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PROLOGUE



MORDRED JUNIOR, 10 YEARS AGO…
FINALLY, the time had come. I had long prepared for this day, the day of my final vengeance against those who wronged me all those centuries ago. Years of cultivation, hours of agonizing pain spent in constant practice, every moment in purest dedication to what will come down to this one moment. I had reached the cresting peak of my arcane strength, and I would crush that bastard once and for all.
As my luxurious white mane of well-conditioned hair flowed in the soaring winds of the clouds, my flight having yet to arrive in the island of mortals called ‘Manhattan,’ I thought back to the moment that started it all, when my life became bent towards revenge and the death of one man. Except he was not a man, but a monster who merely looked the part.
He committed the crime on another continent, in a time when this entire landmass was but a myth to the tribes of Europe, and ‘America’ was yet a twinkle in the eye of England’s future. Many among the mortal storytellers have butchered the tale so often that there are very few kernels of truth left between all the different tellings. But I knew the true story, and more importantly, that man knew what he’d done.
In those days, the land was yet to be England, but instead Albion, the Fey Country, and the earliest seat of its wretched civilization of Camelot. My great-grandfather, King Uther, had founded the kingdom. In later years, the king grew ill, and his pompous fool of a son, my grandfather Arthur, took up the throne in his stead as the only heir, aided by his Knights of the Round Table.
The roundness of the table was ‘a sign of equality among the knights,’ so to speak, but my personal recollection would tell you that this was a farce. After a raid upon Camelot’s castle that Arthur and his knights barely managed to fend off with their lives, let alone their valuables, the fortress suffered damages that needed repair. Arthur, sparing every expense he could, decided to hire druids, known for being able to move giant rocks to strangely distant locations for no extra cost. They were also prone to using the Celtic system of measurement that made about as much sense as the Imperial system today.
As such, when given the parameters for the new design, they shaped the dining hall in such a way that it could not have supported a dining table of proper size. Therefore, the artisans made a rounder table to fit the ill-measured room adequately, and Merlin, their Master of Wizardry and Public Perception, turned the entire debacle into a propaganda legend to further boost Camelot’s reputation and Arthur’s ego.
That was exactly the sort of actions that my father, the magnificent Mordred Senior, had come to despise as a knight at that table. Constant bumbling disguised as clever tactics and divine intervention. Would anyone have guessed, based on the stories now, that the Holy Grail and the Sword Excalibur were accidental finds? My grandfather practically tripped over the two of them together while riding through the forest one day on a hunt.
When he came back, he told the knights, “Look what God gave me today!” and they ate it up as if it were pig slop.
When I was a young boy, my father decided that enough was enough. He cleverly exposed the affair between Queen Guinevere, Arthur’s wife and my step-grandmother, and Sir Lancelot, Arthur’s right hand and best friend, creating an internal struggle amongst Arthur’s knights that my father took full advantage of. In the middle of the greatest battle of their civil war, my father had slain the fool and claimed the throne as his own, ending the conflict briskly. Whatever knights remained now served my father, and he reestablished order, with Guinevere and Lancelot disappearing to some faraway land forever. My mother and I moved from our little cottage in the countryside into the castle, and I was to become a knight and heir apparent to the throne of Camelot. All was right with the world in those days.
However, not fifteen years into his reign, and two years into my knighthood, he came.
Many have heard of the tale of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, where a roaming Green Knight challenged King Arthur to a fight of traded hits. In the surviving story, Gawain took the challenge in King Arthur’s place, cutting off the Green Knight’s head, which the Knight promptly picked up with his headless body, saying that he’d match the hit in a year and a day from that moment.
The truer version of the tale was that King Arthur was dead by this time, and my father, Mordred, was the one challenged. And the Green Knight was not a knight in the least, though he definitely was green of complexion. Like a malodorous ogre, his teeth were barbed and pointed, his stature was broad and lumbering, and he stood as a giant among men, wearing rags of a hideous green and carrying a large and brutish axe. I would have said that he was an ogre all along, but what little credible sources I could have found after that day spoke differently. However twisted and corrupt his form had become, he was a man.
He showed up one fateful day, claimed that my father’s tyrannical rule of arcane brutality was to come to an end right then and there or the stranger would punish him for it. I spoke against this on my father’s behalf, stating very clearly that judicially sanctioned death squads of demonic wizards were the only way to keep the peasantry in line, and that this stranger had no right to interfere in the affairs of our kingdom. How else was a monarch to ensure order if a servant or slave had no fear of being burnt to death in hellfire on the spot for sloppy work?
The man all but ignored me, irking me to no possible end. I was the next in line for the throne, the heir to King Mordred himself! No one could have just ignored me! With one fell swoop, I cut off his head while he wasn’t looking, proving my point of his arrogance to trifle with royal blood. No one spoke to my father or treated me with such brazen disrespect and simply walked away unharmed. My father rebuked me for my rash action, but I was adamant that I had made the proper call.
However, much like the surviving legend, this man simply caught his own head as it fell and put it back on his shoulders. With foul magics I had yet to make myself familiar with then, it reattached itself, and the man continued to lecture my father as if nothing had happened at all.
Then, without warning or reason, dark energy flew out from him, chains of black and purple mist, followed by a flash of darkness that blinded everyone in the room. When I could see again, my father had vanished completely. The man then said that anyone else who sits upon the throne of Camelot would have met the same fate when he would later return within a year and a day until my mother disbanded the whole of Camelot, leaving without another word.
My mother ordered the kingdom disbanded the very next day, saying that the Warden of Souls always kept his word.
I did not give up nearly so easily. With a flip of my beautiful white hair, I stormed out of that castle the night of Camelot’s dissolution, vowing revenge against the Green Warden who came to our doorstep. I found every witch and warlock, learned every dark magic, and extended my life across a millennium and a half, just so I could find the Warden of Souls and make him tell me where he had kept my father.
Of all my research, I could not find much on the Warden, only that he had been around longer than the memories of both the living and the dead, and operated with his own authority to attack any in his path. No legend or myth, no one I interrogated who had seen or known him, not a single document, source, or rumor could tell me one pinch of information about the Warden or his powers that provided any consistent through-line besides the title. One person insisted he was a giant, the next a werewolf, another a vampire, yet another a phoenix. An ancient underground cult claimed he was undead, and a convent of Amazon warriors claimed he was a god. Everyone had a different story, a different shape, and a different lie to say about the Warden of Souls. He was an enigma that moved about as he pleased, traveling all around the world over these centuries, and yet there was no true record of it beyond that perfidious name as it passed through history and myth.
Fine. If I could not have exploited any weaknesses, then I would have simply had to prepare myself another way, keep every eventuality in check. Finding that to be far too much work for me, I settled on slapping a collar on the strongest monster I could think of and get my hands on, taking it to the Warden’s last known location, and seeing what I could have gotten from there. The Warden was supposedly a Good Samaritan of sorts, and might have come to the rescue if I caused enough trouble in the mortal world. In that spirit, I happened upon the mighty beast who now followed my every command, and headed for the city of New York, where his trail ended.
As I floated above one of the intersections of the city, my pale hair rising like a ghostly fire, my dark cloak fluttering in the wind to reveal my many elegant belts of knives and my black magic-runed armor, I lifted my hands into the air and savored the moment of my triumph. As soon as I had caught the attention of some of the mortals below, I spoke the words.
“Rise, Onyxaltan!” I called out to the dragon who lurked below, sending him here a week ago so I could summon him at this moment, “Rise and do my bidding! Destroy this city and all who inhabit it!”
The great titan of scales, the earth dragon, burst out of the ground, clawing and scratching through the sewers and concrete as if it were tissue paper as it rose up. A crown of horns lived upon the back of his head, and it adorned its body with golden jewelry, as befitting the royalty that it was. Its orangish-red scales glimmered in the sunlight between these oversized buildings the mortals built as monuments to themselves. Even so, my earth dragon was more than large enough still to dwarf any other creation of theirs, such as the metal horseless freight carriages hauling the large metal carts on rubber wheels that they called ‘semi-trucks.’. One such truck of semi-quality fell deep into the sinkhole my minion had created in their street, proving not nearly enough to hope to fill it.
As would any meager population of mortal peasants, the sight of the powerful dragon that obeyed me as the monster crawled atop a few cars, placing itself in the middle of the street. While many of the mortals ran away while the dragon’s reddish paws impaled the ground, the four claws upon each hand digging up their pathetic pavement, a few of them further grew violent, shouting angrily as their carriages made their annoying noises. From what I could have heard, they were quite upset with the flow of traffic being stopped so suddenly. Not what I had expected in the face of a draconic force of nature, but mortals were foolish pawns at best.
One such mortal, a pathetic creature wearing a grey coat, moved against the crowd as it raced by him, desperate to escape the carnage I had unleashed. Standing in the crosswalk next to me and my mighty dragon, who was a thousand times larger than him at least, nearly taking up to each side of the streets we met at today. Like I had just said, these mortals were fools all, this one quite unashamedly.
Gazing upon his attire, I noticed a certain aura about them. With my arcane vision, I looked him over once more, immediately recognizing the signature of magic upon him. He was wearing enchanted clothing and thought to challenge me. I hadn’t thought that any wizard would have come near the presence of a dragon if they could sense it, let alone this one.
Anyone who was privy to the culture of dragons knew that an earth dragon did not become so unless a normal dragon had its wings clipped. Moreover, a dragon’s wings, much like its scales, did not break easily, and required the strength of a royal dragon to tear asunder. They reserved this punishment for the most heinous of dragonkind, those who had committed slaughter and mayhem in the highest degree. A wingless dragon, an earth dragon, was dangerous even to other dragons, thus their crippling punishment. Obviously, this wizard was a charlatan who no one had yet to teach the proper respect for all of this. I was happy to be that teacher.
The mortals had cleared out, leaving behind their technology and us to our business. The fool wizard stepped forward still, unabated by anything. Oddest about this scenario was that my earth dragon had stopped rampaging about the street like I had ordered. It merely stood still, staring at this grey-coated man as it stepped up further still.
“Have you come to meet your death?” I floated down a bit, joking with the poor sorcerer, “I have heard that wanting to die is quite popular in recent days with mortals, but I never expected someone to be serious about the attempt. Do you not know who this is?”
The man ignored me, simply walking further up to my scaly drudge without so much as a glance upward at me. Was I not intimidating? My armor was black as midnight, covered in mysterious mystic runes, with knives, blades, and pouches with other such arcane things that all should have made clear the gravitas of my presence. I could not help but remember that moment before. But that was going to be all behind me when the Warden showed up and died at my dragon’s claws. Perhaps this man was unfamiliar with what he was dealing with. If he was a wizard, he was certainly one who lived under a very large rock.
“Do you not know who this is, wizard?” I spoke to the grey-coated man again. “This is Onyxaltan, the Exiled Prince of Dragonkind! Banished and stripped of its wings for slaying its own mother, the Queen of Dragons, but still proving itself one of the strongest of all draconic beings! And it is my slave, subject to my every whim! Do you understand now, wizard? I’m afraid it is far too late to turn back. You have angered me, but I should thank you for the opportunity to test out my slave’s abilities, even if you will provide poor sport for it. Onyxa--!”
“Onyx,” the man addressed my draconic slave with a nickname, speaking with a gruff tone that boiled my blood to raging anger, though I couldn’t figure why he enraged me so, “You know that you’re violating your dad’s orders to stay away from the human realm, right? That gives me a lot of leeway to do with you as I please.”
“McCain, please, you have to understand!” my slave dragon, the princely Onyxaltan, spoke so pathetically to this man, this ‘McCain,’ losing all sense of its royal pride as a Great Wyrm. “This tiny wizardling forced me into your world with this infernal enchantment!”
He pointed to the grey stone collar with red runes. It was one of the Shackles of Doom, a manacle designed to chain down the very Titans of legend. When the chains became too great for them to handle, the Titans had died, leaving the chains for anyone who could grab them. I was fortunate enough to have cornered one on the black troll market, paid every last bit of coin I had left.
AND WHO WAS HE CALLING A WIZARDLING?
“Excuse me?” I shouted from above them. “What do you think you--?”
“A Doom Shackle?” the ‘McCain’ person spoke dismissively to Onyxaltan again, still completely ignoring me, as if I was not right here. “What happened? Did you get caught in the world’s most obvious and bulky trap just like that? Did you at least give him a fight? Oh, Onyx, how the mighty have fallen.”
How the mighty have fallen, indeed.
“I will have you know,” I lectured him for a change with an outstretched finger to emphasize, “that this is one of the Shackles of Doom forged to chain down the very Titans--”
“He caught me while I was sleeping, I swear!” Onyxaltan defended himself, interrupting me in doing so and revealing the rather embarrassing truth about how I had captured him, “Please, you must have leniency upon me. If you can remove this collar, I will leave this world immediately, never to return or violate my father’s orders again! I give you my word as Prince of Dragonkind!”
“Slave!” I flexed my hand, channeling the binding spell between Onyxaltan and me through the Shackle of Doom. Red bolts of magic, like lightning, flickered around it, stretching up to my hand to form a magical leash. Under the painful spell of the Shackle, the ex-prince fell to the ground, paralyzed by my arcane might. “You will not speak again unless I will it!” Releasing the red lightning, I looked to this interloping wizard. “McCain, I have no idea who you think you are, or what charm you have placed upon my dragon to make it act with such insulting cowardice, but I am far too strong to feel its effect. You have five seconds to plead for your life on your knees before I--”
“At least make it quick,” My disappointingly spineless coward of a dragon slave whimpered behind me, interrupting me yet again as it hid underneath.
“Silence, you hulking gecko,” I turned to my supposedly vicious and bloodthirsty dragon pet, “I will have no mercy for whoever this friend--”
“No promises,” the wizard spoke as if he was the one being addressed, as if he was the master here and not me. “Lucky for us, I have a special spot picked out for you that just opened up. Should make this all a simple process. Just stay right there.”
McCain’s grey coat burst open, releasing thousands of chains made of a black mist, pouring out of his body through his chest. Like snakes, they coiled around the dragon again and again until they had a firm hold, ensnaring him completely. In one swift drag, the entire dragon, all the thousands of kilograms he weighed, pulled toward McCain as the chains retreated back into himself. As Onyxaltan drew closer, the tightening chains shrunk its body down, containing it as the whole of the chains returned to McCain, absorbing the dragon with it as if he were a part of them. A flare of shadows erupted from his chest, spreading out into the sky in front of him and disintegrating into nothing all in one go.
And the deed was done.
I could not have believed it. Years of preparations, the resources spent, the time languished, all chained up and swallowed like a thick piece of mutton. How could this man have been the Warden? Where was the giant that terrorized my dreams at night? Where was the green, ogrish stature? Was this man a student? How could a student have gained such power? What was going on?!
The wizard bent over in pain, falling to his knees while holding his stomach. As if under a lycanthropic curse, his skin changed its hue, turning a fiery red while a crown of horns exploded out of the back of his head. His face lengthened, and his eyes sharpened to a molten crimson. His hands grew into meaty dragon paws with four clawed fingers and three clawed toes, and a tail exploded out from behind him, wrapped in gold jewelry. He stood back up as the grey of his coat bled to a deep red hue. With a mighty roar, the dragon-shifted McCain shattered all the windows in sight into thousands of pieces, as well as dented the concrete underneath him in a circle reaching to both ends of the street, his feet unmoving as he floated in the air, his dragon’s bellow reverberating through every corner of creation.
I pulled out my recalling stone as soon as I could have, fiddling with it in the middle of the air in my panic before finally grasping it firmly. My only hope was that McCain, now the obviously apparent Warden of Souls, really had not noticed my presence, too distracted with his dark magic to bother looking for me. With a few whispered incantations, I warped through space and time back to my secret lair, an abandoned castle on the island known as Scotland, breathing heavily. And I swore, faintly, softly, subtly, that the Warden’s dragon roar was still audible here.
The Warden of Souls’s powers boasted a grand and disturbingly unknowable magnitude. He truly had mastery over the essence of life itself and could imbue his own body with it. Is that what he had done with my father? No, he still looked like an ogre when he left the castle that night, I distinctly remembered. So what did he do with him?
None of my preparations were sufficient, it seemed, and I could not have prepared for anything that he may have been able to counter with his mysterious chains and even more mysterious ability to absorb entire beings and use their powers as his own. Perhaps I had to find another way to locate my father’s soul without confronting him directly. That part was more than clear in all the legends. The Warden did not execute the souls, but tortured them in an eternal hell for all of time. My father must have been somewhere, and if I could have discovered where, I would not have had to match powers with him at all. But I also had to make sure that McCain did not disturb me, either, if I did discover it. This required a new approach…



MARCUS MCCAIN



THE PRESENT
I HAD A PRETTY cushy gig here in New York. It really wasn’t often that I had the chance to settle down in any one place, let alone on Earth. I remember thinking that this city would not last back when it was first being built, but look at it now, a contender for the largest city in the whole world. Call me humbled. And with this many people gathered in any one place, it was a no-brainer that some magic muckery was going to sneak its way in and start causing all sorts of trouble at any given moment. And if it ever did, I was sure to hear about it and stomp it out before it ever doomed the universe we all knew and loved. Yeah, I knew it was still a bit of a shithole to live in, but believe me, it could have been a lot worse if any one of the characters I’d put away were running around, so I thought I was doing well enough.
Sometimes, it felt like too well.
I was in my semi-private portable study, a corner suite with enough room to fit a circus inside. All kinds of antique artifacts, like masks, weapons, trinkets and totems, and knick-knacks from various eras in history that I’d collected over the years filled the shelves lining my walls. And I’d lived a lot of years. Enough that if someone were to ask me if neanderthals lived at the same time as dinosaurs, I’d have said, ‘Not unless you counted me.’
Some people might have mistaken me for an archeology professor if they didn’t know better, given all the old things I’d collected. Most people did know better, one of the reasons being my overt hatred of archeology and all of its practices and studies. Just because I misplaced something a long time ago doesn’t mean they got to play ‘finders-keepers’ with it in their fancy sandboxes, stick it behind a glass case for everyone to gawk at, and say it’s theft if I wanted it back.
Yes, it may have sounded crazy for me to walk in there and say that I personally helped make that authentic fourteenth-century samurai suit of gusoku armor they had on display, but that shouldn’t have mattered. I’d replaced most of what they’d found with replicas by now, anyway. How would they have known the difference? Haven’t caught on yet so far. I’d filled nearly half of the Smithsonian with fakes, and that was including the stuff in the warehouses. Maybe stealing my own things back was petty, and I probably could have just bought the Smithsonian out from underneath them, but what was the point of winning a bet against a shadow specter for some favors if I never used them for things like that?
I laid on my desk, a custom design of smoky brown finish that I had specially made from wood scavenged from the wreckage of the Argo. Yes, that Argo. I would have been the one to know, since I was the one who sank it and collected the remains. Coincidentally, that was about the time when I got my golden winter fleece pajamas. They did not let me fly, despite the myths and stories, but they were heavenly warm.
At any rate, I was arguing with my pot-bellied yet scrawny little imp rascal of a personal assistant named Samael. He was a small demon with goat legs, red skin, and teeny curled horns as he stood upon my desk, only reaching about two feet tall in total.
“What?” my assistant questioned my latest command. “Sir, if I may--?”
“You may not.” I refused him, twirling an antique arrow between my claws as practice. “It’s my money, and that’s how I want to invest it.”
“Perhaps you should reconsider--” Samael’s voice was dark and sinister, completely juxtaposed with his current form, reminiscent of a toddler dressed up as the devil for Halloween.
“I was right about indoor plumbing, wasn’t I?” I argued, even though I had complete authority over him. I still wanted to prove a point so that this wouldn’t happen again.
“Well, yes--”
“And metal-working,” I continued, “and soap, and grease-frying, and telephones, and television, and the wheel, and paper, and boats. I could go on. I’ve been on a hot streak for a while now. Plus, we can absolutely afford to take the risk. I could hemorrhage money for one hundred years and still have enough money to buy Canada. Make the investment.”
“Yes,” Samael sighed, “I’ll see that it gets done. You want these funds drawn from one of your buried gold caches, correct?”
“Use Teach’s treasure this time around,” I said to specify which pirate I’d robbed blind. “I saw a black octopus the other day that looked like his beard, and it reminded me how much of a pain in the ass he was to capture. If the investment turns out to be crap, I want to tell him about it next time I’m back at the ranch.”
“Very good.” The imp teleported away in a puff of sulfurous smoke to follow my orders.
Mostly, I was passing the time by dealing with these business details until I went to the Day of the Dead festival in Rio. The spirits had their own party on that night that made Carnival look like a church service, and I was excited. It wasn’t for another couple of hours, and I had little to do that could fill up such a short amount of time exactly.
It wasn’t as if I needed to make these corporate decisions. All of my businesses ran themselves if I kept my hands off. The investments, the enchanting service chains, the research and development projects, all kept in line with the help of the mystical parchment I kept on my person. That parchment gave me live updates on all changes in any of my properties and their specific statuses. I was always aware of how well I was doing and how wealthy I was, which was very to both.
In my hands, I still twirled the antique arrow to maintain my manual dexterity with four fingers instead of five. Fiddling helped me think, and I was thinking a lot right now, since I was running out of things to do at the moment. Plus, it was harder than it looked, especially while controlling the dragon-level strength, so the arrow never snapped. Breaking the arrow that killed Genghis Khan would’ve been a shame, though, since I was the one who shot him with it in the first place.
The ‘Great Khan’ was a part of a secret cult in Asia that worshipped the blood god Xue Shen, who wanted Genghis to soak enough of the land in blood so he could have fed upon it and resurrected himself. Genghis got close, too, before I shot him in the middle of a battle and imprisoned Xue Shen a bit more permanently. He lived inside of my ring now, and wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon if I had anything to say about it.
Of all my enterprises, the one I found the most important, and the most rewarding, was the massive interdimensional prison I ran. By all technical accounts, it was a private prison, but it was also non profit. There’d been more than a few groups out there who’d wanted to shut my operation down because I wasn’t beholden to any government. I also paid for all expenses out of pocket, ran the place mostly autonomously, and no one could bribe me to release my prisoners from my care for any reason until their sentences were up. It wasn’t like I didn’t work with the native entities that whoever I was trapping belonged to. They even gave me leads and targets for my consideration for getting locked up.
Despite not making any cash on this project, I considered it my main occupation, wrangling the many monstrosities, dark spirits, evil bastards that dabbled in the occult, really all the malicious things that were magical, and putting them away for all eternity. I had this unofficial job for as long as I could remember, essentially for as long as I had this power of mine.
I called it Soul Cage, though it didn’t have an official name. The basics of it were simple enough: I threw black chains out from my soul, they latched onto something I wanted chained up, and then I could lock them up into any item I had on hand. The great thing about that was all the powers the item developed when it had a soul inside of it. If I had a fire elemental inside a sword, it became a flame blade. If I put a griffin in a coat, it might have grown wings. It was impossible to tell what powers could develop from it, but they were always fun to mess around with. They were also reusable and switchable, so I was free to equip myself with a lot of useful items to help me lock up other evil monsters.
One of the drawbacks, which was a good thing as well, was that souls living inside of items didn’t last forever. Over time, they wore out, and then became husks that stopped working well enough to be useful. That was when I had to release them, since they were far too weak to be a threat ever again.
Another drawback was that I couldn’t have just slammed them inside of any old thing, like a rock or a stick on the ground, or it’d probably explode as soon as it got inside, releasing them and forcing me to chain them up all over again. The stronger the soul I wanted to capture, the sturdier the item required to keep them locked up. Even then, they could fight back, and often required a beating beforehand to make sure they didn’t break the soul cage I put them in.
Because of that, I had a ranking system for criminals and the cages I locked them up in. I tried to keep it simple: There were ten grades for criminals, with matching soul cage quality grades, starting from delinquent, then moving up to hooligan, hoodlum, fugitive, felon, crook, thug, terrorist, villain, and tyrant. Each grade had twenty levels within them, representing how many half-centuries it would take for their soul to dissolve in a proper soul cage. That was a minimum of fifty years and a maximum of one thousand.
I wasn’t a huge fan of level-twenties in any grade. Even as an immortal, spending a millennium with someone is often too much time.
The delinquent grade criminals were mostly mortal sorcerers or cursed mortals who use their magic and/or curses to do evil, like revenant zombies or lesser vampires. Anything weaker than the delinquent grade criminals wasn’t worth my time. The normal law enforcement groups could handle those. At the other end, the tyrant grades had the one-man world enders who could personally cause apocalypses if they really went for it, depending on the world they were trying to end.
Fortunately, imprisoning any of them in a proper soul cage didn’t let them regain their strength while they were inside, so I was just as easily able to beat the ever-loving shit out of them before I locked them up. That way, it was easier to keep them forever, since they could never fight back.
Unfortunately, if they were weaker, they remained weaker forever, so the full potential wasn’t always realized. If I wanted something snazzy, I’d have had to beat them up just enough to get what I wanted out of them or have something tough on hand to get that extra edge.
Tough items were surprisingly hard to come by, even with all the money in the world. Getting things like Starcore steel or the lumber from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil was damn near impossible for the tyrant grade soul cages, since there was no one to buy those things off of. I had to find them on my own, with my own time, while all while baddies ran loose.
Sometimes that was how I spent my free time, searching for the last little remnants of the best materials, but that was like scraping the bottom of the barrel these days. If I couldn’t make the prisons out of the good stuff, they had to be bigger to compensate, which I couldn’t carry around in a fight. Granted, since I had all the world’s money practically, I likely had the maximum number of tyrant-grade items available for any one individual in existence.
However, on the rare occasion, I needed an emergency solution for the surprise baddies with particularly powerful abilities. Sometimes, I just didn’t have an item powerful enough to lock them up, like when I miscalculated a criminal’s tier and found the item cracking under the strain of their soul. Other times, no item in all of existence could lock them up because their power was above the tyrant grade.
That was why I liked to have my strongest soul cage open and available as often as possible: my own body. I’d had to trap a lot of universally big bads in there over my career that would have probably ended all life in existence if they had the chance: Gornash the Annihilator, level twelve of the thug grade, Vlad Tepes Dracula, level twelve terrorist grade, Man-Wolf, level eighteen thug grade, the Weeping King, level nineteen of the villain grade, Mother Teresa, level seventeen of the terrorist grade, He Who Knows, tyrant grade level seventeen, Tlgmnskqrn, tyrant grade level sixteen, and many others.
My body as a soul cage was also the most dangerous, completely eating the soul entirely with no remains. No second chances for those people. It took quite a while, but I always had the time. In fact, that was part of what gave me the time. Consuming souls was very revitalizing, and I’d consumed a lot of powerful souls that would have probably kept me going for another few thousand years without another one. By all technical accounts, most of the magical community considered the practice a kind of necromancy, which most people shunned and the rest outlawed, but I’d done enough good for many other worlds’ authorities to look the other way in my case. So I had the latitude to slap souls inside of things with relative freedom, including my own body from time to time.
Not that this fleshy soul cage didn’t have the other benefits as well. For example, Onyx, tyrant grade level twenty, was a no-good rat bastard of a dragon with the temperament of a wild animal and the power of a supernova just waiting to cook the atmosphere with a single burst of fire. I was incredibly lucky to happen upon him while locked in a Shackle of Doom. And now, I had dragon strength, speed, agility, and durability all to myself. No wings, though. The royal dragons always clipped the wings of earth dragons for a reason, and killing their mother by pushing her into a black hole was reason enough for me.
The fact that a little punk Mordred Jr., who was barely at a level ten felon, got his hands on a Shackle of Doom upset me. As a wizard, he was like a toddler with a wooden block in his hand, and that would have cemented him in the bottom of the third tier as a hoodlum. Sure, he’d have stubbed your toe at his worst, but he wasn’t anywhere near a nuisance enough to waste the energy on. As a criminal with connections, though, he was a bit more difficult to handle, bumping him up to the felon tier. He’d never done enough that I ever felt the need to get involved, since I dealt with earthly matters mostly, but he had enough pull to start something that I wouldn’t want to started on my turf.
Thinking about Mordred and his punk ass was about the time when I heard the rumbling outside. I poked my head out the window to see what all the fuss was about, lifting myself up by my tail as I did so to push my head out as if I was a mechanic sliding under a car.
My office was very special, enchanted to the highest degree so that it technically didn’t exist anywhere in space beside the relative area of New York. There was no street address, no hidden hidey-hole, and no secret entrance. I knew the specific spell required to turn any door or any window into a spatial access point for the door and window in my office. As such, the door opened to any door in the city limits and back, and the window for any window in the city limits. I didn’t have to have the office right by Times Square in order to have a perfect view of the carnage going on there when the giant bronze tower erupted in the middle of the fairway. I was glad I didn’t at that point.
Now, I wouldn’t have said this out loud, but if I was to be perfectly honest, I wasn’t the most upset by the wanton destruction and the loss of innocent life. It was horrendous, yes, to see these people die from the random monsters, like the hippogriffs, the manticores, the hydras, and all the other random beasts walking about. No one lasted as an immortal if they got hung up on something as inconsequential as death, so the carnage didn’t quite faze me. Instead, I was very pissed about seeing that tower here.
That was my tower.
Whoever got that tower out of the dark corner of existence that I exiled it to for eternity was getting a tyrant-level smackdown that they’d never forget.
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“SOMEBODY, GIVE ME A REPORT,” I spoke to the top of my wrist, specifically the Master’s Brand I had tattooed on it. The tattoo itself was inked in black, looking like an upside-down arrowhead made of Celtic and tribal patterns. It was a simple charm that let me command all the creatures I’d marked with the corresponding Slave’s Brand, namely the network of spies I’d set up in the city to prevent situations exactly like this from surprising me. “If someone can’t tell me what’s going on, I’m giving Gary free rein to break each one of you over all of his spider knees. That includes you, Mike.”
“There’s a giant tower in the middle of the city.” Michael, one of my putti spies, the fattest of fat babies with wings, puffed into the space just outside the window, his tiny little dove wings barely holding him and his silky diaper up.
“Brilliant.” I rolled my eyes.
Useless, the lot of them. I’d originally thought that when I took down Cupid, a seraph with fancy armor and over-the-top wings, a sixth tier crook, after he tried to release his mother, Aphrodite, an eighth tier terrorist, gaining control of his army of puttis would have been a great byproduct of the whole ordeal. Puttis were invisible to most humans, could phase through walls, and never had to sleep, making them theoretically perfect for observing anything that could have been happening in New York.
As it so happens, puttis were also lazy little brats with no sense of work ethic.
Puttis, seraphs, and cherubim, four-headed monstrosities within a tangle of wings that made it nearly impossible to tell which way was which, all had a perverse hobby of pretending that they were angels and an entitlement complex to abuse anyone who believed them. Even the weakest of these pseudo-angels never ranked below a fifth-level fugitive. I thought I was getting a great deal, and it still was, even with all the useless workers.
With all of their fancy magic, the visions they placed into the minds of medieval artists, it was more than enough to convince most people that the fake angels were the real deal. As someone who had met an angel in person, however, let me assure you that this was definitely not the case. Angels were much more terrifying than anything the strongest seraph could hope to be. No real angel ranked below the grade of villain, and they were all twentieth level. Ever heard of the Angel of Death? Be glad he was a nice guy.
Usually, I had a taskmaster keeping the puttis in line so they would do their damn jobs, a spider-like boogeyman who was the sneakiest and most aggressive monster that had ever lived underneath a kid’s bed before the Fearmonger Guild suspended him for stealing toys from children’s bedrooms assigned to him. The guild had given him over to me as his punishment, since growing attached to toys was such an egregious offense in bed-monster cultures that they thought he was too corrupt to remain with them, and I put him to work soon afterward. I’d seen the collection and talked with him, and I knew he was just fascinated by toys, not planning to bring down bed-monster culture as they knew it. Besides, he was a great worker.
But Taskmaster Gary was on a long-overdue vacation to the Bahamas for the week, and my spy network was suffering because of it.
“Does anyone have anything else for me?” I spoke into the brand again. “Don’t think I won’t end Gary’s vacation short to get you all working again. He’ll be pissed, and that just makes him better at his job.”
“I think it’s called the Tower of Babel?” Ponrael, another putti baby with even smaller wings and golden hair, poofed into existence right next to Michael.
“Yes, I can see that,” I reprimanded the useless pigeon-toddler. “What the hell is it doing here in my city?”
“Looks like it’s releasing monsters into the streets.” Michael looked out into the carnage.
The police had finally organized enough to start fighting back against them. Their guns helped a little bit against the ‘mundane’ creatures like griffins and goblins, but the more obtusely magical ones, like shadow spirits and fire elementals, simply let the bullets fly through their incorporeal bodies as they consumed and burned the poor saps to death.
When I was a fairly young wizard, I was naïve enough to think that if everyone could have just been together in one place, that they would have gotten over their age-old grudges, let go of all of their prejudices and misunderstandings, and bonded as one cohesive collection of sentient beings who knew they had to share the universe with each other. The Tower of Babel was my attempt to bring the entire multiverse together by making a passage that connected everyone.
No matter where you wanted to go in all of existence, you could have found a way to get there through the Tower. Every dimensional plane and every realm had a door to the tower, and anyone had access to it. To a certain extent, the Tower did its job, and cultures of all flavors blended together in ways no one had ever seen before.
But, like all great ideas built on flawed understandings of the nature of sentient beings, it failed miserably shortly after its completion. All the evil warlords of the universe used it to cut out swathes of the other realms, creating empires larger than anything anyone had seen before, and others committed themselves to genocidal purges across the cosmos. Races were extinguished, cultures destroyed with them, and entire pieces of existence were cleaned of all semblance of life, pilfered of their resources, and left to rot away in their decrepit states.
It took me a very long time to put everything back in place, and longer still to come up with a way to keep a tower that stretched across dimensions from ever being misused again.
It turned out that I couldn’t. All the enchantments I’d poured into it made it impossible to break for any force in the universe, and its multi-planar nature kept it from being tucked away in a pocket dimension or thrown into some black hole that everyone could have forgotten about. My only recourse was to hide the Tower in its own pocket multiverse and hoped no one found a way to get it out again.
Well, someone did, but it couldn’t have been any of the warlords from that time. I killed all of those asshats and even put a few in my body’s soul cage for good measure. It had to have been someone who didn’t know anything about it besides the legends but still had the connections to search every dark corner of creation to find it, break all of my enchantments on it, and throw it up without anyone noticing right in the middle of my city.
I didn’t like the implications of that one bit.
“You have one more chance to give me something I can use,” I spoke into the brand a third time, “or Gary’s going to be taking out all of his frustrations from his vacation ending early on every last one of you.”
“A trollgre kidnapped President Turmbach.” Gabriel, a third putti, poofed in to complete my personal Three Stooges. “Happened moments before the tower popped up here. There could be a connection.”
“Better, but I don’t like that you didn’t inform me of this immediately when it happened.” I slapped three of them across their faces with one slap. “Son of a bitch, we finally got a president that was doing a good job too and also not a subterranean lizard person again. We need to find him before I end up having to counter-rig another election. Gabe, find out what you can about the trollgre and who brought it to Earth. Ponny, wake up the gravehounds and get this mess cleared up. Mike, go home and think about your life.”
“Yessir!” The trio poofed out to do their respective jobs. Hopefully.
Who the hell had time to breed trolls and ogres together anymore? Trolls only mated once every few hundred years, and ogres fought tooth-and-nail to get out of mating with anyone. Both were endangered species because of it, and both were like that because of me. So many ancient wizards thought that using ogres and trolls in their evil armies was the best idea ever, and they used to reproduce like cockroaches. Trolls also were capable of asexual reproduction, too, which they passed on to their trollgre children. Any one of the monster mules was capable of pushing an island around the ocean on their own, and they had just enough increased intelligence not to eat their fellow ogres and trolls in captivity, unlike the other two. Any troll or ogre had trouble pushing past the fourth tier as a fugitive, but even the weakest trollgre could easily make the top of the sixth tier as a crook.
I was sick of fighting so many, so I started cursing the ones I did fight with sterility, infertility, and violence, letting them breed with the others until they had all but wiped out their own populations in a couple of generations. Threats of evil armies were at an all-time low, and I was feeling pretty happy with my work. Trollgres were a figment of the past, and the only surviving trolls and ogres around today were remnants of the cursed population, doomed to die out within one hundred years or so.
That meant that someone had the patience, determination, and resources to start another breeding program, and get one final Trollgre in the rotation for their purposes. Someone with that kind of resourcefulness and free agency on Earth with a grudge against me limited the list down, but I was willing to bet that Mordred Jr. was behind all of this.
Call it a hunch, but I never took a coincidence like thinking about a particular baddy and then a cataclysmic event happening right afterward lightly. He fit the bill better than anyone I knew right now, and if he really was behind the tower, then I finally had an excuse to beat him to a bloody pulp.
At any rate, there was one person I could check with to get a better idea about the likelihood I was entertaining.
“Hey, Mordred,” I called down to my belt, “Do you think your son would be capable of something like this? Ability-wise, I mean. I know that your whole family has enough assholes in it that’d try to do something world-endingly stupid and dabble with powers way beyond your understanding.”
“Why would I tell you anything if I knew?” My belt, the soul cage for Mordred Senior from way back before England was even a thing, spoke with a deep resentment in his tone. “I have been inside this belt the whole time! How could I have been keeping track of my children while sitting right above your testicles for a half a millennium?”
“Just checking, sheesh,” I said. “No need to get up in a twist about it. This kind of behavior is exactly why you’re still in there. I’m curious if you have anything more to say, or if you had anything to do with this.”
“Oh, sure, I have been plotting in secret this entire time,” Mordred hissed at me with sardonic displeasure. “I have complete access to my spy network, my magical powers, and my bodily functions. That is why I am currently free and out reclaiming Albion as my rightful kingdom or perhaps pissing on your grave. I have all of this free time on my flesh-and-blood hands now, so I figured, ‘Why not doom the entire universe by uprooting a device that could plunge all of existence into chaotic ruin?’ That benefits me in some way, I’m sure, and I’ll think of how someday.”
“That’s enough of that sass, young man. I gave you every chance to get out of your predicament,” I reminded him. “I even made the mistake of letting you go free after a few hundred years for good behavior. Remember that, when I was stupid enough to think you knew when to quit while you were ahead? You should be happy you’re only stuck in that belt. Stop being a stubborn ass, and tell me what you know, you ungrateful little brat.”
“Ungrateful brat? I was barely out before you put me back in here!” Mordred tried to argue. “I had not the time to grace a latrine with my royal rear before you had it and the rest of me back inside your phallic compensator once again.”
“Right, that was when you opened a portal to the Underworld in London before you’d even turned the corner away from my custody,” I reminded him again. “Said Underlord now owns the part of your soul that controls your legs forever. In what way did you think making a deal with an Underlord was going to turn out well for you, or anyone at all? Cost me a mint to keep the story suppressed to just being a ‘Great Fire,’ and save your whole soul from being eaten and crapped out at the same time.”
“And this is better?” the former dark king pointed out his predicament. “Your dungeon is just as much a drain on my life force as any under-creature would have been.”
“I can always speed up how fast that soul cage is draining you,” I told the sassy fashion accessory. “Instead of returning to a fresh body when your time is up, you’d inhabit a rotting corpse, or even an animated skeleton. An eternity without skin is very painful, trust me. You get sick of it after the first few minutes. So… just answer the question: Were he so inclined, could Mordred Jr. have found and released the Tower of Babel?”
“Junior?” The belt laughed. “I thought you were talking about one of my competent sons! Maybe Melahan would have the potential, or even Tirnog, but Junior? I am truly surprised he still lives in this age. Are you sure you do not have them mixed up? I did that for quite a while when they were growing up. I think Junior was the fat one. Is the one you’re thinking of very round?”
“Your familial pride is astounding.” I prepared a spell in the air. “He managed to get his hands on a Shackle of Doom and chain up the Banished Prince of Dragons with it, and now, we’re figuring out that he’s got some daddy issues, too. He fits the bill, and if he’s responsible, he’s going down. I’m sure you have no problems with that, right, Parent of the Year?”
I liked to give any family members of targets I was going to imprison a say in what happened to them, just in case there was some unexpected change of heart, or to have some excuse not to waste the soul cage. But, more often than not, the kinds of criminals that I put away didn’t give a single damn. Still, if there was some good in any of them, it deserved recognition.
“He had a millennium to prove himself, and this half-baked plan is the best that he came up with,” the belt sighed. “There is no conceivable reason to bring out the Tower of Babel besides the slow destruction of all things, which puts a damper in any plans I might have had before you came along. I did not care when that moron took up space in my castle, and I certainly do not care now what happens to him now.”
“Compassionate as ever, Mordred.” My spellweaving finished, creating a circle of sigils out of blue light in the air in an arcane matrix. “You deserve to be a belt more than anyone. Enjoy the view above my dick forever.”
“I have no eyeballs to see the view, but I’m sure it is nothing grand,” Mordred trash-talked. “Don’t bother taking me off the next time you attempt to get intimate with a woman, McCain. I am sure that nothing will block my view in the slightest, should anything arise.”
“You’d be surprised.”
With a flash of light, the matrix pulsed, and a similar flash magic circle appeared over the city, covering most of the sky, as beams shot out of it to the edges of the horizon. Each one spread out a net of translucent swirls from each side, connecting to each other until it coated the whole sky, obscuring every celestial body in the night sky into a blur of bright smears.
The beams connected to the other power bases for the global anti-magic field I had set up all over the world in the event that something like this occurred. Like the name suggested, the field suppressed all magic within it, rendering most magical forces inert and suppressed. Very useful against most threats I faced, like ancient evils released from old coffins I wasn’t involved in making or the uppity wizards who released them into the wild.
Whoever was bringing my Tower of Babel here, Junior or otherwise, was probably suffering a bit if they were still around without their powers to rely on. It also affected my own magic, but that wasn’t my only tool in the toolkit. One of the many reasons why most of the multiverse didn’t like necromancy was because it was able to ignore rules like anti-magic fields. It technically wasn’t magic, not in the way that most people understood it, and was therefore exempt from being affected, regardless of some of the similar effects that it was capable of producing. So, while the baddies were trying to handle life and being evil without their magic to support them, I was free to beat them half to death with my bare dragon hands.
Though Mordred Sr. made a good point before. Why bring the tower out at all? Practically every known piece of the universe was reachable with more stable portals, easier teleportation spells, and that one freeway Thor made out of Jormungandr the World Serpent's hollowed out body after the Bifrost up and developed malevolent sentience.
Goddamn, that motherfucker was so bitchy. The whole time Thor and I were fighting the stupid, self-aware rainbow, it was nothing but ‘Down with the Borr-geousie, rise of the prole-Tyr-iot’ or ‘Ease the Sif-fering of the low class.’ This was in the seventies at the time during the Red Scare and the Pun Plague, both of which were massive thorns in my side when I just wanted to enjoy my nice vacation to Asgard in peace and quiet. If I never heard another pun or communist manifesto again in my immortal life, it would have been too soon.
More to the point, all this made my Tower of Babel redundant at this point, and by far the worst way to travel with its random connections. Even I didn’t have a full map of how it all connected. Its only advantage was that it was so old and unused that there were no interdimensional customs attached to it. But if it stuck around, that would change. No matter how you broke the situation down, the perpetrator was desperate and stupid.
That sounded like Mordred Jr. to a T.
“I still think it has to be someone else,” Mordred commented, “Junior simply is not powerful enough for this. We are talking about the fat one, right? No, wait, Junior was the blonde priss! His only concern in his life was if his hair was going to look good that day. He had no aptitude for magic in the first place, let alone something of this scale. That was why we were going to let Melahan take the kingdom as the next heir instead of him. Without telling him, of course. Wasting the breath seemed exhausting, and then the crying afterward was just too much. Perhaps we would have had him assassinated later, if he really became a problem.”
“Jesus, you’re almost making me feel sorry for the boy,” With a jump down from the magical window, I fell down to ground-level, impacting the sidewalk below with a resounding crack of concrete. “I thought my family atmosphere used to be rough. Glad my dad wasn’t as much of an ass as you.”
