dropped horizontally, using the gravity to launch him forward.

Another ballista fired, the bolt grazing Dracina’s white scales. She swerved toward the other ships, the ones less protected.

Celestira turned. She had nicks covering her arms and looked utterly drained from holding off so many attackers. They completely surrounded her.

She shoved both hands toward Raven, who was now only thirty feet away. Two bundles of four vines burst forward, their tips black and sharp.

Raven sliced through them without effort. She moved in a blur and stopped right in front of Celestira, two blades through her stomach.

“No!” Dhane yelled, finally getting her attention, what he had needed all this time to tell her to escape, to not risk her life for his.

She mouthed Dracina before her soul enveloped her and flaked away. Even to her end, she only cared about others.

Something inside snapped.

All of his friends were dying! Dying in a way that wouldn’t Return. Gone forever. . . .

He hated this war. He hated the Changed Reditai for what they were doing. And he didn’t fucking care what happened to him next.

Lumanima understood this terrible concoction of pain and rage. They were the same in this, the need to protect and the failure to do so.

The two of them became one.

And the only targets that mattered stood on the raised deck, watching with their silver and gold eyes from soulless husks.

They were the ones responsible for this war. They were the ones who changed the rules. They were the ones sacrificing not only those of Shadow but those of Light as well.

He would turn them to ash!

Soldiers took an unsteady step back.

They weren’t ready to deal with the Mad King.

He sprinted forward and met the numerous obstacles in his path without mercy. Smoke burst in their faces. Someone got an angry beehive. Another had a giant hammer dropped on their head.

His dagger pierced eyes and sliced necks.

Arrows. Crescent blue energy. Magic missiles. Crimson shards. Swords, daggers, and spears.

Nothing hit him.

They struck their own allies instead.

Lumanima, master of the dagger, directed the flow of battle using the senses of an Arachnomancer and the agility of an Assassin.

Gravity shifted. Dhane stood sideways on a woman, his full weight pushing her backward. He shoved off her in a flip. She crashed and rolled.

The next second, he slid beneath the scythe of a vampire and sprang up from the deck, burying his dagger in the soft spot under the man’s chin before yanking it free and stabbing his temple.

It didn’t kill. One or two attacks against higher-level foes wouldn’t kill. But it got them out of the damn way and made them think twice before attacking again.

Mana Pulse—refreshing spring water on a Summer’s day—refilled 58 mana.

Acrid smoke from Shadow Shift replaced the humid air for a single second, and he reappeared on the above deck, sails and broken wood forming a wall behind the Reditai.

Veritus Scyla—a mere eight paces away and covering her dead eye—glared down her nose at him as if he was nothing more than an annoyance.

But the effect was lost. The sudden uptick in her heartbeat, the sweat on her brow, and how she took a single step back revealed the truth.

She was not expecting him to close the distance at all, let alone so quickly.

And yet, here he was, on a path to oblivion, the only path he knew to save the others, to give them more time to prepare, to find allies, to build traps, to do whatever they had to do to survive.

And they would survive.

Sarah would protect them.

There was no doubt in his mind of that truth. What little they had shared confirmed this with absolute certainty.

It took no conscious thought to strike the leader of the Reditai down, here and now, sever the head from the snake, even if temporarily.

He moved.

She summoned a sphere of water and shot blue discs from her extended hand. They broke upon Lumanima’s edge, which angled for her throat.

Light flashed.

Penny stood in front.

Her eyes widened, shoulder tensed, acting as a damn shield as if he wouldn’t cut her down with the rest of them!

He thrust his blade into her neck, the tip piercing but one layer of skin before stopping.

She flinched.

His hand shook.

He couldn’t hurt her. Shit! How could he? What she was right now was his fault.

But Lumanima didn’t care. The dagger thirsted for revenge and fought for control, straining against Dhane’s losing will.

“Move!” he yelled.

The moment—the window of opportunity—ended when Raven appeared at his side and slammed her palm into his chest.

The force blasted him backward. The railing shattered, draining the rest of his armor and driving the breath from his lungs.

He hit the main deck and rolled.

Three seconds of agony ended, and he filled his lungs with air. Squiggly white vibration lines revealed angry-looking enemies all around.

His armor was gone. His health, down to 34/120. And only 52 mana.

Lumanima went silent.

Dhane stood, defiant until the end.

“Don’t hurt him,” Penny said, sounding almost like the old her. He wanted to believe she was still in there, the Penny he knew.

She glanced at Veritus Scyla, then back. “Dhane, you will understand when you change. I’ll show you everything myself.”

He furrowed his brow. Why did they want him? It made no sense. But it didn’t need to make sense—he could use this. “I already offered to surrender,” he said in his regal voice. “Just leave my village alone.”

“You can’t save them,” she said. “I told you that already. They’ve got to die. All of them.”

“Then we have no deal.”

“You’re going to change,” she said, her voice becoming irate. “That’s not your choice. But take it from me—it’d be a whole lot less painful if you come willingly.”

It was just another reminder that she was taken and changed. She fought. She didn’t choose this. And now she was being used to achieve an agenda not her own.

His options were simple.

He could either become his enemy, used against those he swore to protect, or he could die, become just another sacrifice to whatever was in the ship’s hold.

He’d rather die.

Penny recognized that look and sighed. She said something, but he was distracted by a flash of white symbols from the corner of his eye.

A third option presented itself.
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Dhane didn’t need a moment to decide. Between death and being hearted to a Veetamor—an option that could save his village, save him—there simply wasn’t a choice.

But there was a price.

A painful price. . . .

Aelvoralin—Guardian of the Turbulent Ones, holding to the outer rails with her soldiers—received his answer. She acted immediately, blowing into a large seashell to produce a resonant sound.

Those on the deck were too focused on the King of Shadows in their midst to have noticed the hiding enemies so close, their symbols dim until signaled.

Pink smoke burst in the air, knocking soldiers out almost instantly. Blue Veetamors clad in fish-scale armor climbed over the rails wearing masks.

Shallob materialized from silver strands of moonlit spiderwebs. <I—Shallob Bitsy Serquaelen—have come to show Charlotte Muffet Bellatrix my true strength! Kindly tell, she is where?>

Dhane held his breath and dropped an Exploding Spider on the back of a distracted Royal Guard. She jerked when the spider burst into a flash of blue light, dealing 185 damage to her armor.

Dracina swooped down and snatched two soldiers in her maw, tearing them from the deck and dropping them into the waves.

A large bolt barely missed her. She roared, “Glarbing piece of shrak!” before crashing into the ballista on another ship, shattering the wood.

A symphony of resonant hums vibrated from the sea. Whales surfaced. They exhaled jets of air and water. Droplets rained over the deck.

One whale slammed against a nearby ship. The Veetamors on its back dove off and started cutting into the hull with jagged shark-tooth daggers.

The Cobalins launched exploding rocks. They cheered whenever they hit an enemy. And whenever they hit a not-an-enemy, they did what Cobalins did best: disappeared.