“Oh, so you do have a father!” Mordred laughed in his nonexistent throat. “I was curious if you were not cracked from a magic rock like an egg or perhaps licked into being by a goat on a celestial glacier. Maybe even formed from the dust of the earth as Adam. You wouldn’t happen to be the Adam, would you? That would explain how old you seem to be. Is it true that a talking snake tricked your wife? I always wondered about that.”
“No such luck,” I refuted. “I’m nothing like Adam was, believe me.”
As I popped a few of my joints and cracked my knuckles, I turned Mordred’s voice and hearing back off on the belt. Time to get ready to pass a little time before the Dia de Los Muertos party by saving the world again. Pregaming an occasion like that with a little carnage and violence was just the thing I needed.





3

AND AS IF in answer to my thoughts, a car flew out to my right, flipping over itself as it careened straight for me. With a swipe of my hand, I redirected the car away, grabbing at one of the edges and pushing it over my head as it crashed into the building behind me. A muddy brown turtle shell the size of the cars it was slamming around bounced from building to building as if it was on bumpers. The flinging cars jumped over and around the mobile, spiked mini-bunker as it crashed into them like they were made of styrofoam and not thousands of pounds of steel. The shell rushed to me, attempting to disregard me just like the cars before.
With one fist, I stopped the shell in its tracks, cracking it like clay pottery as it crumbled out from my point of impact. The pygmy dragon turtle inside suddenly became very exposed as I threw down two more fists, the shockwaves rippling through its wrinkly body as its organs ruptured.
Surprisingly enough, these tiny ones were much more dangerous than their giant cousins, mostly because they were far more mobile. Sure, one of the big ones could crush a cruise ship’s hull straight to its party deck in one bite, putting them at the fugitive tier, but they were strictly ocean threats. The pygmies went wherever they wanted, spinning and crashing into things, then snapping at whatever meat was around. Still a fugitive threat, but a mobile fugitive threat.
Speaking of which, that was its next goal on the agenda. The shelled dragon turned its neck around to show me its plated draconic head, but more importantly, its massive snapping turtle jaws. As the jaws snapped out at me, I reflexively pushed them to the side, putting a clawed hand on the top and bottom of its head. While it had a stupendously powerful bite strength that very well could have snapped my arm off, the opening strength wasn’t nearly so much, and I essentially had it locked down.
With a flip of my arms over each other, I turned the creature’s neck completely upside down, cracking its spine and killing it. After collecting whatever bits of shell I could, since that kind of magical ingredient didn’t just fall into your lap every day, I walked down the street toward the tower. About ten steps into my walk, the rumbling steps of a roaming pack of bravians spilled into the street.
Bravians were similar to birds in size, wingspan, feathers, beak sizes, and ranged from hummingbirds to ostriches. The main difference was the addition of the second set of bird legs that acted like hands, and a slightly increased intelligence that made them think they were a tribal culture. The eagle bravians were the brutish leaders among them, including this tribe that walked up in front of us, wearing the fancier jewelry and light leather armor.
They all quickly spilled into the street in full view, the miniature beaked warriors quickly noticing the scary dragon monster man not a few dozen feet away from them and bringing their spears up to defensive positions. The eagle bravians squawked and trilled, rallying the others into a war frenzy with their battle cries.
This group was one of the biggest I’d seen in a while, holding at least one of every kind of bird I could have thought of in the horde. While the same size as their bird counterparts, bravians had the know-how to wield those spears effectively, and an army of two-foot spear-chucking flyers was a pain in the ass to deal with. Not only that, but a regular ostrich, emu, and cassowary were all still very dangerous birds, making their bravians vindictive and ruthless. Fighting them was going to be tedious as a group.
That was, of course, if I wasn’t blessed with access to dragon breath.
Dragons had a panoply of different things that they were able to shoot out of their mouths as a species like fire, lightning bolts, ice sprays, poisonous gas, scalding water, volcanic ash. Really anything dangerous and amorphous was a possibility.
Most of them, even the old and powerful ones, had only one type of breath, however. The royals were the exception, having two, three, or many more at their disposal, often used as a sign of their royal heritage. The current ruling family of dragons was at the top of that food chain, having nearly every breath weapon imaginable to work with. What made Onyxaltan so damn terrifying wasn’t just that he had that same lineage and breath weapon arsenal, but that he alone could use more than one at the same time.
After a deep inhale, I exhaled a cloud of volcanic ash filled lightning over the group of birds as they all quickly cooked to overdone in my gaseous oven. Squawks and trills of monstrous bird people railed out from the ash cloud’s innards, quickly silenced by the suffocating gas and electrifying energy coursing through the area. As the gas passed over them, not a single flammable feather remained, leaving behind only the charred roasts of their corpses. Had I the time to lay down a mat or something before this to make it somewhat sanitary, I might have started eating them right then and there.
But first, I had to deal with these two phoenix bravians.
Just like it sounded, phoenix bravians were just like other bravians, being the extra- limbed equivalent of their elementally cloaked bird counterparts. Since regular phoenixes were always at the felon tier, phoenix bravians ranked at least one tier above by default. The current elements here today were eagle-like fire and heron-like lightning, arguably the most common, if you could have called phoenixes or their bravian relatives common. As such, hot and electric environments, like an electrified ash cloud, were like a summer breeze for them.
The two bravians jumped out of the smog and streaked up into the sky, swirling into a spiral flight around each other in the sky as they pointed their spears upward. The two spearheads met, and their spiral sparked into a tornado of flames and sparks, twisting around to dive towards me like a snake launching its head to strike.
Looked like my anti-magic field was doing its work. Phoenix convergence attacks were usually bigger than that.
I made a ring with my left thumb and index finger, cupping the other fingers around them, and caught the spearheads inside of it, the tornado of bravian phoenix power still drilling towards my body. Redirecting the spearheads, I loosened my grip just enough to let the pillar of fire slip past the spears and down to the arms holding them. Then I clenched down until the spinning halted.
The tornado vanished, flowing away from the phoenix bravians down through to the rest until it was just their four arms in my hand. My dragon claws clamped down on their hollow bones and crumbled them to ash within my grasp. I threw the bird-men down on the ground as they writhed in pain, giving them no time to recover as my dragon-clawed foot stomped down on each of their backs. After I turned their spines into pancakes, I plucked a couple of flight and down feathers from each of them, scraped the bird viscera off on the pavement, and moved on towards my goal: the Tower itself.
It was still not two hundred feet away from me, and yet another obstacle showed up between me and it. I needed to pick up my pace if I was going to get to the door sometime this century.
The newest monster in my way was a hydra, an amphibious and slimy drake with several snake-like necks and heads, each sporting fins like ears on the sides. It was easiest to tell how old and dangerous a hydra was by how many heads it had, generally telling you how many times it fought something, had its head cut off, and grew back two more to replace it almost immediately. This one had at least twenty, putting it at the highest level of the crook tier.
Fortunately, the headcount never mattered if you handled it properly. Not removing any heads was the most important step. Another trick that not a lot of adventuring types knew about was a hydra’s very limited mobility outside its serpent heads. With the proper leverage and restraints, you could easily deal with them.
This hydra, like the many I’d come across, followed the same pattern of attack, and I followed my regular pattern of countering. First, the heads went to strike at their prey, and they didn’t plan to miss. Their blinding speed was faster than most of Earth’s modern bullets. That being the case, each head that struck out against me had a hard time keeping track of what they were doing once they launched, and their power was enough to crack stone easily. More aptly, with some dragon-level response time to jump out of the way, and a friendly dragon stomp into the ground, their protruding fangs easily stuck inside of concrete. Their retracting reflex only served to restrain them further, their own necks serving as tense binds. No matter how many heads went into this process, the necks entangling into a gordian knot and pinning the body down on all sides by this point, the species never learned changed up the strategy for hunting.
Second, while the heads were occupied with being stuck into the ground, the body was completely fair game for whatever a creative mind could have thought up for it. Sure, cutting it open from the side was simple enough to spill some poisonous organs out and coat all of my clothes. A hydra survived for quite a bit of time like this, and its innards were just as regenerative as its heads. An amateur could have spent all day trying to kill it from the inside and end up killing themselves from all the noxious gas evaporating off of the guts.
No, a true hydra hunter aficionado did what anyone would have done to a wide-bodied creature with stubby little legs and just flipped it over. A little use of leverage, a lift with the legs, and the whole thing was on its backside in no time. Not only did that keep the legs firmly wiggly about in the air as useless tubes of bones and meat, but it further twisted the base of all the necks underneath its massive body, stopping the flow of blood to all the brains. The results were often very gross to see.
Hydra regeneration couldn’t accommodate for slowly dying heads that were still attached, and it certainly didn’t account for constant pressure right from the starting line at the body. In that event, the body tried to regenerate the heads through and inside the still-living necks of the previous head, suffocating and stunting the growth of the new two ones and firmly cementing the death of the first.
Having completed both steps in the simple plan, I saw the aftermath of my fine work. The yet-developed skulls pressed against the inside of the slimy scales of the hydra’s neck was a little disturbing, but the hydra eventually stopped wriggling about as it bled out the eyes and noses of all its different heads, its internal struggle finally coming to an end. Taking out a vial, I collected some of that fresh hydra blood, then picked up the pace toward the tower to avoid any more distractions.
Still, I was glad I could get so much of my personal shopping out of the way. Shipping times were such a hassle, even using magic and teleportation, and it was nearly impossible to get fresh ingredients unless I got them straight from the source myself. This miniature apocalypse saved me the trouble of traveling to all of these different worlds at another time to get them. I had something fun planned for all this, but I still needed a few more items to make it.
My curiosity about what had changed about my tower got the better of me, and I decided to kill two birds with one stone. One push of the dragon legs, and I rocketed right to the door in a record-demolishing long jump, blocking my crash with my forearms and elbows first, then my knees as the momentum swung them down. With a soft landing, I was right up at the doorstep of the giant bronze tower, and my memories of making it came to mind.
Like I expected, the dimensional door on my Tower of Babel would not be broken so easily. In an attempt to improve relations back then, I had built in a safeguard into every door, an unpickable blood lock that permanently kept the doors from opening by any means short of a concentrated supernova. The only way to unlock a blood lock like this was by the permission of the creature linked to the blood lock. Killing the linked creature also deactivated the magic.
The only problem with the design was that I had forgotten to account for the other side of every dimensional door. So it only took the permission of one side of two different dimensions to enter into the next. Also, the second door only opened up in the vague vicinity of the first, dumping whoever entered into a random, unknown location that could have gotten to the next Babel door within a day.
There were a lot of surprise invasions and wars. My bad.
But, more presently concerning, this intact blood lock meant that there was some sort of creature in the area that needed an ass-whooping. If it wandered too far off, the link to the blood lock broke, making the door a door again.
Speaking of the devil, I felt a rumbling beneath my feet, announcing the presence of what could have been a plethora of creatures at this point. Most poignantly, this was no doubt the guardian to the Babel door. Based on the shaking intensity, the specific feel of the tremors, and the maximum distance from this door it could have roamed around in, I figured it had to be a landshark. A voracious appetite and a set of teeth that could cut through anything anywhere, they were easily felon tier threats, reshaping entire landscapes like localized earthquakes.
As if summoned by my thoughts, the tunneling terror broke out from the street beneath me, funneling the dirt and asphalt inside of itself as it tried to swallow me as well. The creature was a landshark, like I had guessed, but not like most people would have thought a shark that swam through dirt would have been like. Instead of just shark parts, a landshark was more like the mix between a shark, a mole, and an earthworm. It had the long snout of a mole, a mouth full of devastating shark-like teeth, a long worm-like body, and four flipper-like limbs with claws. The classic ridge-fin was on its back, though it acted more like a radar for locating prey than a fin, and it was surprisingly fast inside the ground, like an actual shark through water.
Also, it was big enough to eat a family of four in one bite. Even at my dragon-enhanced size, I was not nearly that big. Caught in the landshark’s trap below me, I fell deeper into its mouth, past its teeth and heading for its throat as another piece of earth to digest.
Well, it wasn’t like I hadn’t been in tighter spots than inside a beast’s stomach. Avoiding the teeth was the biggest concern. Those mouth razors had the sharpness to cut diamonds. These teeth, in particular, looked even nastier than those I’d seen before. Unnaturally nastier. Artificially nastier. Synthetically nastier. Magically nastier. Mordred-Junior-Probably-Made-Some-Evil-Augmentations nastier.
Even dragon scales weren’t a guarantee to keep me from snapping in half.
But, they were still tougher than almost anything else. This landshark would have died of indigestion before its stomach acids ate through these natural armored plates. I didn’t have the time nor the inclination for escaping out the back door, though, so I decided on another option, one that was a lot more my style.
I leaned forward and down, bringing out the dragon breath again to douse the digestive tract of the landshark with red flame. The flames did their job quickly, searing the slobbering insides to a crispy black in nearly no time at all as I fell down, surrounding me in my own brand of darkness as I fell deeper into my own light.
In a heave of acid sludge, dirt, soot, asphalt, bones, and other contents below the feet of New Yorkers, the landshark threw me back out onto the street. My draconic blood flared up in me at my command, heating my body to evaporate all the fluids I’d been coated with until only the dirt stains were left behind. The landshark had surfaced, breathing gallons of air as it rested from the world’s spiciest morsel that was me. Then, not wanting those sharper-than- sharpness-itself teeth to go to waste, I got to work with my special talent.
At my command, the crook-grade hellhound leather bracers on my wrists unleashed black and purple chains of misty smoke, circling the exposed head of the landshark as they tightened around it. As they squeezed its rough skin, they retracted back into my arms, pulling the giant tunneler with it. The diverging paths of the chains split the landshark in half between the two bracers, the exposed insides of the beast replaced with shadowy flames as the chains continued to snake their way down to the bottom end. Finally, I yanked the whole monstrous fish out of its tunnel, and the soul cage consumed it, locking both halves inside of the bracers.
The armbands convulsed on my arms, morphing and shifting as the soul’s powers weaved through the material in black flames. It crawled up my arm and crept through my fingers, strips of the leather flaring outward as they continued to change. Unexpectedly, after all of its hoopla, the leather strips retreated back to its regular shape, as if nothing happened. A metal plate appeared on each one, rising up as if from a watery surface as rivets bubbled up to hold it in place. They settled in this last form, the abyssal soul flames receding away.
Another drawback to the soul cage was that none of my new equipment came with instructions on how they worked. I couldn’t have told you how the enchanting technique I invented had functions outside of my knowledge, but this wasn’t the first time that the new ability my soul enchantment provided wasn’t obvious to the naked eye. Often, it worked like a puzzle, forcing me to exercise my brain with every new enchantment.
I’d learned the patterns, the tricks and quirks that it used to design its new functions, and streamlined the process of figuring these things out from an embarrassing few weeks to just a couple of seconds. With a twist of my wrists, I scraped the plates of each bracer against the other as I crossed my arms, sparking them as they both glowed a bright green. The glowing metal developed a bump across its length, and then three long blade-like claws stretched out from the bracers.
Nice, I loved it when I got blade claws. The last time blade claws showed up in the soul enchantment rotation was back in Japan. If memory served, I had enchanted them by trapping the rampaging storm god Susanoo, villain tier level ten, in the iron manacles I was still wearing. No, that was wrong. He was in the wig I was wearing the first time that could turn into a giant thundercloud over my head.
The point being, I’d had practice with blade claws before and was pretty good by now, despite the whole weapon design being a bit impractical. Even the most impractical idea was deadly in the hands of a master, and that included blade claws enchanted with ultimately sharp landshark teeth. All the same, I was getting suspicious that my soul cage powers were running out of fresh ideas. I was just going to have to see what else we were getting further inside.
Walking up to the big brass doors with a push, I moved my way inside the dimensional portal into the next world.
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THE DIMENSIONAL RIFTS brought about a tingling sensation, a good sign that time hadn’t rotted away the arcane structuring I’d put in place so long ago. God, looking at the swirling flood of rainbow energy made me hide my face in shame from no one in particular as I moved through the passage of folded magic and space. I had already found fifteen major flaws in my old spells just by glancing around at the place, and I was sure to find a few more along the way. At the other end of the hallway of colors was the other-dimensional door, the same bronze structure as the first and all of my previous mistakes. I pushed it open and stepped into the next world.
A jungle expanded for miles around. This place had trees of every kind, like palm trees, evergreens, maples, willows, and everything else in between. Along with those were a few trees that were extinct long before the invention of human history, and a few that weren’t even around in my earliest years, which was impressive. My memories were surprisingly intact for the dozens of millennia I’d been making them, and it was very hard to find something outside of my first-hand knowledge unless it was old beyond old.
It only took a moment to recognize where I was. The only place that had this collection of flora was the Hunting Grounds.
Like any rich kid’s playground, the Hunting Grounds were designed specifically to entertain the secret demigod Nircine, the secret lovechild of hunting goddess Artemis and foolish young man Icarus. They had a wild fling way back when Artemis was first discovering herself, and one disturbingly envious sun god Apollo was not too happy with his twin sister being involved with anyone. Being a god and therefore unable to cope with his emotional turmoil without screwing or killing someone, he voted for the latter, vaporizing the poor boy in a beam of fiery sunlight. The common myth was that Icarus flew too close to the sun, and in many ways, that was very true. After a few hundred years of divine Grecian shenanigans, I finally arranged for the whole pantheon to see a therapist regularly to unwind their constantly pent-up frustrations, if only so that I didn’t have to detain them when they couldn’t keep it in their collective pants.
Best idea I ever had.
Nircine was a secret that no one wanted spilled, all the more so when his penchant for brutal, animalistic slaughter surfaced at the ripe age of five. Knowing that Zeus wouldn’t have let the boy live after all of that, a desperate young Artemis asked Demeter to make a place for him to be both hidden and happy, which the doting tree-hugger obliged. The Hunting Grounds was his cage and his haven from Zeus and his hypocritical judgment, keeping him happy with all the prey he could have ever wanted to kill, and he liked the challenge of killing the very dangerous animals the most.
Nircine didn’t age physically past his early teens, and he developed the ability to absorb the aspects of animals he’d killed into his body, turning him into a vicious beast. That’s when Artemis personally called me in to deal with him before he grew strong enough to break out of here by himself. As a demigod with growing powers, he’d reached the higher levels of thug tier by the time I reached him. Outside of the predatory impulses, he was a sweet kid, and that was a rough job for me.
I hated going to Greece.
More relevantly, this Hunting Grounds realm was filled with the most dangerous natural animals the universe had to offer, including the prehistoric and a few conceptual evolutions and adaptations of modern animals. The place was going to be rough to get through.
The first thing that hit me, though, was the humid air, like walking through soup in a cooking pot. My dragon anatomy could have floated in an active volcano like it was a public swimming pool without so much as an itchy pore, but as soon as you threw water vapor into the mix, all of that mighty dragon resilience turned into weak iguana wussiness. It felt like Onyxaltan was complaining to me from the inside of my bones, which I gritted my teeth to ignore. What kind of dragon was so put off by a little wet air? He had both freezing breath and scalding water spray at his disposal! It didn’t make any sense.
That was when a brilliant idea struck me. I started breathing out as much fire as was conceivable possible, enough to fill up the whole sky. This was approaching the atmosphere-cooking levels of flame breath that I was worried about my favorite ex-prince bringing to Earth. But this wasn’t Earth, and I didn’t have to worry about preserving the mystically protected environment here. It’d return to normal in time, so for now, my dry, comfy scales were more than enough justification for me to turn this place into a second Arizona.
One monster that didn’t take too kindly to the rapid change in climate was a particularly annoyed Nemean lion, one of the many dangerous animals living in the world that I specifically put on the extinct list to keep its horrifyingly gluttonous obsession with human meat from terrorizing the Earth. Individually, they were crook-tier threats, just above the halfway point of the full tier list. As a whole species, they were easily a low-level tyrant.
Where was I? Ah, shit, right, the giant lion beast right in front of me.
The giant pseudo-mythical predator in question was fairly lion-esque in shape, but roughly more the size of an elephant, with a set of massively oversized jaws built for chewing on said elephants like they were fresh apples. Not exactly proportional, the Nemean Lion was thicker in both meat and fat than the garden variety king of the jungle. Contrary to popular belief, Nemean lions were a lot more closely related to hippos, yet another population I was still working on curbing. They just had many big-cat-like qualities that made them look a lot like wide, ferocious felines than the hefty water horses of Africa.
This one before me today was large even as far as Nemean lions went, its shoulder reaching the height of any two-story building. It had crimson fur and a black mane with a few streaks of grainy grey, a sign that it was in its physical prime. That skin was going to be tough as iron, and the beast itself was going to be fast as a cheetah, even with that massive size.
Given Artemis’s achievement-complex, I was certain this specimen she plucked away from my exterminating efforts for her Hunting Grounds was near the peak of the species, and that made me very glad I had my dragon strength. Even the mightiest wizard was useless if they couldn’t get a spell out before the beast had already chewed them to bits. The physical match to the monstrous cat’s abilities was going to be an absolute necessity, and this was the perfect time to test out the new claws I just enchanted.
Without a second of warning, the mother of all blue balls cut my fight with the massive cat-monster short when a tremendous impact threw the furry siege engine to the side. A smaller beast slammed their open mouth right into the lion’s ribs, and like a starving leech, the new, striped creature, like a tiger the size of a draft horse, glued themselves to the side of the mythical lion with their claws. Blood spurted all over this new attacker and their prey, though it all but disappeared as soon as it fell onto the gigantic cat’s fur.
The tiger-looking creature whipped their neck, throwing a chunk of the Nemean lion’s legendary skin armor off to the side like it was a flimsy tarp. With more bites and spits, the tiger-thing dug an opening so large that they burrowed inside the lion’s body, crawling underneath its skin as they chomped as they pleased on its innards.
Whatever this thing was, they had nearly hollowed out the inside of their prey and eaten more than several times their own body’s volume. That was impressive.
The tiger-creature popped their head back out of the lion’s wound, the skin now practically deflated into a floppy mess of wet fur and nearly bare bones. Their paws clawed up the side of the formerly living lion monster’s ribs, fully exposing their whole body, bloody coating and all. Having seen the new opponent for what they actually were now, I was starting to wish I was still fighting the Nemean lion. They were like sleeping kitty cats compared to a tiger warg.
Tiger wargs were like tigers in the same way that normal wargs were like wolves, namely bigger, stronger, faster, smarter, and much more vicious versions of their more mundane counterparts. Despite their smaller size than Nemean lions, they were superior in nearly every way imaginable, including their proclivity for bloodshed and their speed in relation to their strength and size.
As per my deal with King Oberon of the fae, these types of creatures should stay on their magic island of Faerie until the next Emerald Moon Tournament. I made a mental note to remind myself to pay him a visit the next chance so I could discuss my concerns in as much detail as was sufficient to convey them, but that would have had to wait until I finished here.
The tiger warg pounced on me like a ballista bolt, not giving me another second to mull over the situation before we began our battle. A few quick streams of dark blue light drawn from my claw-tips wove into a floating shield of light, like an ornate glass window in the shape of an oval that protected me from the warg’s tackling claws. The beast launched off my arcane shield and landed far enough away so it could circle around to catch me from behind.
As my shield faded away, I turned with the beast’s motion so that my backhand met the creature’s next pounce in my blind spot, knocking it far to the side as it tumbled over itself. Its fumbled landing gave me the time to activate my bracers’ new claw-blades from their magical liquid sheaths.
The tiger warg was wary of me, knowing that a frontal assault would not win the fight so easily. As it got back up, the beast paced around me, contemplating its next move as I weaved a few more streams of green light in another spell.
When I finished drawing the spell circle in the air, the warg’s forepaws fell into the ground to the chest, having stepped into the sinkhole I had created to ensnare it. As its back legs tried to push away, they only fell deeper into the mud-like quicksand, leaving it with only a body and head above and visible. My clenched fist activated the second part of the spell which locked up all the tiger warg’s legs to leave it completely vulnerable. It didn’t matter how strong any creature was if it didn’t have the leverage to break themselves out of my trap. It was at my mercy.
I walked around to the side of the beast, ready to test the sharpness of my new landshark blades. Anything that tore through a Nemean lion like tissue paper was more than tough enough to give these claws a workout. With a hand raised upward, I swiped down on the tiger warg.
What happened next was beyond what I could have ever expected. The response time on the warg’s reflexes was quick enough to react to the very moment the tip of the landshark blades touched its skin. Using only its tail and chin, it propelled itself out of the ground. In the process, it knocked my hand away with its cat-ballet routine, twirling two full rotations to land square on their feet, ready to fight once again.
That shouldn’t have been possible. In my line of work, I had quickly abandoned statements like that a few hundred years in, but this latest sight brought it back to mind. In no way was any sort of warg, tiger or otherwise, capable of the strength within their smallest muscles to lift their whole body out of my quagmire, nor did they have the reflexes to avoid getting sliced open at the moment a weapon touched their skin. Very few creatures aside from deities were even close to that level, and that was with a lot of specialized training.
This tiger warg wasn’t a warg in the slightest. Well, maybe slightly like a tiger warg. At least they looked the part. Whatever it was, I now wanted to know what it was. I just had to keep the giant cat from knocking me over while I found out.
Easier said than done.
With a twist of my feet, I magically brought the earth beneath my feet up onto them, cementing me in place while the tiger-warg-like creature pounced again at me. I didn’t have the time to use a magical shield as I prepared my next spell by drawing a series of inscriptions into the air with purple light. The cat beast crashed into my shoulder, throwing itself over my head to land on the opposite side of me. I snapped myself back to upright after bending against the force of the stripped giant’s battering ram, secured in place by my earthy footwear.
With the next pounce, the pseudo-tiger-warg crashed into my other side. This time, it latched its jaws on my upper arm and clamped down on it with all of its jaw strength. My dragon scales did nothing to help with the pain of thousands upon thousands of pounds of pressure on the muscles, but they did keep the teeth from breaking through. Still, the cat-beast wasn’t letting go within the next century of their own accord. With both hands occupied in writing this spell formula in the air, I couldn’t knock the tiger into next week.
In hindsight, I should have anyway.
The tiger monster twisted its neck in one vicious jerk, tearing my arm clean off at the shoulder and far away from my body. Onyxaltan’s dragon skin disappointed me. The pain was incredibly intense, but I knew how to handle that. Calm breathing, focusing away from the wound, never losing my composure, and getting the arm back before the monster did any permanent damage to it.
After all, making a new arm up from scratch was so much more tedious than fixing the old one, a fact learned from personal experience. One of the worst times I had to live through was in the sixteenth in England, when that creepy bastard Thomas Seymour had me sentenced to dismemberment by four horses for sleeping with Princess Elizabeth I, long before she was queen. Years of wiggling around like a worm while still trying to keep the growing vampire menace in London at bay was a nightmare. That wasn’t a period of my life I wanted to repeat, so I endeavored to get my previous arm back.
The dark energies within me flared, creating chains of purplish-black mist lashing out like wriggling tentacles. My still-functioning hand worked tirelessly on weaving the spell circles in the air, now trying to compensate for a missing hand, while the chains wrapped around the tiger monster’s neck, leashing the beast before it could flick the arm away like everything else it ripped off with its maw. With a tightening squeeze, the chains crawled around the creature’s neck further and further as they shrunk the collar they were making.
I hadn’t had my multitasking focus strained so hard in centuries, and my respect went to this tiger non-warg for pushing me this far. The spell I was making required a very precise touch in order to not explode on me, and the chains were just as likely to go crazy with hunger for souls as to do what I wanted without a steady mind controlling them. If I let that go on for too long, the chains might have tried to eat the wargless tiger beast, and that risked letting the world-ending dragon loose during the transaction in my body.
Having enchanted dragon meat in the middle of a jungle full of dangerous and hungry predators was just as likely to release a bunch of dragon-enhanced abominations on the unsuspecting universe, so the risk was necessary, and I was still within my range of skill. This was nothing compared to the mental exhaustion of designing that maze keeping Thomas Edison from eating the sun. Side note, knowing how many of the Founding Fathers of America were secretly Great Old Gods would surprise most people.
The answer was ‘five.’
Finally, the giant tiger opened its jaws under the relentless pressure of the chains. As it let my detached arm go, a different set of magical chains launched out from my bleeding shoulder wound. The chains stabbed into my limp arm’s wound, pulling it back as the chains retracted back into my body. That brought my arm back to its rightful place with the sweet sensation of skin restitching itself together. My arm functioned yet again, and near completion of my spell, I let the non-warg go so I could have my full contemplation on the spell. The monster fell to the ground, slowly coming back from its faded consciousness as blood flow returned to its brain.
With the last piece of the spell completed, the orb of circles around circles hummed to life at the wave of my hand, spinning over itself like a gyroscope the size of a beach ball. The orange beast stood back up as its strength finally came back to it, and the purple ball drifted in their way. The beast stared intently, keeping careful track of what this new thing I had created was doing. It was actually adorable. A playful instinct inside of the cat-beast made its pupil slits open as wide as possible, like a cat with a new toy on a string. Except this cat toy was going to do some magic things.
With a mighty pounce, the ginormous tiger swiftly struck the glowing ball down and trapped it in the equally mighty paws of this powerful assailant. The beast’s teeth gnawed at the rings spinning about, the bands unaffected by the presence of claws and teeth.
Right on time, the wheels of the glowing orb glowed brighter, rapidly flying outward from their trap inside the giant tiger’s claws, phasing through its body as they orbited around the creature. Then, just as quickly as they’d separated, they reconverged on the striped monster, though this time not in a ball configuration. Instead, they formed as bands along the whole body, the thighs, lower legs, upper and lower arms, midsection, and neck of the big cat, and the runes upon the bands whirled like roulette wheels.
The spell approached its finale as the body of the giant tiger slowly began to shrink down and morph under the influence of the purple rings controlling them. With every lost inch, the monstrous creature lost some of its monstrous features, like its thick muscles or feline face. The legs retreated from their extended cat form down to a more humanoid shape, becoming more proportioned like human feet than tiger. As with the legs, so, too, with the arms, with the paws thinned down to elegant fingers in short order as the arms smoothed down to match. The monster tiger’s midsection squeezed in the middle to shape like an hourglass, and a wavy cascade of red hair sprung up from its head.
The bands faded away, leaving the fake tiger warg behind as they had finished transforming into a very beautiful woman, fantastically naked, with a strip of white faded down the middle of her orange sides with black stripes. The same milky white pervaded underneath her arms and between her thighs, reaching up to her face while claws of black fur encroached upon her slim features. She was coated in the shortest, yet thickest fur I’d ever seen on any cat or cat-person, as if her very skin was painted with this exotic pattern of colors. Her rather savage lifestyle up to this point left her with perfectly toned muscles, from her thighs to her tight abs to the slender back. Her breasts were wonderfully modest, enough to garner any hot-blooded man’s interest but not too much as to get in the way of her life. For now, they and the rest of her passed out on the jungle floor.
That proved my theory true, and I was happy that little intrusion was over. This tiger girl was actually a weretiger and not a tiger warg. The obvious key difference between the two was that a weretiger was formerly not so tigerish, whereas a tiger warg was a species all its own. Whoever she was, she had developed about as deep into the stages of the curse as anyone could have gotten, completely locked into her tiger form even without the presence of a primal focus, and the tiger form having grown so large to boot in comparison to her original size. The most common primal focus for werebeasts, and the only one that was naturally occurring, was a moon, but I’d seen pelts, amulets, rings, stone tablets, ritual circles, and all manner of wolf parts used as a trigger for activating and maintaining the change.
The ones who’d either trained or bore a powerful cursed didn’t need one, and the inevitable end of all werebeasts was to change without a way back from their werebeast form. It seemed like the latter was the case for this girl as my primal reversion charms only served to take away most of the animal parts that trapped her. I may have been magical, but I wasn’t a miracle worker. There was really only so much I could do.
However, despite all of that, I was fairly certain that the unexpected pointiness of the ears was not my fault. Tiger ears didn’t come to a point like hers were, though they still flared out like feline ears. I’d thought that werebeast problems were limited to a few remote places on Earth, but something told me she wasn’t a human before she was turned.
As I assessed the situation, the tiger girl woke up, her true sensibilities rediscovering themselves after what could have been years or decades of animalistic haze. She blinked her blue eyes and stared at me as her mind evaluated the surrounding space. I guessed her tumblers were whirring hot trying to fit a dragon-man into her web of theories.
“You’re okay, right?” I asked her tentatively, not wanting to set any anxious nerves off accidentally. “Nothing’s broken?” The woman simply kept her eyes on me, as if waiting for something. “I don’t know how long you’ve been under the curse, but you’re going to want to drink a lot of fluids before you do anything strenuous--”
My guard regarding her had dropped past the ground and straight into hell, so I was helpless when the tiger woman got up from her sleepy post-werebeast lounge into a crouched position and leaped immediately towards my chest and knocked me to the ground on my back. I didn’t have time to speak before her thighs straddled my waist and her hands swiped at my chest. She presented no danger to my armored skin, but her strikes tore my clothing to shreds, leaving only tatters and strips of ruby silk left over. With a rapid pull, she zipped the belt out from my waist and threw it to the side, Mordred’s prison landing far away from where we were. I had half-finished with weaving a spell in the air when it hit me that her attacks weren’t meant to hurt me, evidenced by her claws deliberately hooking into the clothes underneath my robes and ripping them apart. Each swipe left more and more of me to be just as exposed as she was now. The hint finally received, I snapped my fingers so that the rest of my clothes magically fell away into heaps on the ground.
Fortunately, despite Onyxaltan’s enhancements, I was far more man than dragon in the most vital of areas, and the lithe tigress that straddled me had every attribute needed to get that most vital of areas hard as steel. There was no need for words, as the purr in her throat and the growl in my own said everything that necessary. So, without squandering a moment, the tiger-woman cinched her grip on my shoulders, claws digging in deliciously into my scales, and used that to push up and guide herself straight down onto my dick.
Her pussy had a delicious tightness, her warmth enveloping me even as she threw her herself down over my chest. My scaled hands gripped her furred hips with a strong, experienced hold, and as her muscles clenched around me, I began to thrust upward in a steady rhythm. Despite my own impressive length and enhanced strength, she wasn’t fazed in the slightest, being much more ready for this in just a few seconds than I thought possible. The tigress bounced away like I was going to give her the one thing she wanted her whole life, matching my every thrust with boundless energy and enthusiasm.
Then as our frantic initial rush turned into a relentless, synchronous rhythm, the tiger-woman’s tail wrapped around my right leg for purchase even as she began to kiss along my neck and chest. That alone was bliss, but she punctuated each kiss with a nip. For a normal man, that would have been a problem, because just like her claws, those teeth would have ripped apart that man’s flesh. However, for my scaled hide, these were just love bites. Good thing I had purged the were-curse from her with my spell.
Still, if she wanted rough, I had plenty of rough to spare. I flipped the tigress girl over, giving her every bit of rough I had in stock. Not to beat a dead horse, but I was literally empowered with a fiery mythical reptile covered in a nearly unbreakable, fireproof coating. So that violent spin tore a furrow in the jungle floor with pure strength… and my new paramour only let out a mrowl of delight from the tussle.
Rough was my newest specialty.
A smile played across my draconic lips as I took firm control, grabbing both the tigress’s wrists even as she hooked her ankles around my hips. With a twist, I firmly planted the girl’s arms above her head, and our eyes locked. There was the proper spark of intellect there, but first and foremost, there was raw, burning desire.
I didn’t waste another moment before I descended to kiss her lips, nuzzle her breasts, claim every part of her body. I restrained from my own claiming bits, because while the small academic part of my rational brain wanted to see if she still had her full regenerative powers, I also didn’t want to accidentally burn-terinator my new lover to pieces if I was wrong. The tigress gave as good as she got, and all the while, our dance of thrusts, bucking, clenching, and growling continued unabated.
Thank the Powers that Be, this kitty had stamina, lots of it, because I had a lot of tension to work out. Eventually, though, she neared her climax, her muscles clenching tighter and tighter with each thrust as the loop of her tail turned almost into a torniquet around my leg. I let my hands slip down her body and freed her wrists, one hand taking firm grip of one perfectly hand-sized breast as the other took firm control of her hip, all in preparation for what was about to come… literally and figuratively.
And just in time too, for that was when her entire fit body trembled as an orgasm rocked her. A tremendous, full-throated tiger’s roar ripped from her lips as she arched her back into me, and her legs finally turned from iron clamps around me as they went weak from release. Only then did I let myself go, slamming down once more with vigor as I burst into my own orgasm, filling her up as I matched her roar with my own draconic roar.
With all that passion spent and all that tension gone, I let the tiger-woman slip gently to the jungle floor, then rolled over myself.
Maybe the multiverse was still in danger, but goddamn, was that a satisfying diversion.
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BUT EVERY MOMENT of respite had to end, and right now, it was sooner rather than later.
“Now that we’ve thoroughly broken the ice…” I sat up from the ground after a few moments, leaning against my arms as I caught my breath. “We should probably learn each other’s names. I’m Marcus McCain.”
“Faletashiana,” she gave her own name as she got up herself. “Call me Tasha.”
“Elvish?” I inquired about the name. “Explains why your ears are still pointed.”
“I cannot thank you enough for saving my life.” Tasha leaned over and kissed me on the cheek, as if she hadn’t spent the last few hours thanking me already. “How did you know where to find me, or that I was in need of help? Were you sent by the prince?”
“Nope. Chance, as pure as chance gets,” I answered. “I was minding my own business before a tiger pounced on me, then I was about to do so again before the same tiger pounced on me. Again. How does an elvish girl like you end up as a weretiger in a mystical wildlife preserve for a demigod? Am I to assume this was a royal endeavor?”
“The last thing I remember,” Tasha rubbed her head as the memories rattled about, “I had gone out with Prince Narthalan’s hunting party, and we had cornered a striped werebeast plaguing the forests of my home in Dori’Talan. After a fierce confrontation, I impaled the beast on my trident when it sunk its foul teeth into my neck. I have no memory beyond that. Am I to assume that we are not in Dori’Talan now?”
“Definitely not,” I answered. “In fact, Dori’Talan hasn’t been a country in the Forever Forest for a few thousand years, at least. Do you know Earth years? It’d be about a few hundred brightmoons on the Forest calendar.”
“I have an idea of that.” She looked down at her feet. “Do you believe that my comrades made it out in time? That I didn’t…?”
“You’re the only weretiger I’ve seen since then,” I assured her. “Probably means you didn’t end up biting them and spreading the curse. I’d kinda hoped the curse died off, but my guess is that a certain goddess Artemis in her younger years plucked you out of there before things got out of hand.”
“That does help a bit.” Tasha looked at me and smiled. “Thank you again. So, do you know how long I will be in this beast-touched form for?” She turned her head around as she stared at her tail, flicking it back and forth.
“Rest of your natural life,” I spoke bluntly. “You were in late-stage therianthropy, and my curse knowledge is some of the best in the business. I’ve gotten as much of the curse out of you as feasibly possible, and this is what’s leftover. I’m sorry, I can’t do more.”
“Don’t be.” She bumped her shoulder against mine. “I suspect your… full potential, shall we say?… might have killed me in my normal state, and I’m glad to have had the edge to survive your best. How did your predicament come about, anyhow? You’re the most exotic creature I’ve seen, and I’ve roamed the Forever Forest for many brightmoons. Are you some kind of dwarf dragon? I’ll have to say, that’s a first on several levels for me.”
“Human, actually.” She met my revelation with a confused expression while I casually stood up to my feet. “Long story short, I ate a dragon with magic. Speaking of magic, you wouldn’t happen to remember any magical doors in your feral escapades, do you? Attached to a tower that rises up into eternity? Perhaps any guardians beside it?”
“Wait just a moment, Sir McCain.” Tasha brought herself up beside me, using me as a brace. “I may have been gone for a few Forever Forest brightmoons, but I would be quite the fool to believe that you share any similarities with those sub-century barbarians, even disregarding the obvious. No human has your endurance or your skill for wizardry.”
“I’m not saying I don’t have dragon features,” I explained. “I’m just saying that my mom and dad were flesh and blood humans, and that’s how I came into this world. You don’t have to believe anything. I’m one of the best wizards out there, and that’s part of how I learned how to eat a dragon. Now, about those magic doors?”
“How does a human eat a dragon?” My confused new tigress girl squinted her eyes as her disbelief continued. “What magic in all of spellcraft would even allow you to absorb that much energy?”
“Alright, walk with me. We’ll multitask.” I snapped my fingers, summoning the tatters of my clothing all back onto my body in a second, including my landshark bracers and my belt. With a few extra strips from my robes, mostly the gold lacing, I had a bikini crawl onto Tasha, covering her up enough for her to not be completely naked. “That’s all I can get you covered up with for now. All my other clothes are cursed and will try to kill you.”
“Very sweet of you, Sir McCain.” Tasha looked over her new outfit. “What do you mean, cursed? Certainly not actual curses, right?”
“Exactly actual curses.” I started our little stroll through the Hunting Grounds on the search for the Babel Door. “Take this belt here, for example.” I grabbed onto my black belt. “There’s an evil sorcerer king’s spirit living inside of it, just waiting to take over his old kingdom again. But that’s never going to happen as long as he’s in here.”
“If these items really are cursed,” Tasha puzzled, “how are you able to wear them without influence? Is it because you somehow swallowed a dragon, or are you saying the evil king’s madness has already influenced you?”
“No, I’m the one who cursed him into this belt,” I explained further. “Little shitstain was using fiends as his personal secret police force, kidnapping citizens, executing people on the street, all the kinds of things that really made life difficult for me. Had to take the boy down.”
“Was he a child when you imprisoned him?” She peered down at my belt, poking it with one of her claws. “What boy deserves this punishment, no matter how mischievous? Could you not have waited for him to come of age?”
“He was thirty-seven at the time,” I told her. “That’s just a little common word choice of mine based on a technicality. I’m a lot older than him.”
“Oh. How long ago did you swallow this dragon?” Tasha continued her questions. “Would it not be the dragon’s age that makes you older than him, and not your own?”
“No, I’m older than the dragon, too,” I clarified. “I’m older than you, even with your time locked inside the weretiger form. Older than damn near everyone these days.”
“Now, you jest.” The tigerish elf folded her elegant arms in a pout. “I won’t be made a fool of, McCain. You best count yourself lucky to possess such skill as to put me in an excellent mood. Even so, your disrespect of my intelligence is starting to wear it off.”
“Would it help explain things if I used the term ‘Warden of Souls?’” I asked, not much liking that name. Far too dramatic for my taste. The growing look of realization told me I was right to think as I did. “There we go. Make sense now? I’m older than the dirt we’re walking on in a very literal sense.”
“I’d only heard legends before!” Her fangirl grin spread from cheek to rosy cheek. “Are you really older than the trees? Is it true that you killed Nihil the Torporous with one swing of your axe? Where is that axe now?”
“That was a complete accident.” I thought back to that embarrassing fight with the Sin Spirit of Sloth, a felon-tier threat with a tyrant-tier attitude. “The axe head slipped off when I swung it to hit one of his minions. It cut his head into two pieces and just kept flying after that. Made it a lot easier to stick his soul inside my shoes, though. Those were some nice shoes. Still don’t know where that axe head is now. You find it, and you can keep it.”
“Oh, wow.” Her hands went up to her cheeks, then up to my lizardy cheek equivalent. “This is amazing. Absolutely amazing. I can’t believe you’re real. Honestly, I thought you might have been a myth, but I had written so many stories in my journal about you. You’re the reason I joined the Dori’Talan Royal Knights. I thought that would be enough to convince you to ask me to marry you when I was a young girl just out of my wood-weaving apprenticeship.”
“That’s flattering.” I tried to stay focused on the conversation and not the groping hands all over my snout. “The Dori’Talan Royal Knights were some of the best warriors out there back in the day and very exclusive. I’m impressed by anyone who can make it in their ranks.”
“Anything to get someone like you to notice me.” Her curious fingers pricked themselves on each of my exposed teeth. “It was always a secret hope of mine. One more question: Aren’t you supposed to be an ancient tree spirit?”