“My momma what?!” screamed a stout woman. She sprinted for Dhane, an axe in either hand, rage contorting her face.

He Shadow Shifted through her.

She crashed into a man behind him, holding a crossbow—the bolt’s tip glowing red—and launched them both overboard.

“I hate Berserkers!” the man yelled before hitting the water.

The sound of humming came from a Veetamor man, summoning purple barriers around his allies. Attacks against the barriers created gray damage numbers.

Vines grew from the deck and twisted together to form a turret that fired long, piercing thorns automatically. The Builder created two more, then dropped what looked like a totem in the middle of them, giving off a red aura.

A three-foot beetle scurried up to a Veetamor woman who was throwing spears of light. It jumped into the path of an arrow, its fletchings glowing orange. The beetle exploded into spent mana.

“Appreciation, I give!” the woman yelled. She waved her hand in an artful pattern that created a lasso of light around a challenger.

“Retreat!” Veritus Scyla commanded. The single word projected loud and clear.

Dhane ducked a sword. A Veetamor woman with chitin armor slammed into his attacker. He turned to find the Changed Reditai gathering together.

Penny watched him, her expression unreadable as she and the others broke into crimson flakes and vanished.

He exhaled a sigh of relief, relief that lasted precisely four ecstatic heartbeats. Then, he saw Sarah’s twin, and that relief evaporated.

Raven—a blur of movement—cut through three Veetamors on her way to him. She stopped abruptly, not two feet away, terrible pain marking the point where her sword had pierced his chest.

Shit. . . .

Aelvoralin was shouting something.

But all he could do was look into Raven’s purple eyes as everything went cold and turned gray.

She slid her blade from his chest.

“I always get my revenge,” she whispered, a grin on her beautiful face. Her body shifted and shrunk into the shape of a crow. Before anyone could do anything, she was gone.

And he turned into a screaming skull of smoke that shot toward the stars.
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An untold amount of time later. . . .

Dhane—from within the divinities’ realm—jerked at the sudden sensation of being alive, freed from whatever sacrificial trap the Changed Reditai had used on its own people.

He inhaled fresh air, unfortunately aware of the terrible notion that it could have been weeks or months since he had died on that ship.

Or longer. . . .

It could have been years.

Everyone he knew might be gone or changed so drastically, he wouldn’t recognize them. He could wake on a Return stone to find his premonition of a destroyed village come true.

He paced and breathed and breathed and breathed some more until the black realm with smooth, smoky carpets teetered.

The mist puffed around him, proving that the floor of this place was impossibly smooth but not soft.

“Dhane!” the Mother of Shadows yelled from above her pedestal, her silver legs and ruby body glistening in the nonexistent light.

At least she was the same.

“H-how—” His voice didn’t want to cooperate. “How long has it been?” he asked and dreaded the answer.

“Too long!” she said, having the gall to be upset with him as if he had simply forgotten to visit for a few years. It wasn’t his choice!

Gah, he didn’t have time to panic and write woe-am-I poetry. This realm would push him out, and he needed answers if he was going to be ready for whatever waited for him outside.

He shoved himself to his feet and locked all those pesky fears in his vault. “Tell me everything that’s happened.”

A projection of concern wafted through his soul.

“I can handle it,” he said, even if—at the back of his mind—he wasn’t entirely sure he could.

“Dhane . . .” she said softly, really pampering him, which only made it worse if she felt he needed pampering, “did you hit your head?”

Not exactly what he was expecting. “Yes. But that doesn’t matter. Tell me what happened after the attack.”

“What attack?”

“What attack?” he repeated, exasperated. Did he die and wake up in an alternate reality? “The Army of Light attacked my village. We⁠—”

“You were attacked!” she asked.

“Obviously!” He threw his arms up.

“Dhane, your village is hidden. I had no idea.”

“Fine. But after a few weeks, you must have heard something.”

“Weeks?” she asked.

Shit. “Months?” he tried, bracing himself. Months he could deal with. Years was a whole other matter. The thought of sleeping through years in an instant was terrifying.

“Dhane . . . you’ve barely been in Olindale for two weeks.”

“You said it has been too long!”

“Four days! You have no excuses. Just make a portal and step through. Do I need to bribe you with cookies or something?”

He stared at her, vaguely aware that she didn’t freak him out anymore, then laughed.

His soul didn’t get sucked into some sacrificial scheme. His village was okay! Sarah was alive. And . . . he was to be hearted to Aelvoralin. . . .

He stopped laughing.

“Seriously,” Kishtenai said, dropping to her pillar and scurrying to the edge, “let me check your head.”

“No touchy!” He took a step back. She might not freak him out, but he’d sooner relive getting stabbed through the heart than let her crawl on him.

She sent him a psychic sigh with a sprinkle of eye-rolling, then demanded details.

And so, he told her everything.

“This is very concerning,” she said afterward. “I’ve been hearing the other divinities complain—that’s where Altera and Niveus are—but none of my followers died, so I didn’t know the extent of it.”

“What are the priests doing?”

“Dhane, I wish I knew. Nothing like this has ever happened. I’ll talk to the other divinities. We might be able to get Gameus to intervene. That man. . . . He’s probably not even paying attention.”

Annoyance and anger slipped through their connection, followed by a hint of hopelessness. The likelihood of getting Gameus to do anything seemed to be quite low.

“Is there anything else?” she asked.

Was there?

Yes. As a matter of fact, there very much was something that needed explanation. “What the hell is wrong with all the women in this heaven?”

She froze. “What . . . do you mean?” Her voice had changed, going up in pitch. She clearly knew what he was talking about and didn’t want to implicate herself.

But knowing his thoughts revealed he wasn’t buying into her act. “Dratz! It’s not my fault,” she said quickly.

“Why would it be your fault?”

The Mother of Shadows started pacing and waving her pedipalps. “You know that concoction of divinity blessings I gave you on your first day? There might have been a few . . . extras added.”

That didn’t sound sus at all. . . .

“Blame Tutes,” she said. “My cat.”

“You have a⁠—”

“Argh! If she wasn’t the most adorable fur ball, I . . . well, I don’t know what I would do. No treats or scritches for a week at least.”

“What happened?”

“She knocked over my entire supply of Charisma into your blessing. That stuff is not cheap!”

Huh? “Charisma is not an attribute.”

“Isn’t it? Well then! No harm done. Not that a god-tier of Charisma is harming you. If anything, I think it’s helping.”

“Wait,” he said, “is this why everyone just believes what I say?”

“Not everyone, I’m sure.”

A sickening feeling weighed in his stomach. His thoughts turned to Penny and Sarah. He had taken advantage of them.

“You didn’t,” Kishtenai said.

“Aren’t I?” He brushed his fingers through his hair. “I’m practically brainwashing everyone I interact with.”

“No!” she said, sending him a supportive warmth to alleviate his guilt. “No . . . well⁠—”

“Well?” The supportive warmth wasn’t working!