“I swallowed an evil ancient tree spirit before,” I expounded. “Xhndrasil the World Rot, back when it was fighting Yggdrasil the World Tree for the right to house the Norse Realm on their branches and roots. Don’t ask me why I asked for Odin’s eyeball as payment for that job. I was going through an edgy phase.”
“You answered it before I could ask,” Tasha looked down, twisting her foot on the ground in her bashfulness.
“You see the pattern, though, right?” I reconnected to my previous point. “I find a bad thing, I shove that bad thing inside another thing that I want to wave around at other bad things. Sometimes I eat a bad thing, then I’m the bad thing, except I’m not bad, but I can use the bad thing’s things to fight the other bad things later.”
“Are you fighting one of those bad things now?” My tigress groupie’s eyes lit up like a Christmas tree. “You are, aren’t you? You absolutely are. I can see it in your eyes! Can I come? Please? Please? Please? Please? Please?”
“What are you? Five?” I furrowed my scaly brow with a chuckle.
“Pleasepleasepleasepleasepleasepleasepleasepleasepleasepleaseplease--”
“Yes, sure!” I stopped the onslaught of requests. “I wasn’t objecting! I have no problems with you tagging along, as long as you understand that I can’t babysit you. I’m not watching out for your life.”
“Oh, my great goddesses!” The mad little weretiger elf skipped in her steps alongside me. “I’m going to be the Warden’s squire! I can’t believe this is happening. I feel like I’m right back in my maiden days, living out one of my stories in my head. We’d take on lots of quests, then go on a lot of adventures, and slay monsters, and ride unicorns, and fight more monsters, and then when we get old and grey, we’ll retire in a forest cottage in the Forever Forest and live--”
“Let me just back that plan up five steps,” I put my red hand on the small of her back. “One: no unicorns. They don’t like me, and I don’t like them. They know what they did. We’re getting griffins. Griffins aren’t chatty, and they’re so much easier to clean up after. And two: I will not be getting old and grey. It doesn’t happen. I am going to outlive you. That’s just a fact.”
“I’m sorry, Sir Warden.” She bowed respectfully. “I didn’t mean to be rude in any way.”
“It’s alright,” I dismissed the whole thing. “It’s not like you’re the first or the second. I’ve found it best not to get hopes high right from the start. Anything can happen, and it probably will, so you need to be prepared for that. Eventually, in the best-case scenario, you will get old and grey, then eventually die, and I will keep going, cottage or no cottage. I’ve had quite a few cottages come and go.”
“That’s…” Tasha’s enthusiasm deflated, “awful, Sir Warden. Have you really lived that long, to be so jaded towards other people?”
“I wouldn’t say I’m jaded,” I corrected her. “Just realistic, and frankly, quite the opposite. I enjoy every minute I spend with people like you. For every regular lifetime that I’ve spent, I’ve had thousands of people I’ve come to know very intimately for quite some time. Sure, the friends I’ve lost are tragic, but I’ve always come across more in time. There have been a few people I’ve come to know that haven’t quite let go of the fact that I will always have a life outside of them, and I didn’t want you to be one of them.”
“I wouldn’t dream of getting in your way, Sir Warden!” She wrapped herself around my arm. “I swear, by my honor as a Royal Knight of Dori’Talan, I will be the greatest squire you’ve ever had! Anything you need, I will be there for you to rely upon for as long as I am with you, until I become old and grey or dead.”
“That’s going to be tough to beat,” I laughed. “The current holder of that record gave the best backrubs.”
The elven tigress took the hint I had only meant as a joke to heart, letting go of my arm so she could climb onto my back. Wrapping her legs around my midsection, she set herself up in the perfect place to let her fingers delicately rub against my shoulders.
For an accurate frame of reference, I once intimately knew Hanunraiella, the Queen of Succubi, a few thousand years prior. Anyone who’d known a succubus would have known that they innately possessed a unique magical power that affected sensations, amplifying all of them over thousands of times in intensity as they saw fit with just a touch. Hanunraiella was a savant among her kind, with powers far beyond what other succubi were capable of, and she wasn’t afraid to use them to manipulate me for my status and powers. When I’d proven resilient to her whims even while under the influence of her spells, it broke her.
No longer seeking to control me, she resigned to accompanying me for many years afterward, and became very demanding of my time before trying to kill me again as part of a revenge plot. Needless to say, we didn’t see each other much after I slapped her in a terrorist grade staff and called it a day. She may have been crazy, but she was the greatest in her particular magical specialty of all her peers. I’d experienced the best of what the sexually enchanted masters of carnal pleasure were capable of during those years.
Tasha’s shoulder massage was better than all of that.
“Dear goddesses, Sir Warden.” Tasha’s magic fingers continued to outshine mystic powers literally designed for the same purpose. “Your shoulders are so tense. It’s like you’re storing rocks up here.”
“That’s just…” I had some trouble speaking full thoughts in one burst between all the brain static and loss of focus, “how dragon… muscles are… I think…”
“No, these are knotted muscles, Sir Warden,” she corrected me sternly, “Very knotted muscles. How in all of Dirnagen’s roots did you build up this much tension? I wouldn’t have expected half as much if I spoke to a man who’d held a mountain on his back for half his own life!” Her magic fingers slowed down as she turned over a thought in her mind. “Did you carry a mountain for half a man’s lifetime?”
“No,” I said between humiliatingly pleased grunts, “Well… not recently… in the… current era…”
“That’s horrible, Sir Warden!” The tigress girl began to unhook her legs and let go of my shoulders. “We need--”
“Stay.” I pinned both her ankles in my grip, grabbing one of her hands at the same time, so I could keep her up on my back. “We need to keep moving, and you need to keep rubbing. You’ll have to fix centuries of back trauma on the road.”
“You need to take better care of yourself!” She got her fingers back to work on my shoulders. “How am I supposed to fix anything if you keep breaking yourself?”
“I haven’t… died yet.” I chuckled, mostly to myself.
“All the more reason to make sure you’re not stuck inside a living tomb of knots!” Her angry words belied her soothing touch. “Sir Warden, if you plan on continuing your crusade against evil--”
“You can call me McCain,” I pushed through a primal groan to get a full sentence out, regaining my composure from the initial reaction to her touch. “Or Marcus… or really anything… All this… ‘Warden’ bullshit… is putting me off. You don’t have to… be so formal with me. I’m no one… special.”
“I’ll respect your wishes, McCain,” she responded, “but I must also respectfully ask you to shove it with your ‘no one special’ nonsense. There’s still a Forever Forest, yes?”
“Yes,” I answered shortly.
“Then you have ensured that it lived for the thousand brightmoons or ten thousand ‘Earth years’ since you saved it from Nihil’s clutches,” she pointed out. “That has been very special to me my whole life.”
“You’re sweet, Tasha.” I slipped my arms around her legs on my midsection, helping her stay up, though I doubted she needed it.
Wandering around the forest for a bit, we quickly found ourselves at the base of the next section of the Tower of Babel, looking just like the previous section back on Earth, and probably how the next section would have been when we found it. It simply rose up from the forest floor, breaking through the canopy like an aggressive bamboo shoot from a titan’s forest. At the base of it was a set of tiered platforms acting like a staircase to the bronze door on it.
“Is that your magical door?” Tasha still rubbed my shoulders as she asked.
“Yep.” I walked up to the stairs, my shoulders hanging lower than they’d ever been since I could have remembered. There were few things I’d ever forgotten in my long life that I could count them on one finger: where I misplaced the city of Atlantis, the password to Pandora’s box after I resealed it, and what it felt like to have relaxed muscles. Now I could knock that last one off the list.
Coming up to the door, I gave the metal a few loud knocks, hoping to summon the guardian by announcing our presence. The bronze rang out like a gong which sent the message out to the corners of the forest and out to wherever it was. With that, I turned around and looked for that guardian.
I expected either a giant monstrosity of abominable proportions, or a tiny animal with surprising speed and agility or surprising power. Fortunately, I had a plan for both. However, it also could have even been a swarm of tiny things or a swarm of big things. That last one was a doozy. Stampede combat may have been the worst martial activity to partake in ever. So many broken bones.
“What are we waiting for?” Tasha asked. “Wouldn’t the tower residents be a better idea to open this door than anyone out here?”
“No one’s inside the tower.” I continued my search and multitasked. “It’s not much of a tower as it is a magic straw stabbed through every layer of existence. There should be a guardian nearby, keeping this door closed with a blood lock. We’ll have to kill it when it gets here. Keep an eye out for something that looks dangerous and odd.”
“Yes, sir!”
My striped periscope and I gave the trees a scan, looking for any sort of strangeness.
Alternating our strafing sweeps, we turned our gazes across every piece of vegetated real estate in sight. I scanned to the right, her to the left, and we met in the middle, switching sides, and alternated again, giving every leaf our full attention and inspection.
Nothing. Not even a rustling leaf out of place.
This level of quiet and unprecedented calm was usually when things got way out of hand. The kind of out of hand that was going to change the geography around a bit in the next couple of moments, like a massive beast coming around the corner after being awakened from its ancient slumber, or all of the trees fusing together into one hivemind of horrifying vegetation, or the ground itself was going to unearth and fly around to kill us. Anything was possible.
“I don’t know what I’m looking for,” Tasha admitted after the search was coming up fruitless. “What is the guardian supposed to look like?”
“Anything.” I turned around to face the door again. “The connection is to its spiritual identity, its lifeblood of existence. I called it a ‘blood lock’ when I invented the spell, but blood is not required for the spell at all. Or, at least, it stopped being one when I workshopped it a bit.”
“You built the locks on this tower?” the beast-touched elf restated. “Has someone taken one of your possessions and mishandled it for their own ends?”
“The whole tower’s also mine,” I added. “The whole idea was part of a dream of mine that should have stayed just that. I was trying to connect the realms of existence together in one big web of shared space.”
“That sounds beautiful,” Tasha cooed at my soft idealism. “Did someone corrupt your idea into something evil?”
“The idea was already corrupt,” I corrected. “I was young and stupid. The realms weren’t ready. I wasn’t ready. The whole thing was doomed to fall apart from the start. I put this away on the farthest shelf I could reach and licked the wounds on my sore pride. Now someone’s dug up old wounds again.”
“Did this someone reawaken the guardians from before?” she asked intently. “Would there be something to help us identify which one we’re looking for this time?”
“The guardians can change in and out with some tricky magic.” I scratched the plates on my extended dragon chin. “The concept for the spell is hard to explain, but essentially, the guardian doesn’t have to be anything specific for the blood lock. Ghosts, golems, animate constructs, anything can become one, even a solid hunk of wood buried in the ground. The only stipulation to a guardian is that it has to remain within a perimeter to keep the bond active, which should be within a couple of miles.”
“If it can be buried in the ground, should we not start digging?” the tigress highlighted. “We could be wasting our time here.”
“I already checked.” Pushing against the bronze door, I grew more frustrated with the lack of guardian or access into the next level of the tower. “I’m one of three top experts in existence on enchantments, and a hunk of anything tied to something else with magic falls into that category. I’d have recognized the slight aura in the dirt from the magical runoff bleeding into the surrounding ground.” I shook my head. “No, they’ve got an animated guardian above ground for this one.”
“Well, then while the real guardian is busy.” My masseuse hopped off my back, looking at the door with her hands out to lean on the door. “What can we do--?”
Tasha yelped as she fell over, the bronze barrier yielding to her touch in the same way my shoulders were. They swung wide, revealing the passageway into the next dimensional pathway to the next realm. I slapped my head against the side of the tower in self-directed anger.
“You’re the guardian!” I helped the formerly bestial weretiger back up, still mad at myself for not thinking of that sooner. “Junior, or whoever is behind this, probably Junior, linked you to the blood lock on this door. That’s why the guardian wasn’t showing up, and also why there’s close to no animal life in the same radius as the guardian is supposed to be. You’ve been killing everything around here.”
“I swear, Sir Warden,” she prostrated herself before me, “I have had no affiliation with--”
“Relax, I know that already. Let’s go.” I kicked her in the butt with the side of my foot as she stood back up, ushering her through the door and into the hallway between spaces. “We’re off on an adventure!”
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“I AM NOT A HAPPY CAMPER.” I looked at the swirls of colors in this tunnel of light we sat in, seeing the malformations in the energy’s flow. “Not a happy camper at all.”
“What’s wrong, McCain?” Tasha looked up from her working hands, having moved them from my shoulders to my left arm to continue her massage. She held herself up on my body with her thighs on my waist in a way that had me wondering how she was comfortable. “Have you not deemed this mystical gateway suitable as a happy campsite?”
“It’d be safer to sleep in a leviathan’s mouth.” I scratched the side of my face with my claws. “But no, that’s not it. I figured out what the hell he’s doing.”
“What ‘who’s’ doing?” she asked about my vague allusions. “The culprit of this tower theft?”
“Yes, he’s an idiot!” I shouted, though it may have come out more like a roar. “That jackass changed the tower’s dimensional network! He’s going to collapse the damn thing on top of itself!”
“That sounds bad,” Tasha supposed, “unless… If the tower does collapse, would that not destroy it? You did claim it as a mistake, and that would ensure that it couldn’t be used for any evil purposes again.”
“Collapsing an infinitely expanding tower collapses it infinitely,” I tried to explain. “It’s poking through every known realm in existence, so it will take out huge chunks of each one when it does if everything went absolutely in our favor. This is infinity we’re talking about, though, so it’s guaranteed to make the worst outcome. Huge sections of the multiverse, entire realms, will crash and burn out of reality, killing trillions of trillions of people.”
“That would be very bad,” Tasha murmured as she grasped the situation more firmly. “Why would anyone risk changing the network, if it would kill everyone?”
“He’s trying to get somewhere specific,” I elaborated further as I marched us forward. “This tower, even though it’s traveling through the whole universe and warping space around itself, is technically one long, straight pillar. The orientation between all the different realms is fixed, one portal always leading to the next in a preset pattern. By changing that orientation, he’s essentially forced a bend in the tower to redirect it, putting enough pressure on the whole structure to rupture it. That much time, effort, resources, and risk would only be worth it if Junior was trying to find the Fluffy Bun Butterhouse.”
“‘Fluffy Bun Butterhouse?’” My mobile masseuse’s fingers had moved to my other arm. “I am clearly missing something here. There’s more dread for my waistline than for the universe evoked from that name.”
“It’s the name for a set of realms sealed off from the outside,” I filled in the blanks. “All of them were deemed unfit to be a part of the greater multiverse by the powers-that-be before my time. The previous name was ‘Darkfire Hellcage Necroabyss of Eldritch Horror and Ultimate Deathscythe Demonmurder.’ It holds the nastiest entities that threatened everything that ever was before even I was around. Even the strongest baddies I’ve had to face here wouldn’t have held a candle to them. I’ve had to keep watch over it for a while and found that most young and stupid dark sorcerers tend to shy away from associating with anything that sounds adorable, so I had the name changed. It’s been effective, reducing the number of attempted break-ins to almost zero, but it seems like Junior caught on to the ruse finally.”
“So we have to get to this ‘Fluffy Bun Butterhouse’ before our evildoer prey does, yes?” Tasha summarized the situation.
“More or less,” I agreed. “Honestly, once they get there, trying to break the seals would hold them up, so we have some time. More aptly, we just have to keep moving forward until we make it there ourselves. Even with all of his fucking up my tower, there’s a path he has to follow. We reach the end, we find the top, we kick Junior’s ass before he can screw up any further, and we call it a day.”
“Onward and upward, then!” the she-tiger triumphantly exclaimed as we reached the next door. Pushing the copper-colored metal open wide, we entered the next realm.
Just as before, the door disappeared behind us, leaving us in the middle of a wooded area, though not nearly as thick as the Hunting Grounds. The only trees in this place were sparse collections of sakura cherry trees and bamboo shoots, chaotically mixed together in ways that didn’t occur in the wild. A grey pathway stretched out to a small bridge over a steady stream, then winded out into the wilderness, leading out somewhere off and away into the horizon.
We stood at the base of a tall stone staircase, thin enough to only hold the ends of a foot instead of the whole thing. The stairs led to a plateau and a gated wall, stretching around for more than a hundred yards before turning the corner out of sight. The walls had slanted roofs with wavy tiles, the frames at the corners ending curving back upward as they extended out. The whole place was reminiscent of traditional Japanese architecture but exaggerated to a cartoonish degree. Even from our lower angle below the structure, the top floors of a colossal Japanese-style castle were sticking out in view.
At the thick wooden gate, two guard stood on either side to keep watch. Their bizarre and distinctive anatomy helped me locate where we had landed ourselves. One of the guards looked like a furled umbrella with a sandaled foot at the bottom, as well as one eye sticking out of the fabric, centered between two arms sticking out of the sides of it. The other guard was more humanoid, but with a head of shaggy hair surrounding an indent full of water like a bowl at the top. It also had a nasty beak, webbed hands, and a turtle shell. Both of these watchguards wielded spears, which they pointed down toward us as soon as we drew their attention with our entrance.
We were in the Yokai Realm, filled with all different kinds of monsters called yokai, the biological through-line between each of their many forms being a frustrating absence. The kasa-obake was a prime example, being a sentient umbrella with arms, in comparison to the kappa, a turtle-man with a bowl of water in its head. Purely by technicality, these were part of the same species, and I still didn’t understand how that worked.
But, as most of these yokai didn’t even break the third tier of hoodlum, and were a breeze to deal with, I didn’t have to care about their mystical mythobiology. I just had to plow through them to get to the tower.
“Halt, foreigner!” the umbrella shouted as it hopped up to the edge of the stairs, its voice like a balloon releasing its air. “Why do you approach the Palace of the Great Shogun?”
“Speak, so we may kill you afterward,” the turtle-man incentivized.
“You will watch your tongue, reptile!” Tasha stepped off her perch on my back to give that kappa a piece of her mind. “You are in the presence of the Warden of Souls!”
“The Warden?” the turtle yokai said. “All the Great Shogun’s subjects have been ordered to kill the Warden of Souls if he were to ever show his face in the Great Shogun’s land.”
“What kind of insolence is this?!” Tasha represented me and my honor without me even asking or denying her. “Do you know how many times your world has been saved thanks to the efforts of this man? He is saving your world even as we speak, and you are getting in his way!”
“The Great Shogun owes no allegiance to the Warden,” the umbrella officially stated with legal and bureaucratic authority. “Whatever acts he may or may not have done are of no concern to him or his whims.”
“No concern?!” My little she-beast had been whipped into a frenzy, now. “You cretin, how dare you…?!”
Their argument escalated into pure noise and dramatic gestures while I drifted away from the conversation, trying to figure out what was going on here.
A kill-on-sight order from the Shogun? But Tsumagan, Great Shogun of the Yokai, loved me, even after I cut his arm off. We were playing hit-for-hit with his new swords, and I hit a little harder than I was trying to. Fun guy, knew how to get the best rice beer. His five sons were hellions, I’d admit. Little fuckers set me on fire in my sleep and replaced my bathwater with alcohol. The immediate solution turned into a major problem. I had to leave the next day, or I’d have ‘pranked’ them back with a foot up each of their asses. Unfortunately, my revenge had to settle for whatever Tsumagan had in store for the nasty devils. Whatever it was, it was too good for them.
Although, now that I was ruminating on it, that all may have been pretty long ago. A lot could have changed, including management. It could have been any one of those bastards sitting on their father’s throne now, and they all seemed to hate me. There was a simple way to solve that gap in my knowledge of topical political climate.
“Who is your Great Shogun, if I may ask?” I inquired, interrupting the debate that was going nowhere.
“Holiest Lord of Yokai Equal to Heaven,” the two guards, as if on cue and in choreographed unison, rattled off the full title of their esteemed leader as their spears danced and twirled as mirrors of each other, “Wisest Sage of the West Wind, Bloodletter of the Shishigami, Strongest of the Red Samurai Legion, Great Shogun Yomura!” Their spears crossed at the end as a big finish.
“That ankle-biter?” I shouted in disbelief. “He was the worst of the five brats! How was Jinbe passed over for fucking Yomura? At least he knew how to not whine like a little bitch when he took a hit. You can’t be telling me that Tsumagan wanted that whiny shit as his heir.”
“Glorious Leader, Cleverest of Yokai,” the turtle-shelled interpretive dancer twirled his spear more, my words apparently having set off some need to express his patriotism through his body, “Yomura righteously claimed the throne from his brothers and father after killing all of them in their sleep, setting them on fire, and replacing all the water in the palace with alcohol.”
“Wonderful Master, King above Gods,” the umbrella danced along with his turtle co-worker, “in his wisdom, he both quelled the conflict of the line of succession and cleared the former palace away for much-needed renovations at the same time.”
“Alright, enough of this.” With a flick of my hand, I summoned a gust of wind to flow up the staircase, blowing past the two guards in the middle of their routine.
The wind proved too much, pushing them over onto their packs as easily as if I was right there pushing them myself. They grunted and squealed, furious at their predicament of horizontal body alignment, but their ill-formed anatomies didn’t accommodate an easy fix. The umbrella’s arms were too short and weak to lift it up enough to place back on its rigid leg, and unfurling its fabric only served to flip it over its head and back onto its side again. The turtle kappa was teetering on its shell, its limbs flailing in the air helplessly, and the water had spilled out of the cup in his head as to weaken it beyond its ability to do any more than that.
Satisfied with my quick handiwork, I stepped up the stairs and moved on to the gate they should be protecting. The gate was a thick, wooden set of doors with rivets the size of someone’s head holding the metal pieces and the frame boards in place. The ring handles were just as large, if not larger, being as thick as a full-grown python.
“Knock, knock,” I called out to whoever may have been on the other side, “I’m here to ask about a bronze tower. Probably showed up not too long ago.”
“Bar the gate!” I heard a voice say from behind the wall as unseen yokai soldiers moved about, to and fro, hoping to stall me.
“Tasha, do you think you could help me with this?” I prompted the tigress elf toward the locked gate.
“At once, McCain.” She took a few steps back and crouched down on all fours in a mix between a sprinter’s start and a tiger’s stance just before pouncing. With a spring of her legs, she threw herself against the wooden gate, spinning around to give it an axe kick as she did so. The splinters flew away in an explosion of flimsy wood and crappy metal, and Tasha continued past the threshold into the main courtyard, stomping on the faces of a couple of yokai on the way. The crow-person’s chest went concave as her foot stomped into its body, and the fox with nine tails simply flew far away into the distance.
I casually walked in afterward, looking about the palace to see where my tower might have been. If Yomura was looking to kill me, chances were he was told to do so, and was happy for it, being the child-king nitwit he was. It had to be tower-related, so the tower had to be nearby. In the event the tower isn’t near here, Yomura would have known where it actually was, and I would have been able to beat it out of him fairly easily. It wasn’t within my line of sight here, but that didn’t exactly rule out that it wasn’t here.
Sure, hiding a tower of infinite length wasn’t as easy as putting a tablecloth over it, but any skilled illusionist could have whipped up a cover that was big enough to hide it from most onlookers. And yokai were chock full of those.
Tasha had already started fighting yokai, the many oddities throwing themselves at the orange aggressor and failing miserably. With cat-like grace, she flipped over a turtlish yokai to drive her heel into the cranium of a dog-person, springing off of the man-mutt to punch the jaw of a six-armed monkey twice her size, launching it straight into the air. The tigress picked up the spear the giant shiva-monkey dropped and twirled it like helicopter blades over her head before pointing it at the growing crowd of yokai that had begun to gather around her. With fierce tenacity, she shot the diamond-shaped spearhead into the crowd like it was on a piston in a race car, stabbing ten or so of the spirit monsters in less than a second.
Confident that the elven knight could handle herself, I turned my attention to the animated oriental lamp that had attached itself to my arm. Similar to the umbrella outside, this round lamp had developed an eye and a set of arms inexplicably and tried to gnaw on my flesh with the mouth it also grew from its previously inanimate body. Looking over myself, I found several more toothy stowaways on my body, each a different object with one eye, arms, and a mouth, ranging from living clothes to game boards to pillows. They weren’t actually getting anywhere, but that hadn’t deterred them from trying anyway, surely clueless to what was going on.
I took stock of the area immediately around me. Several yokai had gathered, swords and spears at the ready, and pointed at me. No matter what their anatomy, with nine-tailed foxes holding swords in their mouths and three-eyed owls holding spears in their talons while in flight, every last soldier in this militia held a weapon and faced me. I waited until even their archers had come in closer to me from the edges of the surrounding forces, drawing as many victims as I could into my trap before I sprung it.
My mind focused on channeling my inner power, and I spoke a few words in Dragon Speech, a magical language only usable by dragons that could be used to cast powerful spells. I was fluent in it, but I never managed to be able to do much with it before when I had been purely human. Now, by technical definition, I was a dragon, so I thought this was a good test run to see if it worked.
As the last sound left my lizard lips, a pale blue flame immediately wreathed my whole body, coating me from head to toe. All the yokai objects on me burned to ashes in a second, flaking away as if they were never there. The fire spread out from me, growing and pushing out as it melted the metal on the spears, corroded away at the flesh of the yokai around as they dropped their weapons, and simply deleted almost everything in sight around me.
Once the flames had finished pushing out, they slowly died out, leaving behind no scorch marks or ash in its place. Only the wood handles of some of the weapons and the silken clothes of some of the yokai survived, completely untouched by any of the pale flames. A circle of empty space centered on me, and the yokai at the edges fell into chaos. A few of them had been partially caught in the flames, and now nursed the stumps of arms and legs, or whatever it was that was previously there, while screaming in agony. The rest of them were frozen stiff, not wishing for themselves to be caught in the ghostly flames again.
So that was ‘ghostflame,’ huh? I had seen the stuff only once before, used by a crazy druid back in the fifth century or so. Or, at least, I thought he was crazy at the time, throwing fire at everyone while in a forest he was supposed to be protecting. Turned out, his flames didn’t hurt wood, so he was free to throw it at trespassers like handouts.
My eyes simply turned to look at the yokai on my left, my head keeping still, and they ran away screaming, afraid of being within my attention. The ones on the right did the same, bumping into each other as they scrambled to get out of my line of sight. I smirked, moving along the courtyard toward the main castle. The palace was a six-story status symbol fit for someone with disappointing space in their boxers, each floor being half a size taller than a regular building on Earth and making the whole building ginormous in size.
As I made it about halfway across to the seal in the center with the Japanese character for pride on it, I heard a powerful rumbling underneath my feet. The rumbling grew louder as the sliding door opened up, and a thinly fat ogrish man, long hair with a balding top on his head. Though his limbs were thin and long like plumping in a house, his belly was round enough to be a tent for three. He had to swing his head underneath the door to reach through, even though the door was nearly more than seven feet tall. His skin was a sickly green, covered in moles and lumps over his arms and shins. The only items on his person were a ragged hide loincloth and a club shaped like a black raindrop covered in spikes with a fixed ring at the pommel. Its steps shook the ground beneath us, growing more violent as he dragged himself over to the seal to stand opposite of me.
All the yokai, the umbrellas and the turtle men, the crow goblins and the multi-tailed foxes, and every other assortment of Japanese monster spirits, gathered around us. They shuffled about as they whispered to each other. Many of them thought that I was going to get my ass kicked, but the few that had seen me remove a few of their friends from existence had their rational doubts.
There were a few in the back that were less concerned with the fight as they were with the tiger woman that was still killing them, either trying to push deeper into the crowd to avoid her or leaving the crowd because she’d skewered them with her newly acquired spear. She had not stopped fighting for a second and took advantage of every idiot yokai that did to see my fight with the big guy.
“You look for me?” the green giant swung the iron club onto his shoulder and spoke to me. “Me am Great Shogun. Me not want lizard here. Go, or me crush lizard like--”
With an extension of my finger outward and a drawn sigil of light in the other hand, I shot a straight bolt of lightning right through the sickly brute’s head, boring a hole the size of a half-dollar clean through it. As his crispy brains spilled out the wound, he collapsed to the ground as a lifeless husk, folding over himself in a crumpled heap of limbs. His club fell on top of him, indenting his fat stomach and resting.
“I know you’re in there, Yomura, you big fucking brat,” I called out into the castle for the actual Great Shogun. “Where’s my goddamn tower?”
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“I WON’T WAIT HERE FOREVER, Yomura.” I rotated the wrist of my open right hand, swirling a ball of red energy inside of it from nothing. “Tell me where my tower is, unless you want to be the Great Shogun of a Big Pile of Rubble.”
I threw the ball of energy off to the side, creating a fiery explosion against the side of the courtyard wall. As the flames subsided, a section of the wall had melted away in a nearly perfect circle, leaving only bumps of stone and rubble behind. All the yokai that the blasts hadn’t destroyed ran for their lives. Before the dust had cleared, I was already preparing another ball of energy in my other hand.
“I don’t think these walls can hold up much longer, Yomura,” I continued to taunt as I deleted another wall. “They’re not holding up at all, actually.”
“He’s crazy!” A snake-man yokai in a samurai robe hissed as he bumped into an animated torch sconce, “Every yokai for themselves!”
“The Warden has come for our souls!” another yokai, a fish person with two dog heads instead of hands, flailed his doggy heads in the air as he screeched, “head for the hills! Leave your valuables! Cancel the dinner party! Somebody think of the children!”
With another wall section completely gone, the fire had started catching on things, like the rooftops of the wall, the wooden posts beside it, and a whole lot of yokai. All in all, the place was really well lit. Tasha had lost the following of yokai soldiers surrounding her and had started skewering the creatures as they ran away.
“McCain!” a voice called out from within the castle. There was our yokai of the hour. Hitsugaya Yomura, come on down!
The flames throughout the courtyard stretched into the sky at the sound of the voice, coalescing into one ring of fire above us. The flames turned into a fiery Asian dragon-serpent, squiggling through the air as it flew above us. Then, it moved downward, soaring towards the front door of the castle as a red armored hand came from behind the screen door to meet it. The hand glowed a brighter orange as the flame dragon collided with it, the fire flickering away as I absorbed it into that hand. And, just like that, all the flames had disappeared, along with the dragon, leaving only the smoldering remains of terrified yokai calming down from the panic just about them moments before.
The rest of the figure, a giant man with deep red skin, smaller than the last big ape, followed the armored hand. His armor was classic samurai style, though much thicker than usually done as it incorporated more metal than a samurai’s armor would have had. This wasn’t an ordinary samurai, however, being no ordinary man either. His bare head had purely white hair, stretching down to halfway down his back, with a top knot tied at the back of his head, and two little horns poking out the top of his forehead.
As he stepped out of the castle, the red oni’s aura rippled around his body, warping and distorting his vision with the intense heat he was giving off. Flames surrounded his other hand as he opened it up, stretching out into the shape of a sword. In his first hand, a shadowy flame flickered, stretching out into another sword shape. Both flickering energies whiffed away, leaving behind two odachi, long Japanese greatswords, in their place in the giant oni’s hands. The former shadow still had an aura of inky darkness, and the steel was dark like iron, while the flame blade still glowed like it was fresh out of a forge. He brought both down to my neck, the big samurai being more than a head taller than me, as he spoke.
Unlike the run-of-the-mill yokai I’d been kicking around like a tin can on the street, oni were a bit of a tougher breed. They had the ability to cast magic, especially fire and shadow magic, for starters, and were some of the best illusionists around. As a whole, they were generally smarter, stronger, faster, and more skilled in combat than their fellow Japanese monsters. Oni criminals never drifted below the crook tier of power and averaged around the seventh tier for most of them.
As such, they were often leaders among the yokai, with the biggest and the baddest being at the very top of the hierarchy. Along with magic powers, they had magic resistance, and were likely to muscle through whatever magical powers a mage might have thrown at them until they got to where Yomura was right now with me, a sword to the neck ready to lop the head off cleanly. With tough equipment, like the ones a Great Shogun of all Yokai would have been able to afford, any oni was a force fit to fight a modern army of tanks single-handed.
Something wasn’t quite right, though. Yomura was much runtier than the last time I saw him. He wasn’t going to reach up to my shoulder as an adult, let alone above my head.
“What brings you here, McCain?” the big oni shogun spoke as he contemplated killing me on the spot. “Did you miss being set on fire?”
“I think I’ve made my intentions very clear, Yomura,” I addressed the yokai samurai, “I have a tower around here, big bronze thing, can’t miss it, and you know where it is. Tell me where, and I don’t kill you. I don’t know how you got this big, or how you went about getting your whole family killed just to get the head spot, but it won’t work on me.”
“You were a plague upon this house, McCain,” Yomura pressed the magic blades against the scales on my neck, “You corrupted my father with your weakness, and now I’ve had to spend my reign as shogun rebuilding what he had let rot away. Why would I help you?”
“Are you not hearing me?” I said, “I’ll kill you and destroy your whole palace if you don’t tell me. You know what? Just tell me who put you up to this, protecting my tower from me, I mean, so I can leave peacefully to the tower you show me to, and we’ll be on our way.”
“I’ve been promised the opportunity to use the Tower of Babel to rebuild the empire my father let fall apart.” The blades pressed harder against my neck as the oni monologued. “My soldiers will spread across the realms like a purifying flame, establishing a greater dominion than any shogun before me. You would have me jeopardize such a beautiful vision by simply swallowing my pride and relenting to a foreigner’s demands?”
“That would be the smart decision, yes,” I agreed.
“This is not my father’s realm anymore, Warden.” He pinched me between the odachi blades, pinning me in place. “You cannot waltz about wherever you please and take what you want. Others may have been so quick to cow to your whims, but I am not so easily swayed by words and reputation. You will die a criminal’s death, and I will cement my legend before my conquest has even begun.”
“‘Hurdy hurr hurr, then I’ll begin a new era of yokai, they’ll be the master race, shurdy gurr gurr.’” I put my hand up like a puppet's mouth, mimicking my words with it. “‘No one will be able to stop our righteous purge, flirpy dirpy, we’ll take our rightful place as kings of the universe. I’m the strongerest, look at me, I’m so red. God, I hope this armor doesn’t make me look fat. Woopy doopy doopy doo!’”
The blades stopped pressing on my neck as they began to shake in Yomura’s hands. His wrists twisted in a struggling spasm, shown clearly by the look of strain and focus on his face. He tucked his lips in like an old man without his dentures as he continued to press the blades against me, still gaining no ground with all of his strength coming to bear against the folds of my neck.
“‘Look at me!’” my Yomura puppet, still in full swing, kept up the performance, “‘My sword skills are the bestest in the world! Just look at how my hands shake when I wield them with such expertise and grace. Am I not the biggerest, redderest, most powerfulerest oni that ever held blades? Herpity derp derp! Sure hope I don’t run across anything that could stop me and all of my big plans when I could have just as easily left well enough alone without getting anyone stronger than me involved. Of course, there’s no one stronger than me, Yomura, the guy who thought this whole plan of his through. Who else could struggle to cut someone’s head off when they’re not fighting back yet? Not anyone competent, that’s who!’”
“Insolent wretch!” The shogun took his blades off the sides of my neck, crossing his arms to prepare a stronger swing to do the job right.
Having had my fun, I took out my non-puppeteering hand to draw a quick sigil on the chest piece of Yomura’s armor, channeling kinetic energy from my body into the magical glyph. As it released outward from me, the energy traveled through Yomura’s body, bursting at all the straps, ties, and hinges holding the armor onto him. Along with quickly stripping his protection, it sent him flying back at blinding speeds, crashing him through the screen doors of his castle and deep inside, destroying lots of different objects inside in a clutter of breaking, cracking, and shattering noises that resounded from the impact. The armor stayed behind mostly, dropping behind him in a line of plates and leather bits leading to the big building.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch that!” I put a hand up to my ear, or the reptilian equivalent on my draconic head, pretending to listen for his clarifying answer. “Could you repeat that for me? Did you say ‘little bitch?’ Because I would agree that you are.”
The oni roared, and the entire castle burst into millions of splinters. Before the splinters flew very far, a swirling vortex of flames and shadows caught the shrapnel up before stretching up to the sky. The vortex left the ground, flowing into the clouds above to create an overcast of bright red and shadowy black that fought for dominance.
Back at the base of the castle, Yomura had transformed, growing a second pair of arms out of his back and glowing tattoos of red and black all over his body. Around his arms was a scarf that flowed between them, hanging in a floating arch over his head, along with a series of flat drums hooked onto his bare shoulder blades. Each arm, new and old, held a thick blade of shadows with burning hot writing on the sides, shaped more like a paddleboard designed to spank a dinosaur than a sword. The horns on his head had grown much longer, and his hair flowed out from his head as if he was submerged in water. He no longer had pupils or irises, just pure white eyes filled with rage.
That was another thing about the oni. The stronger ones could do all of that. It was exhausting for them, so they only pulled it out when they were pushed into a corner. Or when they were little bitches like Yomura who couldn’t handle themselves in a real fight.
“The Era of the Warden ends today!” Yomura’s voice had become warped, like he was talking with three of them. “You can’t stop this, McCain! The Age of Yomura and the Yokai will reign for ten thousand years!”
“And after that?” I asked. “Can I pick my era back up then? I think it’s been going pretty well so far, so when your era falls flat, we can go back to when things didn’t suck.”
Yomura roared with his many voices, launching himself at me with all of his blades swinging wildly. I found the easy opening that he made in his swinging arms, preparing an ice spell in the air as I eyed my target. The monstrous yokai brought all four giant blades down upon my head to grind me into dust while I brought my ice spell right to his exposed stomach. Like electricity through a wire, the ice spread through the tattoos surging with energy, halting the assault of the barbaric blades before they reached me, tapping against my skin lightly. I moved out of their path just as they stopped, leaving the angry ice sculpture to seethe in his hatred for me.
“So, are we putting a stop to the Yomura Age?” I taunted the oni further, “or was that it? A bit disappointing, but I’m sure you’re used to only lasting so long. Speaking of ages and lineages, though, where are your kids? Smart, selfish prick like you wouldn’t have been so quick to put the blood lock on yourself, and who better than one of your own to bear the burden, especially when you could just keep them in a dark room nearby forever?”
“You will never find her!” The oni burst out of my ice prison, his tattoos flaring with flames and shadows as they cracked the frosty casing away. “I have hidden my little pumpkin beyond even your abilities to hunt down, McCain. No foreigner could hope to outmatch the illusion magic of an oni of my power! You are trapped here! And I will play with you as I see fit!”
“Oh, so you actually did that?” I smirked, “I was mostly just spitballing, getting a feel for what you were going for. While I’m on a roll, then, did you use the same magic that’s hiding the tower?”
Yomura threw all of his arms around himself, the giant blades smashing against my forearm as I blocked the hit. That was stupid. Not that Onyxaltan’s muscles and skin couldn’t take the hit, but that it was still painful as shit to take. Four empowered oni strikes were no joke. The ground beneath me cracked as I stood my ground, my feet pressing into the stone under the pressure of the shock.
“I’ll take that as a ‘yes,’ then?” I grunted, already drawing a spell sigil with green lights in my other hand.
Once I’d finished the glyph, the stones underneath Yomura shot upward in a series of spikes, skewering into his chest and arms to pin them in place. With him stuck in place, I took the time to draw another spell in black light on the palm of my hand.
“Is this the best you have, O Great Warden of Souls?” The oni spun in place, the stone spikes cracking against his strength. “I would have thought this a challenge, at the very least. Perhaps my father was exaggerating about you after all.” The stones fell out of his body, the wounds left behind quickly closing after them in a fit of steam, as if they were never there in the first place. “You really are getting soft.”
“You’re getting ahead of yourself.” I finished the black sigil on my hand, springing a portal of black energy from it that manifested into a grey-scaled python. The python latched onto Yomura’s neck with its teeth, sinking its fangs into its neck as a putrescent green poison oozed out of them and into the yokai’s veins. One swing of one of his blades snapped the python’s body in two, the lower half retreating back into the portal on my hand as it disappeared. Another of his hands reached up to the upper neck of the python still attached to his own. He grabbed it in his thumb and yanked it off, spurting black blood mixed with green gunk out of it before the wound closed up as well.
“Am I?” Yomura flung a barrage of sword swings at me, randomly intersecting the swipes as I danced around the strikes against me. “Your attempts to hinder me only serve to prove me the stronger fighter. Accept your defeat, McCain, and I may let you live long enough for my empire to come into place.”
“Alright, I’ll just let this happen, then.”
The swords cracked at the stone when they hit the ground, or at the walls when they sliced horizontally, every movement spelling devastation for whatever was in the path of the blades. I didn’t want to get hit with one of those again. Except one of them did finally hit me, throwing me across the empty courtyard as I rolled along the ground.
“Give me a real fight, Warden!” The red brute lifted all of his arms into the air as a challenge to strike at him as I picked myself off the ground. “How could my father have been so scared of you? I once looked up to him before you came into this realm, poisoning his mind with ideas of peace and contentment. Burning away his warrior’s ambition! The shame he must have put upon my grandfather in his grave. But, wait, we couldn’t bury my grandfather. Whose fault is that, McCain?”
“Your grandfather was a dick.” I stood back up, catching my breath. “No amount of ‘warrior’s ambition’ makes up for how many babies Hitsugaya Takashi the Bereaver was stealing from other realms to eat. Shouldn’t have gone after one of mine.”
“He culled the weak from your pathetic herd, making it stronger!” Yomura shouted as he stepped towards me. “You magicless, naked apes should be thankful that he paid you such a kindness as to free you from those burdens. The survivors are strong in their luck, strong in their resolve! Coddling them by leaving them be would… would be a dis… would…”
The oni’s sweat steamed off of his body as he fell to his knees, his swords clanging on the ground with his arms dropped. The two arms on his back shrank down and shriveled while the flowing scarf and ring of drums flaked away in fiery ash. His hair flattened back down, having lost the top knot, and flopped messily on all sides of his head. As his heavy breathing permeated the air, his veins glowed green, growing much opaquer near the point where my conjured snake struck his neck.
Damn, that was quick. The big oaf must have been pumping his heart at a rate close to a drag racer’s rotations per minute. Most of the time, black swamp viper venom at least took an hour to take effect like this, and that was with the actual stuff, not the magically synthesized version I found a way to make. I had a tough time making the chemical itself, so I just focused on making my own version of the snake. As was evident by Yomura’s suffering state, my fake snake venom got the job done when I needed it to just as well.
“I was willing to let bygones be bygones.” I stepped up to the oni as he tried to stay conscious with the poison coursing through his body. “After all, it was almost one thousand years ago. You weren’t even alive at the time, and I’d already locked Takashi up. No need to make this shit any worse, right? You’re going to die soon, anyway. But anyone who thinks that stealing my infant son from his crib while I was away is an act of ‘culling the weak’ may just be asking to live at the brink of death for the next few hundred years before I decide I’m done with them.”
“If you think…” Yomura stood back up on one foot, the magical tattoos flaring back to life with a more intense glow. “… that I’ll just… let you shame me…” He pushed himself back up as the arms regrew on his back, along with another pair, making six in total now. “… a foreigner who thinks himself… better than me and my kind…” The ring of back drums returned with the floating scarf, along with the blades in each hand, the handles extending them into bladed polearms. “… a bastard human who’s grown his head far too much…” His size swelled with his muscles, stretching him taller than the big yokai from before as the green veins disappeared. “… I will show you the true might of the yokai. The true power that comes from the superior might of my blood. Witness a legend born before your very eyes!”
As he lifted his arms upward, lightning struck down from the heavens, catching the blades of the six halberds in his hands as the bolts danced between them in a net of electricity. The shogun roared once more, drunk with the power he’d probably never had the opportunity or the drive to release until this moment. The fiery shadows and shadowy fire of the sky flowed down to him, lifting him up higher in a display of the chaotic and unnatural elements that he’d thrown into the surrounding atmosphere.
Now I definitely couldn’t let him win, or I wouldn’t have heard the end of the whole ‘superior race’ spiel.
Just as I had begun etching the arcane symbols into the air to take this oni down a few pegs, the overcharged yokai disappeared from his place in the growing whirlpool of fire and shadow. Something had flown from far off out of my view, landing on Yomura and throwing him to the ground as if he’d just been fly-swatted.
Kneeling on the superpowered oni’s chest was another one that had pushed him down, far smaller than he was and in a very slim, red karate gi without sleeves. This oni’s skin was a dark olive, and her horns were thinner, though they looked to be of the same Japanese descent. She had long white hair parted down the middle to both sides with a top knot. Her red eyes looked down on Yomura with a rageful passion as she held the hilt of a katana in his chest, right in his heart. She stood up on Yomura’s chest, flipping her hair as she looked over to me.
“Warden of Souls Marcus McCain,” the oni girl said, “I am Hitsugaya Yui, daughter of the former Great Shogun. I possess the seal of the blood lock and can take you through the Tower of Babel. I have only one request in return for this service: Please take me with you.”
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WHAT AN ABSOLUTELY STUNNING ENTRANCE. A-plus, ten out of ten, full marks, gold medal, grand prize, all the rewards and scores. I hadn’t seen an entrance like that since the Wright Brothers showed up at the Underworld Grand Prix, a race between representatives of several species fated for total destruction that decided which one gets to live. The race started at one side of Death Chasm, and the racetrack cut through all the horrifying monstrosities down within it, with the finish line up on the other side. There were no rules on the vehicles the racers could use, so those two madmen got their homemade flying machine on the track and just flew over top, saving humanity from extinction. Honestly, though, this was more impressive.
“Yui…” Yomura stuttered out as his lungs filled with blood, “Why? You would… betray your father… for a foreign dog?”
“You are no father of mine.” Yui knelt back down, placing her hand on the hilt of the sword again. “What kind of father locks his daughter in a dungeon all of her life, just for being a woman? Threatens to kill her any time she disobeys? You are a monster.”
“Yui…” The big asshole tried to reach one of his many meaty hands up to grab at his daughter but didn’t quite have the strength to lift them. “You stupid… wench, I’ll kill you… for this…”
“I’d like to see you try.” The oni assassin twisted the blade in Yomura’s chest, cracking the ribs that it had embedded itself into until the blade snapped.
“Sir McCain!” Tasha, my favorite tigress, ran in from the direction of the rubble of the castle, still holding the spear she stole from the yokai guard. “I found her! I think she has the blood lock seal!”
“Damn fine work, Tasha,” I congratulated her, “Damn fine. Do you like that spear?”
“I’m well trained with many polearms,” she answered, “but, to answer your question, yes, I do. Its balance is very finely tuned and graceful.”
“That’s all I needed.” I put an open hand out. “Give it here. Yui, if you would be so kind as to step off your dying father?”
The tiger warrior handed me the spear, the oni operative leapt off the giant, and I focused my powers on my new project. Black chains wrapped around the shaft, embedding themselves into it as a purple mist showered over the whole weapon. With a flick of the spearhead, I threw the chains onto Yomura, connecting the spear to the giant oni. With a quick pull and tug, the chains pulled their way into the spear, taking the yokai with them as they all disappeared inside the metal.
With the powerful oni warlord inside the weapon, its features quickly shifted and twisted about as the magic fused the two. The long shaft grew a bit longer, and a blue cloth wrapped around it. The spearhead’s shape grew more points, becoming nearly a trident, then elongated into a full sword blade. It didn’t stop there, extending outward and curving until it looped around to the base of the blade again, creating a full circle at the top of it, a razor-sharp edge on the inside and outside of it.
Feeling that the chains had now settled, I handed the weapon back to Tasha.
“Is this for me?” She looked at my nod of approval with excitement. “This is amazing! I have a weapon enchanted by the Warden of Souls! And the enchantment is from a powerful demon creature!” She jumped for joy, swinging the weapon around like it was a gymnast’s baton. After she threw it into the air, she paused her celebration. “What does it do?” The weapon landed back in her hands.
“I have no idea,” I confessed, “There’s usually a connection to what I put inside the weapon itself, but that’s no guarantee of anything. It’s random every time, as well as the mechanism to activate it. You’ll have to figure--”
As Tasha twisted the shaft between her hands, the loop blade disappeared in a puff of pink smoke, replaced by an ornate spearhead. She twisted it again, and another puff of pink smoke changed the spearhead into a halberd blade, then a giant square maul head, then a war pick, a warhammer, a pike, a thin point, a monkey figurine, a shamanistic loop with five rings, a cup-like torch, and several other shapes while she kept experimenting to find more.
“Or just find it straight away, I guess.” I shook my head in disbelief and chuckled. “That works, too. Not like it took me days to figure out the first one or anything.”
“May I test this further on some of the yokai around here?” Tasha asked, still switching between the various heads.
“Have at it,” I allowed, sending her off to her adventure of murder. She ran through one of the holes in the wall I made, still finding more polearm heads as she looked for more yokai. For the most part, it looked like she had all but cleared out the place, so she was on the hunt for what she and I had missed before.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” I looked over to Yui, who was looking over in amazement right back at me. “Do you mind if we attack other yokai with a magic weapon for the sake of testing out its strange properties?”
“I have no love for them,” she admitted to me, still staring intently into my eyes. “I’ve rarely left the prison that your squire freed me from. She told me that you were quite the amazing man, Warden-san, but it seems that she undersold your majesty.”
“She tends to exaggerate,” I warned her, “and you might still be in the passionate swings of, you know, patricide. Maybe take it easy for a bit before making any rash decisions.”
“Killing that man has been on my mind for the past one hundred years, Warden-san.” Yui stepped closer to me. “In no way was the decision to plunge that sword into his heart something done on a whim.”
“Point taken,” I relented. “So, you’ve thought through wanting to travel along with a bunch of strangers that walked through town?”
“If you are anything like how your squire and the oni who sired me described you,” she stepped closer, pressing herself against my chest, “that may be the wisest decision I’ve made my whole life. You really are incredible, to go against Yomura so boldly, and to hold your own so well against him.”
“Thanks for the assist on that, by the way.” My thanks gave her cheeks a rosy color. “You saved me a lot of time in thoroughly kicking his ass to the curb. I know this was a revenge scheme for decades of emotional and physical abuse, and I respect that, but next time, though, don’t be so quick to get into a fight like that. Best to let crazy demons do their thing, burn themselves out, and then break them over your knee like a disobedient child.”
“Oh,” she looked down, a bit dejected, “I had thought myself being helpful when I exacted my revenge. I didn’t mean to get in the way, Warden-san.”
“That isn’t what I’m saying,” I grabbed her by both shoulders and looked her in the eye. “I’m saying don’t bother wasting your time fighting people who’ve already lost. No offense to your wussy bitch of a dad, but he was a pushover. He was pushing himself to his absolute limit fighting me, and I had already won in practical terms by the time you jumped in to kill him. Don’t you worry about being in the way.”
“Really?” She fiddled with the cloth and buttons on my shirt in her hands in her anxious excitement. “You weren’t scared of him?”
“He wasn’t anything like your grandfather, Tsumagan,” I evaluated. “That guy’s Heavenly Rage form was an absolute nightmare to handle. Still, the second stage of Heavenly Rage was new. Is that something the oni usually know how to do?”
“I’ve never even gone into the first state of Heavenly Rage,” she shyly looked away, ashamed at her perceived weakness as she let go of my shirt. “Yomura never let me out of that cage and would punish acts of aggression that showed any sign of losing control. I’m sorry I don’t know more, Warden-san.”
“No apology necessary,” I assured her, “Just gathering data. I think he was given a power boost from the guy who’s brought my tower back into the multiverse. You know anything about that?”
“There was another foreigner who had come here,” Yui recalled, “The man was small, wore dark metal on his body, and his hair was even paler than my own, and much more voluminous. He was the one who put this mark upon me. And that was when my father became so tall.”
“That’s Mordred Jr.,” I identified our culprit, “And he’s augmenting his door guardians like I thought. And our tower must be close to your old cage, at least, if they still left you in it after they put the lock on you. Would you also happen to know its exact location?”
“I’m sorry, Warden-san,” she stepped back and bowed at her hips. “My skills in illusion magic aren’t nearly what my father’s were. I can’t help you here.”
“Hey, hey, hey,” I grabbed her by the chin, lifting her head back up, “First of all, you still have nothing to apologize for. Second of all, yes, they are. How do I know that? Because I’ve met both of you, and I can tell these things.”
“Do you really think so?”
“I know so,” I grabbed her arms and pointed them upward, raising them out above the horizon, “Just give me a feel for some magic tingles, would you?”
“Yes, Warden-san.” She kept her arms up as I stepped off to the side. Her arms spun around with her as she searched the skyline for the tingles I told her about. After a couple of seconds, she cracked a smile, followed by a toothy grin as her fingers wiggled about.
Far out from where her fingers were pointing, the air became wavy and warped in a tall column, like a severely bent set of mirrors, eventually shifting about until the air turned a reddish-brown, bleeding into a bronze hue that slowly gained detail, eventually becoming the Tower of Babel that we had all been looking for.
Yui looked back at her hands, then back at the tower, then back at her hands, switching between the two for a little while before she looked over to me, giggling madly at her untapped potential finally being tapped.
“Warden-san, you did it!” She ran over with a leap to hug me around the neck, kissing my face a few times over. “You did it! I’d never performed an illusion spell on anything close to that powerful before. You’re amazing.”
“I did nothing,” I reminded her, the oni girl still rubbing her lips all over my face. “That was all you, Yui. You’re the star, here. You have the key, killed the bad guy, and found the tower. All you. I just threw a snake at a guy.”
“No, you.” She hadn’t quite stopped kissing me. “You. You. You’re amazing.”
“I’m just a guy.” I was defenseless against the barrage of kisses. “Well, I can cast magic, but that’s normal for wizards. I’m just a wizard. With a dragon trapped inside of his soul. And a landshark trapped inside his gauntlets. And a dark wizard king trapped in his belt. Just your average Joe.”
“It seems that you are a walking dungeon, Warden-san.” She stopped kissing me, sliding down to mess with my coat buttons again. “That must be quite the burden.”
“Pfft, those guys were all evil,” I told her, “like your great-grandfather with his baby-eating. He’s inside one of the gears in Big Ben, keeping it turning, if you were curious. You don’t know what Big Ben is, nevermind that. The point is, they’re all of equal or greater levels of evilly disrupting the general peace and/or otherwise being a pain in my ass. I’m glad to put them away where they can’t do anything like that again.”
“So it is never a burden to you, Warden-san?” The buttons were coming undone, “Do you ever wish you could be free for a moment to enjoy yourself? Free to relax? Free to try… to try something new?”
“I’d say we’re both very free.” I grabbed at my coat, pulling it off in one whole tug like it was a sea creature attached to me. The coat remained intact, and I threw it to the side, now shirtless before her. “Free from our cages. Free from our immediate obligations.” I tucked my finger into the cleavage of her gi, punching my thumb against it and flicking it away just like with my coat to leave her topless as well. “Free from prying eyes.”
“Free from inhibitions.”
She pressed herself against me, undoing my belt as she kissed my chest. I had my thumbs hooked into her cloth belt, ripping it off as her gi bottom fell to the ground. She had my pants undone for no more than a fraction of a breath before she hooked her legs up against my hips as I grabbed onto her thighs to keep her up. To give Yui all the attention she deserved, I needed some place to keep the eager oni girl up, and my tower was as good as anything. With a simple turn, I planted her slim back against the thing.
Hey, it was finally good for something.
But before I could drive things home, Yui planted her thin-fingered hands on my chest and stared at me with all seriousness. “Warden-san, before you give me what I desire, please, you must let me thank you properly.”
I was a bit confused, considering she was about to give me a whole lot of thanks, but then she skillfully slipped from my grasp, sliding down the side of the tower until her hands grasped around my dick, now standing at full attention.
“Who am I to stand on the needs of honor?” I growled as I looked down at the oni girl, hands now planted palms first on the tower wall. “I’m in your hands, Yui.”
“Indeed, you honor me,” she purred as she took hold of my member, her olive fingers stroking along it with careful gentleness. I had this sneaking suspicion this might be her first time, but I wasn’t going to stop someone from taking what they wanted, and from the way she let me into her mouth, she wanted this badly.
So, fun fact, oni have surprisingly raspy tongues. Between that, her eager tongue, and the tug of her fangs on my scales, she worked me into a growling fervor in mere moments. My talons screeched across the bronze of the tower, causing absolutely zero damage as my hands clenched and my muscles tightened deliciously under Yui’s tender ministrations. With one last pull of her mouth that threatened to pull me to an early release, the oni girl’s lips popped as they came free from dick, just a hint of pre-cum stuck to her full lips.
“The rest, I must have inside of me, Warden-san,” she rumbled, heat burning on her olive cheeks and coursing down her neck. “I beg of you.”
I restrained my desire to yank her up abruptly and plow into her like a piledriver right then and there. She was a supernatural being and could take that kind of abuse, but I didn’t treat my ladies that way unless, like Tasha, that’s what they wanted. Instead, I controlled my urges and reached down to bring Yui back up again.
This time, as soon as I came knocking on the door, she let me in, perhaps a little too welcoming. When the oni girl pulled herself back up into my arms, she dropped herself down on my still-throbbing length with her legs lifted up. I did what I could to catch her in time, but she already brought herself all the way down before I could quite get her back up. Yui was smaller than the more built Tasha, and honestly? What I was packing was a lot for any woman to take in for the first time in a hundred years, if at all.
“Oh, shit, you okay?” I said as I lifted her off.
“Put me back down,” she said with a needy whine despite the faint wince on her lips. “I need this.” As if to emphasize her point, her vagina clenched along with everything inside her, practically a vice around my dick. Thank the gods I’ve had millenia to master myself or I’d have busted a nut right then and there.
“Jesus, I guess you do.” From there, I let her go to work how she wanted to, and she just let herself move how she felt she could, which was a lot. “How did you get by back in the cage?”
“I didn’t.” She kissed me on my snout, still pumping away. “This is my first time.”
“No way.” I eyed her professional-grade movements and alarming consistency and power. “You had to have-- Oh, dear God in heaven.”
She kicked herself into overdrive, somehow moving even faster than before. I had thought I was holding on to her for her own safety, but now I was thinking I was holding on for dear life.
“I’d dreamed of this, Warden-san,” she looked me in the eye with an obsession that scared me just a bit, “Ever since I first heard Yomura cower,” she sucked in air with a quiet shriek, “at the sound of your name, I knew that I needed to…” Another yelp as she desperately began losing the remnants of her composure. “Needed to experience everything for myself.” Yet another yelp as the rest of her composure was heading out her screaming mouth. “And you don’t disappoint, Warden-san.”
“You might want to slow down a bit,” I warned her, “or you might just--”
The screams she made must have been audible from the next realm over. Once she’d let them out, her breathing was heavier than iron dumbbells as she tried to catch it again. The smile on her face, touched up by the bubbly giggles she kept letting out, adorably let me know I hadn’t done any damage by accident. Or, at least, none that she hadn’t wholly accepted.
“You okay?” I asked as she landed her head on my shoulder. “Sometimes you gotta pace yourself, or you’ll waste all your energy right off the bat.”
“Are you saying,” Yui took in a lungful of air, “you still have energy to spare?”
“Would you like to find out?” I whispered into her ear.
She nodded her head, giving me the permission I needed to throw her up against one of the walls of the terrace, showing her just how pacing was done right. Needless to say, her realm-rending scream from before wasn’t nearly the last time she made a scream like that, or even the loudest of the night.
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“AND WE’RE OFF!” I announced the trek into the next world, Yui pushing the door open for us with her blood lock as Tasha and I followed behind. “Adventure!”
As the weretigress finished experimenting with her new shapeshifting polearm, she latched herself onto my back again, working again at her on-the-move massage while we passed through the next dimensional gateway. Yui walked beside us, staring at the strange setup we had.
“What is your squire doing?” the oni girl asked me, “do you like having your body rubbed?”
“I wouldn’t allow it if I didn’t,” I reasoned, “and she gives the best massages I’ve ever had, bar none. Best squire ever.”
“Thank you, Sir McCain.” Tasha’s blushing was palpable on the back of my neck. “You are far too kind. I’m certain that your last squire is still leagues ahead of me.”
“Even if these rubdowns were half as good as they are now,” I put the situation into perspective, “they’d still be better than anything he’d tried to do. And he was a man. So, you know, there was only so far I wanted those sessions to go with him. You, on the other hand, have significantly more thorough liberties in that regard. Also, he tried to kill me sometime after we parted ways.”
“Oh,” Tasha’s massage lost enthusiasm, “I didn’t realize the competition was so much less apparent than it had seemed.”
“No, as a squire, he was amazing,” I explained, “Never complained, always had all of my equipment clean as a soap bubble, fun to drink with, and learned my techniques like a sponge with water. Then he accused me of not teaching him all of my secrets, which I obviously wasn’t, so I never understood the confusion there. He left in frustration, then came back a few years later with a bone to pick, and I sent him away with his tail between his legs.”
“I promise not to be so presumptuous as to assume you will teach me all of your secrets,” my travel squire-masseuse swore to me, “you will have no such qualms with me.”
“I’m certain that this other squire was an oaf, Warden-san,” Yui interjected, “He certainly cannot have thought through his actions if he had hoped of any chance of winning against you.”
“Yeah, Merlin didn’t quite have that much backbone when it came to women,” I tried to reason through his situation, “He’d have done anything to get some action, and those crazy witch sisters Morgan and Morgause had him wrapped around their little fingers. Pretty sure they were the ones who pushed him into it.”
“They sound like absolute witches, Sir McCain,” Tasha put her heart and soul back into her magic fingers, “I’m sure if they’d only gotten to know you even a little bit, they’d have never sent one of your squires against you like that.”
“Actually, I think they were mad that I cut them off after I learned that they had begun working with the Ogre King to take over Albion,” I exposited further, “When I sealed that green asshat away, they were definitely not happy about that. Morgause went so far as to sleep with Arthur Pendragon, her half-brother, ‘on accident.’ Yeah, Mordred was a real accident, alright.”
“Isn’t that the one who started all of this chaos with the tower?” Yui pointed out, “It started with this Morgause witch?”
“Eh, as a stretch, yeah,” I half-agreed, “Mordred Junior is the one making all of this shit happen today. His father, the one in this belt, is Morgause's kid.” I looked down to the fashion accessory in question, “You want to say ‘hi’ to these lovely ladies, buddy?”
“Blow it out your ass, Warden,” the ever-chipper dark sorcerer spoke as I allowed his voice to be heard, “I don’t want to speak to your floozy tarts than I want to drill a hole in my head. In fact, I might prefer the latter, if you wish for me to choose.”
“Shouldn’t have said that, my friend,” I began writing a sigil on the side of the belt in purple light. “I was trying to give you something nice, but you just went and blew it.”
“What are you going to do, Warden?” Mordred chuckled, “lock me up? Remove me from my body? Kill me? The last one would be a bloody blessing-- what is this?”
“Oh, that?” I said as my prisoner noticed my finished handiwork, “nothing special, just something to keep you busy while you wait around.”
“What have you done?” he screamed from the belt, “Why are there so many? How did they get here? How did I get here? What is happeni--?!”
Mordred Senior’s voice cut off as I let him suffer alone with my special punishment.
“What did you do to him?” Tasha questioned the odd interaction I just had with my waist, “What torture can you give to a man without a body?”
“Nothing special,” I answered, “His perceptions are completely under my control, so I just gave him the perception of a body, a closed room, and a whole lot of angry monkeys ready to rip him to shreds for eternity.”
“That does not seem pleasant,” Yui admitted as she pushed the other door open to lead us to the next realm.
“That’s the ide-AUGH!”
My first footstep into the new world caught on nothing, falling straight through the missing floor. I didn’t have to fall for long before my foot caught on a cable, spinning me around a couple of times until I eventually rested upside down. Looking about, I evaluated the nature of this new plane of existence.
Thick lines of spider silk thread stretched out from unseeable anchor points, crisscrossing over and around each other to create a web system of infinite complexity, stretching out for miles and miles in a void of nothingness. Several of the threads were twisted around together, creating thick weave cables, and others were stuck to each other in complex web patterns. I was hanging on a regular thread, my hooked foot keeping me from plummeting thousands of feet to whatever was below us.
“Yui! Tasha!” I shouted to my new companions, “Sound off! Please still be alive!”
“I’m fine!” Tasha’s voice was the first to come through, followed by the weretigress herself, crouching on a cable below me like a cat on a clothesline. “I must say, I do enjoy this new sense of balance being were-touched gives me.”
“I’m fine, too.” Yui walked along the edge of the cable from the other direction, standing atop the thread perfectly like a circus acrobat, or like it was just like solid ground. “These are just like the streamers in Yomura’s castle when I used to sneak out.”
“Good work, girls.” I folded myself in half to bring my head upright and reach for the cable I was hanging off of.
My hand caught up to it, pulling me up the rest of the way as I chomped on the thread, snapping it into two pieces. Both fell down, one of them carrying me as I swung like Tarzan down through the void of threads and webs. My swinging silk rope caught on another outstretched cable, prematurely throwing me upward as the length of it shortened dramatically. As soon as I reached the perfect moment, I let go, flying through the air and dodging the layers of spider cabling that cluttered my path. Shaping myself as perfectly as I could, I expertly found my way to the webbing pattern I’d spotted previously, landing both my feet on the spider silk flooring.
Not far behind, both Yui and Tasha jumped from cable to cable to catch up to me. The tigress leapt from the cables in a jungle-cat gallop, landing on her hands and feet beside me before standing upright. Yui simply danced upon them like they were stepping stones, landing on my other side in short order.
“Where would the next tower door be in a place like this?” Tasha inquired, “There’s no solid ground to make the base.”
“The base isn’t the only part with a door.” I started walking along the web floor to start exploring. “Remember, it stretches out forever through all planes. Technically, it doesn’t have a base. We just have to find a big brass pillar in the middle of all this webbing, and we’ll travel along it until we get to the next door.”
“What is this place, Warden-san?” Yui kept close by me, hugging against my arm as she trembled. “It is so dark and empty, except for these webs. Did something make all of them? Is it here?”
“This is the Endless Web,” I said, keeping my eyes peeled, “Not much else to say about it other than that name, really. It’s just a series of threads stretching out forever. The only thing worth noting about it is the population of weavers. Nice enough bunch, I guess.”
“Weavers?” Taska asked.
“Giant sentient spiders,” I answered.
“Hurray.” She faked enthusiasm through an obvious terror.
“Are they anything like Jorogumo or Tsuchigumo?” Yui asked about the spider-like yokai.
“Only that they’re all spider-shaped,” I answered her, “The yokai have shapeshifting powers, but I’d say that weavers are generally more dangerous, if only because the spider yokai aren’t actually related to spiders, so they don’t get all the benefits. Weavers are always armored, often poisonous, sometimes magical, rarely surprised, and never alone.”
“How are we supposed to fight them in this mess of webs?” Yui looked around frantically for weavers. “If they ambush us here, they will have every advantage.”
“If that’s the case, I’ll just burn the place down.” I nonchalantly told them the emergency plan. “Then, no one will have a place to stand on.”
“Um, Sir McCain?” Tasha interjected politely, having clung to my other arm, “Wouldn’t that possibly make things worse? We need something to walk upon to fight them ourselves.”
“So do they to fight us,” I pointed out, “I’m also mostly joking, unless it’s an absolute emergency. You’re right, though, that would be a bad idea. We wouldn’t want to wake up Nareau.”
“Who’s Nareau?” Yui shook like a leaf.
“God of spiders,” I explained with my vast knowledge of things. I found myself doing that a lot. Guess it came with the territory of being a primary living source for most historical periods. “Big guy, lots of spider hair like a forest. He’s the one who created the weavers, as well as all spiders everywhere, and also made this place with his webs.”
“Are you saying he’s still alive?” Tasha stuttered out as the two of them wrapped themselves so tightly onto me I thought they might burst. “And he’s here, waiting to eat us?”
“We’re fine,” I tried to assuage their fears, “He’s too busy making more webs to worry about us, if he ever would otherwise. Plus, all threats to his realm are usually taken care of by his progeny.”
“Oh, joy, all the spider people.” Tasha’s claws dug into my scales, poking into my skin. “Is that all, then? How many of them are there?”
“At this point?” I did the mental calculations. “Given how long they had to reproduce since Nareau moved them here from Earth… probably about twenty trillion. Give or take a couple billion.”
“How are you so calm?” the mighty tigress quietly screamed. “If they found your tower, then they can bring all of those little demons to the next realm.”
“Not if Nareau has anything to say about it,” I argued, “he brought them here specifically because they were getting out of hand in the other realms. They’ve grown to be very peaceful since then. These threads actually tie other worlds to this one, creating little holes in the thin membrane between the two so that tasty creatures can leak through. Then the weavers hunt them down and eat them.”
“Like us?” Yui had stopped walking entirely and skipped the pretense of not being worn like a full armband.
“More like that guy.” I tried to point with the arm Yui was hanging onto. Realizing the mistake, I switched over to the other arm, only now seeing that Tasha had done the same thing that Yui did. “Whatever, let’s go see what it is.”
As I made my way through the jungle of webs, I took my feminine sleeves over to the creature I’d found. It was seemingly stuck on a dense web below us, and I jumped down to meet it. If there was trapped prey, weavers weren’t so far behind, and we needed directions.
As I examined it closer, the trapped creature looked to be like a wasp the size of a motorcycle, but with an abdomen covered in spines, like a pinecone from a black-and-yellow hellscape. Bladed gauntlets tipped each of its six feet, and it wore an armored vest of sorts around its thorax, also covered in spines. The pattern held up to the head, also covered in spines, including the compound eyes, somehow still functioning with every minute surface of the eye being an individual spike.
And it wasn’t stuck in the web. It was wiggling its stinger out of a dead weaver. As soon as we came down, it managed to spring it free, revealing the reversed barbs on it, meant to gouge the wound on impact rather than hook into it. When it was free, it fluttered its nearly invisible wings and turned over to us.
Most apocritans, or ‘giant sentient wasps’ for the layman, didn’t have this many pointed bits on their best day. Even the pointiest of apocritans couldn’t reach past the second stage of hooligan as magic criminals. There were certain levels of pointiness unreachable by any creature as an evolutionary limit, and the apocritan had surpassed it through unnatural means. Dastardly behavior. Mordred Jr. had gone too far this time.
Nah, I didn’t actually care. But this fight was going to be slightly harder than fighting a regular apocritan, which was slightly harder than stomping a regular wasp. If I could push past the initial poison and painful sting, the rest was easy.
“Are you the one known as the Warden of Souls?” the apocritan spoke with a voice like a smoker currently choking on smoke.
“Have you got the next blood lock key?” I began my mini-interrogation. “Do you know where the next section of the Tower of Babel is?”
“None are to enter the tower, by order of Lord Mordred II.” The giant wasp warrior darted around the air in a random and jerking path, keeping its next move unguessable. “When he returns with his prize, he will elevate the loyal to royalty over--”
“Blah-blerga-blah, I’ve heard this before,” I talked a bit with my hands, shaking both Tasha and Yui as they hung onto my demonstrative gestures, “Better insects than you have tried and failed. Are you going to point me to where the tower is, or what Junior wants, or do I have to kill you and find it myself? I can make it as painful or painless as you want.”
“You may be stronger than me alone, Warden,” the striped bug minion chuckled, “but I am not truly alone.”
With a clicking, whistling noise from its mouth, the apocritan summoned thousands of others from within the darkness, creating a near-deafening noise of buzzing. Just like the first one, they all darted about in chaotic patterns, creating a blur of black and yellow parts.
“You girls feeling up to fighting a swarm of giant wasps?” I looked to both my arm accessories, who shook their heads in rejection of my request. “Really? You’re an elven knight with weretigress strength and speed, and you’re an oni ninja princess. How did bugs become more threatening than that?” They both buried their faces in my shoulders. “If you’re not getting down, then I’ve got an idea, but you two will have to flip around. Tasha, can you pin your polearm between yourself and me? Yui, you can summon some swords for me, right?”
Slowly, silently, and obediently, they shifted themselves about, configuring as I had instructed with surprising ease. Now they were facing the opposite directions, their heads by my hands, as they still clung to my arms in their insectophobia. Tasha had stuck her polearm straight upward relative to herself, essentially becoming a gauntlet weapon with a polearm. Yui did the same with her weapons, holding a katana of fire and a katana of shadow in her crossed arms as the tips met above her head, forming something akin to a hollow blade. I kept both hands up in a boxing stance to keep them upright, modified to accommodate my boxing gloves being full-sized monster warrior women.
Hey, when someone was scared, who was I to force them out of it? This way, they could still be a part of the fight while pretending they weren’t surrounded by their worst nightmares. It wasn’t like I didn’t have a thousand aces in the hole to keep the danger from getting anywhere near critical, or even probable. I was excited about this fight.
“Do you seek to hide behind these peons of yours?” The first apocritan ridiculed my new, amazing weapons. “Is this the great strength of the Warden of Souls? I would have thought that such a supposed hero would resort to such ridiculous tactics. Where’s the unstoppable, overwhelming power from legend?”
“You aren’t worth the unstoppable or the overwhelming powers,” I answered simply, “This bucket of bees you brought barely earned my attention, let alone the ridiculous tactics, so be grateful for that.”
“Bees?!” The apocritan took the offensive slur to heart. “Kill him! Kill the Warden for his insolence! Kill him in the name of Lord Mordred II!”
“Yeah, like other people haven’t tried killing me before,” I laughed as I quickly skimmed down memory lane, returning to the fight with my newest weapons.
The striped warriors zipped toward me in force, swarming me from every direction. As soon as one of them got in my range, I started swinging my lady-gauntlets around, cutting through the mass of them in a mess of greenish fluid. With every one I killed, I climbed higher into the mass of them, jumping off them like platforms to kill others.
Yui’s blades passed through each wasp monster like a hot knife through melting butter, as if they weren’t even there to stop me. The flames set them on fire, turning dead foes into kamikaze flyers that’d crash into more to spread the flames through the dense fog of chitin armor and membrane wings. The shadowy blade did similar, clumping the bugs together to the slain one as the shadowy flames coming off it became like a viral glue.
Tasha’s polearm switched between several forms before she settled on a blade resembling a fly-swatter for houseflies the size of cars, the flat side of it being riddled with tiny holes. With that specific spearhead, I was smashing through them in massive swipes, like an eraser on a fresh whiteboard, as they fell down and crashed into others, unable to stop the onslaught of my swatting might.
They were certainly trying their best to put a stop to all of my slaughter, throwing their mutated stingers at me like they were tattoo machines. The hardest part was keeping the girls out of the way of all the pointy bits on all of their exoskeletons. It felt like I was in some sort of choreographed dance scene in a play or musical with how I had to keep moving them out of danger. With their magical weapons to help me out, though, keeping those girls safe was a breeze.
After a while, staying in the air became tiresome, as I had to jump farther between apocritans to reach the next one still flying. The density of the group had also reduced dramatically, and my successes weren’t nearly as overwhelming as the fight progressed. Having had my acrobatic fun, and wanting to avoid Yui and Tasha losing their lunches, I brought myself back down to the web floor from before. The couple dozen or so still buzzing about were whizzing around the airspace.
“Hey, is the first guy still around?” I called out to the stragglers from the apocritan brigade.
They didn’t respond, continuing to buzz about in the air above. They also weren’t trying to attack me out of fear, caught between self-preservation and duty. Looking about the corpses on the web floor, I found the one I was talking about, very much dead with the rest of them.
“Did he have the blood lock key?” I shouted at them again.
Not a peep, for a second time. Not a single set of balls among the lot of them.
“Why is Mordred Junior trying to get to the Fluffy Bun Butterhouse?” I knew that last question was a longshot, but what was the harm in asking?
Still nothing. They weren’t talking. Time to finish this quickly.
With a quiet breath out, I prepared for a tempestuous wind, sucking the air back into myself and pulling everything towards me with the pressure of the vacuum I was creating. Without an anchor or near enough weight to keep them aloft, all the leftover wasp monsters were drawn into the sinkhole of gales, careening out of control as they fell into the vortex.
Soon as they all came close enough, I sprayed the collected group with poisonous breath, coating them with green gases that choked their insectoid butt-noses. The breath out wasn’t with nearly as much force as the breath inward, or that would have defeated the purpose of gathering them all in front of me. They quickly dropped to the ground, losing what little strength they had left to live to the last of them.
With the wasps dead, the blood lock key likely taken care of, and the threats all vanquished, it was time to go searching for a bronze infinity tower.
“Girls, I’ve slain the nasty bugs,” I addressed my beautiful gauntlet weapons, lifting them up to speak to their closed eyes and mouths. “You can get down now if you want. We’ll be heading--”
Just after that, I felt a rumbling tremor shaking the webs beneath my feet as it resounded through them. The booms were consistent, like the drumming of fingers on a table, but both the table and the fingers belonged to a colossus. As the quakes grew louder, they became nearly audible, traveling through my feet up to my ears.
“Hold that thought,” I rescinded my first statement for the moment, waiting for the source of the quaking in the vines to show itself. “Standby for hoofing it for a frantic search of the tower.”
Out from the eternal darkness came a massive, massive, massive face, larger than half an acre. The face had eight eyes like miniature observatories of flesh, two hairy stinger fangs to match, and a furry hide of chitin around it.
“Hello, Warden McCain.” The spider titan’s baritone bass voice rippled through the threads with its power. “I’ve waited for this opportunity for a long time, and I can’t just let you leave now.”
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“OH, MY GODDESSES.” Tasha peeked her eye out to see the spider ultra-giant. “Is that Nareau the spider god?”
“This runt? Not even close,” I tried to assure her, “That’s Grutan, Nareau’s demigod descendant. Nareau’s kids kept getting smaller with every generation, and twenty or so later, Grutan’s now the smallest of the bunch.”
“No,” Yui whispered into my sleeve, very distraught about the possibility of bigger spiders than the one before her now.
“I see you have brought new ones into my realm.” Grutan’s voice still shook the webs with every syllable. “I am glad you have brought witnesses. This will be quite the occasion.”
“No, this is a passing business matter,” I carried on the conversation between myself and the spider titan, “I’m sorry it had to involve your realm like this.”
“And yet here you are before me,” the spider demigod highlighted, “there is something to be said about the threads of destiny, would you not say?”
“I would not say, to be frank.” I took a few steps back, heading for the direction the apocritans had flown in from earlier. “This was just a coincidence. With my business concluded here, however, I’ll be heading out.”
“Not so fast, Warden McCain,” As Grutan spoke, vertical threads shifted out from the darkness, walling off the exit off of the web I was about to move through. “You cannot leave until we conclude our business.”
“Does he want to fight us?” Tasha whispered to me, “I don’t know if I can handle another fight with more giant bugs.”
“I’m getting us out of here. Hang on.” I searched for more options to get out of this situation quickly. Apart from burning the place down, I didn’t see many. “We won’t be fighting any more bugs or spending any more time here than we have to.”
“There is much owed, Warden McCain,” Grutan reminded me, “and now is the time to render payment as promised.”
“Now?” I asked, “I mean, can’t we just call it square? You know, water under the bridge? Or under the egg clutch, I guess.”
“A divine weaver such as myself cannot forget what has transpired, even if it was so long ago,” the big spider patriarch insisted further. “Honor demands that I atone for the debt now. There can be no more stalling.”
“I am honestly sure we can do another couple hundred years or so without any damage,” I offered, “Or even in just a day or two when I finish up with getting my tower back out of the multiverse. What’s the rush?”
“It is a burden I can no longer bear,” Grutan brought his massive eyes down lower, the organic windows staring straight at me, “We must settle this now. Once and for all time.”
“Can we at least make it quick?” I requested, “My new fashion statements here aren’t keen on sticking around here any longer than necessary. What did you have in mind?”
“It is very simple,” the divine weaver stated, “there is but one act that will restore what has been lost, what will heal what has been broken.”
Out from the darkness, a series of spider threads shot out to create a flat bridge between the edge of our web platform and something deeper in the shadows. As soon as the threads wove into a sufficiently sturdy path, a duo of spiders came out walking sideways, holding bowls of flower petals that they periodically threw up into the air. Once they made it out to the platform, someone else came out of the darkness.
Instead of a spider, the next to come out was a woman, clad in white, with a dress cut on one side to show one of her thigh-high stockings in patterns like spiderwebs. That dress had to have been made around her, being so attached to her figure that someone might have thought it was trying to be her skin. On the opposite side of her exposed right leg, her left arm was also missing the sleeve covering present on the other side, revealing the blue tattoos like rivers of ice twirling around her arms. She had brunette hair cut at the neck, though it could have been longer with most of it flaring out the sides like a wildfire.
Separating her from just any girl that hung out with giant spiders, a quad set of spider legs poked out the bare skin of her backless dress. They had many segments in many places, making them easy to hide behind her, but they extended far beyond the reach of her arms. They were also dark brown like her hair and were already reaching out to grab me before she stepped onto the platform with the rest of us.
“For all the many services that you have performed for the sake of all arachnids,” Grutan spoke with authority and officiality, “I offer you my daughter’s hand in marriage.”
“Wait a minute.” Yui peeked out from her clutched position to see the woman in the white dress. “I thought they were speaking of a duel to the death. Are we not going to be fighting more bugs?”
“We are arachnids,” the arachnid giant corrected her. “Eight legs, not six. A very important distinction. We are not anything like that filth.”
“Forgive me, Grutan-sama.” She tried to bow in her cowering state on my arm, but only managed a little wiggle. “I will be quiet now.”
“If you’ll allow me the imposition,” Tasha raised her voice, “I’m more curious how a spider demigod produces a beautiful woman like her. The number of matching similarities between spiders and mammals is countable on the fingers.”
“The technicals are lacking in terms of comparable mammalian anatomy, as you have been so poignant to point out,” Grutan told them. “The relevance in the summary is that this phenomenon is a genetic mutation, and she is very comparably mammalian herself, anatomically.”
I attempted a polite refusal. “Grutan, I simply can’t right now. I am more than flattered you’d offer me such a boon, and I’m sure that, uh, sorry, what was your name again?”
“Arach-Narach-Narachna, dear husband,” the spider woman spoke with a faint and soft voice, “I will serve you all the rest of my days.”
“Do you mind if I call you Nara?” I asked, to which she nodded, “Nara, you’re very pretty, and I’d love nothing more than to get to know you better, but now is one of the worst times for me to settle down for a mortal’s lifetime. I’ve got a tower threatening the multiverse and a stupid sorcerer in need of a whooping that both need my immediate attention. I swear, I’ll come back as soon as that’s over, and we can get much more acquainted. Can you wait for me for just a little while?”
“Of course, dear husband.” Nara’s spiderish legs stroked my face with a surprising and soothing softness. “I will wait for one thousand years if that is what it takes.”
“Please, Warden,” Grutan pleaded with me with his military-satellite-dish eyes, “Arach- Narach-Narachna is the most precious gift in all the worlds that I have. You must take her as your bride for all the good you have done for us.”
“I promise to get something worked out with you after I’ve put my tower back out of the multiverse.” I began taking the girl-gloves with me to the nearest exit off the platform. “I can’t stick around here while that tower is still out and about.”
“Sir McCain, if I may?” Tasha spoke up. “It seems that we could solve everything if we take her with us to find the junior Mordred.”
“Yeah, why can we not simply bring her along?” Yui agreed. “Those spider legs would be very handy in battle, and we could always use more fighters. The more, the merrier.”
“Weavers don’t travel from their family home once they settle down,” I explained. “Both the husband and wife are expected to stay to help take care of the children.” I looked up to Grutan. “Would you also expect that of me?”
“For you, Marcus McCain, Warden of Souls and Savior of Spiders,” the spider god-king officiated, “there is always an exception. I hereby wed you and Arach-Narach-Narachna as husband and wife with the power granted to me by my ancestor Nareau, First of Spiders. May she live a long and happy life and have many beautiful children as she leaves her ancestral home to help you in all her days. My one condition is that you will bring back any and all children sired here to the Endless Web.”
“Congratulations, sir!” Tasha leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. “A thousand blessings on your household!”
“What a joyous day, Warden-san!” Yui hugged my arm tightly and nuzzled it with her nose. “I never thought I would be a part of something so beautiful in all of my life.”
“I am more than honored that you have allowed me this great privilege.” Nara stepped up to my chest, wrapping her arms around my neck, then her legs around my waist. “I am ready.”
“What are you doing?” I asked about her strange behavior.
“I am simply doing as I am expected, dear husband.” She looked at me as if I had just sworn in front of my grandmother. “I’m following the example of your other wives.”
“My what?”
“Are these not your other wives, dear husband?” Nara asked about the other two girls attached to me. “I’m happy to serve them as well all the same.”
“Oh, no, no, no, Nara,” Tasha affirmed, “I am but his humble squire. I am named Faletashiana, but you may call me Tasha. I attend to the upkeep of Sir McCain’s outfits, give him massages while he works, and help him fight his enemies, along with the occasional… release of tension we-- he! The tension he builds up every now and again.”
“And I am a voluntary servant to the Warden,” Yui introduced herself. “I help the Warden of Souls with anything he wishes of me, including combat. I did once help with one of those… tension releases, but I understand if that’s what you want your role to be, as the wife to the Warden. Except…”
“I mean no offense to either of your positions,” Nara began her comment, “but are these not all duties that a wife performs? I am also a very skilled and willful combatant, having fought off many invaders that have come into the realm. And I also plan to help our husband with his sexual urges as he deems fit for me to do so. I fail to see the difference between our roles.”
“Oh, well…” Tasha looked away and blushed. Yui did the same, burying her face in the sleeve of my coat. “I would never presume…”
“Father?” Nara looked over her shoulder. “Can you officiate another wedding for us? As part of the favor that you owe my husband?”
“Oh, um,” Grutan seemed a bit flustered by the request. “I do not think, um, well, this is very unorthodox. But, then again, this is all a very unorthodox situation. I suppose I could make one more exception for the Warden.”
“What the hell is happening?” I asked anyone who was willing to answer me.
No one did.
“This is the craziest day!” Yui muffled through a scream inside my coat. “I am going to get married to the Warden of Souls Marcus McCain! I am so happy I could throw up!”
“Remain calm, Tasha,” the tigress said to herself, a pep talk through her anxiety. “This is only the thing you have wanted since you were just a little girl. If you keep your civility for just a few more minutes, everything will be the greatest it has ever been ever forever ever. Do not mess this up. DO NOT PANIC!”
“Girls, how about we just slow down just a little--?” I tried to steady this insane train before it left the rails and went into a ditch in Crazytown.
“By the power invested in me by my divine ancestor Nareau,” Grutan began his next bit of narration, “I pronounce all of these women, including my daughter, as wives to Marcus McCain, Warden of Souls, in gratitude for his services. May his household thrive and prosper as he has helped the weavers to do so as well.”
What followed was a swarm of kisses like I had not expected to be on me in a thousand years. Literally, the last time I had this many kisses in one sitting, I was helping Eric the Red as a Viking. All three girls had taken their bizarrely granted right to kiss the groom in what had to be the fifth weirdest wedding I’d ever been a part of.
Suddenly, my senses began to give me chaotic signals, like my sense of gravity, as I no longer had an idea of which direction was up. When I regained my bearings, I realized that I was on my back, with all three girls on top of me, tearing clothes off me like they were on fire.
The next sense to go was my sense of sight, as the world darkened around me. The girls were still there, that I could feel, but the threads stretching across the blackened sky were slowly disappearing from above me. As I gathered my wits on that end, realizing that the girls and I were being encased inside a tent made out of webbing, the webs coming from the weaver attendants. In that event, I created a light as the entrance to our new hut was covered up.
As the newest of the three, Nara got her turn with me first. This was a big day for all of them… apparently… but this right now was a new experience for her. Yui and Tasha reclined to either side of me, content to watch for now. Not that I could say for sure, because Nara’s spider legs unfolded from her back to form a cage of segmented limbs around me, then her long white hair cascaded down to form a curtain for that cage.
“I pledge to be the most dedicated of wives you could desire, my husband,” Nara said with the same utterly frank honesty with which she had uttered every word previously. “Though I imagine with your vast needs and myriad desires, there will be room for all three of us. I would not be so bold to assume that I could satiate and provide all those things, though I shall give all that I have for you.”
In some women, more than a few I knew in my many years, that would be emergency warning signs. Eject, make for the fire exits, do not dip your wick in crazy. But from Nara, there was nothing but pure, undiluted earnestness. While Tasha had been a ball of primal desire, Yui pure innocent need, the glint I saw in Nara’s eyes was born of sheer dedication to her desire role.