“It’s not brainwashing, Dhane. You’re not taking away their free will no more than lingerie takes away your free will.”

He stared at her. “That’s a bad example.”

“It is?”

“I’m a simple man. . . .”

“Oh, then . . . perfume?” His thoughts went to Sarah’s intoxicating honey-cinnamon scent and how much he wanted to smell it again. “Look, it’s not what you think. Not everyone likes you, do they?”

That was true.

Even Sarah hated him for over a week.

“But . . . whatever you do,” the Mother of Shadows said, her voice becoming serious while her realm started to feel distant. “Don’t—and this is very important, Dhane.”

“What is it?” he asked, growing anxious.

“Don’t fart.”

“Wut?”

<Pheromones!> she projected with a laugh. <Or it might come out as glitter. Who knows? Dhane, in this world, you could eat rainbows and poop butterflies.>
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Dhane—definitely not hiding—sat in the cemetery, his back against the base of a Return stone, sheltering in the shade from the hot afternoon sun.

From this view, glassy waves stretched out and engulfed distant, unexplored islands. If not for his many, many obligations, he’d be out there, learning of this world firsthand, not depending on the old, dusty academic knowledge in the back of his mind.

Seagulls circled overhead. They squawked and screeched, much like the Cobalins when told they needed to clean up the village. They went from “Yay, we be alive!” to “Chores? Chores be bad bad!”

He’d miss their whiny voices, their energetic stupidity, and the way they looked up to him. It felt like—even as a terrible king—he was making a positive difference.

Some of the seagulls landed on the broken masts from the new ship graveyard that decorated their island. It gave them a piratey look, a dangerous look. It warned those thinking of attacking to think again.

This was where the King of Shadows dwelled.

Be afraid.

He hoped it helped the Cobalins.

The thought of leaving all of this to be hearted weighed heavily on his chest. He’d be leaving his friends and . . . Sarah.

They had barely discovered their mutual interest in each other, and now he was being forced to give up what little they had.

Octoralis pouted.

<I no pout!> she projected and filled his soul with annoyance and . . . lots of grief. Their bond was a double-edged sword. She could help him deal with such emotions or intensify them like now.

It was similar to his bond with Lumanima.

The dagger remained silent, empty of mana. Part of him was terrified of what he almost did: brutally murder a woman he still cared about in some way.

How much of that was him, and how much was it the dagger wanting revenge? That bloodthirsty desire to kill made him sick.

He needed time to process that.

Unfortunately, Aelvoralin wasn’t giving him a lot of time, and he didn’t want to leave unprepared.

He had a single day, and he spent all morning of it working and talking and getting everything ready for his departure.

If not for his magnificent ¤ Ring of Rest, he’d be a drooling, walking bag of flesh. Or more likely, given his history, running around naked under the influence of Sleep Deprivation.

Yeah, probably that.

Gorlan’s fifty or so recruits had decided to set up a camp on Nimbus Nook until the war quieted down. Tanisha and her group, who had sheltered in the cave, joined them.

Other survivors—those who had attacked the village—were tied up and held for questioning. Most of them probably didn’t want to fight. It’d just take time to figure out who to trust and who to send away.

For some reason, the Changed Reditai’s sacrifice only affected those of Light. As such . . . Devron didn’t Return, but all the Cobalins did.

Aaliyah took Sophie and Tyra to search the main ship, submerged like the rest of them. Those massive crates were gone, leaving behind broken and drained waypoint symbols.

Cobalins were searching for the Foot Slayer, looking under the picnic tables, in the pigpen, and under the rugs in the inn.

Dhane didn’t have the heart to tell them that Devron was gone. But not forever. They’d find him and release his soul with all the other souls.

Luckily, the Changed Reditai didn’t want neutral souls either. A basketball-sized diamond had formed in the geode room down below. Dracina was there with the spider knights, overseeing mana donations and keeping Cobalins from licking it, naturally.

Box and his builders had created thick walls near the sea-facing cliffs. Every twenty or so feet had a glowing pink crystal with shield symbols. And between them were oversized slingshots, piles of exploding rocks, and Rock Tosser turrets.

Cobalins didn’t whine when it came to fortifying their defenses: mining, hauling rocks, writing symbols, and occasionally exploding.

The lack of complaining surely had nothing to do with Prisha handing out what some were calling the “bestiest best cookies!” to those who deserved them.

She had taken over Rendy’s kitchen—with permission—and turned it into a temporary bakery. Tom was the first to volunteer, happy to help and not be in charge, and Evelyn seemed to never be far from him.

“Aww, you little cuties are just killing it!” Gorlan said in his femaltastic, valley-girl voice. “So, like, who wants a cookie?”

“Goodness gracious, darling,” Prisha said, “if you don’t fix your voice ring, I’m going to cut your finger off, I will.”

Gorlan scoffed. “Oh my gosh, it’s totally jinxed! As if I could just, you know, snap my fingers and fix it.” The vibration lines of him flipped his hand over to reveal the ring, noticed something, then grinned sheepishly.

“Huh,” he said in his deep, Master of Arena voice. “Had it on the wrong setting this whole time.”

She rolled her eyes.

He thrust a meaty finger at a cookie-hopeful Cobalin, a tentative smile on her lips. “You there!” he barked. “Come get your cookie!”

She shook her head vehemently and zipped away, screaming about the bad bald man being back.

Dhane chuckled, then forced himself to stop before someone found him. This was his last opportunity to truly soak in the happy warmth of what he considered home.

But . . . a man could only soak so much.

Out of curiosity—and to definitively prove someone wrong—he summoned Ricky’s voodoo doll. The vibration lines of the guy showed him raking up debris in front of his squad tent with Aditi. Drool waddled over to a stick and, as expected, put it in his mouth.

The voodoo doll had an unfortunate case of the uglies. It was the type of thing you’d find in a horror show, the type that slowly moved around when no one was watching.

In mock seriousness, Dhane whispered to himself, “No touchy the no-no square.”

He flicked it in the nads.

It shocked him, oh-so-very-little, to find that nothing in the slightest had happened. For science, he rubbed the no-no square sensually.

Again, nothing.

Of course, and to be thorough, a true test would involve opening the psychic door.

<Yo! Ricky speaking, how might I—> Ricky gasped and grabbed his groin. <Dude! Are you touching the no-no square?>

“Are you’ah feeling alright?” Aditi asked him.

Dhane fumbled the doll. Sorry, wrong number! he sent and firmly shut the door.

Huh. Interesting. . . .

“Where’s Dhane?” Ricky demanded, whipping his head left and right. “Kora! Dhane just psychically touched my no-no square.”

“Umm, yay?” she said. “Go you? Rah-rah. . . .”

“What’s a no-no square!” her Teeny Teller asked. “Do I have one? Can you touch it?”

Ricky ignored the shriveled head. “Duuude, I think he was trying to dial you.”

“Really!” She sounded way too excited. “Where is he? Tell him my no-no square is open.”