If there was ever a girl that I could say was born to be married, here she was.
“I believe you, Nara,” I said simply as a growl of desire built in the back of my throat. “And more so, just know that I’m a man, er, dragon, er, dragon-man of my word. I’ll provide for your needs as much as you’ll provide for mine.” I let my voice raise just a bit so it carried in our little cocoon, so all my new wives heard it loud and clear. “In fact, to show cast that desire, we are going to take our time with this.”
With that, I invoked something I had been saving as an ace in the hole, but it was better spent for this singular purpose.
That is to say that I had a spare time pocket I won in a poker game against Father Time, the guy in charge of making time work properly. Time pockets were an invention of his that let the wearer create a small bubble that extended the perception of time nearly indefinitely for whoever was inside of it. I was saving it for a special occasion or an emergency, since they were onetime uses. Father Time was the only person in existence who could make them, and he was so damn stingy with them, too.
He also didn’t care about any cash I could have given him, not even authentic Aztec gold or Sumerian artifacts. Sumerian gold was expensive in any market in the world, black, mystical, or otherwise. It didn’t help that he kept bringing up the fact that he was covering for me with the Council of Chief Deities about the nature of my immortality. Extortionist bastard was always on my ass about that.
Needless to say, time pockets were a rarity among rarities. The old man only gave them out three times for as long as I’ve been around. I got two of those, and only one of them was because I had done him a favor. I’d already used that one to enjoy the world’s last pint of Golden Apple Cider after the Greek gods executed the inventor for stealing the golden apples from Hera’s garden. Never even knew the guy, except that he was amazing with his cider brew. That was damn good cider.
But, like savoring the last glass of amazing cider made from heavenly materials, this seemed like as good of a time as any to make a moment last, too. The world, and those weavers just outside, may have thought we were only there for minutes, but with a time pocket, I could have been in there with those girls for hours, days even.
All of these newlyweds were equally enthusiastic about their time at the helm. It was a wild couple of minutes that turned into a wild couple of days. So, no, I was not a hypocrite for making a stink about wasting time just a few minutes before, then taking my sweet time here.
In that timeless void, we spent days. Many sleepless days and nights.
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“AFTER YOU, LADIES.” I held the giant bronze door to the Tower of Babel open for all three of the new women in my life.
“Such a gentleman!” Tasha curtsied with an imaginary skirt as she moved into the dimensional hallway of rainbows first. “What more could a squire-wife ask for in her man?”
“Maybe if he also had an important job,” Yui followed, “Oh wait, I think ‘legendary immortal hero’ fits the bill quite nicely! This servant-wife is more than pleased with that.” She kissed me on the cheek and giggled madly to herself, following up behind Tasha.
“If one believes the rumors about your household’s wealth,” Nara added, “perhaps my father has only further indebted himself to you by forcing this connection upon you.”
“I couldn’t mind any less about that,” I told her, “He can have half of my stuff now, or half of it in ten years when it increases about a thousand times over.”
It wasn’t like this was the first time that I’d been married by a longshot. Honestly, I was starting to treat them a bit less like lifelong commitments and more like those relationships that ended within the same year. Being immortal had an odd effect on one’s perception of time. Fifty or one hundred years to a regular person was barely a season for me, and entire generations were born and gone before I noticed a significant change.
Don’t get me wrong. I always loved and cherished all the wives I’ve had in the past. Every last one got everything they ever could have wanted in this life and more. But, realistically, I’d been more of a serial widower my whole eternal life, without the implication that I’d killed my previous wives. That only happened once, and it was only because she turned out to be a sleeper agent sent to kill me in my sleep. Didn’t work out for her.
I wasn’t missing out on any part of what a full marriage had to offer. I’d had the nice- peaceful-villa-overlooking-a-vineyard eternal honeymoon experience, and the working home life of wartime, poverty, nobility, and anything between the three. I’d raised kids, none of them immortal or even longer living from my genes, and I’d seen them grow up. Many of my marriages ended with me sitting by a bedside while they succumbed to age. Over the centuries, I’d learned to take love and loss in equal strides. It was all just a part of the cycle of life, and I was always watching it. If I beat myself up with sorrow, guilt, or any of that, I was just wasting energy for no reason.
I knew what most people might have thought about this far in: Why not get together with all of these immortal women hanging about? Any goddess or celestial being wouldn’t get old and die after a measly century. With all the heroic experience in the resume, snagging a lady who wasn’t prone to having a mortal coil should be a snap. That wasn’t entirely true. Gods like Zeus and Odin weren’t just growing grey whiskers for the fashion statement. They aged, too. All of them did, whether they’d have admitted it or not. It took them quite a bit longer than creatures like humans, but it happened all the same. It happened to everyone except for me.
And maybe Father Time, but he cheated. Didn’t count. It was impossible to tell what version of him I was talking to at the time, what with all the time-hopping he did.
Anyway, I didn’t much care for the political drama of gods and goddesses, and all the strings attached to being involved with one. Half of them were jealous types, and the other half had fathers and mothers that hated seeing ‘their little girls’ defile themselves with a heretic like me, a mortal that refused to die when I should. Being attacked by mythical enforcers and cursed with magical diseases all the time got old really fast.
The final straw happened in this little fortress town called Troy. I wasn’t even involved in the actual relationship that started everything, but I was friends with the guy who was, a real dumbass named Paris. He was picked to judge a beauty contest between the Greek goddesses, being the pretty boy that he was. The grand prize was an apple painted with gold paint with the words ‘For the Fairest’ written on it, placed as a prank by Eris, the chaos goddess, and of course, they couldn’t resist arguing with each other about it. All Paris had to do was put the apple down and just walk away. That was what I suggested, insisted even. There was no scenario where giving the apple out was a good idea.
At first, I thought he was going to listen to me. Those prissy little monsters came up with their stupid bribes, and he refused all of them. I was proud. Hera offered him a country, Athena offered him glorious victory in war, and Aphrodite offered magical sex appeal, and he shot them all down. Things were looking up, and we could have just let them bicker between themselves about it.
But, Paris still held onto the apple afterward, which should have been the damning clue that things were about to become much worse than I could have possibly imagined, and I imagined the end of the entire world. I was also young and stupid back then, and ignored the clue, thinking my friend had made a smart decision for once in his life. It was a change of pace from his regular routine of terrible mistakes that I welcomed openly.
Then, as was his plan from the first moment he learned about the apple, Paris sailed over to Sparta and gave the apple to Helen, wife of Menelaus, king of Sparta, to woo her into running away with him back to Troy. After hearing that this was the grand prize of a beauty contest that even the most beautiful goddesses were taking part in, she was smitten, and started one of the most aggravating decades of my life. Troy was my friend’s city, so I was obligated to protect it from all the forces of Greece sent to get her back.
It wasn’t easy, with every god and goddess pulling every dirty trick in the book, but I managed. Paris died five years into it, too, but I was still keeping my word until I felt that Troy was safe. After a while, they even sent their meathead ringer demigod, Achilles, thinking he was more than enough to guarantee their victory. He was not. I had him flat on his ass in the first couple of seconds of our first fight, and the rest of the Greek army with him. Their champion dead, their forces crippled, and their wills broken, the Greeks turned tail back to their homes to lick their wounds, and I left Troy, believing that I’d done the job. I also took Helen with me, as was Paris’ dying wish to keep her safe.
Only after I left did I learn about the big wooden horse ploy. A tribute to Poseidon? Who believed that? What wall guard captain was stupid enough to think a horse statue built by the enemy we’d all been fighting for the past ten years was just an innocent horse statue, with no ulterior motive or, say, hidden soldiers inside of it? Dumbasses.
Having secured their final victory, the greek gods plundered Troy and wrote me out of the whole story, replacing me with some mook named Hector and changing a great many details to keep their story straight. None of them could have admitted that they all collectively lost to a mere man like me, so they had the poets make it out to be a war between themselves, and Aphrodite took the brunt of the responsibility for starting the whole thing along with the honorary title of winning the beauty pageant. I was glad that we weren’t ever being associated again and lived out the rest of Helen’s natural life in a beautiful little town in Egypt.
So, I washed my hands of most of that nonsense, and made it a personal policy never to affiliate myself with gods again. Part of why I was hesitant to get married to Nara, daughter of a demigod and descendant of a creator god. But, the weavers were still indebted to me, and far less likely to try anything rash on a whim like those damn bitches of Zeus. That thunderhead was on my shitlist for a great many reasons. If I went back to Greece, it was going to be to bring him in.
But, those were past grievances and future problems. The present had me, three beauties, and a magical new world to worry about, with none of the underlying drama of a bunch of crazy, self-absorbed deities seeking to kill me. We stepped through the second portal, and out into the next realm.
Sand and heat: first on the agenda of sensations, and aggressively so. The wind kicked up little bits of desert underneath my scales that chafed beyond any beachside mishap’s capability. Even with only the enthusiasm of a light breeze, the wind was still finding ways to sneak every last grain in the cracks of my natural armor like it was its day job.
The void black of the Endless Web that I had grown accustomed to was replaced with sky blue and blinding sunshine. Scorching sunlight was the last thing my eyes were ready for. Perhaps, in other circumstances, I might have thought this all very beautiful, and maybe I would have after all the discomforts of drastic switches in climate had subsided.
As they finally adjusted, I looked around us to see what we had stumbled into this time, finding the unsurprising sights of a massive desert here to greet us. As far as my own enhanced draconic eyes could see, this place was nothing but the world’s largest litter box, from horizon to horizon. Dunes wafted over each other like still waves in an ocean of powdered rock.
A couple of key differences between this desert and something more mundane, like the Sahara; the sand itself was much redder than the average tan sand someone might have found normal and common, almost like the entire landscape had a heat rash.
As I looked over to my girls, each of them was trying everything that they could to stay off the burning sands with an impromptu adaptation of the potty dance. Nara was probably doing the best, suspending her body with the spider legs from her back, but even they were taking quick turns touching the desert below us. I was not suffering nearly as much as them and was actually feeling quite at home here. Maybe even a bit chilly.
“Alright, I guess we’re doing this again.” I stretched my arms out sideways like landing bars for my flock of strangely acquired wives to latch onto, which they did without a second of hesitation. Yui on my left arm, Tasha on my right, and Nara on my back, we were heading out towards wherever our next destination was.
“You are so thoughtful, Sir McCain.” Tasha nuzzled against my arm as she clung to it like a monkey. “Where would we be without you?”
“Probably still stuck in our terrible cages forever,” Yui answered her on my behalf. “I would be in a box, you would be a giant cat, and Nara would be… at home?”
“I hated that place,” Nara commented on her previous living arrangement. “There was absolutely nothing to do there except knit and weave spider webs or kill intruders. After a while, hunting down the same kinds of intruders over and over again just lost its appeal. I am very glad you two suggested that we leave. Raising a clutch of eggs there was the last thing that I wanted to do. I am not entirely sure I can even produce an egg clutch, deformed as I am.”
“Bite your tongue, Nara!” Tasha shifted herself to free an arm and slap the spider woman’s shoulder. “You are a beautiful princess with so much love to give. If your figure is a deformity, I wish I was more deformed myself!”
“Yeah, your comment is not only harmful to you,” Yui joined in. “What would I be, then, if your looks would be considered a deformity? Do you think me deformed?”
“By weaver standards, you would all be mutants,” Nara stated firmly and flatly. “My looks were only tolerated because I was royalty. My father never mentioned it to you when he betrothed us together, dear husband, but I was not able to attract another suitor before you. He very well might have snuck in another favor with you by giving me over with no luck among my own people.”
“That’s because you were casting your net in a tree,” I said, not taking long to realize the analogy might be lost on them, “or, I guess, making your web in, say, someplace underwater? The point being, you aren’t going to get any luck looking in the wrong places and searching in the wrong way. By weaver standards, you don’t look like a weaver, but by, say, human standards, you’re practically sacred relics. You’d have to beat the suitors off with a stick. All three of you would. Seriously, I can’t believe my luck that I was able to find you all when I did.”
“You are a very sweet man, dear husband.” Nara kissed me on the cheek.
“Hey, I’m just telling it like-- HOLY SHIT!”
“Um, Warden-san?” Yui asked about my sudden exclamation. “What does that mean?”
“Nothing important, Yui,” I said, looking down from the dune we just crested to the oasis below. “I’m just very happy right now.”
In the center of the valley of sand spanning across what the eye could see was a beautiful oasis, miles across, with tall palm trees, lush grass, and springs of water all around it. On the oasis, several sandstone buildings, shaped a bit like a hotel resort, surrounded the place to create a bit of a beautiful scenic locale.
And, like any tourist attraction, lots of different ‘customers’ were flooding into the place, filling it to the brim with bustling activity. Each seeming denizen and visitor of this little town, male and female, was gilded with a golden tan, sporting lots of golden jewelry, and otherwise wearing vibrant silks with golden threading. They wore turbans, veils, fezes, and other typical Ottoman accessories, showcasing the absolute peak of Arabian decadence. Besides the silks, accessories, and jewels, none of them were wearing much else, exposing as much of their skin as possible to the bronzing rays above and displaying their vain and prideful looks.
More of these tourists kept flying in from above, fading into existence as they rode atop flying carpets, floating camels and elephants, and various other travel vehicles that would be in the air without the help of magic. As they landed, the pack animals turned into tiny creatures, like camels into tropical birds and elephants into simians, and the carpets rolled up into bundles that stored themselves up in special closets while their owners went to join in the constant festivities.
There were public pools, hot tubs, open bars, salons, steam rooms, outside spa tables, and everything a tourist would love to be trapped by, attended by servants and maids that looked just like the beautiful bronze people, except their skin was nearly every color of the rainbow, and their number of arms was much more up to subjective debate than any regular humanoid. These were all a deliberate distraction to keep people from really looking at the bronzed patrons. They were just as fake as the colorful staff. There were no people anywhere near this place, save for the four of us. Besides that, I doubted that there was a single entity there that was exercising their free will.
The Tower of Babel also stuck out from the facility, conveniently just outside the resort as to be another attraction instead of an obtrusion on the property. It wouldn’t have surprised me if that was also on purpose. What better for business than to be right next to an interdimensional superhighway? The owners would have been stupid enough to do something like that.
“Ooh, that place looks exotic!” Yui swung on my arm like an excited kid in a jungle gym. “Can we go there, Warden-san? Can we? Can we? Just for a bit? The next door is right there! We can visit quickly on the way!”
“Please, Sir McCain?” Tasha shuffled over on my arm, rubbing her cheek on mine as I felt a quiet purr coming from her. “Your loyal and humble wives would be ever so grateful. And I bet we could find a way to thank you properly over by that hot tub there. What do you say? Hot water, hotter times? Please? Pleasepleasepleasepleaseplease?”
“I do not think our dear husband will fall for that trick, Tasha,” Nara told the weretigress. “He is not so foolish as to overlook that we are rewarded twice in that scenario. That being said, I also would like for the scenario to occur, and would add my vote in the requests in favor of it.”
“Girls, I would be more than happy to do all of that,” I agreed with them, “if this place wasn’t the scummiest den of lies and trickery to take a fresh shit on a perfectly good oasis. But it absolutely is, and we are not going there. Not yet, at least. We must prepare.”
“What do you mean?” Tasha asked, looking down at the literally fantastic Arabian resort. “Are you afraid of water, is that it? I am so sorry, Sir McCain, I never realized. We can stay away from the pools and hot tub, but I’m sure there are other fun things to do there.”
“I see it now, Warden-san.” Yui curled herself back up onto my arm, frowning at the oasis resort as her natural illusion skills clued her in. “We should not go there. The tower is on the edge, and we should just sneak around.”
“I am more than willing to follow along with what our dear husband wants.” Nara followed the growing resistance to attending the resort. “May I ask what piece of information we are missing between the seemingly fun vacation spot we see and the lecherous den you speak of?”
“The vacation is an illusion, as Yui picked up on.” I lifted my foot up to start drawing a spell sigil in the air with white streams of light. “It’s a trap designed to lure unsuspecting desert wanderers in. If we’re going to take it down, I need some special equipment first. Good thing I’ve still got Mordred down here, too.”
“Yes, what does Mordred the belt do?” Tasha asked, “I was curious about that. You keep mentioning it, but never the enchantment that it provides.”
“Shielding from all magical or altered perception,” I revealed. “It projects a field that only normal eyes can see inside of. Scrying magic, psychic visions, fortune-telling, divination, hunting night vision, mystic glasses, crystal balls, security cameras, mirrors, none of them could see us right now, like we were invisible. For obvious reasons, that’s pretty handy, but that’s especially handy with Yanfajir and Yaqtae still not knowing that we’re here, giving us time to get the drop on them.”
“Who are they?” Yui asked, “You did not need to ‘get the drop’ on Yomura, and he was one of the strongest oni to live ever. Why are these two any different?”
“Your tone suggests that they are evil and not to be trifled with,” Nora stated ominously, “You seem very eager to do battle with these villains, dear husband.”
“You could say that, yes,” I admitted, “They’re djinns, or dark elemental spirits, that rely heavily on their Wish magic to get by. That goes for every last one of them down there. Specifically, Yanfajir is an ifrit, a fire djinn, and Yaqtae is a genie, a wind djinn. I had them cornered during the second of the Crusades, nearly had my soul chains around their loudmouthed throats, but they lucked out with a wish and escaped. I’m not letting them get away with a cheap trick like that again.”
“They wished their way out of your grasp?” Nara probed further, “Wishes are figments of imagination meant for children’s hopes and dreams. Why are spirits using them to best your attempts to capture them?”
“Djinns use Wish magic, which is exactly what it sounds like,” I explained, “they wish for something they want, and it happens. The reason it’s a terrible magical discipline is that the bigger a thing you wish for, the more likely it’ll blow up in your face. It’s never worth the effort to bring the magic to bear, so you might as well cast the spell that does what you want to do anyway instead of constantly pulling on the fabric of reality and eventually rip it apart. Those two idiots pop wishes like they were candy bits. At the last minute, they wished themselves away to ‘a place where I wouldn’t find them in a thousand years,’ and they actually got what they wanted for once. However, now it’s been nine hundred years or so, and the wish is wearing off. Again, one hundred years’ worth of error is more than enough for me to rule Wish magic as a stupid investment when there are so many other spells and schools of magic available.”
“Are those djinns the ones running that horrible place?” Yui couldn’t pull her disdainful glare off the ‘resort.’ “They must be awful monsters.”
“Yui, what do you see?” Tasha darted her eyes between the oni and the oasis. “How different from this wonderful-looking place can the real one be?”
“Very.” The yokai princess shuttered.
“You might just see for yourself soon enough.” I finished my foot sigil. “For now, I think it’s very appropriate that I’m carrying my wives, since we’re about to pass the threshold to my house.”
“You have a house here?” Yui asked, “I thought you said they went somewhere you’d never find them in a thousand years. Why would you leave this house alone for that long?”
“Because this house isn’t actually here in this place,” As my sigil transformed into a two- dimensional rectangle, glowing with an almost holy whiteness, I stepped into it with all of my girls in tow. “But it’s always right around the corner. Let’s go!”
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“WELCOME TO MY HOUSE.” I dropped the girls off like a train docked at the station, right at the grand entrance to my magically displaced home. “As you can see, I’ve put a lot of work into this place.”
Adorning the walls of the grand entrance were several portraits of people from all around the world, kings and queens, lords and ladies, all in royal attire. Next to those were several paintings of little slices of life, children playing on a tree, a couple sitting on a hill, a family gathered around a fire. Interspersed between everything were little antiques, much like my office in New York, like tribal masks, flags from forgotten countries, and mounted heads of various peak specimens of rare animals I’d hunted into extinction, like the Jackrabbit King.
Yes, they did deserve it. Has humanity been eaten alive by giant rabbit-like gorilla monsters with nasty death-antlers and paralyzing screeches? You’re welcome.
Besides all the art and knick-knacks, the tilework was somewhere between Greco-roman and neo-Byzantine in design and style. Or, for the layman, real fucking expensive to have done. Along with that, there was a grand staircase, leading up to two rooms in a splitting staircase, as well as two more doors at the sides of it. I walked over to the door to the right, heading straight for my prize.
“What are these paintings?” Tasha walked up to one depicting a man sitting in a chair and polishing a vase with a rag, touching the frame of it as she gazed at it.
“I like collecting art from people,” I answered, still moving about the rooms, drawers, and closets of the house specifically, to find everything I needed, “I’ve become a bit of a random collector over the years, mostly because it’s impossible to tell who’s going to make it big and who’s going to flop. In that spirit, I just pick the ones I like. Spread the net wide enough, and it’s not hard to catch the famous people. That one you’re touching now was done by Davinci, depicting a good friend of mine and my bowl he never gave back. Both were odd boys. I have a few of the earlier sketches for a mechanical suit of armor he made for me a few floors up. Long story, I needed to fight a giant opossum after it stole my magic powers. The pelt should actually be the throw rug on the floor of that room.”
“I’m going to go explore!” Tasha jumped up to the next floor above us in an open hallway, cat-climbing upward and out of sight.
“Do you have any art from Japan?” Yui followed up behind me as I zoomed through the house to an armory full of displays, passing by mannequins holding authentic armor sets, scanning through mounted swords and other such weapons, and shuffling through cabinets underneath them to unsettle the clutter of random items within. “I never got to pass through the yokai portal there to visit myself, so I have little experience with what should be my native land in the earthly plane.”
“Oh, yeah, two rooms down, past the sculptures,” I pointed in the direction I described, “There’s some ink wash from Tensho Shubun, some of his first stuff back when he was learning the style.” I heard her feet skip along as she headed over.
“This is certainly a lot of items to collect.” Nara walked behind me as I found the first of the items I needed. “Why do you hold on to all of these things?”
“I make a lot of friends.” I sifted through the armory into another set of rooms as she followed, passing through a tight hallway and in through a door to a silo-shaped library with a staircase leading to the top. “They don’t live long, but the things they make can. I keep lots of mementos to help me remember all of them. Every last item in this place used to belong to a friend I made in my strange journey through the realms. I make a point of keeping one thing and giving it a place of honor here. One day, you three will have item displays in this house, too.”
“These are all very great displays,” Nara said, bypassing the stairs entirely to meet me as I found another display case with a host of ornate walking sticks, “I do not know if I have anything to offer that will match all of this great art. It is all so great. Very, very great.”
“You want to see one of my favorite items?” I looked up from my search, instead of fluttering through the bookshelves. “It’s one of the great ones.”
“Oh, great.” She looked down as her feet touched the floor I was on. “That is great.”
“Here we are,” I pulled out a little blue notebook, “this is it.”
“This is…” She flipped through the pages. “A journal.”
“Yep,” I confirmed. “This was my son’s. He wrote some of his poems there. I like to read them from time to time when I’m missing him.”
“Oh.” She wiggled the little journal in her hands. “Do you miss him often?”
“I’ve memorized most of them at this point,” I said. “I had him in the early twentieth century, and he grew up to be a doctor. He passed away in his sleep a couple of Earth years ago. So, yeah, you could say I miss him often. You could say that about everyone represented by these books.”
“Years?” She seemed confused. “You live in centuries, eons even. You miss him so much in only a few years? That would be a moment for you.”
“I know how to move on from death well,” I told her, “but that doesn’t mean I don’t still want to see him again, or any of these people. This place is less depressing to go to than a graveyard. I can look at every craft, every sloppy drawing, every poem, and I remember the times I had with them. I could remake every item, drawing, sculpture, tome, and gift in this house with my mind’s eye perfectly. And I wouldn’t trade any of them for the world, and not just because I could easily buy a world if I wanted to.”
“That is very…” She wiped a tear from her eye. “… very sweet of you, dear husband.”
“Oh, here we are!” I spotted the last item I needed, snagging it from the display case. “Now we’ll have a little fun! Are you ready?” The spider woman shook her head as she wiped a final tear away. I flicked her on the nose. “Hey, I’m never going to forget you, alright? None of you. You’re all in here.” I pointed to my head. “Let’s get ready to rock.”
I whipped out the specific tools for this job that I needed today: two wands made from fossilized bones of Ymir the Ice Giant, crafted with a master’s touch to bring out every last drop of magical potency from the old guy. These were going to be my special and secret weapons against those two numbskull djinns. These were two ninth-grade villains that both needed villain-grade containers.
“Will those be enough to fight them?” Nara asked, “you seemed concerned about preparations for these particular foes, so I would not want you to forget anything.”
“Pshaw, I don’t need these to beat them,” I reassured her. “I’m simply seizing the opportunity while it’s so ripe for the picking. Hey, girls! We’re heading out!”
“Okay!” Tasha shouted from another room, right before a clutter of thousands of pieces of metal resounded. The metal continued to resound, and kept going, clinging and clanging, gonging, clashing, twanging, and every other metallic sound in the audio repertoire as several displays outside of my view fell straight to the ground. “Forgive me, Sir McCain! I will clean this up right away!”
“Don’t worry about it!” I walked down the steps with Nara, chuckling to myself. The displays would reset themselves after a while, a safety feature I installed a while back when I’d lost my sense of balance from a cursed pair of shoes.
“I will be right there!” Yui called out from a different room, “I just need to… use the washroom! I am absolutely not stalling because of the mess I made with this giant paintbrush! Which I did not do! You will not see a mess when you come into this room! Which you should not do!”
“Again, don’t worry about it!” I shouted back to them. “I wouldn’t have brought you in here if I thought you were risking any of the displays. Head to the entrance, and we can go fight some djinns!”
Nara and I moved through the house one final time, past the armors, the sculptures, the statues, down to the main entrance from before, where an ink-covered Yui and a soot-covered Tasha awaited us. They stood with wide stances and arms spread out in a desperate attempt to move around comfortably and safely. The trails behind them leading into the other rooms of the house proved that this was not effective.
“Glad we all had so much fun,” I laughed as I looked at their predicament, then looked up to the air, “Tibbleton!”
Manifesting out of nothing, a massively hulking, albeit transparent, monstrosity appeared behind the two girls. He had a demonic, red ram’s skull for a head, sitting on hunched shoulders of bone. The rest of him was a skeletal amalgam of hellish proportions, with powerfully clawed hands, hooves like industrial presses, and bat wings bare of webbing or flesh. In place of any meat or sinew was spectral fire, a blue coating of flame that constantly burned and surrounded him. In one of his giant hands was a silver platter with rolls of white towels upon it.
“Tibbleton, could you clean these two lovely ladies up for me?” I asked the skeletal specter that was my butler for this house. “Afterward, bring some shoes out for the three of them, and make up some packed lunches for us. Something cool to drink, if you please. We’re going to a desert.”
With a droning animal call, like a war horn, Tibbleton grabbed one of the towels off of his platter, taking it by the corner to unroll it. With two flicks of his bony wrist, he whipped both Tasha and Yui, and they stumbled forward, leaving behind the soot and ink that was on them in perfect molds of their bodies as if they were still standing in their previous spots as invisible statues. Tibbleton twirled the towel, drawing the floating soot and ink from their frozen states in the air and onto the cloth, staining it completely black.
The skeleton ghost tossed the black towel over the white ones, letting it waft over on top of them and settle onto the shape of the pile. As soon as it did, Tibbleton took the corner in his haunting bone fingers, pulling the stained towel away to reveal four containers, which he brought down and presented to us.
“Thank you, Tibbleton.” I took the four containers, stacking them on top of each other before collapsing them into a convenient size that fitted in my pocket. “How did it go with Mary, by the way? Did you finally make your move?”
Tibbleton droned again in response, dipping his horned cranium down a bit.
“Goddamnit, not Fergus again!” I shook my head. “That guy doesn’t know when to quit. I knew I should have left him on the moon. You can’t give up on her. She’s obviously into you. I can’t pull her off of you long enough to do your job half the time! You’ll find a better time, you’ll see. Hang in there, Tibbleton. And don’t take this so seriously. She’s a person, not an alien.”
The big demon ghost droned again, lifting his head up with a slight nod.
“That’s the spirit!” I opened the door out of my portable home, revealing the white void of light again. “Remember: she’s worth it, and so are you! Shoe up, ladies. Let’s mess some shit up.”
Tibbleton brought the black towel over the platter again, revealing three different pairs of slim sandals for the girls, as well as four little booties for Nara’s spider feet. As they each took a pair, they tried them on to see how they fit, finding them perfectly formed to their individual feet. My ghost butler had a good eye for these things.
“These are adorable!” Tasha twirled around on her toes as she looked at her new footwear. “I cannot believe you found something to fit these feline feet. I thought I never would be able to wear shoes this cute again. I love yours, too, Yui! Very sleek.”
“Thank you so much, Warden-san!” Yui kicked her leg up as she jumped to my cheek and kissed it in her appreciation. “You find the best gifts!”
“Yes, these are very fashionable.” Nara lifted herself up with her spider stilts to lift up both feet at the same time in examination of her new shoes. “I am a fan. Though yours are far more vibrant than mine, Tasha.”
“Yours go with that dress fabulously, and I would not change a thing about this outfit,” Tasha walked around Nara as she evaluated the spider woman’s ensemble. “You do not mess with this kind of balance, Nara. That would be criminal.”
“Let’s go, girls,” I beckoned them through the magic doorway before they asked about the walk-in closet. We’d have never left after that.
Tibbleton waved goodbye to all of us as Tasha, Yui, and Nara stepped through the portal, with me right behind them. On the other side of it, we were standing on the edge of the massive valley of dunes again, with the massive fake resort still down in the center of it, fake beautiful people and all.
“How shall we do this?” Yui crouched down as flames of red and black created two katanas in her hands. “Shall we dispatch the minions while you find the two djinns?”
“I am ready, Sir McCain.” Tasha pulled her magic spear out, switching it over to a spearhead with the most pointy and sharp parts I’d ever seen, sticking out and curving around chaotically to the point of impracticality. “Let us unleash hell.”
“Actually…” I clicked the gears in my head on the game plan for this excursion. “Now there’s a fun thought. How quietly do you all think you can kill the others?”
“My prey would not recognize me if they saw me in the afterlife,” Nara spoke ominously as she lifted herself up on her spider stilts.
“Good enough for me,” I nodded, “You’ll all hang back for a bit, then come at the resort from an angle after me. Yui, keep everyone hidden as long as you can with your illusion magic. Nara, take this.” I unhooked my belt and gave it to her. “Stick by the others so they stay hidden by the belt’s effect, too. Tasha, if anything goes wrong, go wild. There’s not a single soul down there that’s not black as night.”
“Nothing will go wrong, Sir McCain.” Tasha curtsied. “But it would be false to say that I do not now look forward to the possibility that it might.”
“Good luck, and take care of each other,” I gave a final word before walking down the valley, “And don’t sweat if anything happens. If I gotta wait another thousand years to catch these guys, that’s pocket change for me. We’ll find the next door and be on our way either way.”
I waved them off as Yui made a flourish with her arms, wiping away their visibility as if cleaning a window, until they were all gone. I quickly flicked through my draconic infrared and chroma-vision, the ability to see all the colors far outside the visible human spectrum, not finding them on either.
Perfect. Now it was time for me to play my role.
I finally made it all the way down, stepping firmly onto the resort’s stone tile floors. As soon as I did so, every single resort tourist and rainbow-pack servant turned from their activity to look at me as if I was wearing a neon sign over my head. I walked over to the bar and sat down in one of the seats, avoiding eye contact with any of these… things.
“Hello, there, weary traveler!” the bright pink, three-armed bartender shouted at me from an arm’s length away, making some sort of drink with the arm on his back. He wore no shirt and was almost balloon-like in his musculature. Obviously, a lesser djinn working under Yanfajir’s indentured servitude to pay off a debt he was tricked into. Just by the posture alone, I could tell that he didn’t have near enough guts to be a player in djinn politics. “Welcome to the Thousand and One Sinful Nights Oasis resort! Where your wish is our command! I’m sure you must be thirsty after so long a journey through the desert. Worry not, for our excellent spa services will help you forget all about that awful time before you came here. You’ll all but forget about the outside world after just one night in this wonderful place--”
“Drink,” I interrupted his prepared speech.
It must have been the new dragon look, but they thought I was just a new customer. If they recognized me, I wouldn’t have made it to the bar in the first place. That made things easier. I thought I was going to have to work for this, but now I could have had some fun.
“S-Sorry?” With his flow ruined, the bartender struggled to regain his composure.
“Drink,” I repeated, “I’ve got some things to forget. Or do I have to wish for that?”
“No, no, of course not!” He fumbled about with his hands a bit before finding his rehearsed poise again. “Hear at Thousand and One Sinful Nights Oasis resort, our only wish is for your every desire to come to life--”
“Drink!” I pounded the table.
“W-what can we get for you, then?” The bartender jumped at the noise, bumping into the countertop behind him. “Name anything you like. Mojito? Margarita? Daiquiri? Scotch? Ale? Tap? Rum? We can make you any drink you can imagine, and I can guarantee personally that it’ll be--”
“Something dark,” I answered before he finished, “blackest you got.”
“Of course, sir!” The bartender slid over to grab a series of bottles off the shelf to mix up the darkest drink they had available.
A swirl of the drinks, a few flourishes to spin the bottle, some fancy handwork with the glasses, all overly done and elaborate, and he finished with his masterpiece. He handed me a drink perfectly suited to my instructions, a pint of ale as black as tar. The brew was smoking a fair bit, the gases escaping from the bubbles being a thick smog of enchanting energy. I picked up the drink and chugged it, subtly turning my dragon breath on like a gaslight on a stove to keep the brew burning.
Djinn rum was nothing to mess around with. Those dark spirits knew their spirits, and laced in wispy essence from their own bodies to make it far more potent than just drinking alcohol, but just as fruity as the girliest drink on the menu. It went down easier than a college girl with daddy issues and hit harder than her MMA pro-fighter father. There wasn’t a living soul outside of a god of alcohol and partying or the djinns themselves that had any chance to stay on their feet after one shot, let alone a whole pint.
“Another,” I told the bartender.
“O-of course, sir!” The rash-colored bartender stuttered out. I’d obviously shaken him a bit by my seeming display of unbelievable constitution.
He couldn’t have afforded to slip up at this point with a control-freak like Yanfajir as a boss, and obeyed the customer to the letter, making me another mystic black ale in a pint mug. As it clinked against the one I’d just emptied and flipped over, I picked it up and chugged it again, making sure to burn every last drop before it got too far away.
“Another,” I told him again.
“A-are you s-sure?” The pinkish bartender was white-knuckling through his fear to keep his friendly customer service demeanor. “Perhaps you m-might want to, want to hear more about the resort? You haven’t asked about any of our services, or even why myself and all of my coworkers are different colors? Aren’t you curious?”
“Do I look like someone who isn’t used to weird looks?” I stared him straight in the eye with mine, letting the natural aura of dragon terror seep into him. “Another drink.”
“Anything you like, sir,” he put his hands up and backed away, “Perhaps you need something stronger?”
“Why didn’t you start with that?” I grunted, playing up the grumpy, lonely customer angle. “Strongest in the place.”
“Oh, boy.” The bartender took a few deep breaths. He didn’t know that I knew he was going to be going against direct orders from Yanfajir and Yaqtae by getting me the special cosmic brew. They reserved that for the special clients, ones that the two head djinns in this place wanted to lock in. No one besides the djinns themselves should know it even existed… but I wasn’t no one. “Do you mind if I--?”
“Mundo, could you--um, Mr. bartender, sir, could you check on the situation at the pool?,” I heard a woman’s voice behind me, and the bartender djinn straightened out stiff as a board. “I think someone might be hurt, but I’m not sure, and it’s starting to worry me.”
As the bartender bowed rigidly, he dropped everything in his three pink hands and scooted out of sight, failing to sneakily poof away in a cloud of purple smoke and glitter. I turned around, seeing two figures walking up to the bar seats next to mine on both sides. They were draconic in nature, much like dragon-human hybrids like myself. In fact, they looked like, emphasis on looked like, poor efforts at female versions of me specifically, for the most part. Not even remotely good efforts.
One of them was a darker red, and the other was bright orange, almost yellow. They were each wearing a breechcloth hung on their waists by thin gold chains hooked to massive rings in the stitching, and bras to match to complete the look of absolute ‘casual slutty’ they failed to pull off. Besides that, there were golden braces all over them, their arms, their legs, their tales, and everywhere else that failed to look as exotic and sultry as they’d hoped. On top of all of that, they had overblown features to boot, with hourglass waists that were likely to snap like a twig with the slightest breeze and heavy proportions on both top and bottom to help it along the way. Nothing about them looked in any way real.
An actual pair of dragon women might have been fun to court, even in a situation like this. But Yaqtae and Yanfajir were two male djinns I wouldn’t ever have wanted to strip in front of even if my clothes were eating me alive.
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IT WAS one thing to cross-dress. Being a shapeshifting immortal who literally trapped all kinds of weird entities inside of my own body, it wasn’t my place to speak on that matter. But then there was a whole other thing to trick me into giving up all my worldly possessions and right to my own life and labor with such terrible excuses for a disguise. I wouldn’t have fallen for this even if I didn’t know a thing about djinns in the first place.
As everyone who’d traveled through the multiverse as much as I had would have known, there are no such dragon-human hybrids besides myself, and I was a very artificial example of one. But these two idiot djinn men didn’t know that. They didn’t even know that their ridiculous female bodies were more like plastic blow-up dolls than actual living, breathing creatures, let alone women I’d have wanted to bed.
I’d have thought that magical beings with the ability to do nearly anything they wanted would have had better disguises. I was almost insulted. But I wanted to hunt them down once and for all, and that required bait.
“Hey, big boy,” the yellowish attempt at a ‘dragon-woman’ spoke first, his voice obviously a parody of anything approaching feminine, “funny seeing another one of us around these parts. What brings you out this far from home?”
“You seem to know how to handle a drink,” the darker faux-dragon faux-lady observed with a squeaky man’s voice, “I don’t know if I’m nearly so graceful.”
He bumped into my shoulder, pretending to be drunk as he tried to make himself look like a vulnerable target for me. I shrugged him off, standing up from the barstool to jump over the bartop and down next to the various shelves of alcohol. Without a moment’s hesitation, I was pulling bottles down to mix them into random drinks and throwing them back into the furnace in my mouth. I must have looked like the world’s greatest alcoholic.
Above all things, djinns liked to be entertained. With their wishes, they were able to snap their fingers and get nearly anything they wanted for their carnal or substantial cravings. Like one might have expected, it left the entire race bored as hell, with no chance of reprieve except for the thrills they could have only found in dominating the wills of others. They were big on slavery and subjugation, the most powerful djinns having the most slaves, and did everything they could to increase their numbers. These two had gone so far as to begin running brothels around the world on Earth to ensnare a host of gullible men into a massive slave army, then grabbing their servants the old-fashioned way.
But above slaves and domination, djinns were much more interested and entertained by a challenge. A slave was only as impressive to have as the difficulty to bring them into line. The stronger willed and more stubborn an individual, the more the djinns wanted to break them. Frustration was just a precursor, a sign, a reflection of the pleasure of holding dominion over their very will to live will have for them. They were willing to pull any dirty trick in the book to get their prize, no matter how demeaning to themselves it was.
Yes, it was all as disturbing as it seemed. And stunts like these weren’t even the worst of it compared to the true forms of djinns. Even these pseudo-women were more pleasant to look at than those.
“Oh, you daring rogue, you!” the yellowish djinn-in-disguise gasped dramatically. “You really do know your way around your liquor! I sure hope you’re thirsty enough-- um…”
The realization that I’d just polished off a cabinet full of bottles and had already moved on to the next one interrupted his flirtatious monologue.
“What is he?” the dark red djinn whispered over to the yellow one, but not so quiet that my dragon hearing hadn’t picked up on them, “Can we even drink that much?”
“We have to have him,” the yellow one professed, “there isn’t a creature in the realms that matches this kind of unholy appetite. Imagine how jealous the others will be!”
“But he’s already cleaned out half the bar!” the crimson one shouted through a whisper as I finished burning through three of the five shelves of booze, “And he’s not interested in us in the slightest. How do we entice him to stick around if djinn rum won’t even give him a buzz?”
“You know exactly how,” the yellow one said with no attempt at hiding his voice, “go get it.”
With a poof, the red djinn left in a floom of purple smoke, and I’d polished off another shelf, nearly clearing the bar area of any alcohol. Hearing another flash of smoke, I turned around to see that the fake dragon woman disappeared, replaced by the social form of Yaqtae the Wind Genie. In this one, he had intensely purple skin, a pair of baggy leggings that tightened around just above his ankles, the top tied down to his waist with a sash reaching up to his chest. He had just as much gold all over his person as he did before, but now with additional gold noserings and earrings connected by thin gold chains. He was bald except for a high ponytail tied with a golden band on his head.
“I see you’re a connoisseur of only the finest brews available.” Yaqtae bowed very low, flipping his ponytail forward and back enthusiastically. “Greetings, O Noblest of Gentlemen and Thirstiest of Patrons. I must apologize for the earlier deception. I am one of the fine purveyors of this establishment, Yaqtae the Sla--”
“Your booze is shit.” I spit out some drops from my mouth as I spoke. “It’s like a sex canoe.”
“Our booze is like,” the genie blinked as he processed the confusing insult to the djinns’ legendary alcohol, “a what? A sex canoe? What even is that, and how have I not heard of it?”
“It’s fucking close to water.” I spit out what was leftover in my mouth.
Yaqtae’s face when I dropped that on him was worth waiting one thousand years for.
“I am so sorry,” Yaqtae finally managed to get out from all of his flabbers getting gasted, “for the… disappointing experience that our brew has given you. But perhaps…”
Suddenly appearing beside him, the red plastic dragon ‘woman’ had come back, but this time with a very large cauldron. Inside was the pinkest, sludgiest, bubbliest, most noxious liquid quite possibly ever introduced to a cauldron. Within the pink swirls, rainbow smudges appeared from time to time, much like gasoline, which matched the smell. Dear God, my eyeballs itched just being near the stuff.
After looking at Yaqtae in the more acceptable form for djinn, Yanfajir took the hint and transformed into his own ifrit form. They wore similar outfits and jewelry, but rather than the purple clown man that was Yaqtae, Yanfajir’s preferred form was more demon-like and blackened red. He had horn nubs, a plethora of flame tattoos on his bald head, and teeth that jutted out from his underbite, with purely red eyes and a permanent frown on his brow.
“Behold! Bayra Mumit, the finest alcohol ever to grace these humble sands, a desert flower in a sandstorm of sobriety.” The fiery ifrit presented the special, forbidden brew of the djinn with a summoned scimitar, like a chef at the cutting platter. “Dare you try it?”
“Is this actually good?” I looked down at the horrifying concoction of djinn magic and poisonous recreation. “I’ve had all your other stuff. So far, I’m feeling nothing. Just because you make it smell doesn’t mean shit.”
“Please don’t be so gauche, friend.” Yaqtae kept a loose rein on his anger underneath his persona of a gracious host. “We wish only to serve you and your every desire, your every wish. Do you wish for the ultimate experience? The last brew you will ever need in your life? Everything you’ve ever wanted, and more?”
“That does sound pretty good,” I said, pretending to be interested, “How do I know you’re not just trying to poison me or something for drinking all of your other shit booze?”
“What did you say about Bayra Mumit?!” Yanfajir rose his scimitar into the air. “I’ll blow your head off! I wish that--”
Yaqtae’s hand slapped Yanfajir’s mouth before he could let out the full sentence and enact his Wish magic. Even for a trigger-happy genie, he knew that just throwing those things around was sure to get everyone in trouble. Yanfajir backed down, seeing the error of his impulses, and kept his mouth shut.
“You have our utmost assurances, dear friend.” Yaqtae failed to assure me. “I guarantee this brew to make you feel things you’ve never felt before in your life. You will taste experiences you could only have dreamed of with your feeble imagination. With this, you will expand your mind farther than you ever thought possible. You’d never have to live under the crushing weight of abstinence ever again. Isn’t that what you desire?”
“Well, yeah,” I said, putting on my best dragon pout, “abstinence is hard. I just want something that gets me drunk, but nothing works, man.”