Shit. . . .

<Yay, Daddy! More more more women make mini-Dhane happy. Happy Daddy, happy me!>

Dhane knocked the back of his head against the stone and let out a breath. Let’s never talk about mini-Dhane, okay?

She giggled, which was much better than flooding him with grief. He didn’t need any help in that department.

Vibration lines above the Return stone started to shift as if brushed by the wind, stirring dust particles into the shape of a body.

Vibration Sight was not required to immediately know it was Sarah. Her predatory aura pressed down on him: hunger and wild rage.

Before he could move, she appeared in front of him, hanging upside down over the side, her hair pooling in his lap. Her irises were slit. She breathed through her chattering teeth.

The moment their eyes met, everything else blurred to unimportant background noise. Her scent washed over him and, with it, a pang of regret.

He angled his head to reveal his very yummy neck. She needed essence, and he needed to explain what happened, ideally, to someone not driven by their baser needs.

She grabbed the sides of his face. The next moment, her mouth was on his as if he was the only thing she needed.

Somewhere deep in his soul, Octoralis cheered.

Sarah fell forward onto him, twisted around, and kissed him again and again. She moaned as she stroked his tongue with hers, banishing all rational thought.

It ended all too soon. He breathed and blinked, then felt a rather urgent tug at his double belts. The leather straps seemed to offend her, as did his pants.

“Woah!” he said, grabbing the buckles. “Wait wait wait! Not here.” What he meant to say was that she needed essence so he could tell her this thing between them had to end.

But mini-Dhane, if mini-Dhane got a vote, thought such delightful activities simply shouldn’t be done surrounded by a village of onlookers.

No. It shouldn’t be done at all! He wouldn’t take advantage of her like that. This was why no one should trust their mini-selves.

Alas, before he could convey this to Sarah, he found himself in a cradle hold, four feet off the ground.

She marched them out of the cemetery toward the inn, intentions clear. He was the bride to be carried over the threshold.

Everyone turned to watch their king. Some clapped. Some threw flowers. Some blushed and tugged on the braids Sarah had given them.

“Wait,” he said again, tapping her hand to break through whatever instinctual programming she was following. She stopped and nuzzled his cheek, then kissed him again.

With great effort, he broke the kiss. “Drink,” he said, angling his neck for easy access. This time, she went for it.

“Oh, no no no!” Knock said, standing next to Desley. “Dhanie, you no supposed to like bad vampire!” He sighed dramatically.

Sarah inhaled deeply and slid her fangs free. She let him down, her cheeks a bit rosy.

Thank goodness she was back.

Kora blew a raspberry.

Desley grinned and held out her hand to Knock. “Ha! Pay up. I be right, I be woman. I know matters of heart.”

He withdrew a taco—one that wasn’t made of spiders—and looked at it with sad eyes before giving it to her.

She took the biggest of bites while he watched, then handed it back. “You can have bite,” she said through a mouthful of food, “if you say I be bestest Master of Defense.”

“No way!” he shouted. “Eat my taco. See if I care. Next time, I eat your taco! You see, you will.”

“Sorry about that,” Sarah said. “It’s my stupid, out-of-control inner demon.” She looked at the throngs of Cobalins running around and laughing, no sight of Raven or the Army of Light. “We won? Maybe”—her voice turned seductive—“my inner demon wasn’t so off the mark this time?”

Dammit . . . she was making this so much harder. Dhane had it all worked out. He just needed to follow the carefully considered plan, the steps numbered in his Notes app in case of brain farts.

He withdrew the only thing he could think of to placate her as he gave her the bad news. A raspberry glaze doughnut, System bought and perfectly fresh, appeared from a swirl of smoke upon his fingertips.

Her eyes locked onto the pastry, glistening in the afternoon sunlight. She swallowed and wet her lips. “Wh-what’s that for?”

Before he could move on to step number two, a hush fell over the village.
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Dhane—still holding the raspberry glaze doughnut—gave in to his tingling spidey senses. Without any effort at all, vibration lines spun up around tall figures that were exiting the stairs.

Aelvoralin and twenty of her soldiers marched through the village. They had a clear look of distaste on their faces, except for their leader. She wore a triumphant smile.

Shit. They were early.

Dracina popped out of the stairwell. She squinted into the afternoon sunlight until she found him, then sprinted over to his side, crossed her arms, and glared at the platoon of blue soldiers.

“Here I am,” Aelvoralin announced, “to collect my king. You are ready?” Her white symbols lit up in a spiral.

Ellirae, who had been looking through the windows of Nick’s shop, turned and tensed.

Sarah’s brows pulled together. “What’s this about?”

“The King of Shadows, my mark he has,” Aelvoralin said, looking the vampire up and down. “My proposal, he accepted last night. Hearted, we are to be.”

“You were just . . . what?” Sarah asked Dhane. “Going to give me a fucking doughnut and say, ‘So long, thanks for everything.’? Even after . . .” Her words fell off, and she turned her palm toward the sky as if to fill in the blank.

“We were going to lose,” he tried to explain. “This was the only thing I could think to do. If you don’t want the doughnut⁠—”

“This isn’t about a stupid doughnut!” she yelled but also snatched it from him and turned it into a swirl of crimson liquid that vanished. She faced the Guardian. “What’s a mark?”

Aelvoralin had a smug look, as did her soldiers behind her. “A mark, my bid to be hearted. A legendary Artifact, I gave. No others matched my claim to him, so mine, he is.”

Sarah looked at him and probably felt his aura. He didn’t want this. He had to do it. There were no other options. He had already agreed to it and received payment in the form of a protected village.

Like all stories, victory came from a sacrifice, and this was the sacrifice his story demanded. It was what this world needed to fight back the Light.

Still . . . she deserved so much better.

She shrugged. “If that’s how it is.”

“It is,” Aelvoralin said. “Now, King of Shadows, depart we sh—” Her words were cut off by the sudden wave of crimson that turned into hundreds of gold coins, spilling across the green grass.

“Do you accept my mark?” Sarah asked.

Knock’s mouth fell open. “That be lots of tacos!”

Indeed. Tacos and everything else they needed. Dhane’s eyebrows must have launched off his face. “I feel like the eight-cow wife. . . .”

Sarah suppressed a smile. “You can buy a whole lot more than eight stupid cows with that.”

“Unacceptable!” Aelvoralin said. “To be hearted, he has already agreed.”

Ellirae waded through the Cobalins. “The span of challenge has concluded not.” She shrunk a little under the Guardian’s glare, then forced her back straight, symbols brightening. “This home now is mine. Truth I speak. New claims can still be made.”

Aelvoralin’s symbols all flashed white, then pulsed twice. “So be it. Then the deal, I shall sweeten. The traitors of your village you want?”

Dhane furrowed his brow.

Traitors?

“Kevin and Silas, they are called,” she said. “To you I will give. Justice is priceless, is it not? Worth more than money can buy.”

She had them? How did she even know about them? It didn’t make any sense unless⁠—

Unless . . .

Dhane ground his teeth. “It was you,” he accused. The burn of rage filled his chest. “You revealed the location of my village and endangered my people!”

Aelvoralin stiffened. “Do this thing . . . I could not,” she said, her voice lacking its typical confidence, wobbling at the edges. “The language of Light, I do not know.”

“But you could force a human.”

Her innocent expression dissolved into a cold glare. “Weakness, they were! Easy to break. This I did for us. To be hearted, you would agree not unless you had to. Our strength together, I show. Hard decisions strength requires.”

“Strength requires trust,” he said, and by how her symbols dimmed, she knew he didn’t trust her.

“Hearted, take the Correxium we can!” Her voice now pleading. “The Veetamors, under our control to fight back the Light. You want this!”

He shook his head. “No, I don’t.” Forcing others into the war was what the Changed Reditai did. People needed the conviction to fight.

Aelvoralin had a frantic look to her eyes. She took small breaths, her brows angled. The soldiers behind her gripped their weapons. But what could twenty do against hundreds and a challenger on top of that?

<We fight fight fight, Daddy!> Octoralis projected, even though a sliver of a feeling said she didn’t want to fight the pretty Shallob.

Gah, there had been enough fighting already. Those of Shadow needed to come together, not find reasons to divide further.

Aelvoralin’s symbols went solid white. She jumped forward and pressed her palm to his chest, then screamed.

A current of icy pain burst into him. It prickled under his skin, shooting down his body and up his spine to burst like fireworks in his head.

He fell to his knees next to her, both gasping for breath as the sensation grew worse and worse.

“Flarking hell!” Dracina yelled. “What did you do to Great King?”

“No touch Great Shadow!” Cobalins yelled, throwing deformed carrots.

Sarah’s aura told all the Veetamor soldiers they were about to die. Her crimson scythe materialized.

Octoralis tried to help, but she felt far away, her urgent voice not reaching him.

“Hearted, she force,” Ellirae whispered in shock. “This never happen before. Very dangerous. Dhane, fight it not.”

He couldn’t breathe. It felt as if sharp icicles were piercing his soul, replacing his blood with pain. But in that pain was a warmth coming from Aelvoralin.

Emotions broke through from her, terrified emotions. A part of her felt she’d never be welcomed home again without him, a home she desperately wanted to protect from the evils of the world.

She hated herself. She hated everything she had done but believed this was the only way to save the people she loved, even if it destroyed her.

He grabbed her shoulders—her symbols flashing erratically—and pulled her into a hug. The ice warmed, and the pain ebbed away slowly.

For all intents and purposes, he should be outraged. But the only prevailing emotion was sadness. She was fighting for her people who had reviled her and cast her out. She was suffering under the weight of a made up title, feeling alone and insufficient.

These were things he could empathize with.

“There’s another way,” he said into her white hair, holding her tightly. She was shaking. “A better way. We’ll find it.”

She pulled back, her symbols dark, her face full of grief. She touched the base of her neck where a new symbol of a crown glowed, the only one to glow.

“You, I have wronged. . . .” she said. “Too many wrongs, fixed, they cannot. Deeply sorry, I am.” Her entire demeanor had changed. Just what did she feel from him?

He stood and helped her up.

Everyone watched. Some of the Cobalins were pointing at their throats. “King have pretty light.”

He did feel something, a pulsing warmth below his Adam’s apple and a slight pull from Aelvoralin, like a tug on one of his webs.

Hearted. . . .

Knock grabbed a gold coin, quietly chanting “Taco taco taco” until he caught Sarah’s glare, then put the coin back and gave it a friendly pat.

Dhane took in his audience and decided he needed to be kingly but without all the acting and special effects. He’d simply make use of that god-tier Charisma.

“I am staying with my people,” he said loud enough for all to hear.

Sarah relaxed and dismissed her scythe.

Aelvoralin nodded, solemn.

Her soldiers looked confused and upset. Their symbols flashed. He wasn’t following their customs, and for reasons they apparently didn’t understand, their leader accepted this.

She was different, changed.

“But we are allies,” he said, deciding then and there that past grievances should remain in the past. The cycle of violence—of seeking justice or revenge—had to end with one party forgiving the other so they could both move forward. They had so much more to gain together than as enemies.

Her eyes widened. “But⁠—”

“You will return my people.”

“Y-yes,” she said, a blossoming of light lifting through her symbols, “to the ancients, I promise.”

“Then,” he said, turning to his village of Cobalins and humans, feeling that a celebration was in order. They had survived, they had a new ally, friends were coming home, and apparently, Sarah was filthy rich.

<She be sugar momma!> Octoralis projected. <I do good good good job matchmaking you with her.>

He’d let slip the fact that she was matchmaking him with everyone, Tarebare included.

It didn’t matter.

He simply smiled at the gathered masses and shouted—already knowing the answer—“Is this a good time for a party?”

“King symbol be a box,” a Cobalin said.

“That be dumb glowy mark.”

“You be dumb glowy mark!”

They weren’t even paying attention. . . .

“Flarking hell!” Dracina yelled. “When Great King asks a question, you answer!”

The Cobalins shouted “Yes!” and “No!” at the same time, then scratched their heads. “What be question?”

Dhane sighed.

Aelvoralin wore a tentative smile and was immediately pulled away by a swarm of Cobalins shouting questions.

“Why you blue?”

“Ellirae be blue.”

“Yes, but I thought she be sick human. Eat many many blueberries.”

“You be popsicle?” another asked.

“Uck! She no taste like popsicle!”

“Don’t lick people!” he yelled, then spotted Rendy at the inn. He commanded, with kingly authority, “Break out the pineapples!”

The Veetamors all perked up.

Pineapple, he recalled, was their favorite fruit.

Octoralis jumped from his soul. <I play, Daddy?>

Go. Have fun, he sent.

<Shallob! Challenge you to big big big obstacle course! Meet my friends?>

Aelvoralin’s giant spider appeared from strands of spiderwebs, projecting a sense of excitement. The two spiders raced down the stairs.

Pyromaniac Cobalins rushed to build bonfires. The picnic tables were quickly covered in fruit. And the music—a racket of hitting logs with rocks mixed with warbling lyrics—encouraged Cobalins to swing and twirl and roll on the ground as if they were on fire.

Sarah nudged Dhane and withdrew her raspberry glaze doughnut. “This is—absolutely, positively—the most expensive doughnut I’ve ever had,” she said, eyeing her pile of gold, “but . . . I’ll split it with you if you want?”

He grinned, and she kissed him. It was only then he realized he didn’t need the rest of his plan. This thing they had, it didn’t have to end.

Today simply couldn’t get any better.

Something clicked and clacked from the stairway. A small Quartz Crab rushed into the village and spun to take it in. <Thisoo be village?> King Gigeneepa projected. <Ioo likey dis place. Surface Kingoo! Ioo small crab, heee heee heee! You give mana?>

Dhane laughed.