Just like I wanted, Yaqtae saw how ‘emotional’ I was getting, and perked up a bit at the thought. He was thinking that I was finally getting drunk from all the booze I didn’t drink. Now he was going to be my friend in this trying time of my vulnerable state, then convince me, as ‘my only friend right now.’ that drinking this super booze would solve all of my problems.
“Oh, dear sweet child.” The genie patted me on the shoulder in a wooden manner. “What is it that ails you? What memory do we need to escape from that haunts us so?”
What? Free license to make up something ridiculous that they have to pretend to believe no matter what the story was about because they’re trying to get me to fall for their evil scheme? Well, if they insisted…
“There was…” Does it count as crocodile tears when it came out of dragon tear ducts? “There was this little tweety-weety bird.”
“A little tweety-weety bird,” the purple djinn did what he could to hold back his laughter, “oh deary dear, and what happened to this tweety-weety bird, dear friend?”
“I was walking through the Bubblegum Forest,” I started the story, “down past the Make Believe Trees, when I saw the little guy just laying beside the Gumdrop Road.”
“Oh, you did?” Yaqtae gave a few more pats. “That’s no good! Tweety-weety birds should be in the sky, not the ground!… right?”
“What’s a tweety-weety bird?” I saw Yanfajir mouth to Yaqtae out of the corner of my eye.
“I have no idea, just look sad!” Yaqtae mouthed angry back.
“I mean, sometimes,” I said through fake tears, “if it’s the right kind of day. But sometimes they have to crawl on the ground with their beaks because they don’t have feet.”
“Yes, right, of course,” Yaqtae nodded as he confirmed my lie with his own lie of having previous knowledge of it. “That’s because of the… the, um…”
“Rainy season,” I finished for him. “When it rains jelly beans.”
“Yes, yes, obviously!” Yaqtae kept agreeing, waving a command to Yanfajir to start scooping up a cup of bayra mumit for me. “They don’t have legs because of the rainy…” only too late did he realize how ridiculous he’d just sounded until after he had it all out, “… season.”
“Yeah, so it was Foozle Day at the Bickeryboo Bank,” I continued, “And we needed more twizzle-butt for our tea time.”
“Yes, foozle-butts, yes, yes.” The purple genie snapped his fingers, dancing his fingers out to reach for the goblet of nasty drink that the red ifrit was just finishing scooping up. “How very sad and awful and bad for that turkey-turd.”
“But all the twizzle-butt was at the Muumuu Mountain,” I brought out the waterfalls, “and I tried to keep my shmirkles from shmirkling, but they just kept shmirkling!” I broke down into a powerful, Oscar-winning display of emotion, leading up to a whisper. “… they just kept shmirkling.”
“Yes, the butt-shmirkle, muumuu, twizzle-tweet, whatever,” Yaqtae’s patience was out the window with the magical sludge in his hands. “Just drink this, and trust me, you won’t have to worry about any of that, or think about it, or talk about it, or even mention it, ever again.”
“Do you really think so?” I looked at him with more tears in my eyes, “Do you think that Mr. Featherpants will ever forgive me? Do you think he’s looking down from heaven right now, thinking ‘hey, look at that guy, he’s my friend,’ and then I can just go up--”
“Yes, just put this in your mouth.” Yaqtae followed the front of my snout with the cup in his hand, the perfect example of a date-perve. “C’mon, you stupid lizard, it just takes one sip.”
“I am a stupid lizard,” I dodged the cup from hitting my mouth by pretending to slouch over onto the bar, my arms hanging over it, “I’m the stupidest lizard ever. I’m sorry, Mr. Featherpants! I’m sorry! I wish I had more twizzle-butt! I was all out!”
“Hold still, you fat iguana!” All semblance of tact was out the window as Yagtae was putting his hands on my mouth, redirecting me towards the cup as much as he directed the cup towards it. “Why are you so strong?”
“Just pour it on him!” Yanfajir was getting just as impatient as he made suggestions. “Maybe some will get in his mouth.”
“Are you crazy?!” Yaqtae reprimanded the red ifrit, losing his focus on me for a moment. “This stuff doesn’t just grow on trees! We don’t get any second chances once we lose this batch!”
“The shmirkles!” I rolled my way down to the other end of the bar in my tantrum. “The shmirkles, Mr. Featherpants! The shmirkles! Muumuu Mountain!”
“Do something!” Yanfajir threw blame and responsibility on his partner in crime. “He’s getting away!”
“Hold him down, you red ape!” Yaqtae cast some blame right back at him. “Get his mouth open!”
“Damn you, Baron Rouge!” I shot up from the bar, fists raised in the air in my faux rage. “You stole all the twizzle-butt and hid it in the Muumuu Mountain, didn’t you?”
Now the tantrum was in full swing, and I was breathing fire everywhere. With all the hyper-concentrated super-booze I’d been putting in my mouth, the flames were that much more potent with an extra bit of accelerant to boost them. The bar, the tables, the stools, everything was catching flames around the place. With all the dry desert heat, there was nothing to stand in the way of my beautiful red hunger and its tasty wooden food. Having not-so-subtly been spreading the alcohol everywhere else around me as well when I was clearing shelves, even the inflammable things were now much less so.
“What is this lizard man doing?” Yaqtae couldn’t believe how much quick destruction I’d caused so soon. “How much did he drink?”
“Baron Rouge!” I threw more fire from my mouth, mixing a little lightning and volcanic ash for flair. “Muumuu! Shmirkle! Tweety-weety! Mr. Featherpants!”
“He’s more trouble than he’s worth!” Yanfajir’s eyes and skin began to turn a sickening green as his shoulders bulged with growing bone and muscle, “Let’s just kill him and be done with it!”
“No!” Yaqtae slapped the growing djinn, keeping him from transforming into his true form, “What do you think the other djinn will say if we come back home after a thousand-year banishment empty-handed? We’ll be a laughingstock! No one ever comes to this stupid desert, and our thousand years are almost up! Or do you want to hope for another mook to show up in one hundred years after a past nine-hundred of dry nothingness! What do you think our subordinates will think of us if we can’t wrangle the first person they’ve seen since we brought them here?”
“What subordinates?” I sobered the hell up, walking calmly over to them as I brought out my fancy empty wands from my robe.
“You want to know ‘what subordinates?’” The purple genie’s skin grew a little sickly and green as his anger flared near its peak. “Th--!”
His hand had gone to showcase the plethora of tourists and color-coded servants to reveal them all to be horrifying djinn monsters, only to find no such plethora. In its place, amidst the few flecks of flame that had made it out that far, a weretigress elf knight, an oni magic assassin, and a spider princess stood among their handiwork of a resort clean of minions.
“Yeah, I do want to know ‘what subordinates,’ actually.” I looked at the girls with genuine confusion. “What the hell happened to the bodies?”
Nara burped for a solid and resounding second, covering her mouth and blushing in her cheeks. Tasha and Yui giggled at Nara’s embarrassment, and I found myself horrified and impressed at the stomach capacity of that girl.
“What?” Yaqtae flipped his head around, searching for any sign of djinn life and finding none.
“What in blazing sands is going on?” Yanfajir turned himself around to face me, his skin quickly turning that sickly green as several black eyes and drooling mouths began to open up over his body. “I wish that you would--”
“Finally capture you two in these wands this time.” I finished the wish for him.
Flicking the wands toward them, I threw the black soul chains as they appeared from inside of them, hooking themselves onto both the growing ifrit and the confused genie. They quickly circled around them, dragging them inward towards the wands. The genie had also decided to attempt a true transformation, growing mouths and eyes on his own body, as well as pinching beaks and spined tentacles.
Both the transforming djinn’s new mouths were constantly whispering, casting wishes out from themselves as random oddities began to form around them. Miniature unicorns, wine bottles, hairbrushes, coin purses, anything the mouths were wishing for was materializing in puffs of purple smoke around them, dropping to the ground while the wands pulled their bodies fully and utterly into them.
“I wish that the Warden…!” Both of them shouted as the chains sucked in the last bit of gross genie into them, halting their wishes before they could come to be.
With the djinns both gone, I lifted up the one that had the ifrit inside, twirling it above my head as the flames from around us drew themselves inside of it, disappearing from the wreckage to leave only charred remains of all the wooden structures. I gazed down at my girls, proud of their wonderful work, with only one thing to say at that moment.
“I don’t think that could have gone any better.”
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“LAST WORDS before you’re locked away forever?” I asked the djinns in their new living arrangements as the girls and I traveled through the dimensional corridor inside of the Tower of Babel’s next door.
“Let me out!” Yanfajir yelled from his prison inside of the wand. “I swear, when I get out of this--”
“You don’t get a ‘when,’ Yanny.” I twirled the wand in my hand as I spoke to the prisoner inside of it. “You get ‘forever stuck inside of my fancy glow stick until you hollow out from the inside,’ and nothing else.”
“Please, O Great and Powerful Warden of Souls, we beseech thee.” Yaqtae laid the flattery on thick in his pitiful state inside the other wand. “Have mercy on us in our poor and decrepit foolishness. We are but humble maggots before one so great as yourself.”
“And don’t you forget it, Yaq.” I holstered both of them at my sides. “We’re going to be spending a lot of time together, and you’ll be using that time to learn a little humility before you become a husk of almost-nothingness.”
“There has to be something we can do to release ourselves from this torment!” Yanfajir broke down emotionally. “We are nobility! You can have anything you want from us if you let us go!”
“What I want is for you two to be inside of these wands,” I said, “and I have that. Also, that Murim Barat you guys were hoarding is mine, too. Can’t wait to see what I can do with it. You’ve got nothing else I couldn’t just get myself.”
“You little thief!” Yaqtae gasped, “That is a divine secret that belongs only to the djinns! You have no right to take it from us!”
“Really?” I asked, “I’m not allowed to do that? But when you were back on Earth, you were giving it out to humans left and right, like it was free candy from a creepy minivan, you sick fucks. Seems like it’s not quite as sacred as you would have me believe. Or does it gain a level of sacred holiness when you’re cut off from your daddy’s vast royal supply, eh, Yaqtae?”
“You will address the Grand Caliph properly, human slime!” Yanfajir yelled in protest of my disrespect. “He is leagues in stature above any djinn commoner, let alone a dirty rat like you! You are not fit to spitshine his chamberpot!”
“Is that the reason why he gave me permission to lock you two up for as long as I wanted?” I sarcastically and rhetorically questioned them. “Curious, he didn’t ask me about my spit-shining purposes when he sentenced his bum of a genie son and the ifrit manservant that genie son conned into his dirty deeds. I wonder why that is. I don’t like dealing with djinns too often, so you would know better than me. But more than that, I’m wondering why you’re speaking like either of you have any level of noble authority anymore.”
“Phoenix hatchlings!” Yaqtae shouted out a potential refutal of my previous statement. “You must want those. Freshly born, no older than three weeks, and no reincarnations! Imagine all the beautiful reagents you could gather with those!”
“Imagine all the property damage.” I rolled my eyes. “Even if you did have those, which you don’t, your father does, but you’re cut off. I’m not wasting my time training animals that could easily set a city block on fire just to get a few magical turds.”
“Are you talking to the djinns, Warden-san?” Yui interrupted my argument she could only hear my side of, suppressing a giggle. “I apologize for interrupting, but I need to know how the conversation turned to one about ‘turds.’”
“They’re offering me phoenix turds from young phoenixes to break out of prison,” I explained, “and I’m saying they’re not worth the hassle.”
“You have quite a few magical trinkets now, Sir McCain,” Tasha jumped in, “Have you thought about giving them names? All the greatest mythical items have names.”
“Are they not already named after the prisoners inside of them?” Nara pointed out.
“They need better names!” Tasha argued, “names with strength and vigor! Names that make enemies tremble in fear of their very mention!”
“Are the prisoners inside of them not terrifying enough?” Nara again highlighted, “Is the essence of a reputation not built upon victory over powerful enemies? He could merely mention the name of who was inside of the item he uses, and the effect would be the same.”
“Why are you trying to dampen my warrior spirit, Nara?” Tasha whined, “Can my weapon have a legendary name, at least? I want a legendary weapon!”
“But you already have the weapon,” Nara continued to counter the knight tigress, “how would a name give you something that you already have?”
“You are no fun, Nara!” Tasha huffed. “Yui, you think my weapon should have a legendary name, right?”
“Should it not be Warden-san’s choice in naming his own creations?” the oni called for my authority. “That would be his right as the craftsman who made these masterpieces.”
“I usually don’t bother,” I admitted, “If Tasha wants to start naming them, she has my blessing a thousand times.”
“Yay!” Tasha jumped for joy, bringing out her shapeshifting polearm as she began to brainstorm. “Alright, names. Legendary names. Legendary, fear-mongering names. Legendary, fear-mongering, powerful names. Legendary, fear-mongering, powerful--”
“‘Thousand Strikes!’” Yui chimed in with a name. “Because it can change into so many different ways to attack people.”
“Yui, I wanted to come up with a name!” Tasha rolled her neck as she groaned dramatically. “This is my weapon!”
“It has my father inside of it,” Yui acutely reminded the elvish knight.
“But…” Tasha tried to fill the space with an adequate response, but nothing came out. “Fine. ‘Thousand Strikes’ is a good name, anyway.”
“There are still other items to name.” Nara displayed all the trinkets on my person, floating around me with her spider-leg harness. “Our dear husband has given you his blessing for all of them.”
“Oh, yes!” Tasha clapped her hands as she skipped over to inspect them. “Let us begin with these bracers. They make blades that can cut through anything, correct?”
“Using landshark teeth, yeah,” I confirmed.
“How about ‘Omnislash?’” She presented the new name across the sky like a banner. “It slices through all things. ‘Omni’-‘slash.’ What do you think, sir?”
“A little on the nose,” I evaluated, “It fits well enough, sure, but it seems obvious.”
“Okay, but keep that name in mind.” Tasha grabbed my arm and continued to inspect them. “How about… Skeleton Key? Because it can open anything up. By slicing it. Usually your enemies.”
“Love it.” I accepted the new name. “That’s one legendary name down.”
“Woo!” She raised a victorious fist in the air. “Now, the belt! Nara, you still have that, right?”
“I do.” The weaver woman lifted her waist up to eye level for our ease of viewing.
“Hm, this one is particularly dark and mysterious.” Tasha’s fingers tickled the air like crawling bugs. “There is a sorcerer-king inside of it, and it hides the wearer from all but the mundane eye. The name needs to be just as shadowy and awe-inspiring. A name that implies destruction, chaos, darkness, malice, shrouds, hidden secrets, black magic, foul intentions, maleficent, uh…”
“Inviso-belt,” Nara suggested, snorting and chuckling at her own pun, “You see, it is a play on the words ‘invisible’ and ‘belt.’ The belt makes you the wearer invisible, and the name ‘Inviso-belt’ sounds like the word ‘invisible’ and ‘belt’ simultaneously. Is it not clever?”
“Oh!” Yui chimed in, following her discovery with a fit of laughter. “I get it now!”
“Awe-inspiring!” Tasha rose her fists to her face as she pleaded with her two laughing companions. “We need awe-inspiring! Who will tremble in terror at the mention of an innuendo?”
“Did we give the djinn servants and spa-goers a chance to tremble in terror before we killed all of them?” Nara refuted, “Did the belt not facilitate such terrifying destruction? Perhaps that is the point of this item’s enchantment. The name is of no consequence simply because no one will have the time to hear it before they perish.”
“The Nameless Baldric…” The striped warrior-poet turned the idea over in her mind. “So fearsome are its capabilities that a name simply will not represent it well enough. There is no need for a name when any who would speak it is already dead. It is a subtle brilliance, Nara. I think it will suffice. The Nameless Baldric!”
“Good work, Inviso-belt,” Nara whispered as she patted her new accessory.
“Now to the final two items!” Tasha moved on to the next item of business. “Present the wands, boy!”
“Excuse me?” I looked at her. Very few people met the minimum age requirement to refer to me like that. I didn’t like the name.
“Would you bring out the wands so I could name them, Sir McCain, husband of mine and patron to my squirehood, whom I love and respect like the rising of the sun?”
“Of course, my dear,” I brought the wands out. That was the fastest mood swing I’d seen since before there was a United States.
“Two wands holding two powerful djinn inside.” Tasha put her hand up to her chin. “Trickster spirits with chaotic magic! What name could fit such a duo, such a pair, such a team of magical madness?”
The catwoman glared at the two wands, her hands pressed together as if she was praying. Yui, Nara, and I stared at her, the four of us simply walking as the air filled with silence.
“Tasha, are you okay?” Nara asked her to give everyone a break from the silence. “Do you need us to give you ideas? Are we supposed to just leave you alone? Is there anything that we can do? Please say something.”
“I would say she is under a curse,” Yui analyzed, “but she still keeps pace with us. Is there a curse that could freeze someone in a moment like this?”
“There’s three,” I answered, knowing and having invented two of them. “But this isn’t any of them. She’s just thinking very intensely. We just need to give her some time--”
“Omnislash!” she shouted the name, even though she’d come up with it before, and the thing she was naming didn’t have a blade anywhere on it.
“These wands are not swords, Tasha.” Nara said, then looked over at me, “right?”
I nodded.
“These are not swords,” Nara restated, this time with confidence.
She was right to double-check. In a world of magic, anything could have been anything. If it wasn’t, a competent wizard could have forced the situation to be true. It was never smart to spend the night over at a wizard’s house. I once slept on a bed that was actually a dog, woke up in a dog park in my nightie.
“Therein lies the genius of the name.” Tasha reasoned confusingly, “Everyone will expect the Omnislash to be a sword, but it will secretly be a weapon of mass destruction. And, with a djinn inside of it, its blasts will be superior to any other wand--” The tigress interrupted herself with a deep inhale and wide eyes.
“Where are they?” Yui had summoned both her blades in a swirl of fire and shadow, taking up a sword stance to strike out at whatever was bothering Tasha with deadly precision.
“I thought up the perfect name for the second wand!” Tasha answered, almost like she was out of breath. Yui returned to a casual stance and dismissed her blades back into flames and shadow with a slightly irritated toss over both her shoulders.
“Good, I was just about to ask about that,” I admitted, “Lay it on us.”
“Superblast!” Tasha announced the new legendary name.
“Is that not a bit like naming a bow ‘the Great Arrow?’” Nara inferred, “I thought the point was to detract from the identity of the weapons, even though the initial reason for this venture was to establish the proper reputation for the enchanted weapons that you had deemed necessary.”
“The ruse has layers!” Tasha explained, “The enemy will find out about the Omnislash and think that it is a sword, but when they find out it isn’t, they will think twice when they hear about the Superblast. They will believe, like the first, that the name is a ruse, and will then think that the Superblast is the true sword, when it is, in fact, another wand. It is a ruse within a ruse.”
“Are you sure you’re not overthinking this just a little bit?” I asked her.
“Let me have this, sir!” the royal knight stomped on the sands, “These are my legendary names! Just once! Just for once! Sir, please. Please, sir. Please. Please. Sir, just once. Just for once. Sir, please, just for once--”
“Alright!” I relented, “Damn, no need to get all uppity about it. I was just tempering expectations on how people are going to react to these epic names.”
“Thank you!” She pecked me on the tip of my dragon snout and clamped her arms around my midsection in a tight hug. “Thank you for letting me be a part of that. You are the best.”
“I’m sure I am.” I placed a hand on her back. “Thanks for taking care of the names. Always fall so low on my to-do list.”
“What do the wands do, Warden-san?” Yui asked the question still hanging in the air, “We spent all this time naming them, but never bothered to figure out what they did first.”
“Thankfully, that is an easy fix.” I pulled the wands out. “Wands are simple to activate, since you just use it like you would a regular wand.”
“Not if we make it difficult for you.” Omnislash, previously Yaqtae before I realized I liked the other name better for them, spoke from inside the wand. “If you’re giving us no reprieve, we might as well be as awful as we want.”
“We can do anything we please now.” Superblast, previously Yanfajir, added from the other wand. “We have received the maximum punishment, and you cannot bring us lower.”
“I would suggest that you watch your tone with the Warden of Souls, gentlemen,” Nara asserted herself, stepping up beside Superblast, “I have found a djinn’s airy, mystical substance to be very wanting. There is still plenty of room in my appetite for two unruly djinns like yourselves to fit.”
“Who is that?” Superblast frantically asked, “Is it the woman with the spider legs? Is she here? Please tell me she’s not right next to me.”
“Can you hear them, too?” I asked Nara and, more generally, the other girls.
“Clear as I hear you now,” Yui answered.
“Hm, that could be a problem.” I flicked both wands upward. “Did you wish yourselves some leniency on your imprisonment?”
“So what if we did?” Omnislash laughed, “What are you going to do about it? Cower in fear as we slowly, carefully, surely, ultimately worm our ways out of your pathetic prisons, live your every last moment with the constant reminder that we’re just right around the corner from our freedom, always inching closer to your throat like a knife--”
“You wished for freedom, and this was all you got, wasn’t it?” I called their bluff.
“What?” Superblast laughed nervously, “What kind of silliness, the audacity, the sheer amount of blatant disrespect for the capabilities, the godlike powers that we superior djinn--”
“Shut up, Yanfajir. He already knows we’re bluffing,” Omnislash sighed.
“Tough break,” I said, “But, we can start testing you two out in the next world.”
I looked up toward the end of the hallway to the dimensional doorway, finding it just as far away as before. Looking behind, the other doorway back to the desert was the same distance away. The exact same distance away. And not nearly as far away as we had walked.
“That’s no bueno,” I said, looking around the corridor for any sign of what happened to us.
“Nobway No sounds like an awful place,” Superblast complained. “Test us out by blowing the place to bits. Do it. Do it. Do it.”
“Shove it, Superblast.” I looked at my feet to confirm my suspicions.
“Who’s Superblast?” The previous Yanfajir asked, though I’d stopped caring.
“That’s you, Yan,” Omnislash, the previous Yaqtae, answered. “Were you not paying attention? He gave us slave names.”
“Is he oppressing us?” Superblast asked another stupid question.
“I’m afraid that the Warden has stooped down to perpetuating the cycle of indentured servitude for the djinn,” Omnislash moaned with all his thespian might, “We--”
“You two had legions of slaves!” Tasha reminded them, remembering what I told her about them. “What leg do you possibly have to stand on?”
“Well, none, now.” Omnislash drew attention to their incorporeal state.
“Everyone, quiet.” I silenced the corridor, if that was really what we stood in. “Weapons ready. We’ve been caught in a trap.”
“Took you long enough!” a voice reverberated through the hallway, sounding like a warped version of my own voice, but with a vocal inflection flipping about like a puppy’s tail.
I must have been losing my edge.
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MY GIRLS each prepared themselves for battle with polearm, swords, and deadly spider legs out, and I kept a tight grip on the new wands. The wands themselves were shouting and hollering in fear of the voice or to distract us while we were in danger, which was the more likely scenario.
“Honestly, I am very disappointed in you. You weren’t nearly this easy to nab before. Did you finally lose your edge? Or did you miss me? Whatever, either way, you’re finally here, and you’re all mine! I can’t believe it!”
As the voice spoke again, the dimensional hallway reshaped, becoming a slanted slope that dragged us all down toward the door we were supposedly heading to. I activated my Skeleton Key gauntlet claws, forcing one of them into the slope that used to be the floor. With my other hand, I caught Tasha, who caught Yui in turn. Nara, with her spider legs, was experiencing no danger, climbing down the wall to meet us as easily as if she was walking on it.
“I am not letting you go again!”
As we sat in the hallway, it shook up and down a couple of times, much like a can of spray paint. The Skeleton Key claws stuck firmly in this fake passageway, and Nara’s spider legs were gyroscopically stable, keeping her momentum perfectly still as she hung in the air with the hallway moving around her. After the first couple shakes came a pause, then a few more, lasting longer than the previous one. Then another pause. Then again, another shaking, much more violently than the other two. Finally, yet another pause, and the voice spoke again.
“Maybe this’ll be harder than I thought.”
“This isn’t what you think, Pierro,” I spoke to the voice. “Just calm down and breathe for a moment. You know we can’t be here.
“Do you know who it is?” Tasha asked as Yui climbed up her back to my own.
“Pierro the Dream Lord,” I replied. “As the name implies, he rules over dreams. To be more specific, the Dream World, where almost every unconscious mind drifts through when they’re sleeping, which is often called ‘dreaming.’”
“Does that include us?” Yui inquired. “Have we all gone here before?”
“Oh, my, yes,” Pierro’s fake version of my voice switched over to a version of Yui’s, but with that same pitch that flew all over the place at every syllable. “You’ve all visited this place many times, although…”
The wall opposite of us, previously the ceiling of the rainbow corridor, split down the middle like a seam, opening up to reveal a wide-open space filled with pink and purple clouds. Each cloud had a few buildings popping out of it, each made of shiny metal or a reflective gem, and fluttered about in a sprawling color palette of mismatched patterns. The buildings were not subject to things like gravity and treated the surface of the cloud like the surface of a planet, placing themselves flat against it and facing upward from its center wherever they were. These buildings formed knotted clumps on every fluffball of condensed water, ranging from houses to town halls, domes, observatories, art galleries, government facilities, and everything else imaginable.
Among the buildings, lots of chaotically adorned people bounced around, flying about between the buildings and crossing clouds in rainbows of polka dots, stripes, zigzags, and just about every other arrangement of shapes on a surface imaginable. They also ignored gravity, and the fact that clouds were made of water, instead choosing to walk around the solid cloud. The clouds acted more like an asteroid field this way, fluttering about with crazy people who acted like satellites.
“You might not recognize it like this.”
“Pierro, get your ass out here,” I shouted out into the unconscionable void of fluff, “I know you know where my tower is, so just bring me there, so I don’t have to make this any harder than it has to be.”
“Oh, you’re so zesty!” Pierro’s voice spoke in Nara’s voice now. “At least that hasn’t changed.”
Clouds gathered around in the space ahead of us, swirling together as they formed themselves into a somewhat humanoid form. The humanoid form grew more defined with a little time, eventually taking the vague shape of a medieval jester. The jester’s head disappeared as a new one made of flesh and blood appeared out from beneath it, the clouds apparently acting as a coating for the clown within.
On the jester’s head was the classic cap, sporting the two cloth ‘ears’ with large bells hanging at the end of them. The cap split down the middle, with one half and ear being a shiny gold with sprinkles of black stars, and the other being obsidian black with a single gold crescent moon. He covered his face with a mask, whiter than white, completely featureless except for two golden crescent moons with the points down for eyes and one larger one with the points up for a constant smile.
Anyone who let the festive appearance fool them paid the dear price. Pierro was easily a tyrant-grade threat to everything, maybe even higher, given the nature of his existence. Every conscious mind traveled through his realm at some point or another, and that gave him a lot of leverage over everyone, gods and demons alike.
“Hi there, boo,” Pierro the jester said to me, twisting his head from side to side as he spoke in his regular, high-pitched voice.
“I do not have time to explain what is happening here to you today,” I told him, “It’s a lot to take in, I know, but we have to leave. Take me to my tower, and it’ll be easier for everyone, meaning both you and me.”
“Which tower would that be, Cainy?” Pierro shook his arms out of the clouds, revealing long puffy sleeves with patterns matching the hat’s gold and black scheme, but on opposite sides, though the black cloth on his arm had no moon on it. The gloves were flipped with their respective sleeves, again, the black sleeve having a golden glove with stars and the gold sleeve with a black one. “There’s just so many around here. I wouldn’t even know where to start without something to go off of. Maybe I can help you look?”
“The giant bronze pillar that stretches beyond the imaginat--” Tasha started to explain.
“Don’t speak to him.” I stopped her with a hand to her cheek. “Not a thing goes on in this realm without him knowing about it. Everything he does and has been doing from the moment we set foot in here will be to get us to stay. He knows about the tower, and he knows exactly where it is. And above all, the longer we’re here, the more we’re in danger from him.”
“Aw, Cainy, you’re such a pooperhead.”
Pierro swung his legs back and forth, breaking the rest of himself out of the cloud to reveal his entire outfit, his puffy pants being the same as his shirt, but flipped once again. And, just like the gloves, the shoes also mismatched their respective legs, completing the flipping checkerboard of gold skies with black stars, and a black night with only one moon on the hat. The giant jester, about twice as tall as any person, floated in the air like he was a balloon.
“Why won’t you let me play with your new friends?”
“You know why,” I shifted Yui and Tasha more onto my back to free my other arm, “A part of me honestly believed that there would be a day when I could come back here again on my own. But just seconds of talking to you, and I don’t see anything different from the obsessive, dangerous, and temperamental sociopath that I knew back then. Most adults wouldn’t be able to handle living in the same zip code as your set of godlike powers without becoming maniacal tyrants, let alone actually have for millions of years, so I’m not actually surprised. And in all of that time, you’ve learned nothing. Again, as expected. Take me to the tower, or leave me alone so I can find it myself.”
“I am sensing a history between the two of you.” Nara brought herself over next to me as I stabbed my second Skeleton Key into the side of the unraveled corridor cliff I clung to.
“Way back when I was learning magic,” I crawled up the side of the warped hallway, punching the claws into the cliff and yanking them up to ascend with the other girls in tow, “I experimented with using spells to help me enhance my lucid dreaming. I succeeded and discovered Dream World, where I met Pierro. He was a lot of fun and made the dream world an exciting place. I learned a lot about magic then, and he had a real friend who remembered him. We played around for a bit, but then he got more and more upset that I had to leave every morning to live my life. One day, he couldn’t take it anymore, and shut my way out of Dream World so I’d stay with him forever, throwing me down twelve layers of dreams to the bedrock of this realm. He kept me around as a pet for twelve years down there.”
“I said I was sorry!” Pierro insisted. “C’mon, Cainy, that was so long ago.”
“I’m not finished.” I glared back at the dream god, then returned to my story. “When I finally broke myself out of the place while he wasn’t looking, he threw a tantrum, wreaking havoc in the Dream World and all the dreamers inside of it. He threw a lot of people into comas they never woke from.”
“Cainy, that was a bazillion years ago!” Pierro floated to the other side of me as I climbed up. “You can’t hold on to this stuff forever. It’s very unhealthy. Plus, everyone who even cared about those people is dead, so what’s--”
“Except for me,” I reminded him.
Pierro backed away, his mouth turning upside down to make a sad face.
“Did you stop him?” Yui asked.
“Eventually,” I answered, “As one of the few people who could actually touch him that wasn’t a god breaking a thousand rules, the host of chief deities chose me to deal with the situation. Unfortunately, since Pierro sustains this place, I couldn’t just throw him in one of my prisons. It took me six months to subdue him.”
“Yeah,” the jester god giggled to himself, “that was fun. You know how to have a good time, Cainy.”
“But, that was never the end of it,” I continued, “Once that had passed over, it seemed that problems keep cropping up every decade or so from the Dream World when this big oaf would deliberately do something stupid and risk lives, and I had to fix them. After a while, I realized that he was only doing those things to get me to come to Dream World. I was as much a part of the problem as I was the one patching it with cotton balls. So, I did some research, called in a few favors, made some arrangements and deals, all to make sure I never had to sleep again, and therefore never could go to Dream World. When he learned that I wasn’t ever coming back, he threw the biggest tantrum he’d ever done. A lot of shamans got hurt trying to subdue him using their prophetic dream powers. But, after that, he didn’t have another one.”
“That must have been horrible, sir.” Tasha hugged me around the neck as I approached the top of the warped corridor. “To lose a friend like that to save them from themselves. It was very noble of you. I am glad I can dream safely.”
“Yes, that is always nice, Warden-san.” Yui hugged me around the neck as well. “Though it is awful that you could not help him by being here for him.”
“Do you want to eat your boxed lunch?” Nara reached into my pocket to pull out the shrunk lunches. “Eating always helps me feel better. You must teach me how to regrow them, but after that, I can feed it to you, since your hands are full.”
“Let’s just find my tower.” I shook off the sad aura I was giving off with a chuckle. “The sooner, the better.”
“You’re so concerned about that stupid tower.” Pierro’s crescent moon eyes flipped over on his mask, as well as his mouth, to make a very upset frown as he crossed his arms. The black-starred fool disappeared in a puff of dream clouds, then quickly reappeared in the same spot, but with his fists against his hips and his mask returned to a smile. “What if I just play ‘hide-and-seek’ with it? Then you’d have to play with me in order to find it!”
“Pierro, don’t--” I tried to stop him before he did anything stupid.
One by one, Nara, Tasha, and Yui all disappeared into clouds of smoke, the vapors fading away to leave nothing of them behind.
“You’re ‘it’ first!” He pointed at me. “Your friends and I will hide around, and you’ll try to find us, but only after you count to one hundred, and no peeking!”
“Pierro, you know this isn’t right!” I hung on the top of the fake corridor with my arms as I scanned the cloud neighborhoods around us. As far as I could see, even with the minute details that I could now pick up from miles away, there wasn’t a sign of any of them anywhere. “Please don’t do this.”
“You have to close your eyes!” The gold-and-black jester leaned forward with a finger-wagging side-to-side, “Those are the rules! Don’t tell me you already forgot how to play hide-and-seek already?”
“Pierro, I don’t want to hurt--” I tried to talk to him again, knowing that it most likely wasn’t going to work.
“I SAID CLOSE YOUR EYES!” Pierro spoke with the voice of a million dreamers at once, undergoing a transformation all in less than a second like inflating a balloon. His shoulders hunched, his gloves extended to sharp points, and his figure swelled as he grew several times larger. The gold and black inverted on itself, every black star turning gold, the gold sky turning black, and the moon becoming black against a gold sky, as all the colors on his outfit darkened. Most dramatically, his mask flipped from white to gold and black halves, and the three gold crescents were replaced with an obsidian one facing sideways in the middle. Within the inner curve was a metallic star, the black side of the mask extending to allow it to stand out against the matching color on the other side. “WHY WON’T YOU PLAY WITH ME FOR ONE GAME?”
“It’s never one game with you, Pierro,” I answered him, “You don’t know how to stop. You either push for just one more game for a thousand games in a row, or you stretch out one game for as long as you can. Please, I need you to let me and the girls go so I can keep the whole goddamn universe from collapsing.”
“WHAT ABOUT MINE?” the enlarged Pierro screamed. “SO WHAT IF THIS STUPID PLACE FALLS APART! I HATE IT! THOUSANDS UPON THOUSANDS OF YEARS, I’VE BEEN TRAPPED, PUT IN A CORNER, FORGOTTEN, WITHOUT ANYONE TO TALK TO FOR MORE THAN A COUPLE HOURS BEFORE THEY FORGET ME, TOO! ONLY YOU REMEMBERED! YOU WERE MY ONLY FRIEND! THE ONLY ONE WHO MADE THE DAYS FEEL DIFFERENT FROM EACH OTHER! BUT YOU NEVER LIKED PLAYING WITH ME, DID YOU? YOU WERE ALWAYS TRYING TO LEAVE ME!”
“Pierro, that’s not fair--”
“ADMIT IT! ADMIT THAT YOU HATED ME! I BET YOU THINK YOUR LIFE IS GREAT WITHOUT DUMB, ANNOYING PIERRO TO BOTHER YOU ANYMORE! I BET YOU’VE SPENT EVERY DAY TRYING TO FORGET ME, LIKE EVERYONE ELSE! WELL, I CAN’T FORGET! I REMEMBER EVERYTHING! IT’S STUCK HERE WITH ME, JUST LIKE I’M STUCK IN HERE! AND NOW YOU WILL BE, TOO!”
“Not even you are strong enough to keep me locked up forever,” I told the dream god. “Things aren’t like how they used to be. I’ll find my way out of here and take the girls with me.”
“YOU REPLACED ME! YOU CAN FIND ANYONE YOU LIKE AND JUST THROW ME AWAY LIKE TRASH! WELL, NOW YOUR FRIENDS ARE HERE WITH ME, JUST LIKE YOU USED TO BE, AND I CAN KEEP THEM FOR AS LONG AS I WANT! HOW WILL YOU LIKE IT IF I JUST NEVER GIVE THEM BACK, HUH? MAYBE I’LL THROW YOU IN A CORNER, LIKE YOU DID WITH ME, AND THEN I’LL NEVER TALK TO YOU, AND THEN I’LL FORGET ABOUT YOU, AND THEN YOU’LL SEE WHAT IT’S LIKE TO BE ALONE FOREVER!”
“Do you honestly think I don’t--?” I tried to continue, desperately holding on to this fake corridor in the air.
“WE’RE PLAYING MY GAME,” Pierro decided. “YOUR OTHER FRIEND MORDRED WANTED TO TRAP ME HERE AND MADE ME WATCH YOUR STUPID TOWER DOOR. IF YOU WANT TO GET OUT OF HERE, YOU HAVE TO GO THROUGH ME. WHICH YOU CAN’T UNTIL YOU FINISH MY GAME.”
“Don’t be so sure, Pierro,” I warned him. “Junior’s not my friend, and I’m not nearly as nice as I used to be. This won’t end well for you, I promise.”
“IF YOU WON’T COUNT,” Pierro concluded, “THEN I’LL DO IT FOR YOU. ONE.”
My handholds disappeared, along with the rest of the corridor, and I plummeted downward, with Pierro’s monstrous form simply facing me with his moon-masked face the whole way. Passing through cloud after cloud, swirls of purple, blue, and pink, like cotton candy fluff, flooded my vision, smothering my mouth, overwhelming my senses, until I was passed through it.
Below me, a field of violet tulips, shifting from side to side, growing ever closer, and a white sky around, until I crashed down in a flurry of petals fluttering about. They gently wafted down as I leaned back up to steady myself, stretching my back out. It was a good thing Tasha was so damn thorough with those massages. I didn’t think I had another place to put a knot in my muscles.
“Looks like it’s just us, McCain,” Omnislash finally said something from his wand prison. “Tough break. An envious and childish god who’s obsessed with you. You know what would help out a lot with that?”
“I’m not letting you out.” I stood to my feet.
“Oh, come on!” Omnislash whined. “What about just one of us? Just me? Yan’s the hothead, not me. He’ll cause a ruckus. He’s always been an instigator. I won’t tell anyone if you don’t.”
“You dirty sellout!” Superblast shouted from the other wand. “After everything I did for you! I had a perfectly fine job in the Great Caliph’s palace, but then I was foolish enough to think that your plan would get you a higher standing in his court to make you the successor. Shows what I know.”
“Oh, shove it up your ash,” Omnislash bickered, “You couldn’t breathe inside that stuffy palace, and you know it. You loved every second working with me right up to when you got put in that wand like a chump.”
“Look who’s talking!” Superblast bickered back, not denying the claims.
“Ladies, you’re both the prettiest.” I silenced the debate. “Now zip it. We’re about to go for a test drive.”
“Don’t bother using him, Warden,” Superblast badmouthed his former partner in crime, “I’ll just set this entire dream dimension on fire, and you can throw him in the trash.”
“Yes, I’m sure he wants a wand that does a half-assed job,” Omnislash rebuked, “You couldn’t burn a matchstick if you were standing in a lit fireplace, you dunce.”
“And what would you do?” the hotheaded ifrit wand continued. “Blow this place to death? It’s a mindscape dimension, not a brothel. You’ll have to find another way to collect your copper coins other than collecting one per customer.”
“I think the most insulting part about that is you thinking I could only charge a copper,” The coldhearted genie wand fell under the weight of the offense.
“Shut it, here we go!” I brought them both to my hands, ready to see what they were capable of.
Out on the horizon, bouncing out of the flowers, several blue blips jumped around and abounded. After a short while, some yellow came into view, then finally some details. All the bouncing things were actually teddy bears. Living teddy bears. In a hellish game designed to keep me trapped in here forever. Never a good sign.
“Show me what you’re made of, boys.” I pointed Superblast and Omnislash at the growing crowd of stuffed animals, focusing my energies into them to activate them.
From Superblast came an intense red orb of flame, and from Omnislash a crescent blade that grew wider and wider as it traveled outward, the two energy bursts making near-immediate contact with the teddy horde. As soon as they did, the red flames ignited, rising into a mushroom of darkness and infernal, cottony death, leaving nothing in its range alive. Next to it, the crescent blade flourished into thousands of them, flinging themselves about in several directions to dice the teddies into tiny bits, too small for anything but a microscope to see.
“Caliph, be praised!” Superblast remarked at the destruction, “That was the most amazing sight that could ever be beheld!”
“What are you talking about?” Omnislash questioned. “Neither of us has eyes!”
“Well, I can still hear!” The heated wand flared in my hand. “And it sounds awesome!”
“I am sure you were just hearing my amazing display and mistook it for yours.” The stormy wand spun the air around my hand. “No need to get in a huff about it.”
“Oh, yeah,” the ifrit scepter chuckled, “I’m sure the genie, baron of light breezes and enemy of hairdos, was the one to make the explosion, and the ifrit, king of infernos and fire, was the quiet one. Is that what you’re saying?”
“Well,” Omnislash struggled to come up with a comeback, “McCain, tell him how amazing my magic power was. Go on, don’t be shy. Please.”
“It was like a million invisible swords striking at once.” I gave in. “There was no trace of the victims left.”
“Ha!” the proud genie rod of power gloated. “Beat that! An explosion of magic swords! Told you you were mishearing things.”
“Are you saying he caused the massive boom,” Superblast spoke with some trepidation, as if he couldn’t bear the answer, “and not me?”
“No, the explosion was you,” I assured him.
“Damn straight, it was!” the fire wand cried out in victory. “But was it more impressive than his sword burst?”
“You’re going to have a chance to fight about it right now,” I said, keeping the wands at the ready. “We’ve got more.”
Not just in one horizon, but across the whole visible plan, thousands of times more teddy bears bounced in adorably and menacingly. This time, however, they were faster and more aggressive about reaching me sooner, as they quickly turned into an inverse tidal wave, all the edges crashing towards the middle as they stretched up to the pink clouds in the sky. As they did so, more teddies came down from those clouds like rainfall, landing around me as they bounced off the ground, directed toward me as well. They had already taken to latching themselves onto me, grabbing as much as they could in their fingerless nubs with surprising strength, slowly coming to encumber my movement. A few of them were even trying to press my mouth shut, and I had to exert actual tension on my jaws to open them in spite of these cotton clamps.
By this point, I was not stopping the blasts for anything. I even channeled my own fire as I threw magical energy in all directions to turn this dream of flowers and teddy bears into a hellscape of charred destruction. The wind blasts shredded through the bears to turn their cotton and cloth stitches into powder in the air to be wafted away. My flames and the inferno blasts, left everything else in crispy, glowing flakes and spreading clouds of hot doom that destroyed all the bears, their stuffing, wrapping, and just about every last flower in the place, until it was just me, the wands, and a whole lot of ash.
“Fifty-five thousand, seven hundred, and five dead bears,” Omnislash listed his final count of teddy kills that he’d been keeping track of. “How many did you get? Oh, were you not keeping track? Looks like I win by default.”
“No!” Superblast refuted with the wavering confidence of someone who wasn’t keeping track of kills. “I did fifty-five thousand, seven hundred and… seven!”
“No fair!” Omnislash somehow believed the fake number wholeheartedly. “You can’t count the Warden’s kills as yours just because you were both using flames!”
“How are we supposed to know the difference?” the smug flame wand retorted, now back in conversational control. “I guess we’ll never really know.”
“TWO.” Amidst the chaos, Pierro’s deep voice resounded once again.
As soon as he spoke, the dead ground beneath me dissolved away, revealing an infinitely dark ocean underneath that I quickly fell into. The battleground of dead flowers was gone, replaced with endless waters in a torrential storm. I pulled up against the water to find the surface, but the ocean itself was dragging me down with invisible tethers as the world grew darker and darker.
Did he have another one of these dreamscapes for every number from one through one hundred? This was going to get really old really quickly.
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“WHAT IS HAPPENING N--” Superblast spoke, his voice uninhibited by the new medium to travel through in his new spiritual living quarters as it echoed through them, “Are we underwater? I’ve never been. Ooh, that sounds spooky. Is that my voice? Hellooooo! Moogity mooooooo! Look at meeee! I’m a whaaaaale!”
“This isn’t looking good for you, McCain,” Omnislash whispered to me with an echoing voice as well, “You’ve got those dragon parts now. Do they breathe underwater?”