This would be the perfect time for Nick’s pineapple mead. Where the hell was that guy?


Chapter
Sixty-Six



Nick had been in worse places. Sure. Of course! This was nothing too serious, nothing he couldn’t talk his way out of using his irresistible charm.

The ladies—and the men, wink wink—couldn’t get enough of him. Not everyone was born a sexy stud, equipped with all the right talents to be the center of attention.

He deserved the spotlight.

In fact, being here in this thorny prison cell was only inspiring him for his next performance. It would be spectacular.

He sat on a thick branch next to Tooky—his miserable-looking apprentice—in their oblong cell, the walls covered in flowers, hanging moss, and glowing blue crystals.

The only wall not covered in such bright, happy colors was the wall with the bars that separated those who were free from those who were not.

Nick gave his apprentice’s back a comforting pat, avoiding the thorny collar. Everyone and their damn symbols thought they were just so clever.

He stood and took a single step forward, crossing from one side of the cell to the other. He would grab the bars, but they were covered in thorns, thorns that exuded a purple liquid, a purple liquid that gave off a musty odor.

Probably poisonous.

Luckily, the guard standing on the other side of the bars was a woman holding a long spear, the butt resting against the floor. She might be as green as the Cobalins, but she was not a child. And he was not against interspecies romance.

Hell, if he had seen a Scelkri before, he’d have been here sooner. Maybe not in a cell, but in the way nature intended.

She stood a clear foot taller than him, slim and lean. Small green thorns grew from her shoulders and elbows. Her clothes seemed to be alive, made from plants and covered in tiny buds, some flowering with purple petals.

Thin vines made up her hair that cupped a beautiful heart-shaped face. Her nose made a downward arrow, flat on the top, sharp at the bottom. And her captivating eyes were vividly orange.

There was a leaflike texture across her exposed skin that he wanted to stroke with his finger. Was she cold like a plant or warm? Her orange lips looked as soft as flower petals.

Heh, he couldn’t remember the last time he was nervous around a lady . . .

Okay, fine. The not-as-innocent-as-she-appeared Ellirae—master of knots, crazy blue fish girl, who he wasn’t completely over despite their differences in sexual preferences—had a similar effect.

But that was a whole day ago!

This green woman was no mere lady.

She was a goddess among men. And a goddess required a great pickup line. Luckily, he just so happened to have the perfect one.

“You look like someone,” he said with a casual confidence that he certainly didn’t feel, “I could grow roots with.”

Her brilliant orange eyes stared at him, emotionless. The only hint that she heard him was all the blossoming red flowers, proving that species was no barrier to the great Nick.

“Sit down, human,” she said in a beautiful voice, unaffected by emotion, “destroyer of nature. Elder Warden Alenzor will determine your fate, and that of your weak friend.”

Ah. Alrighty, then.

Red was not a good color.

But among all of the red flowers, there was a yellow, which just had to mean sunshine and rainbows, so he smiled all the same.
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Aranyl giggled. She danced across her webs, happiness vibrating from her abdomen, down her legs. It had been very long time since she felt this way, light, silly.

She twirled, bumping into Oriphiel, who projected thoughtful vibrations, daydreams of her own, no doubt.

<Sister sister,> Aranyl projected, waving her pedipalps playfully. <Dance! Much to celebrate.>

Oriphiel shifted, nervous tick to her steps. <Much to worry. He is . . . different. Not bad different, I say. I know not. Different.>

Different, delightfully good! He, delightfully good, kind, sexy. Aranyl could watch him bathe in their hot springs all day.

Love sighs. Giggles.

Faylina rushed in, draped in beautiful, intricate weave of webbing. <Here come the brides,> she projected in singsong voice, tossing webbing onto them, locking limbs. <Here come the brides. Hehehe! Exciting time, it is.>

Oriphiel sent vibrations of anxiety. <Perhaps yes. Perhaps no. What, say, if he not love us?>

<We, his soulmates,> Aranyl projected. To even think he did not love them, beyond preposterous. Honestly, some worries did not deserve time on their web.

<It has been spun,> Faylina added, jabbing her pedipalps with confidence. <Time, all we need. Yes, he will see. He will.>

Oriphiel shifted out from webbing. <What of his vampire? With her, he seems happy.>

<This thing, no problem we cannot solve.>

<Must we solve it? I feel bad for her.>

<No worries, sister! They do not love—they lust. Big difference. We will keep them apart. Love will not form.>

<I see,> Oriphiel projected, vibrating agreement. <But concern. Can he grant our wish? Does he have that power?>

<Of course! He, king, our King of Shadows. Mother wanted this. It will happen. Have faith!>

<It has just been . . . long time. Time since . . .> She shifted nervously.

Aranyl gave her consoling rub.

<Yes, sister sister,> she projected, <time since we had fingers, toes, hair, and boobs! I miss boobs most! Long time since we human.>
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Gameus sat on his deck that overlooked Olindale. There was no better view in all the heavens than this one, revealing the twelve zones he had spent a small eternity designing.

They were each a world in their own right: self-contained ecosystems full of life and wonder. That wasn’t always the case, but he didn’t like to dwell on the time he was broken from the Cycle to be a slave.

So much had happened since then. . . .

Humming pulled his attention to the archway leading into his home. Adus—forever youthful, with cream-colored skin and freckles—stepped through.

Thankfully, she was wearing clothing, a frilly white skirt and a sleeveless blouse. Her shoulder-length grass-green hair had tiny white flowers, none drooping today. A good sign.

She slid a cup of tea onto a side table for him, then gasped. “Oh! I’m such a dingus! I totally forgot the honey. Don’t you move a muscle.”

It took her an entire twenty minutes to find the honey. When she returned, she also had sugar, milk, cream, a lemon, mint leaves, ginger, cinnamon, cardamom, cloves, vanilla extract, maple syrup, lavender, bergamot oil, star anise, rose petals, and a variety of fruit juices.

In her haste, she tripped.

The whole arrangement on her tray started to launch into the empty space between heavens, but he froze it with a swipe of his fingers and had it plop nicely between their chairs.

“Hah!” she said, floating a foot off the ground. She shifted her weight to land in the open chair. “Just testing you, you old codger.”

Then she noticed his teacup was empty and frowned. “You were supposed to wait for me.”

“Yes, yes,” he said, “wait until it’s gone cold. You know I like it plain. What’s with all of this?”

“Tod has me experimenting. If I make a better tea than him, I don’t have to wear clothes for a week!”

Gameus sighed. “Bah! He would not agree to that, and neither would I. Clothing is not optional. And those bikinis you like don’t count as clothing.”

She made a moue with her lips and exhaled. “You used to be more fun. You know that? Why are you old anyway, hmm?”

“Doesn’t matter. I want updates.”

The deck had numerous potted plants. Tiny storm clouds over each of them thundered to reveal her changing mood.

But it passed quickly.

With a flick of her fingers, hundreds of pink symbols materialized on a hovering screen. She was the best scribbler he knew, capable of far better symbol logic than him.

She skimmed it, then hummed as she searched the tray for her secret ingredient. “You were right, of course. The King of Shadows has sparked a ton of interest. I still think helping him was super risky.”

“Good thing I didn’t help him,” he said with a smile. He glanced to where Pip—the little red imp—sat on the floor inside, playing with his shrunken Sumilians.

The white fluffy animals had different colored unicorn horns. He held one Sumilian in each hand and pressed them together, giggling. “Kiss kiss!”

“It’s not fair to Tod,” Adus said, putting the cinnamon back. “You’re toeing the line, and you totally know it. He’s already buried in legal work. Hardly has time to see to my needs.”

“It’s temporary,” Gameus said and decided now was as good as any time to tell her why he’d been working so hard. “Hoshvelon . . . is going to Fall.”

“What!” she yelled, knocking her teacup over and spilling the liquid. Her green eyes widened, and a few of her flowers wilted. “But they have like over four thousand soulbounds.”

“That they do.” He tried to keep the annoyance out of his voice. The reason Olindale was the largest heaven was because it had absorbed so many poorly designed heavens, giving their soulbounds a second chance as entities of Shadow.

More entities of Shadow required more entities of Light to balance his carefully tuned system. It was a never-ending puzzle brought about by hubris and carelessness.

“We need more resources,” he said, “or we won’t be able to absorb the heaven, and it’ll affect the smaller heavens when they are invaded by soulshades.”

“That’s . . . bad.”

Indeed, it was. A Fallen heaven was the worst outcome, an outcome that could start a chain reaction. It was the entire reason they had such severe laws in the first place.

Adus’s forehead creased with worry. “Why isn’t the Council doing anything to help?”

“They are,” he said. “In their great wisdom, they believe they can fix this. But travel is expensive, and most gods aren’t fighters. They have soulbounds to handle fighting.”

She crinkled her nose. “You can’t send soulbounds. They don’t live very long outside their heaven.”

“I know that. They know that. What they don’t seem to know is that recruiting gods to fight will only slow the inevitable outcome.”

He motioned for her tea to dribble back into its cup. “Hoshvelon’s design is fundamentally flawed. The gods will make a show of helping, but they won’t put their lives on the line. At the first sign the corruption is winning, they’ll leave en masse to protect their own heavens.”

“Well,” she said, “that’s positively idiotic. Don’t they know we’re in this together? Whatever. Why don’t they just give us the resources then?”

Gameus huffed. As always, the Council was full of overbearing morons. “No one wants the largest heaven to get any bigger, even to solve a crisis. And yet, no other heaven is large enough to absorb Hoshvelon. So, we’re not asking for permission.”

“Hah! Alrighty, hmm . . .” she said with a smile and tapped her screen. “We’re going to need a lot more resources. Like a lot, a lot. Good thing subscriptions are up thirty-seven percent, right?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Really. . .?”

She squinted at him. “What are you thinking, you old codger?”

“I’m thinking we might need to slow the war’s progress a bit, milk this series for all its worth.”

“How?”

“Oh? I have a few ideas. But that can wait. Would you like to see my plan for Hoshvelon?”

“Like, yeah. Totally. Yuppity yup yup! We’ve never absorbed such a big heaven. It’s going to take at least two zones, right? Probably three.”

He smiled and handed her a folded piece of paper with all of his notes on it.

She rolled her eyes at his insistence to use paper but took it nonetheless, curiosity making her flowers perk up.

Her mouth fell open. He delighted in her shock. “I get to help design, right? Right! This is sooo cool!”

[image: ]


Heather sat in a large empty tub, still in her armor, her one weapon lost to the sea. Her wrists were bound by a belt of leather with evil symbols glowing faintly.

It only took one agonizing shock from the belt when she attempted to free herself to never do that again. What a terrible thing to put on someone!

She sighed.

Join the army, they said. It’ll be fun, they said.

This was the antithesis of fun!

Fun was designing a new doll and making each part perfect, then seeing the sheer delight on the customer’s face.

Fun was baking apple pies for the Sensible Ladies Book Club that had nothing to do with books and everything to do with lovely gossip. Boy, did she have lots to share!

Fun was domesticating baby Katsens at the cat shelter and helping them get adopted. Fun fact: two-thirds of them grew up to eat their pet parents. No one read the small print nowadays.

She clung to those happy, fun memories, let them fill her to the brim and push out all the fear. All the fear! There was no fear. Fear could not exist within her. She was in absolute control of her emotions.

Voices.

The King of Shadows was here. . . .

Her heart slammed against her ribcage.

She was dead, so dead! Dead in a way that didn’t Return. He was going to suck her soul dry and turn her into a soul raisin.

If there was any silver lining to such a dire situation, maybe she’d lose a few pounds.

A knock came from the door before it opened. Dressed in black leather with fashionable patches of fur and scale, a man stepped inside.

Her mouth dropped open.

Why did bad have to look so good?

Confident. Sexy. Evil. His ivory skin caught the candlelight and almost sparkled. Chin length wavy brown hair with the perfect touch of unruliness. Turquoise eyes.

Something like a tattoo—if tattoos were magical—flickered and dimmed just above where his collarbones met. At barely two inches tall and half that wide, it appeared to be a shield. It nearly distracted her from his best asset.

He wore a soft smile that could beguile the most pious priest of Light, man or woman. This . . . devil could command all the panties to hit the floor.

Pure evil, indeed!

No good man looked so good.

Good men were hairy in all the wrong places, much the way she imagined Clayton to be. Oh . . . Clayton. He was probably already a soul raisin.

A Cobalin with a black ponytail peeked out from behind the king’s legs, gray eyes wide and hungry for her flesh. They were going to roast her on a spit, and she’d look absolutely terrible!

She shouldn’t have eaten all those apple pies.

The King of Shadows glanced down at her and frowned. Even a frown looked good! It was practically sinful.

“Get it over with!” she yelled in her voice that totally lacked any fear whatsoever. . . . The shrieking sound of it was quite off-putting.

He raised an eyebrow. “I apologize for our lack of accommodations. All of our rooms are currently full at the moment.” His voice had a deceivingly friendly tone. “I’m Dhane, the King of Shadows.”

“H-Heather,” she managed to say, then silently cursed herself. Why did she give him her name? It was a matter of habit, a reaction without conscious thought, a proper thing to do in polite company, but this was far from polite company!

He lifted his hand, and trails of smoke swirled into the shape of a glowing white sphere. “You have two options. Eat this, or,” he said, summoning a long, curving knife in his other hand, a knife that sent a cold shiver down her spine, “be turned into stone.”

The Cobalin gasped.

Heather gasped.

It was the same knife each party received for trapping the souls of their enemy. How in the twelve zones did the King of Shadows get one?

This was terrible, terrible news!