“Obviously not,” Superblast informed him with unusual intellectual authority, “Draconis magnus regalis may have the widest variety of morphological and physiological phenomena among all the draconis order of mythotaxonomy, but such variances are traceable to their color. McCain is red, specifically a flaming orangish-red, and therefore does not possess the gills or oxygenating skin of the cerulean blue- or cobalt-colored cousins, respectively.”
“How do you know so much about dragons, you big nerd?” Omnislash asked, “I had never seen you hold a book in your life.”
“I wanted to be a dragon when I was a young ifrit,” Superblast admitted, “I even tried to wish for it, but it only gave me several dozen books on dragons.”
While they were bickering, I was holding my breath. I didn’t have the dragon gills, true, but there wasn’t a set of dragon lungs that couldn’t last longer than half a day on a full set of lungs. I wasn’t in any danger yet. But I would be if this ocean didn’t have a floor, and I kept falling through it. We weren’t nearly without options, however.
With a breath outward, I released a torrent of cold that froze the water below me into a solid block of ice. As I laid it on thicker, it grew colder and bigger, until it was nearly its own iceberg. In this instance, I chose my mistiest ice breath to allow the chunk of frozen ocean to be as fluffy and light as possible, since it was my elevator back to the surface.
Lo-and-behold, it worked like a charm. The massive new ice hunk crashed against me, pushing me upward as it drifted all the way to the surface of the waters. Whatever magical, invisible force that was pulling me down had given up for the moment, and I was free to make my way out. The iceberg breached, throwing me up in the air to land down on the ice boat I made. Being a boat made of ice, I immediately slid to the side, heading for the edge back to the water. With a few shots of ice breath, I made myself a bumper edge, and a few other icy breath adjustments to make a more functional, less capsizing vessel for these treacherous seas. Just for safe measure, one of my Skeleton Key claws stayed inside part of the berg boat for safe measure.
Honestly, for Pierro’s usual stuff back in the day, this infinite sea storm was fairly tame. Half of the time, I was fighting just to figure out where I was half the time with his ‘games,’ but I’d been solidly grounded for most of this. I was half expecting the water to turn out to be pudding, or for something like a giant squid monster to show up.
Exactly at that moment, a giant squid monster with twelve ghostly blue eyes and twenty tentacles rose from the ocean, with each tentacle sporting a flurry of thin tendrils centered around a vicious octopus beak on each limb. It slammed one of them down on my frosty boat, smashing it into tiny pieces.
Now that was more like it.
As I flipped up and away into open water, I exhaled my dragon breath as a windstorm vortex, throwing me upward into the air. At the same time, my wands were throwing out their blasts of flames and wind slices at the massive cephalopod, knocking out two or three eyes before one of the tentacles had me wrapped up in the hundreds of thin strings flipping out from it. Like any tasty snack that’d just been put within reach, the creature threw me into the beak housed on this tentacle arm, the pointed tips digging into my stomach and back as it gnawed on me.
“Do either of you have anything more impressive than blasts?” I asked my wands, lifting them up against the strain of the thin ropes of flesh that pulled my arms down. “I need some options.”
“Oh, really?” Omnislash sassed me, “You aren’t impressed by the wind blades? I’m sorry that I, a forced prisoner shackled into this formless existence against my will, am not performing up to my captor’s standards. My bad.”
“Yeah!” Superblast joined in, “if our magic is not doing the job, why not get yourself out of this mess? Aw, my voice lost its echo. We got out of the water, I assume?”
As it crashed down onto the surface of the ocean, the giant sea monster threw me into the waters, twirling me around as it tried to wear down my resolve.
“There it is again! Whaaaaale!”
The sea monster pulled me back out of the waters, shaking me up and down to get some whiplash in my neck. Okay, maybe that wasn’t its purpose, but it certainly got close to it.
“Whaaa-- aw, what happened?”
“I think I distinctly hear the garbled shrieks of a megafauna cephalopod,” Omnislash analyzed, “at least twenty meters long. We must be in its clutches as it attempts to beat the life out of its prey.”
“Now who knows weird information about monsters, you geek?” Superblast accused. “Did you want to be an octopus growing up?”
“Shut up,” Omnislash failed to address the question. “At any rate, a squid of this size certainly means some trouble for McCain, does it not? If our powerful magic has no effect on it--”
“I don’t need help with the giant squid!” I shouted as the peak pinched into my side like a granny’s fingers on a baby’s cheek, “I need a way out of this goddamn ocean! If I keep fighting my way out of here, they’ll be no end to this.” The squid threw me back into the sea again, aggressively waterboarding me into a submission that I refused to slip into.
“Yes, there will,” Superblast refuted, “This is the second room on the countdown, and you were told to count to one hundred. You just have to fight off creatures for one hundred total rooms, and then you can find your lady friends and kill that boy.”
“There’s always a loophole!” I shouted before I was thrown into the water again, twirled and shook, then brought back up, “He’s going to pull away at the last minute. Trust me. I’ve done this before. And we’re not killing him.”
“Have you tried playing along with the mad boy’s crazy game?” Omnislash said as I went back down into the water, “Perhaps if you lull him into a false sense of security, you can get close enough to him to shank him in the back and leave.”
“If neither of you has anything, I’ll find another option!” I shouted as I came back up from the nautical waterboard. “One that doesn’t involve killing Pierro!”
“You seem tense,” Omnislash commented calmly as the titanic squid roared. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“No!” Using both wands like pointers with marker tips, I drew the beginnings of a magic sigil in the air. “I need to find the girls!”
“Well, good, because I had no intention of listening,” Omnislash stuck his nonexistent nose up in the air. “What are you doing? I feel all tingly.”
“Putting a detour in our travel schedule.” I finished the sigil, the red lines flaring with life as the magic coursed through it. “Now, then…”
I pointed Superblast out towards the squid monster, shooting blasts of flames at all the leftover eyes until the whole thing was eventually blind. A good thing to note: the flame blasts still worked underwater, albeit with less power in the explosion afterward. That was still nice, since I wanted to just keep blasting that boneless bastard’s eyeballs until he was blind. And I succeeded. The creature roared its final breaths away, sinking into the ocean in its dying flails.
I didn’t know exactly why a lot of things died when I just broke their eyes, and at this point, I was willing to chalk it up to impact trauma and leave it alone.
“THREE,” Pierro’s voice rang out from the storm clouds above.
As it sank down, the surface of the water lowered with it, the ocean currents dipping down into a magically summoned whirlpool, brought into being by the death of the squid monster and its blind eyes. More importantly, a portal appeared in the bottom of the vortex, opening up just as the ground had done before in the destroyed flower field, swallowing up the leviathan beast as it dragged me down with it. The portal led down to what looked like a bustling fairway of a Colonial American town, with people walking through it to boot.
That portal was exactly what I was waiting for, and now I was going to make some progress in getting out of Dream World. Now that I’d seen the previous switch between dream rooms, I knew how they worked, and could hijack where the portals sent me. I couldn’t quite pinpoint where they were exactly, but two of them had items enchanted by myself, and the last one was a magic oni. Magic was highly traceable by a skilled wizard, no matter where it was. Even in a dimension practically made of the stuff, Yui’s would be distinctly foreign to this world, and stick out like a sore thumb. She’d have been the easiest to find, and then I’d look for the other two. Nara was going to be tough, wearing the Nameless Baldric, but it was my belt. If anyone could have found it, it was me.
Once I found the girls, we’d find Pierro, and then end this. It was only a matter of time. But time wasn’t necessarily a limitless resource for us at the moment. With my tower in a critically bent state, we had anywhere between an hour and a week before it started taking out parts of the multiverse. I built that infinite bronze straw sturdy, so we weren’t in any immediate danger, but only if Junior didn’t do anything stupid.
And I didn’t really trust that enough to bank on having a full week to waste.
With a flex of my hand into a clenched fist, I activated the sigil I’d painted into the air just before. Its glowing red lines flared to blue, and the image of the next dream room on the other side of it blinked away into darkness like a sleepy eye. The dream squid split in half, the tentacles on my end turning to fluffy clouds of pink and blue as the bulk of the rest of it simply disappeared with the blinking portal. The image on the portal had drastically changed from the bustling town of the past to a war-torn battlefield, with littered corpses of fallen warriors of various stages of decay. That was our next destination, and I gladly fell right through to meet it.
“NO FAIR! YOU CHEATED!” The mad dream god bellowed at me with his infinite voices.
As I landed, I picked myself up from the mix of dry bones and wet rot, a clear sign that things were going to be very violent and stay there for a while. The ground was a dusty red with blotches of bloodstains like a cow’s hide all over, matching the sky above in the dusk twilight.
Dusting myself off, I spotted a huge crowd, one hundred strong at least, of soldiers adorned in every kind of armor imaginable, from gladiators to samurais to ritual beads to knights and foot soldiers, modern camouflage, cavalry, and just about any other kind of man-to-man fighter that could ever get on a single field. They had all crowded around a single point, overwhelming one fighter that could only have been one of my girls.
As if on cue, Yui, the blood-stained oni swordswoman, jumped on top of the crowd from within that focused spot, defying normal human limitations of gravity as she used the heads of the soldiers as stepping stones to move about. Their weapon arms flew over their heads as steel blades and hammers came out to stop her, but she simply danced her way around them as they approached. Wherever she stepped, soldiers to her left and right would fall down as her fiery and shadowy blades glided down from her. Finally reaching the edge, she simply spun around the polearms as they reached up to skewer her, and made her way to the outside of it to land back on the ground.
Taking the opportunity as it showed up, I fired a few blasts from both wands, and erased the swarm of soldiers from the face of the earth. The cloud of smoke, blood, and innards subsided quickly, leaving only diced and spicy remains. Yui was on my neck as soon as I turned to address her, wrapping her swords and arms around me as her momentum spun us around.
“Warden-san, you came!” The happy yokai kissed me on the cheek. “How long have you been trapped here? I traveled through half a dozen rooms to find you!”
“Just dropped in, actually,” I answered, “This is my third room, and I’ve found a way to control what room we drop to.”
“Oh, so you found me!” She gave me another peck on the cheek. “How resourceful, Warden-san! That will certainly help us get out of here.”
“The only hiccup is that I can’t open them myself.” I tempered the praise. “We have to do what the dream room requires in order to open the door, and then I can get us to Tasha or Nara.”
“That should not be a problem.” Yui dismissed my concerns with pursed lips as she let go of my neck. “You just killed all the soldiers, so the next door should be opening soon.”
“YOU CHEATED!” Pierro’s voice called us out. “YOUCHEATEDYOUCHEATEDYOU CHEATED!”
“Or maybe not.” Yui shrunk her posture in fear as she hid behind me.
“Take us to the next room, Pierro!” I shouted up to the sky. “We played your game, just like you wanted.”
“YOU CHEATED,” The angry judge grumbled with his bellowing voice.
“You never said we couldn’t,” I pointed out, like a smartass, “how was I supposed to know? We don’t even know what we’re playing.”
“I TOLD YOU,” Pierro fumed, “WE’RE PLAYING HIDE-AND-SEEK! AND YOU ARE STILL NOT COUNTING!”
“I thought you said that’s what you were doing,” I refreshed his memory, “Did you lose count already?”
“NO!” the boy god whined in denial. “YOU’RE STILL ON THREE, AND YOU’LL STAY ON THREE UNTIL YOU GO TO THE RIGHT ROOM!”
“Fine,” I pretended to back down, “you’re right. I’m not in the right room. But if you’re taking me there, I’m taking Yui with me.”
“NO!” Pierro whined again. “THEN SHE’LL BE IN THE WRONG ROOM!”
“Can I go to the right room after I help Warden-san with his right rooms?” Yui asked cleverly, “then we would all go through the right rooms and still be together, and everyone wins. It might take us longer, but we will be together, and that is what matters.”
“YOU’LL STAY…” the voice wavered, “LONGER?”
“If that’s what it takes,” I shrugged, “that’s what we’ll do.”
“FINE.” The mighty dream deity tried to still sound angry through his excitement. “YOU CAN GO TOGETHER AND DO ALL THE ROOMS. ALL OF THEM. ONE BY ONE.”
“Thank you.” I bowed with a hand behind my back.
The ground ahead of us dissolved away to a massive portal leading to the bustling city street in the fake Colonial America.
“And I am really sorry about this.”
The hand behind my back finished drawing the spell sigil, switching the portal around from the street view to an eagle-eye view of a modern city street, seemingly somewhere in downtown New York. Hooking my arm around Yui, I jumped through the portal before Pierro’s voice could say a word about it.
True to how it looked from the other side, we started off in this new dream room high in the sky, falling like we’d just jumped out of a perfectly functional airplane. More worrying than the falling was thinking about how either Tasha or Nara handled this without any wings. They were resourceful girls, but there was only so much someone could do with a magic belt and a changeable polearm. They’d have had to do something impressive to get out of this.
I hadn’t fallen much further before a big metal object blindsided me. I only could identify it after it struck me because my Skeleton Key Claw got stuck in the side of it. I still had Yui in the other arm as I steadied myself, realizing that we were still very high in the sky, and moving faster than Yui’s lungs could handle. She was suffocating, and I was already looking for options.
For those curious, the metal object was a fighter jet plane. Fully sized, fully loaded, and fully operational. Unlike a regular fighter jet plane, however, it was not piloted by a human from the air force, but instead a group of five goblins, each slapping and jamming at the controls like wild animals or untamed children. The flight pattern for such a set of pilots in one aircraft was just about as stable and steady as one could have expected. My Skeleton Key claws were my saving grace, along with dragon muscles and tendons keeping me in one piece instead of letting the g-forces pop my arm off like I was an action figure.
With a quick shot from Omnislash, I cut through one of the latches on the canopy, thankfully with enough finesse to crack it slightly, sparing the rest of the cockpit and the plane. Realizing how stupid that idea was, I instead used the Skeleton Key to help surgically remove the rest of the latches carefully, just enough that I could rip it off without having to rip it too much. Given the safety features, it was difficult to keep an aircraft canopy in place on a fighter jet. Then again, it was a fake airplane made out of dream clouds. Who knew how Pierro thought a plane worked? With a little skill and a whole lot of luck, I got it primed for removal.
The next part was a little tougher, since I was still holding Yui, and I had to find a way to keep the whole windshield from just flying away so I could somehow reattach it to the plane to make a convenient space for Yui to breathe. If I could just have gotten her inside the cockpit intact, I could have flown the plane and looked around for the other girls with it while also simultaneously keeping Yui from having her lungs sucked out her mouth as well as not smashing against the ground like the KT event. That all required me to enter the plane mid-flight from thousands of feet off the ground, while also making sure the goblins didn’t fuck anything up while we were here. Oh boy.
I had planned on simply ripping the canopy off in one big motion, while still holding it in my hand to use later, relying on the massive dragging wind to throw the tiny goblins far away from me and my more important problems. However, goblins were notoriously great at fucking up plans with their unexplainably slimy skin, and today was no exception. Even as I ripped the canopy off, the goblins stayed inside the cockpit, staying firmly adhered to the insides of the cockpit by their skin slime alone. The prospect of having to use that cockpit now horrified me, and I dreaded having to touch them in order to fight them off. The dread rose within me with every sloppy step they slapped against the insides of the cockpit as they stepped toward us, inching closer to us with their nasty ooze.
Thankfully, Yui was only breathless, and not in any way helpless, even now. She swung around my arm, holding her shadow katana in her toes like a monkey person, as she stabbed two of the goblins with one thrust of her feet, pinning the sword into the back of the pilot’s chair.
I decided to stay helpful, turning my head around to blast out a breath of powerful wind to counter the massive wind forces working against us right now. The surrounding air grew still under the new shield I’d created, allowing Yui more freedom to take her other blade and slice the other legs off of the little creeps. Three of the five flew away into nowhere, and the other two stuck to somewhere outside of my range of vision. I directed Yui with my eyes, shoulders, and descriptive grunts to the main cockpit seat, then slapped the lid back on the jet, using some special mending magic to reseal the whole thing back up to perfectly functional again. The new pilot strapped the helmet on her head with the oxygen mask that was conveniently lying around inside with it, and she took control of the plane as if she’d been born inside of it.
I would have stayed behind in the cockpit with her, but I didn’t have many magic spells that wouldn’t have shattered that plane’s windshield again. If those goblins were staying in the air without crashing into anything, I was more than confident that Yui would have had no problems. Again, not a real plane. All made up inside Pierro’s imagination. I didn’t think Pierro could have fully designed the complexities of a real fighter jet plane along with everything else here.
Besides, I was just as mobile inside of that plane as I was outside of it. And I spotted another one just coming out of the clouds overhead. Why settle for one when we could have had two? And if there were more goblin jet fighters up here, this was more than likely part of the ‘challenge’ inside of this dream room. The more we took out, the easier it was going to be to get out of this room. After we convinced Pierro to open up just one more portal to the last of my girls, having just lied to him about obeying his rules beforehand and developing trust issues in him. Trust issues that were rooted in his only friend in the multiverse abandoning him for thousands of years for his own good, which he still didn’t understand and was getting harder to justify the longer I stayed here.
One problem at a time, McCain.
That one problem turned to five, and five turned into twenty, and twenty turned to one hundred, as a sky fleet of fighter jets came into view, all of them flying around in a chaotic clump like mosquitos around a campfire. Although, ‘chaotic’ may not have been the right word for it. They were quite deliberately mozying towards us, firing their guns periodically whenever their noses were pointed our way.
“LIARS!” Pierro’s voice echoed through the skies, even over the rushing wind, “CHEATERS AND LIARS! WHY DOES NOBODY WANT TO PLAY MY GAME? WHY?!”
Just as I started the somewhat arduous process of switching wands between my free hand and my hand anchored to the plane, another squadron of airplanes flew out from the clouds right at our plane from the left side, with much more aerial control than the now apparent distraction, as they gunned at us like sitting ducks in a tar pit. Helping their flanking maneuver was yet another squadron from the right, and another from behind, pinching us tightly like a zit about to pop.
One. Problem. At. A time.
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DID I BELIEVE IN MIRACLES? Technically yes, but not quite how other people did. Miracles weren’t random, unexplainable magic things that were as wondrous as they were mysterious, and they weren’t bizarre acts of providence that proved the people already primed to believe something crazy to be even more so when they latched onto confirmation from what they could easily believe was a divine hand at play.
No, miracles were amazing gifts, the kind of gift that had no price tag and you couldn’t measure on a scale. When a miracle was at work, someone was being blessed with love, affection, devotion, and dedication, with something that couldn’t be quantified so easily with dollar signs or equivalent acts. They came in many forms, and every last one was as beautiful as it was jaw-dropping. There was no mistaking the presence of a miracle when you saw the moment it happened. They were as rare as summer snow in the desert, and twice as precious and beloved when they came.
The fighter plane that destroyed half of the enemy fighters in the squads pinching Yui’s plane and forced the others to flee, piloted by the ever-loyal Tasha as I caught just a glimpse of her striped fur through her plane’s canopy before she flew around us, was a goddamn miracle. I nearly cried. That was so awesome.
No, I wasn’t going to ask how she was able to get inside the plane if she fell down from the sky the same way that Yui and I did. I was going to assume that she was portaled directly into the cockpit of that plane when she came to supply some kind of explanation, not wanting to insult whatever hand of fate had come to grace us.
Well, no point in getting sappy about it. I had work to do. With two wands in one hand, I was firing a double-barrel wand of blades and flames, their proximity combining their effects into a massive, fiery blade of energy that waded through the field of chaotic pilots, somehow missing all of them. At first frustrated, I eventually was wowed and amazed as the infernal blade found the center of the cluster that was drifting towards us, then exploded into thousands of tiny blades, each violently embedding themselves into one of the planes before each exploding once again. The second explosions were all smaller scales of the first, but with no less tiny blades created upon the shockwave, leaving the air filled with innumerable pieces of flame that were as sharp as they were intensely hot. A perfect sphere shaped itself out of the remains of the planes, though no single craft was more than half put together after the flurry of swords had exploded and carved out the fleet into an empty ball.
The pieces fell from the sky, clearing the air for the remaining fighters that survived Tasha’s counter-ambush. As her plane strafed along the outer edges to corral the planes into a single space for me and my wands to fill the gaps with explosions of fire and blades. While several of the planes cleared out of the sky in record time, the speediness of the average military aircraft helped the remaining dozen or so to survive the blast radius I was accumulating in the area. I was able to hit a few of them directly with some carefully timed shots, but there were still quite a few that were still struggling about.
Yui, a surprisingly competent aerial ace, spun us around in a half-loop to fly the opposite direction, while I nearly dropped my wands as I gathered my wits from the whipping maneuvers. As I finally regained my footing, I saw what had gotten Yui so eager to flip the plane around; three of the surviving fighters had come about from behind, now directly in my personal sky chauffeur’s line of sight.
My only question at the time was about how they got behind us so fast? They weren’t any fighter pilots anywhere near here, and the time was too short for them to have made up the distance and orientation necessary to tail us. Were these even more fighter planes out now? Maybe. Something was off, but I didn’t know what it was, yet, and it wasn’t going to just reveal itself with these enemy flyers trying to shoot us.
Hobgoblins piloted the three fighters, presumably along with the rest of the surviving fighter jets. Speaking of, hobgoblins were like if regular goblins spent a year trapped inside of a gym with nothing but protein powder, self-help books on military strategy, and a powerful desire for muscles and victory straight from their pagan gods. Their massive shoulders barely fit inside of the cockpits as they shimmied the control sticks between their chunky thighs with a fierce determination. The real dogfight had begun, and the bullets were flying.
Not wanting to abandon my initial plan from before, I took the opportunity to commandeer one of their planes when they flew just a bit too close underneath Yui in their game of chicken. Rolling off the wing and away, I course-corrected myself with some wand blasts and dragon breath to slap right on top of the fighter plane, staring right at the inflated muscles of the hobgoblins flying it as I clawed an anchor into the hull of the airplane.
Getting him out of the way was much easier than before, since I did not have a second person to worry about while making my move, and neither did I need a fully functioning aircraft canopy. With one strong punch, I was at his throat. With one strong pull, he was flying away in a sprinkle of glass shards. I wrestled the controls back to safety as I sat myself down in the cockpit, eyeing the skies for any more of the suckers.
Not having to wait long, I found four on Tasha’s tail, staying on her as if they were tied down with strings as she spun around in the air to shake them. Again, a little weirdly coincidental, considering the endless expanse that was the sky, but not unwanted this time. With a couple of warning shots, I drew the attention of two of them, pulling them away as they turned to chase after me instead of her. They were aiming to ram into me, and I into them, as we both tested each other’s guts to stay the course or die trying.
I wasn’t dumb enough to try to crash into the both of them. Without a piece of glass between me and my targets, I was free to use Superblast at my leisure, and they were choosing to come right into my effective range, making them easy targets and crispy flyers doomed to fall down to the city below.
Turning myself around, I looked for Yui and Tasha again, hoping to deal with the last four fighters we had in the air. They were also easy to find, which made me suspicious about the nature of this airspace. There was a lot of space up here, supposedly, and I had no instruments to tell me anything about where I was in the airspace. Running into other planes in the sky couldn’t have been this easy in a dogfight in the real world. We weren’t in the real world, though, and several rules of logic weren’t going to apply if Pierro wasn’t thinking about them.
But that wasn’t relevant yet, and the last hobgoblin flyers were. Luckily, Tasha and Yui weren’t just sitting around up here in the sky, and each took care of one of the two that had been tailing them. Then, in a coordinated ballet of metal birds, the two femme fatale fighter pilots flew right at each other, sliding their undersides just short of actually scratching against the other plane as they fired against each other’s last pursuers. Catching both hobgoblin goons off guard and destroying them both, they paraded through the ensuing clouds of debris in victory, the skies now clear of anything but us.
Returning to that thought about the wonky airspace we were in, I tested out a theory, pointing my nose straight down towards the city below. Facing the skyscrapers and the grid of city streets, I kept my wits about me to pull up from the ground at the last possible moment. Careening towards the earth, I fell hard like a meteor down from the heavens, speeding towards the unsuspecting populous and their lives. I flew lower and lower, dove deeper and deeper, falling, drilling down through the air, poised to crash into the city blocks to cause massive damage, barreling towards my own destruction at the hands of gravity…
And I wasn’t getting any closer to my destination. I’d been falling for a minute, throttling the jet engine downward, even giving my plane a spin to get that rifling carve through the air for that extra speed. I wasn’t getting closer in the slightest. Far from it, actually.
The only thing I was actually doing was passing by Tasha and Yui with increasing frequency while they flew in circles around where I was skydiving. They hadn’t taken the dive with me, though I’m sure they wanted to as soon as they saw that I was. No, they were in the exact same level as before, but I was reaching the bottom of the dream space. The spatial warp there connected to the opposite end of the dream space in a massive looping bubble. After I’d had my fun, I pulled up at the level that Tasha and Yui were flying at.
Testing out more things about this dream space, I turned the aircraft off to see exactly what would happen, which consisted of pushing the big, red ‘on/off’ button. If it was just going to keep falling like before, I could have always turned it back on, or, if it didn’t turn back on, I could have jumped ship and floated about while I thought of an escape plan. At this point, there wasn’t any harm in it. But when the plane had settled to a cruising speed…
“… like fresh pelican turds, and your body odor smells like cabbages!” Superblast’s voice picked up over the wind as it died down, “and you just might be the fattest piece of-- Hey, the wind died down.”
Looked like these two djinns were having a time while the wind was masking my hearing. Well, if they had to pass the time, insulting each other wasn’t a terrible idea. Maybe it would have been funny to hear more.
“Pfft, what a weak insult,” Omnislash critiqued, “And it started so strong, too. Shame. Watch a professional of the craft of mockery show you how the art is truly performed. ‘Warden, perhaps you should apologize to the trees for wasting their farts on your very breath, for every time you suck in air, it robs us all, mostly of generic intelligence.’”
Ouch. It made sense for them to do something like this, though. While the boss was away at a conference, the employees were lounging in the breakroom talking about what they hated about him. One of the main complaints might have been that they have to work without any sort of pay. And they weren’t getting any.
“I was part-plant for a while,” I remarked as both of the spirits inside the wands gasped in mortification, “more than long enough to say I’ve given back most of the air I’ve stolen by this point.”
“O Great and Powerful Warden,” Omnislash licked my boots, “I can explain this apparent ignominy we have blundered into.”
“Oh, I’d like to see that,” I chuckled, “and we might as well pass the time and listen to you desperately attempt to cover up a contest of insults for me you held while masked by the roaring winds.”
“You are a crazy person, McCain,” Superblast laughed far too hard for a normal laugh, “Why would we ever even possibly think, in a thousand years, to ever possibly even consider ever even possibly entertaining the idea of ever possibly--?”
“Shut up, you red ape!” Omnislash hissed, “our graves are deep enough as it is.”
“No, no, go on,” I encouraged Superblast, “finish your question. Go on.”
“Oh, um,” Superblast was as flustered as a wand could have shown themselves to be, “I was just going to ask why…?”
“Because, Superblast,” I answered the unfinished question, “because.”
As the plane slowed down to a steady halt, it didn’t lose its place in the sky, like any object compelled by gravity would have been inclined to release as it pulled towards the big rock it was cosmically tethered to, but just floated there. Not even in a powered hover, wafting lightly with the delicate changes of pressure beneath it, or a gentle sway from being suspended, but complete stillness, like being stuck in jello.
The girls were circling around me, and I could see the confusion on their faces as I stepped out of my plane to sit on the side of it. They eventually spiraled down beside me, their planes also slowing down to a halt as they parked themselves next to my own, like three little lily pads in the clouds.
“Good work, girls,” I congratulated them as they opened up their cockpits to sit on the wings of their floating planes, “that was some fancy flying.”
“How are you keeping us afloat, Warden-san?” Yui pulled her helmet off as her canopy opened up. “Or is that another magic that these flying ships are capable of?”
“Nothing I’m doing,” I answered, “This world runs on Pierro’s imagination and brainpower. Physics only works as well as Pierro’s focus will allow in here. I’d hazard a guess that something’s distracting him from plummeting us to our deaths right now.”
“Nara?” Tasha suggested, shaking her red curls out, “she’s the only other person in here, isn’t she? Maybe she’s doing something.”
“Could be,” I hesitated a bit, “Not to say that Nara’s not capable of handling herself, but I don’t know if there really is a way of keeping the full attention of someone as powerful as Pierro, even if it is Pierro we’re talking about. At least, I hope Nara’s not the focus of his attention. I’ve been there. I wouldn’t wish it on my enemies, let alone one of you girls. More likely, he’s preparing some kind of super death room for us that we’ll have to overcome. We can only hope that Nara’s not already inside of it.”
“How soon can we get to her?” Yui hopped over onto the wing.
“Soon as the next portal opens up. Pierro!” I shouted the jester’s name to the sky. No response. Out of present options, I slumped over one side, resting my big head on my palm with my elbow on the knee. “Either Pierro’s going to invite us, and I can bring us over to wherever or I figure out how to open the portals myself. Still working on that second one. Might as well relax until something happens. I’ll be throwing magic at the problem until it sticks in the meantime.”
“Why did you not respond to the communication device, Sir McCain?” Tasha crossed her legs as she sat down.
“The what?” I raised an eyebrow as well as my magic wands.
“The helmets have a voice-scrying device inside of them.” Yui perched on the wing of her plane, swinging her legs over the side. “Tasha and I were coordinating our strategies through them, but you weren’t responding when you got into yours.”
“I never,” I blushed, or whatever the dragon equivalent of ‘blushed’ was, “I never put the helmet on. I didn’t think it was going to fit over my head, and my lungs were strong enough to get air inside of them without it.”
“You have a big dragon head,” Yui sighed, “do they make helmets for you?”
“No, they do not,” I remarked as I drew my first symbol, “I’ve yet to need one since nothing gets through the scales so far. It’s like I always have a helmet on.”
“That sounds very uncomfortable,” Tasha commented, jumping from her plane to mine, “My previous armor as a royal knight was terrible on my back when I laid on my side. I could not imagine having to wear it to bed.”
“Eh, it’s not so bad,” I shrugged, “it’s mostly the horns that are the bitch of it. I have to lay with my neck out in order to turn in my sleep, or I get a horrible cramp.”
“I always thought that was odd.” Yui followed behind Tasha, crouching down as she came to my side. “Then again, it might have been more normal for you with your dragon bones. No dragon I have heard of walks on two legs like you.”
“Like I’ve said before,” I finished a spell sigil and brought it to life with arcane sparks, only for it to fizzle out of existence, and a pinch of my patience with it, “I’m a new breed all my own right now, and these ‘bipedal’ dragons will be dead along with this buttmunch inside of me soon enough.”
“How long does that take, Sir McCain?” Tasha’s magic massage maneuvers had all but exhausted the traditional areas, and had moved on to experimentation with the new tail. She was no less talented with that than she was at any other part of my body. “Do you get sick of the transformation after a while?”
“It’s always a lot of fun for a few decades,” I commented, “You experiment with the new powers, try out some spells that are too dangerous for humans to cast, and you go to some places that humans can’t make it to, and find that the multiverse is that much bigger than you thought it was. Sometimes these big dopes I’ve trapped are too weak for my tastes, and they crap out on me before I can really get into the good part of their powers. The King of Ghosts was one of those. Didn’t even last five years before he was snuffed out, and his powers were so much fun. But I’m excited for the Ex-Prince of Dragons. I’m gonna get some mileage out of his whole set of abilities.”
“Does it change what you eat?” Yui asked, reaching into a pouch in her side pocket, “Dragons do not eat what humans do. I would hate to lose the flavor of all the things I love.”
“Yeah, that can be a hassle.” I stopped drawing the next sigil for a moment as the memories flooded in before brushing them off and continuing my work. “Royal dragons are more omnivorous than the average drake, but they all love to eat elemental magic. When I smell rotten eggs, I think of a good bit of sulfur in the mountains I want to pick clean. Brimstone’s pretty good, as are lots of different metals. Water is a stranger one to eat. Sea dragons don’t drink water, they eat it. I don’t know how to explain it, but their special saliva makes it chewy, and it goes through their bodies differently. And then there are even weirder parts, like the fact that I can eat air like a wind dragon. That feels like I’m filter feeding like a sponge.”
“Is that why you don’t ever seem to get tired in a fight?” Tasha spoke up from behind me, “or perhaps in the more entertaining moments of endurance?” She nudged me with her butt as she thinly veiled her meaning. “That would explain a lot.”
“I’ve had bad experiences mixing magic and sex,” I admitted, failing another attempt at making a portal out of here. “I try not to mix the two together too often anymore ever since I swore off dating succubi. Having magic overstimulate your sensations to the maximum is a double-edged sword, leading to crippling addictions as your body begins to require that much magic just to get any feeling at all. I consulted some of the best shamans I know, and had all the magic from my body ripped out, and did a complete reset. Super painful, especially since my sensitivity went through the goddamn roof halfway through the week I was under the shamanistic knife. Everything’s still super intense, but I just tough it out, now.”
“Am I hurting you, then?” Tasha took her miracle fingers off of my tail like a monstrous demon of a sexy tigress woman, to rob me of her special touch, “I am so sorry, Sir McCa--”
“Get those precious hands back on my tail right now, young lady.” I almost threw out my neck, looking back at her with a hungry glare. “Do not ever doubt that I want your hands to get as deep as they please to bring me that soothing healing, do you understand? Never ever forever. I want those massages, Best Squire.”
“Yes, sir!” As commanded, her magic hands were back on my tail, tickling my tailbones like they were ivory keys on a piano playing jazz.
“Oh!” Yui put the pouch down, her face brightening with an idea. “Do you think you can eat any kind of elemental magic? Is there a specific form you have to eat it in, or can it come from anywhere?”
“Royal dragons have the whole magic elemental palette available,” I informed her, “I’m sure whatever you have in mind will be delicious.”
The oni chef summoned a host of kunai knives into her hands, grabbing one as she put it next to my mouth.
“Try it,” she offered the knife itself to me, “I can make more.”
Having failed yet another portal spell, I sighed in defeat and decided that I needed a break, chomping on the blade angrily as I mulled over how to deal with this stupid portal. The amazing flavor and texture of what I’d just put in my mouth immediately lifted my mood. I’d eaten metal before, many different kinds. Iron was particularly earthy, and silver was surprisingly sweet. Gold popped with zest and savor. This was like nothing I’d ever had before.
The cascade of cool breeze down my mouth blindsided me, yet it flowed quietly into my throat, not biting like mint, but more gently wafting away. Then, right at the end, the aftertaste popped like a firecracker. It was magic I’d never experienced as a food, which seemed impossible, but it was true all the same. I took a moment to gather my wits again.
“What the hell was that?” I finally asked, “how did you find something I hadn’t turned into food yet?”
“Did you ever think to eat your own shadow?” Yui fed the rest of the knife into my mouth. “I made these with the shadows of my illusion magic and a bit of my fire magic thrown in to make it tastier.”
“Damn fine work, Yui,” I nodded my head in absolute disbelief. “Damn fine.”
As she basked in the glory of her chef skills by feeding me another knife, a dream portal hole opened up in the space next to us, leading to some place too dark to make out any significant details from our side. It was almost like a hole cut right out of the universe itself, but with tiny, dancing threads of darkness at the edges of it.
“You did it, sir!” Tasha threw her arms up in victory, robbing me of that massaging touch yet again. It was okay. I didn’t blame her. I couldn’t overstate how great her massages were, and how much I wanted them all the time.
“I didn’t do that.” I stood upon the motionless plane, trying to get a better look at what was going on with the portal. “Pierro! Who’s next room is this?”
“Do not worry, dear husband, fellow wives!” Nara spoke up from the other side of the portal. “You can come on in! I believe we have settled down now! Everything is going to be okay! We are going to move on to the next world in just a little bit!”
My brow couldn’t have furled any more at my utter confusion. I wasn’t wanting to get tricked into letting my guard down, only to have to fight some giant evil nightmare version of Nara. There wasn’t going to be any evil shenanigans while I was around to foil them. With a quick few swishes of my wands, I drew a sigil in the air, channeling magic into the portal to direct us to the room where Nara should have been.
Hold on, Nara. We were coming to get you.





18

“GIRLS, WATCH FOR ANY SUDDEN GUESTS,” I warned them. “If this voice isn’t the real Nara, then Pierro’s not going to want me to change the portal’s destination to find her.”
“Do you really think he would do something like that?” Tasha asked. “Sure, the boy king is cranky and childish, but devious? Do you think he has the maturity to think that far ahead?”
“Fair point,” I admitted, finishing the sigil. “Still, he’s not above trying a few underhanded tricks, even if they’re always crude. I’m taking no chances here.”
As the magic flared to life, blinking the portal into a new destination like it had done before, I saw literally no change in the inky blackness. The new room was just the same as the old, and the likelihood of that voice from before really being Nara’s was skyrocketing into nearly certain.
“Huh.”
“Do we go inside?” Yui asked.
“I suppose we have to.” I jumped into the darkness.
Passing through the black membrane of gloom, I passed through to the other side in an atmosphere of pinkish air, inside of a bedroom fit for a king. The window I, and the girls who came in just after me, dropped right next to lead to a sky and landscape filled with pink cloud planets dotted with all kinds of infrastructure and housing, just like when we entered the Dream World. We’d made it back to the true Dream World again.
Whatever king slept here was a very big fan of gold with black stars checkered with black and very sparse distributions of gold moons. The pattern was everywhere, on the drapes of the window we looked through, on the floor, the walls, the ceiling, and on the bedding. On top of the bedding was Nara, sitting comfortably over the edge, with a tiny version of Pierro laying down with his head on her lap, his monstrous hunchiness and inverse patterning returned to its regular look, and his white mask showing a very sleepy face on it with its crescent moon orientations all thinning out.
“Nara, what the hell is this?” I trembled as I asked. Never before had I been so unnerved as to be wary of every little thing I saw around me.
“Pierro?” Nara gently tapped against the side of the dream jester’s head. “There’s someone here who wants to see you.”
“I don’t really--”
Nara’s deathly glare stole every other word I could have put forward next, zipping my mouth shut. She’d never given me a glare like that before, and it frightened the hell out of me. She wasn’t hateful, but she was dead determined about something. I wrestled with my mouth to open up, but it was only going to budge if I went along with the unspoken commands Nara seemed to give me.
“Yes.” I finally said. “I do… apparently.”
“He’s gonna be mad at me.” Pierro’s voice, barely above a whisper and without the theatrical augmentations, responded to Nara’s quiet waking as the crescent eyes opened up. “I made him so mad at me by being a dum-dum head. I don’t know what to do now.”
“No, I am not falling for this again.” Rage boiled up from a past long forgotten. “You’ve tried to puppy-dog eyes with me before, and I got bit in the ass when I fell--”
“That was before, dear husband,” Nara negotiated between the two of us, and I backed off again. “Now, we’re here to apologize, and to make things right.”
“Apolog--?!” I censored my fury, as I didn’t want to yell at Nara, but this topic in its entirety was a sensitive spot I was not ready to poke at today. “He has had thousands of years to make things right, or at least try something, anything, and he’s done nothing. He was just trying to throw me in a labyrinth of dream games, just like back when he trapped me here before. What has changed?”
“Pierro, do you want to tell him what you were telling me?” Nara looked at the boy on her lap. “About what happened just now? And what you’ve been doing since your friend left?”
“I was a dum-dum, Cainy.” Pierro’s tone gathered just a little strength. “I got so excited when I saw you, and then you were so mad at me, and then I got so mad at me, and then I got scared because you were still yelling at me, and then I got all confused, and I wanted it to stop, so I got mad, and I hurt you again. I forgot that I wasn’t going to be like that anymore, and I was nice now.”
“You don’t just ‘forget’ about something like that,” my volume rose a bit more than I could put a leash on, “and then try to kill someone in a labyrinth of horror and death, Pierro. That’s not something nice people do!”
“Husband,” Nara looked at me sternly. “Let him explain himself.”
I clenched my fists and took a deep breath.
“Pierro?” Nara prompted the golden boy to speak again. “Dear husband is going to listen to everything you want to say to him.”
“I wasn’t trying to make you die.” Pierro looked up from Nara’s lap at me while I tapped my foot. “I didn’t put in anything that you couldn’t fight off. I was still trying to make it hard for you, so that way you might have some fun, and remember the good times we had, but you got so much stronger, so I had to throw in some more stuff to make it even harder. I thought that maybe, if you went through my special game, then you’d remember that we used to be friends, and then we could talk. But you’re so good at fighting now, and you beat my stuff so easy, and then you even beat my dream doors. You weren’t going through the maze right, and you weren’t listening, and you just wanted to leave with your new friends without letting me show you that I learned how to be nice. That made me mad. I get really confused when I get mad. I forget things, and it’s hard to get back to my good place.”
“That’s scary, Pierro,” I finally said after Pierro stopped speaking, “terrifying, actually. You being mad scares the crap out of me. When you did that before, I got really hurt, and you put me through a lot of bad stuff. And when you wouldn’t stop being mad because I was here, I knew I had to go away. It looks like I’m still bad for you, buddy. And you put my girls in danger this time. How am I supposed to feel about that?”
“Bad.” Pierro sat up from Nara’s lap. “I wasn’t trying to hurt them, either. I gave them rooms that were only a little hard, but they’re so good at fighting, just like you, and they beat all of them so quickly, so I had to make them harder.”
“To be fair to him, sir,” Tasha piped into the conversation, “that does match up with my experience of the dream rooms. The first few were child’s play to complete until the one with the sky vessels over the city. I will say that I had fun in most of them. Except for the one with the centipedes. That one was gross.”
“Sorry.” Pierro ducked his head down.
“It’s okay, Pierro.” Tasha knelt down by the bed beside him. “Do you know why you forget to stay nice when you’re so mad?”
“I think it’s just how my head works.” Pierro tipped the head in question over to the side. “I don’t get more grumpy and grown-up like other people do, so I don’t get to have the special grown-up head parts that help keep my head from getting muddy. After Cainy left, I got really sad for a long while. But then, when I was talking with some people in their dreams, and they were really nice, and they told me that something was wrong with my head. I wanted to know what was wrong, so I talked with a lot of smart people about how to help, and they helped me get better. Or, I thought they did. Maybe I’m not better. I wasn’t trying to be mean again, but I was mad, and I said some things I didn’t get to say before you left.”
“I thought you said you don’t get to talk to people!” I said, maybe just a little bit too snappy, “They don’t remember you after they leave here, right? That’s what you were complaining about like a giant brat just a few--!”
“Husband!” Nara looked at me again.
Goddamn it, this was intense. I was going to make it work, though. I was in just enough control to make it through this.
“Who were you talking to?” I said after I regained my composure.
“A lot of smart people,” Pierro repeated himself, “they went to schools and learned about brains and how they do things. Some of them even learn how to look at dreams and see what they mean about what’s going on. I’ve been talking to one for a while now, and he’s nice. His name is Dr. Falman, and he’s a doctor for brains. He doesn’t remember when I talk to him before, but that’s okay because I just tell him about it, and then he tells me what I can do to get better.”
“I…” My pride stuck inside my throat like it was a rock. “I am very happy that you are getting the care that you need. And I’m glad you were able to calm down so quickly. But mostly, I’m sorry that I never gave you a chance to show me how much you’ve changed. The old Pierro would still be in the middle of throwing a tantrum, no matter who was here. You may not have a grown-up brain, but you’ve been making a lot of grown-up choices. I’m proud of you.”
“My heart!” Yui’s hands covered her face, failing to hide her tears. “It is too full right now! I cannot contain all of my feelings! I am so happy for you, Warden-san!”
“Get me one of them shadow kunai again.” I put out my hand. “All this emotional closure is exhausting, and I need some comfort food.”
“Thank you, dear husband,” Nara said to me as I picked up the kunai Yui summoned, “that was very strong of you to do.”
“No, thank you, Nara.” I threw her thanks right back at her. “You’re working some miracles over here while the rest of us were goofing off with airplanes. I’m surprised, and I don’t surprise easily anymore.”
“Are you not mad at me anymore, Cainy?” Pierro hopped to his feet at the side of the bed. “I’m sorry for saying all of those mean things. Thank you for letting me say what I really wanted to this time.”