But given the option, the choice was obvious and simple. She motioned to the sphere, and he handed it to her. It was feather-light and warm and didn’t seem to be vile at all.

She ate it, and some confused brain cells thought it tasted remarkably like apple pie.

“Good,” he said, and the knife lost its form to smoke that quickly dissipated. “I’m glad you’re reasonable. Not everyone is.”

People braver than she, no doubt.

Clayton, perhaps? She hoped he wasn’t adorning the Shadow King’s garden like a gnome. Then again, how fitting would that be for the old farmer?

“That’s all from me,” the king said. “I’ll leave you two to get to know each other.”

“With . . . it?” she asked.

“With her. But if you hurt my friend,” he said, the friendly tone absent, replaced by a cold, threatening, goosebump-summoning voice, deep and regal, “I will consume- your- soul.”

Every hair stood on end.

She swallowed the dry lump in her throat.

It was as if the jaws of hell opened and showed her a glimpse of eternal torment, banishing all thoughts of harm she could possibly conceive of doing. She was not a harmful person. Not at all. Not now and not ever. Cross her heart, pinky promise.

“No no!” the Cobalin screamed.

Heather jerked. She understood it! O-or, her. She was a her. A her? A speaking monster. That just didn’t fit anything they knew of those of Shadow.

The monster had the audacity to slap the king repeatedly with both hands, a deep frown on her face. “Be nice to her! She be very very scared, Great Shadow.”

He stopped her slaps, knelt beside her, and whispered loud enough to be overheard. “I’m not being serious. Do I look like I can eat souls?”

“Yes,” the Cobalin whispered earnestly.

Heather quite agreed. If any man could consume souls, it was this one.

“Fine,” he said. “But I’m on a diet.”

Diet. From souls. She didn’t know what emotion fired first: relief or sympathy. Diets sucked.

He said something she didn’t catch. And the Cobalin nodded with extreme effort, summoning a -1 in red to float toward the ceiling.

“Yes yes,” the Cobalin said, “I be a Master of Human Relatives.”

“Relations,” the king corrected.

“Ralishens, yes! I have goodly good strategy. But you no be mean. You good king, best king. Be nice en they like you. Like I like you. Like you like me?”

He chuckled and patted her head. “I like you bunches, even if we just met.”

“Yay! Now, go go go. Let me do important work.”

Heather—bemused and surprised and not at all expecting this—watched the King of Shadows stand, give her a nod, and politely leave.

The door clicked shut.

The Cobalin darted up to it, waiting for a handful of seconds, then cracked it open before closing it again, nodding to herself.

She whipped around, a big grin on her face. “Hi hi hi! My name be Blinx! I am dis many years old”—she held out four fingers—“en I like cookies!”

The way her voice lowered on cookies, almost husky, suggested that she might have an unhealthy relationship with them, much like Heather and apple pies.

“You . . . like . . . cookies?” the Cobalin asked slowly, temptingly, a delighted excitement flowing beneath the words.

This made so little sense. This was a monster that now seemed quite far from a monster. In an odd way, she was . . . kind of cute, kind of doll-like.

Heather nodded when words didn’t form.

Blinx cheered happily. She dropped into the tub and pulled a golden chocolate chip or raisin cookie from her pocket and handed it over while pulling out a second one for herself. Half of it was gone in seconds.

The sugary smell invaded the tub. Minutes ago, the expectation of tasting anything again was near nonexistent. And now, instead of choosing life or death, Heather held a cookie that was still warm from the oven.

She swallowed the buildup of saliva from a body that asked the very fair question of why the hell not?

She bit into it.

Oh . . . biscuits! Divinities! Gods!

It was delicious, easily the best cookie she had tasted in years. The texture, the slight crisp on the outside, the soft middle, and even the little bits she couldn’t place.

To stop eating was a crime against all that was right in Olindale. But curiosity won out, if only temporarily. “What are the chewy bits? Raisin?”

“You likey? I find them myself, yes yes.” Blinx glanced behind herself, then smiled enthusiastically. “Want to know secret secret?”

“Uh, okay?” A secret to making heaven’s best cookie was a secret worth knowing.

The Cobalin wiped the crumbs from her mouth and stepped close. Her breath—sweet and rotten and hot—brushed against Heather’s ear. “You no tell Octoralis, okay? They be yummy-yum spiders!”

The End
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Afterword


Most of what I write is not planned, including Ellirae’s tiny scene. Given the Veetamor’s speech patterns, it probably wasn’t the easiest thing to read. Trust me, it wasn’t the easiest thing to write.

And . . . because I’m a masochist, I decided to give her a whole short story, which takes place before Dhane meets her in Gloomshore.

I like Ellirae and her excitement to mate. Uhh, not mate. I meant explore! Yes, explore life. She’s thrilled to see new things and wants to make friends with all the fascinating humans, even if they are meant to be eternal enemies.

She’s also our first look at a Lux. Is it strange that a Shadow affinity has a light-based class? Nah. For those paying attention, all Shadow classes are based on insects, and the Lux is based on a firefly.

You can read her story on the Arachnomancer website or grab the eBook. No email required.

https://dustin.link/ellirae

With the release of Arachnomancer 3, I decided to do something big, something unique to my strengths as a developer and designer.

I built the Arachnomancer website.

Not just any old website. It’s hand-coded and designed from the ground up to provide the coolest—and funniest—experience my skills could allow. I tried to push the envelope at every turn. It’s the prettiest, most technologically complex website I’ve ever built.

And I did it just for you!

Just kidding—kind of. Honestly, I’ve wanted to do this for years. But every time I started, I realized that my readers probably wanted more books, not a website. This realization stopped me every time.

Until now.

Until I understood something important. It’s okay to make something for yourself. The reward is the project. I want this website. I want the art. I want the music. I want to dive deeper into the world of Arachnomancer and let this journey inspire more fun stories to be told.

And that is okay.

While other writers might give the sage advice that writers must write, that publishing is how we make money, and a free website doesn’t put food on the table, I happily went off and made something I love because I’m a do-it-aller, a person that can’t just be a writer. I have to create in all the many fascinating ways available.

That’s what fuels my passion.

Even if I built this website for me, I’d love for you to dive into Olindale, explore the world, read the skills, listen to the character theme songs—I think they’re hilarious—and just have fun.

https://arachnomancer.com

Thank you so much for your support, for referring readers to my books, for @ing me on social media, and for your emails. It makes me happy to see how my odd—and sometimes inappropriate—creativity has brightened the days of others—which, you know, makes them odd and inappropriate, too!

We’re a bunch of oddballs, aren’t we?

Lastly, a personal thank you to my proofreaders: Kitania Kavey, Eric Gilbert, Janell Amely, Benjamin Haymore, Spencer Gross, Aaron Eichler, and Thomas Farkas. You guys are awesome for helping me give this book its extra bit of polish.

See you in book four!

Dustin Tigner

PS. Have I told you about the website? I did? Oh, okay then. It’s just really cool. Check it out!
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