“Thanks for all the hard work you put into earning that, Pierro,” I knelt down to his level, “Get in here, before I start crying. I’m an ugly crier.”
“I remember.” the smug little immortal boy jumped into my arms, squeezing me as tightly to make up for those thousands of years we had to be apart. “You are so messy.”
“Shut up.” I sniffled a bit, failing miserably at keeping the emotions in. Pierro handed me a cloth to clean my face of all these fluids as I reined in the quiet sobs.
“I can get you to your bit tower now.” As Pierro said that, the wall opposite all of us opened up into a pathway of checkered tiles, winding down and away to the door at the base of the infinitely expanding tower jutting out of the cloud planet just over yonder. “You said you were busy, and I don’t want to make you stay longer if that’s going to be mean to you.
“Now that’s a brand new Pierro I’d like to get to know better,” I stood myself up, “The old one would have never even mentioned the exit out of here if there was one. Thank you for finally letting me go.”
“You’ll come back, though, right?” My new old friend looked up at me, “You won’t stay away for too long this time? Maybe you can start dreaming again, and we can meet up that way! I’ll show you the new stuff I made since you left! It’ll be just like before. Not the bad parts, the good ones.”
“Sorry, buddy.” I hated to disappoint him. “What I did to keep myself awake forever is permanent. I’m not sleeping again. But that doesn’t mean we don’t have options.”
“Is there another way you can get back here?” The little jester bounced with excitement at the prospect of me coming to visit again.
“Well, not exactly,” I said, “I’ve just been thinking that I’ve gotten to be a much more powerful wizard since I was last here. I’ve learned a lot, and I’ve learned how to learn even more a lot faster. Maybe I can’t exactly control the magical energies of your dream realm, but I’ve gotten enough of a handle on it that I can come up with a solution that I think you might be interested in. It might be cramped for a while, though, but not forever.”
“For me?” Pierro tipped his head like a confused puppy. “Why?”
“Well, I’ve got a bit of an experimental idea,” I explained, “I think I can make a soul cage tether that’ll connect multiple objects with the same soul. Each item I cage the same soul into will have access to all the same power as if they were all part of one big item. More importantly, I can now make any of those objects behave as if it actually was the soul, instead of just containing it. If I tailor it just right, instead of draining the soul out like normal, it can push all the power from one or more objects into another, so it can hold the bulk of the power for longer. It’ll take some time to finish that process, but if you’re willing, we can try it.”
“What does all of that do for him?” Nara got up from the bed as she asked.
“To put it simply,” I finished up, “I can put Pierro in a special soul cage that won’t collapse the Dream World when I do, so we can take him along with us, and eventually let him out again, into the real world. The Dream World will be stable for dreamers to visit still, and you’ll get to live a life with people who have memories longer than a few hours. That’s only if you’re up for it. Like I said, getting to that last part will take some time inside of an enchanted item as the power pushes over to an object inside of here, but--”
The gold-and-black jester was popping in and out of the room in a dozen pink clouds, yelling at the top of his tiny lungs with the unbearable excitement he was feeling.
“THIS IS THE BEST DAY EVER!” Pierro’s spooky, layered voice was back, but in a much more silly tone. “MY BEST FRIEND IS GOING TO TAKE ME ON MY VERY FIRST TRIP IN THE REAL WORLD! AND WHEN HIS MAGIC STUFF IS DONE, I CAN GO WHENEVER I WANT! I LOVE EVERYTHING!”
“I think that he is more than ready,” Nara giggled and pecked me on the cheek, resting her head on my shoulder, “Thank you for giving him a second chance.”
“Thank you for showing me that he deserved one,” I kissed the spider girl on the forehead. “Very impressive day all around, I’d say. How d'you talk him down from his crazy tantrum? Yui, can you make some more knives for me?”
“I only asked him why he was so upset,” Nara clarified as Yui cooked up a few more ninja knives and handed them over to me. “The little flying frogs he had sent after me were easy enough to keep down with my weaver legs while we talked for a bit, and he calmed down rather quickly. Pierro is a sweetheart once you really understand him.”
“Yeah, he is,” my black soul chains whipped out into the ten kunai knives Yui provided, “You ready, little buddy?”
“Hey, don’t call me little!” Pierro floated up to my face as he put his fists on his hips angrily. “You know I can change my size! And I’m older than you! I remember your mom and dad and all of your grandmas and grandpas!”
“Then you should know that I don’t have grandmas or grandpas,” I reminded him, wrapping chains around the royal bed beside us.
“Oh, I forgot.” Pierro floated down while the black chains wrapped around him. “I’m so excited, I’d pee my pants if I could.”
“Are your parents still alive?” Tasha asked as my soul chains began to pull Pierro into the ten knives floating in the air, “How much older are they than you? Did they teach you how to become immortal? If your grandparents are no longer with us, are you immortal at all, or just longer-lived than anything else? Are you an ancient species lost to time?”
“Short answers, in order,” I addressed the questions while my chains made their final tugs on the jester child god. “My parents are very dead, they were twentyish years older than me, the only thing they taught me was farming, I’m still immortal and without grandparents, and still completely human. It’s complicated. Oh, here we go!”
Pierro’s body turned into pink clouds, equal strips of which were pulled into the ten knives, and a larger chunk went inside of the bed, completing the soul cage enchantment. The knives shifted their shapes, five of them forming golden crescent moon blades with two pointed tips upward, and the other five forming black star-shaped blades with five points. As the chains and black magical energies subsided, the newly formed knives floated over to Nara, resting on her belt like a magnetic skirt.
“No fair!” Tasha shouted after all of that, “She gets two enchanted weapons, and Yui still has not gotten one! She even gave her the knives to make them!”
“Yui can have the next one,” I offered. “Does that sound good?”
“She can have the Nameless Baldric as well.” Nara took off her belt as the knives shifted about around it, staying at her waist even without it. “It will suit her a lot more nicely with her skills than my own. I suspect that these knives will be much more conspicuous than even the belt could hide.”
The knives spun around her hips like a tutu saw blade before resting, as if to prove her point. Seemed like Pierro could listen even without my explicit permission. That was part of why I had to get the more expensive and sturdy materials for these cages. The shadow knives were fine simply because Pierro was willing to go inside of them, but he wasn’t as contained inside them as a better soul cage would have done. Nara knew how to handle that little sleep spirit, so I didn’t worry about it this time.
“Thank you, Nara.” Yui put the belt on her waist. “I do not mean to sound ungrateful for what I have gotten already. Thank you, Tasha.”
“You are very welcome.” The tigress hugged Yui by the side. “Nara, I did not mean to imply that you had any malicious intentions.”
“Oh, I took no offense,” Nara insisted, “you would have done the same if Yui and I were switched, I’m sure.”
“Of course.” The tigress warrior and spider woman hugged it out. “Anything for you two, even if I have to go against the other.”
“I am sorry, too, Yan,” Omnislash said to Superblast as they both rested in my wand holsters, sniffling as he spoke, “We have really gotten into a sour mess, and I am the one who dragged you into all of it.”
“No, you were right, Yaq,” Superblast said back, “I chose to be a part of all of this, and I really have enjoyed it while it lasted. At least we are alive, and still able to talk to each other, even if we are prison slaves. Lowly, horrid, suffering prison slaves, laboring faithfully under a master who hates us. Toiling, enduring, but never complaining. The model prisoners.”
“Perhaps we will get leniency for good behavior,” Omnislash suggested, “we have been more than useful in helping the Warden traverse the dream rooms. If he were only to consider that, then maybe he would forgive us for all the things we have done, which, in hindsight, were not so bad, were they? All the human slaves we owned are dead, so it is like we never even committed any crimes--”
“You’re not getting out,” I interrupted their ‘bonding moment.’
“Damn you, Warden!” Superblast spat out at me. “You vicious brute of a wizard!”
“Can you not let the spirit of forgiveness that was in this room not a moment before flood over you again?” Omnislash tried to appeal to my good graces I’d just shown. “Why not let all past grievances be in the past where they belong?”
“Let’s just go to the next realm.” I waved everyone over to the pathway to the Tower of Babel, leading the way. “All of this ‘emotional reconciliation and forgiveness’ is starting to get annoying, and I’m sure Pierro’s itching to see the outside world for the first time. Let’s see what kind of crazy guardian we have to fight next. Maybe the next one will finally have Mordred Junior floating around in it.”
“I hope there are more strange crafts to fly around in!” Tasha clapped her hands. “That flying challenge was thrilling!”
“I would like to attempt an infiltration mission in the next realm,” Yui said, “it would give me an opportunity to make use of this belt and my illusion magic to their fullest potential.”
“I suppose we will have to see what our dear husband thinks is best.” Nara used one of her new star knives to push the front door as we approached it, heading into the next dimensional hallway and onto the next world as we moved ever closer to our destination.
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“OH, this will be a piece of cake!” I shouted as we passed through to the other side of the dimensional hallway and into the next world.
This entire new world was dingy and muted of any color. Even our own bright clothing had its vibrance and hues washed out. From horizon to horizon, gloomy skies and dark clouds filled the view above us. Across the land, there was nothing but grey dirt and a few dead trees, bare of any leaves. A few of the trees had crested vultures sitting upon them, scanning the landscape for any corpses to snack on.
Speaking of corpses, fragments of old bones buried into the dirt littered the ground, sparsely scattered at our feet for miles around in every direction. There wasn’t a speck of wet flesh on them, but that didn’t stop the crested vultures on the tree, and the ones flying overhead, from searching.
Floating above the bones, the faded images of men and women walked listlessly, dragging their spectral feet along the ground as they slogged across the dirt, heading to nowhere in particular. They wore clothes from every era of history, from ancient African tribal empires to business suits from the modern day. Some of them didn’t appear human, some of their ears raising up to sharp points, some of their jaws jutting out tusks, some of them taller and shorter than any man or woman of Earth. Every sentient race of the multiverse, walking on two legs, four, or even more, had at least one of their kind in view, filling the space with ghostly white. Their eyes didn’t look at anything in front of them, but out beyond to an endless nothing, not caring if they walked through the trees or each other and phasing through unimpeded.
“What is this place?” Tasha clung to my arm as she hid behind it. “These surely are not the true souls of the dead, are they? Is this what awaits all of us at the end of our days?”
“Not everyone,” I answered, “these people here are all ones who committed terrible crimes in their living days and now are stuck here until their sentence has passed.”
“We are surrounded by criminals?” Yui summoned one of her shadow blades, “Shall we take care of them now, then?”
“Do you know how long it took me to put all of these people here?” I grabbed Yui’s shoulder and stopped her from moving into the crowd of ghosts. “They’re already being punished for their crimes. Leave them alone. There’s nothing they can do to hurt anyone anymore.”
“You put them here?” Tasha looked up at me, “So is this place…?”
“Yep,” I answered before she finished, “this is my special prison for containing criminals. My pride and joy. Welcome to the Land of the Dead!”
“You own this place?” Nara asked, “as in, the entire realm?”
“You got it,” I replied, “Sometimes I call it ‘the Ranch’ or ‘the Motherland.’ ‘Dark, Scary Graveyard World,’ whatever suits your fancy. When the people I put in soul cages are weak enough, I throw them in here to live out the rest of their sentence so I can free up space in my better soul cages for more baddies. As you can see, I don’t have to worry about them when they’re like this. Since there aren’t many prison cells for the rabble, it’s a bit more like a landfill for ghosts than a jail.”
“So, then, who will be the guardian to the Tower of Babel here?” Nara followed up, “Are there parts of this realm not under your control?”
“Not in particular.” I looked around to get my bearings on where we’d been dropped off. “I think I already know who it is. I’m going to run a few errands while we look for the Tower. I’ve got a few prisoners who are taking up some space I need to clear out. Oh, speak of the devil!”
Sitting on a dead tree, two black-as-night ravens perched themselves on one of the branches. One of them had red eyes, and the other blue, though they were practically identical in every other way. They looked up from whatever they were doing while they noticed my girls and me approaching.
“If it ain’t the ‘Big Chief’ himself,” the red-eyed raven greeted me with a voice far too deep for an avian of that size to vocalize, even with all the mimicry talent in the world, “what brings you here so early? We didn’t even hear Steverino pull in.”
“I took a different route today,” I told him, then stepped over to the three ladies, “girls, this is one of my overseers Poe and his wizard familiar Corvus. Poe, these are Tasha, my weretigress squire, Yui, my personal oni assassin and political prisoner, and Nara, my housecarl.”
“Pleased to meet you, Poe,” Tasha curtsied.
“No, I’m Corvus,” the red-eyed raven corrected her, “‘silent-but-dummy’ over here is the wizard Poe. I do all the work, but he supplies the magic that keeps me alive.”
The blue-eyed raven tilted its head from side to side, then turned to look in another direction. While Corvus, the familiar raven, seemed to possess cognitive abilities and a will outside of evolutionary processes, Poe the wizard moved about more like a typical carrion bird, with the same sort of twitching movements that came with it.
“What a dumbass,” Corvus mocked his seemingly empty-headed boss, “if I had a nickel for every time I wanted to slap him upside the head for looking stupid, I could hire someone to do it for me. So, what brings you to this neck of the woods?”
“Do we not get an introduction?” Omnislash piped up from his holster, “or is it too confusing with the proud, noble, elegant djinn names of our elemental birth and the slave names you forced upon us to worry about?”
“I’m sure I’ll get to know the two of you all too well in a while.” the crimson-eyed raven looked down at the wands at my waist. “Are those Yaqtae and Yanfajir? I thought you still had one hundred years before you could go after them.”
“Wish magic,” I shrugged, “I told them it was unreliable as shit. I wasn’t even looking for them, and I only got them recently. The same way I came here, actually.”
“Is it related to that big brass tower that showed up not too long ago?” the red raven asked, “And that angry guy with the fabulous hair and his giant pet gorilla?”
“The very same,” I confirmed, “that angry guy didn’t happen to mention what he was trying to do when he was here, did he?”
“He’s looking for someone,” the black bird recalled the events, “he kept asking about some friend of his, what was his name…? Mor… timer? I think that was it.”
“Mordred?” Yui suggested.
“No, that’s not right,” Corvus refuted me, “I’m almost positive it was Mortimer.”
“Was this what the man called himself or who he was looking for?” I probed further.
“Both, I think.” Corvus tilted his head as he tried to remember clearly. “When we told him we didn’t have anyone with that name here, he got all pissy about it, but then he was laughing, saying something about his mystery friend ‘breaking out in secret,’ which was a load of shit. Did that little freak think we were just sitting around here to add to the ambiance? We haven’t had a single break out once. Not once. Do you know how long the Land of the Dead has been around?”
“You know I do,” I agreed, “Flawless record since day one. What happened next?”
“Oh, same old ‘crazy-wizard’ thing,” Corvus rolled his eyes, “he threw some magic around like it was a giveaway, had his big monkey throw some things, trying to ‘sow chaos and discord’ and ‘take revenge for all the wasted years,’ blah bablah bablah blah. You know the deal. And if someone had bothered to get off his lazy ass instead of pretending to be a stupid bird all day,” Corvus looked at Poe, who was still acting like a mundane raven, “that Mortimer dummy would have been laid out like a picnic blanket, we’d be locking his whiny heinie up in here, and we could have had that big chimp as dinner tonight.”
“Did he damage anything?” I requested a diagnostic, “Did any of the solitary cells get opened? Did any of the prisoners go through the tower? Did he get near the Valley?”
“Nah, nothing bad happened,” the red-eyed raven assured, “Howard was here, and he was cleaning up that punkass, but then he ran away, threw some kind of magic at the prisoners, and stormed off through the door on the brass tower, monkey in tow. You’d think it was some kind of power-up, but they’re the same little zombie twerps as before. We hadn’t seen him come out since then.”
“That’s because he’s in the next realm in the chain,” I reasoned, “and now he’s wandering around aimlessly looking for his dad, who he thinks is wandering around the darker edges of the multiverse. If he hits the end of this chain of realms that he’s forced my Tower to follow, he’ll hit the Fluffybun Butterhouse. Then, since it turns out he’s even dumber than I thought he was, he’ll try to open the Fluffybun Butterhouse, releasing the horrible evils inside. That’s if the tower doesn’t break and destroy the multiverse in the process before then.”
“Uh-oh,” Corvus shook his head, “what is that blonde dummy thinking? Is he just looking for his daddy? You seem to know about this blondie. Do you know where his daddy is?”
“Inside of Yui’s belt.” I pointed to it, while the horned girl showcased it like a fashion model. “I put him there about a millennium and a half ago.”
“And that blonde boy was looking here for him?” Corvus was slack-jawed, “Using a magic tower that could blow up the universe as we know it? And now he’s going to the darkest corner of existence and risking releasing hellish torment on everyone?”
It was hard to express with his bird face, but Corvus’s tone said all too well that he was struggling to fathom the depths of stupidity that Mordred Junior had reached. He looked over at his wizard master Poe.
“Poe, I can’t believe I’m saying this,” the familiar said to the wizard, “but you’ve finally lost the title of Grandest of Dumbasses in the Magical Multiverse, and to a blonde priss from a shampoo commercial, no less.”
“Aww…” Poe cawed with a sad, parrot-like voice.
“What the--?!” Corvus was again dumbfounded at the response. “Are you sad?! That’s a good thing! I was trying to give you a damn compliment, you bird-brain motherfucker--! You know what? Nevermind, you just won the title back with that stunning display of dumbassery. Congratulations.”
“Yah!” the blue-eyed raven cawed in victory.
“You magnificent disaster.”
“Mind if I unload some of these while I’m here?” I reached into my pocket to pull out some magic items, enlarging them back to full size from their microscopic sizes. There were some rings, a few necklaces, some armbands, one mace, and a ceremonial knife, all springing out from seemingly nothing.
“Sure thing, sir.” Corvus poked Poe in the head with his beak. “You’re up, dummy.”
“Caw!” Poe unfurled his wings, his blue eyes glowing brightly.
Several spell sigils of the same color appeared in the air around him, circles within circles covered in runes and glyphs, spinning in countering directions as the magic lights pulsed with power. The items in my hand glowed with the same energy, which stretched upward, arching back to the ground as it swelled. In short order, the light had shaped into a set of people, and then each grew more defined features until they’d formed into ghosts just like the ones wandering the land. As soon as they’d solidified, they took their first steps, one of them passing straight through me as they wandered with the same lack of purpose that the rest of them were under.
“Did you have those with you this whole time?” Tasha stared at the newest apparitions to join the horde of the damned. “Who are they?”
“They’re just a few delinquents,” I said, putting the rings back on my fingers so I could use them later. “Their crimes never stretch to the point of risking the universe, a world, a country, or even a city, but they’re absolutely evil all the same. They’re the kind of acts that twist your stomach and make you wonder how that much evil even comes about. For some of them, magic is a tool for them to cover their tracks while they do rather mundane, but horrible things. For others, they use magic to leverage for better lives by stepping on others. Human justice doesn’t have a chance against some of these types, and they usually are never even noticed by it. I see the signs, and I can find them easily enough.”
“I do not mean to question or insult you, dear husband,” Nara started, “but would it not be easier to teach the humans about magic and how to better stop it? You could direct your focus elsewhere to the more powerful threats instead of on these lesser creatures that would waste your time.”
“I tried that once,” I imparted to her, “a few times, to be frank. My last try was about the same time I built the Tower of Babel, oddly enough. Most civilizations, human or otherwise, tend to get violent and hateful when they’re scared. Giving them a weapon to fight against that fear doesn’t eliminate the fear itself, but only motivates them to suppress that fear however they can, and gives an edge to the violence that follows. With the people that fight magic, there’s always the people that embrace far more than they can handle to fight back against those first people. From there, it’s a vicious cycle of people killing people they’re afraid of endlessly.”
“Would you protect them from themselves forever, then?” Yui asked, somewhat rhetorically, “Would you try to fight their need to fight and survive?”
“I’m all for people helping themselves,” I clarified, “but teaching them to be afraid of something doesn’t make them avoid it. It makes them hate it and want to contain it. When they have power, they don’t want to run away. They want to fight and stand their ground, no matter how much blood gets spilled. If they want the freedom to choose, they can do it with the natural laws they have now. Magic needs to stay out of their hands. If they’re going to make mistakes, it’ll be with far fewer consequences that way. It’s bad enough that the immortals and gods of the multiverse think that they’re immune to that kind of arrogance when they practically invented it. If everyone reached that level of hubris, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. We’d all be in a dead multiverse.”
“Did you girls come back from swimming at the pool?” Corvus looked over to the girls, setting up a joke, “You can use this tree branch in front of me to hang this ‘wet-blanket’ before he gets all moldy.”
“Shut up.” I laughed and slapped the tree branch Corvus and Poe were perched on, forcing them to hover in the air above it before they fell off.
“Calm down there, boss!” Corvus gripped his talons back on the branch as it settled down. “No need to get hostile. You should get going before that blonde man-bimbo with the magic powers breaks the universe, or your sourpuss dark future won’t ever come true.”
“Hey, I just remembered!” I shouted, “where’s Edward Teach? I want to tell him that I’ve invested his buried treasure.”
“Blackbeard?” Corvus thought about it. “Last time I saw him, he was still working in the soup kitchen as a zombie. There was also something else going on with him, but I can’t remember what it is. Well, it couldn’t have been that important if I wasn’t worried enough to avoid forgetting it. And he’s not gonna like that you touched his treasure at all.”
“His final words before I locked him up were that I’d never find it,” I said, “I found it not five years after I got him, but I’ve forgotten to gloat about it every time it comes up.”
“There are fleshly undead here, as well?” Tasha shuttered. “Why would they not remain as ghosts like these around us?”
“Depends on the nature of their crime,” I said, piercing a loud whistle through the air with my finger and thumb, “the ghosts don’t do anything but walk around, but the walking meat-puppets can still lift and carry things. If the crime they committed isn’t quite fulfilled by hollowed-out emotions and eternal psychological suffering, I also force them to work for me around this place. It’s not that common, about one-in-one-thousand if we’re feeling generous, but it does happen. Don’t worry. It’s not as gross as you might think. I only use the freshly dead, or skeletons with no rotting flesh. Well, most of the time. There’s a special few who may have pissed me off, and I might have let their replacement bodies go a little bad before I put them inside. As for the purpose of the mess hall, these repurposed corpses are still technically bodies, and they require nutrition and energy to function. Someone’s gotta feed them, and I’ve got an able-bodied workforce that’s ready to do just that.”
“You have these powers over death,” Yui commented, “with ghosts, the risen, and an entire afterlife for the wicked. Yet, you are older than anyone, and are without death. It all makes me wonder if… if…”
“If what?” I prompted her to speak up, since she seemed scared to speak, “ask me anything, and I’ll tell you honestly.”
“Are you a shinigami?” she finally asked.
“The ‘death gods?’” I clarified. “No, definitely not. I did find a tribe of them in here and won them over with some hard-earned diplomacy. They work for me now, mostly as… I guess the closest equivalent job would be ‘parole officer.’ When someone finally lives out their sentence, and I’ve firmly evaluated that they can’t get into that kind of trouble or do anything like it again, I let them back into the real world, with a fresh body that’ll grow old and die. That way, they can be a part of the regular cycles of death instead of this nightmare. A lot of different gods from a lot of different pantheons were pretty upset that I was keeping my own miniature afterlife down here, so I agreed to make systems that would guarantee that this wasn’t permanent. Just to keep tabs on them, I have the shinigami quietly observe them, just to make sure they keep their word, and if they don’t, they come back here again for twice their first sentence.”
“If you control the shinigami,” the oni girl’s eyes grew wide, “then perhaps you are…” Yui was having a doozy of a time getting her words out right now, apparently.
“Are you the Grim Reaper, Sir McCain?” Tasha asked bluntly. “You are the purveyor of the Land of the Dead itself. Does that not make you the Spectre of Death? The one who sees over the crossing of souls into the afterlife itself? Is that how you are immortal?”
“No, no, don’t be ridiculous,” I laughed, “that’s this guy.”
A cloaked figure rose up from a cloud with patterns of skulls and wailing faces, three times taller than me. There were no places for light to reveal what was inside the cloak itself, but a bony hand stuck out from the depths of its shadowy crevices, latching onto the top of the two handles on a scythe even taller than itself. The scythe blade was covered in white runes along its edge, and shaped like a gnarled raven feather with a pointed, curved tip. A stripe of similar runes spiraling around the curved haft, connected to the ones on the blade in one full pattern of ancient words.
“That was quick of you, Howard,” I told the shadowy giant, “did you not have anything else going on today?”
The shadowy figure’s hood tipped over to point its unseen gaze at me.
“I am beckoned by the call, my master,” Howard spoke slowly in whispers upon whispers, the voices of those long passed, as he was referencing the whistle I’d made just before, “and I obey as I am bound. What do you wish of me?”
“Th-th-this…?” Nara stuttered out, hiding behind Yui, who was hiding behind Tasha, who was now hiding behind me. I forgot how much of a presence Howard had over people who could die.
“Yeah, this is him,” I answered the question she couldn’t quite make out, “Howard, these are the girls. Girls, this is Howard, the embodiment of the metaphysical concept of death.”
For those of us curious, if it ever came down to it, Howard would not fit on the criminal rankings. Not by a longshot. He was the Angel of Death itself. His very existence is a byproduct of the first death. Containing him would probably be the hardest fight of my immortal life.
“I know their names,” Howard said. “I have kept a record of all who live, I know of every passing moment that they have roamed among the living, and I have written the time of their death.”
“O-oh,” Tasha tried to put on a brave, casual face, “Really? Um, if-if I may th-then m-m-m-make a request? Could y-y-you possib-b-bly ch-ch-change that time? Or m-maybe erase it?”
“These events do not happen because I write them down,” Howard’s voice echoed within itself as he explained, “They are transcribed so that we may be prepared for when they happen. I am burdened with this knowledge so that I may facilitate the order that it provides all life. There are those who would come to usurp these times. It is my charge to correct these usurpations, and to properly deal with those who commit them.”
“Maybe I can better explain this to them another time?” I politely asked Howard to stop. “Somewhere they aren’t getting bombarded with the mystical, cold reminder of their own mortality with every passing second?”
“I must apologize, my master.” Howard’s looming form bowed low, his covered head reaching my height. “I am unversed in the intricacies of mortal socializations. You have called me for more than descriptions of my role in the multiverse, I presume?”
“Yeah, take us to the mess hall,” I said, pointing heroically at the direction of the mess hall, which was across the horizon, so it must have seemed like a random direction.
“As you command.” The cloaked avatar lifted his scythe and slammed it down. The same cloud of skull shapes and pained faces flooded the floor below us, covering our feet as it slowly began to rise. Yui, Tasha, and Nara had taken to climbing onto my body to bring their feet up. Even Nara was on me, keeping her spider legs curled up to avoid the deathly smoke. As soon as it had spread out far enough, it swirled upwards, surrounding all of us, Howard and the twin ravens included, in a bubble of the dark, necrotic mist.
As soon as it had come up, it fell back down around, and the surrounding scenery had changed, albeit not by much at first glance. Like the rest of the Land of the Dead, the land around at the mess hall was dingy, grey, and bland. The biggest difference between here and where we just were was the increase in tents that housed the supplies and bedding for the repurposed corpses, along with the less dense population of the ghostly dead and the increased population of zombies. There were supposed to be picnic tables lined up with bodied prisoners eating, with a set of cooks at portable cooking stations preparing food at the back table for them to grab and eat.
However, at this instant, the place was a warzone. The tables were overturned and lined up like barricades around the makeshift kitchen, as zombie prisoners hid behind them. They had grabbed lids to use as buckler shields and were wielding ladles and kitchen knives as weapons. Around them and hiding behind walls magically risen out of stone, cloaked men and women occasionally shot over their cover at the barricades of wood with magic blasts from their wands, whittling away at them as splinters flew off. In retaliation, the zombies behind the barricade flung bits of hot food over their wall of tables, sloppily landing somewhere randomly. Overall, there was just filth everywhere.
“Stand strong, lads!” I heard the familiar voice of Edward Teach, the infamous pirate Blackbeard in life, from behind the barricade. “Once we make a path through, we charge forward towards the brass tower! Lord Mordred II has given us the means to escape!”
“Hey, it’s the boss!” One of the cloaked men slid out from one of their makeshift tactical covers, hobbling over to me. “So yeah, there’s this attempted prison break going on. Sorry about that.”
“Right!” Corvus blurted out, “That was the thing! You know the thing that I totally forgot about? This is it! Isn’t that hilarious? No? Eh, we’ll laugh about it later.”
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“WHY WAS I not informed about this earlier?” I looked at the two ravens, who looked at me obliviously.
“Because it hasn’t really been a problem, yet,” Corvus calmly said. “They’ve holed up here since that Mortimer guy flew away. He whipped them up into a frenzy, and they, well, you see what’s going on. But they’ve been like this for a while now, with no real change. Right now, we’re just trying to figure out how they really plan to get out of here.”
“Can you not see how this might develop into a problem?” I pointed out, “Even if they aren’t moving, if we slipped up, they could take advantage of us, and then suddenly our perfect record isn’t so perfect anymore.”
“Well, to be fair, boss,” Corvus reasoned, “if you listen to what they’re saying…”
“The Tower of Babel is our salvation from Hell, lads!” Blackbeard’s voice rang out from behind the prisoners’ barricade, “we’ll be home free as soon as we can push past these lubbers!”
“… you can clearly tell their basic plan,” Corvus continued, “they want to use the big tower to get out of here, so they’re still just as trapped as before. We haven’t even found a way to get that thing open, yet, so I don’t know how they plan to do it themselves.”
“We’ve increased the posting of guards at the tower already in response to this,” the cloaked reporting man was quick to note.
“Who are these people?” Nara stared at the man from her spot on my back, “Is this another spirit or undead of some sort?”
“No, he’s human,” I said, “descended from a death cult that used to mistakenly worship me. After I’d finally gotten that whole ordeal cleared up with a few solid hours of explaining, they learned that Howard worked for me, so they went right back to the worshipping schtick even harder. I wasn’t a fan, but they insisted that they wanted to help. They even went so far as to threaten to visit me in the Land of the Dead the old-fashioned way, despite my descriptions of how the Land of the Dead is like for the dead. So, in the name of avoiding a Jonestown before there was a Jonestown, I have them work here as watchers over the dead prisoners. At first, it was mostly as bookkeepers to help run things a bit more orderly and with fewer slip-ups. Now, they help out with all kinds of things, including security. How’s it going, Thaddeus?”
“Very good, sir!” Thaddeus, the reporting guard cultist, jumped at his own name, “Okay, maybe not good, with this outbreak, but it’s contained, so, you know, silver linings.”
“And they haven’t been able to move out for a while,” Corvus finished up, “Right now, we’re mostly just waiting until their body time runs out.”
“Their body time, Sir McCain?” Tasha said from my left arm, having adjusted to Howard’s powerful presence with the help of this distraction, “what is he talking about?”
“A security feature I put into each corpse is that they have a self-destruct mechanism inside of them,” I quickly summed up, “it requires every corpsed prisoner to get the magic timer reset every few hours, or their body falls apart. Are we absolutely sure they don’t have a way to reset their own timers?”
“About that, sir…” the cloaked prison guard interrupted us with bad news, “there has been a bit of a development in the situation.”
“They can’t break us, lads!” Blackbeard kept up his manifesto. “We’ve got one of their infernal guards hostage! These bodies they’ve trapped us in can last as long as we need until we can break free!”
“Okay, that I did not know,” Corvus admitted sheepishly, “sorry, boss. This might be a problem. But, they still can’t leave here, even if they can last a little while longer. And now that you and Howard are here, it’s basically solved, right?”
“Shall I dispose of these damned souls, my master?” Howard lifted his scythe sideways, and another skeletal hand grabbed the other handle as he held it in a ready-reaping position.
“That’s overkill, Howard,” I put my hand up to stay his, “your method is about as subtle as a shotgun blast inside a nursery at midnight, and they have a guard held hostage. If we were at least a mile away from another mortal, maybe, but not here.”
“I could easily transport them to a location beyond the gaze of any mortal,” Howard pointed out, “so I may operate with impunity.”
“Don’t bother,” I said, “they don’t deserve to be treated like that much of a threat. They’re barely in the fugitive grade. Even Blackbeard himself is just a felon.”
“What’s the plan, then, boss?” Corvus asked, “Can I get Poe off his lazy ass for once?”
“Unfortunately for you,” I said as the gears turned in my head, “I don’t think that’ll be necessary. Before we can really do anything, we have to get that guard out of here safely. Yui?”
“Yes, Warden-san.” Yui understood exactly what I wanted, using her illusion magic to shroud herself in nothingness, disappearing from sight.
“Oh, shit, she can teleport out of here?” Corvus blinked rapidly as he looked around where she just was. “That’s not supposed to happen. We have wards for that kind of thing!”
“Pretty good, right?” I bragged, “She’s still here, don’t worry. Once she’s done her work, we can move in. Until then, I still have some gloating to do.”
“Do you want us to get down?” Nara asked as she and Tasha still clung to me.
“Whatever you want,” I permitted, “I don’t think this will take too long, and I’m not trying to scare anyone today. Thaddeus, would you like to come with me?”
“Of course, sir!” Thaddeus saluted as he walked just behind me, while I walked past the stone barricades, standing in front of them in the open area before the prisoners’ wall
“Hold your fire, lads!” Teach’s voice resounded from behind the tables, stopping the food slop from flying through the air. “We’ve got a negotiator!”
The zombies chuckled between each other as wood creaked behind their defenses, and the new corpse holding the pirate Edward Teach, who had wrapped a black-stained apron over his face with a slit cut in for the mouth to simulate a flowing black beard that was replacing the one he had when he was alive, stepped up to greet me. He’d also folded a few rags on the top of his head to make a terrible tricorn hat three times the size of his own head, fully embracing his old pirate identity.
“Is that you, McCain?” Edward said through the mouth hole in his fake beard, “Don’t think you can hide from me, you landlubber. Maybe you’ve given yourself a set of lizard lips and a crown of horns, but you haven’t shaken that cockamamy strut and smell of failure off of you. You still stink of weak magic and royal English piss after all this time. Though, I have to say, I’m surprised that you’ve come here yourself, you lily-livered lightweight. Maybe whatever gave you scales also gave you a set of balls! That’d be a surprise, ey, lads? Mighty McCain finally coming to fight us man-to-man instead of letting his soul cages do the work for him? Or is it that you’ve come to accept our terms for your surrender?”
“I’ve yet to hear them,” I told him, “I just got here. What are your demands?”
“So you’re surrendering, then?” he leaned over the top of his wall, “I expected more from you, McCain. But then again, maybe that was a bit too much for someone who failed to find my treasure. All those years, and you never once had a clue where to look. Such a shame. I guess, even dead, I will always be the better pirate for all time. How sad for you, McCain, that you still fail, especially now with all of your peons watching, and all the time I’ve heard that you’ve got to buck around the seas to search. That must be embarrassing.”
“If you were just a pirate, you wouldn’t be here,” I said, “and I will happily admit that you were a better pirate than me. I wasn’t a pirate or a lowlife thug. Robbing people and getting on the wrong side of every law in the Atlantic would have been so redundant that I would have lost money. I’ve found more respectable members of the human race in maggoty bread. No, I hunted pirates like you who decided that magic was a great way to increase your haul and meddle with forces that would rip apart the very world you’d have wanted to rule. For example, you were the dumbass that decided to unleash a storm leviathan on the coast of the American colonies. One of those ancient elementals that eats islands off the map like they were appetizers. That about sold it for me that you had to go before you did anything else stupid.”
“Don’t be jealous just because you didn’t think of it first, lad,” Edward rested his stale hand on the wood of his barricade, “That storm leviathan would have made me richer than all the kings of Europe combined! With that mighty beast at my beck and call, no one would have thought twice about messing with Blackbeard! The tributes would have come pouring in like waterfalls of gold! I was King of the Seven Seas! You aren’t the first to lose against me, and once I get out of here, you won’t be the last, either. I’ll take my place as the King of the Seven Seas once again, and you’ll be helpless to stop me! You’ve only delayed the inevitable, you salty cur! Now your day of reckoning is nye!”
Oh, boy. He’d gotten even worse than when he was alive.
“What’s stopping me from blowing up this wall and just repossessing these bodies?” I asked, “It seems to me like we’re just wasting everyone’s time by drawing this out longer than it has to be. I was trying to be quick about my visit before you got all uppity. Just a word, and your rebellion turns out just as successful as with the Leviathan.”
“You wouldn’t dare, you weak-willed dog!” Black-Apron-Beard laughed, “the lads have been telling me how you’ve gone soft over the years! Sparing lives, holding back, slowing down! For shame, McCain, for shame! You’d never dare to attack us knowing that this innocent life was in danger!” He waved behind himself, prompting two of the other prisoners to bring out the guard that they’d captured. “Let’s see you kill your precious underling while the others are watching, eh?”
The hostage was a scared young boy who must have started this job less than a year ago. Toby, if I remembered correctly, was the name. More interesting than Toby was what was happening just behind me. Listening in, I heard the elated whispers of my guards talking behind me with sighs of relief and praise that quickly turned to confusion. One of the voices was new, and sounded very young, just as young as I’d have expected the voice of the hostage to be. Exactly as young, now that I was thinking about it.
Yeah, that was Toby’s voice.
“So if that isn’t you up there, who is it?” I heard one of the other guards talking to Toby say to him.
Oh, Yui, that was very clever, and very quick. Her illusions were getting better with every passing moment, it seemed. I couldn’t see through the illusion now, even though I knew that it was one. If she wanted to play a prank on Teach, I thought I might string it along for a bit, too, just for the fun of it.
“Eh, I’m not so sure about that ‘sparing lives’ thing,” I said to the former pirate, “even if I was trying to keep that fool boy you’ve got alive, which is laughable, the advances in medical technology that have come along since you’ve left might surprise you. Not even mentioning how my medical skills in magic have developed over time. And did you forget that I’m the literal master of Death itself, and we’re in the Land of the Dead? If I do or don’t want someone to die, my way goes above all else. I think I could keep him alive long enough to stabilize him after I was through mopping the floor with you.”
“Don’t be daft, boy!” Edward gripped the edge of the picnic table he was next to, forgetting just how much older I was than him. “You’d kill one of your own crew in front of the rest of them here? One of your boys? One of your precious mortal charges? Did you hear that, you gloomy lubbers? Your boss doesn’t care about your lives at all! You’re all just bodies to throw at his problems, and deadweight when you’ve become too inconvenient for him.”
“Um, in all fairness,” Thaddeus spoke up from behind me, “if you haven’t noticed, we’re all part of a death cult, literally inside of the afterlife right now, and with the actual Grim Reaper right over there who works for our boss. I just, I mean, death really isn’t something we take as a ‘punishment,’ per se, so much as an ‘occupational hazard’ or a ‘work occurrence.’ If our glorious highest grave lord McCain wants to kill us with his own hand, we will take that as a blessing and an honor. That might even be something to brag about. Also, we’d just end up back here, and he could just put us in a new corpse, if he wanted to. Your threat isn’t that, well, threatening to us.”
“So you’re saying,” Edward took a knife tucked at his waist out, putting it up to the hostage’s neck, “that if I slit his throat, right here in front of you, in front of all of your men, you’d do nothing about it? You don’t care about these people? Are they all just throwaway toys to you? What kind of leader is that?”
“You’re not that great at listening, are you, Teach?” I pointed out, “there is no way you come out of this with even a fraction of victory unless you give up now.”
“Not when I’m so close!” Teach put the blade up to ‘Toby’s’ neck again, “not when I have a hostage and a chance at tasting the salt of the sea again! I swear, by God or the devil himself, I will gut this boy and send him to Davy Jones’ Locker myself.”
Bitch, I am the Locker. Who did this cloth-beard bastard think he was talking to?
“Do you have any better hostages?” I asked him bluntly, “or more hostages? Any real leverage whatsoever? That boy barely looks old enough to grow hair on his chest. In the event that I didn’t want to save him or use his soul, I’m sure I could just replace him in an hour, and it would be like nothing ever changed. Hell, I could find someone off the streets of Earth and slap them in robes, and they’d probably do just as well. It wouldn’t be that hard.”
“How cruel, McCain!” ‘Blackapron’ put his heart to his chest as if wounded, “you’d think that someone with a touch of leadership would know that you have to at least care a little bit about the protection of your crew. They don’t take kindly to being treated like cargo. I guess you can’t be as good a captain as me. Isn’t that right, men?!”
The prisoners around him in their little fortress shouted his praises. That might have been what was feeding the delusion. People were stupid, even when they were dead.
“Tell me, McCain,” Teach continued as the praises died down, “why would you go and slaughter your own just to look like a tough man in front of me? Isn’t that just sad? You should treat the lives of your underlings with more respect.”
“As if you didn’t do that with me when you were alive?” I said, recalling his capture. “You tried to shoot me through one of your own men, and it didn’t even work. Not because I wouldn’t have died from the bullet wound, even though that was just as true. No, you just killed the man in cold blood, right in front of his friends, your men, because you were hasty and careless. You could have moved two steps to the side and had a clearer shot, and you thought you’d just shoot through him to look ‘like a badass.’ You just looked stupid.”
“You can’t prove any of that!” The fake-bearded ringleader shouted.
I could certainly prove the last part with that apron beard.
“So, are you saying that you’re a lousy shot?” I resolved the flaw in his logic. “Or you killed the guy on purpose and weren’t aiming at me? Because I can prove that you killed the guy. You’re literally inside of his body right now, as we speak. The bullet wound is right there in your back if you--”
“Give in to my demands, or the boy dies!” Edward put his knife right against the hostage’s throat. “I won’t ask again!”
“Whoa, Eddie!” I put my hands up. “Are you drunk? You know how crazy and irrational you can get when you’re on the bottle.”
“Give in to my demands!” Edward shook the knife with all the threatening poise he could, conjuring none. “Or the boy dies! I! Won’t! Ask! Again!”
“I might not try to do that if I were you, Eddie,” I warned him, “she doesn’t take too kindly to being threatened like that.”
“‘She?’” Teach’s knife fell from its threatening position. “Are you blind as well as daft? This is a young man. Did that lizard brain rot out your eyes, too? Or have you always had a hard time with anatomy? I would have thought that someone of your rapport would have at least seen one woman before. You have two on you right now! That’s just pathetic. I am sorry, ladies, if he’s been stringing you along all this time. As you can plainly see, he’s not going to do you much good.”
“If you say so,” I shrugged, “I’ve checked her myself, though, and I would report that she’s a damn fine specimen of beauty. But, hey, it’s your second funeral. She’ll kick your mummified ass.”
“Why don’t we check, then?”
The undead pirate turned to his hostage, having found that the boy’s cloak and skin were dissolving into shadowy smoke, replaced with the red gi and dark olive skin of Yui, already having her swords summoned and her captors falling to the ground with a dozen cuts on them. She had both blades against Edward’s throat, ready to execute him.
Before she could move the blades to cut his head off, Edward’s eyes glowed a ghostly white, and the two blades dissolved into dust. A shockwave emanating from the magical pirate blasted her backward. As she tried to catch herself on the other side of the makeshift barricade of tables, Edward’s mouth began to glow the same white. Ghostly streams shot out from all the prisoners in the barricade, and the corpses fell to the ground lifeless. The streams flowed into the pirate’s mouth, filling him with their power and magic as he levitated above his perch. The lifeless corpses magnetized to his own body, slapping onto him as they melted down into fleshy ooze, fuzing with his own and becoming new flesh for him.
The pirate’s form grew with every corpse that slapped onto him, changing him into a freakish abomination with a dozen arms, each holding some kind of kitchen utensil of some sort as they formed from the pulsating mass of necrotic ooze. On his new chin, a thick sack of flabby fat stretched down from his chin, covered in black boils and sores to make a beard out of it, since that poor bastard was desperate to have one no matter what body he had. As the form completed, he crashed down onto the top of his own fancy wall, crushing the wood into tiny splinters underneath his feet.
“Didn’t expect that, did you, McCain?” Teach’s voice sounded like it was coming out of a vat of bubbling pus. “I learned this little trick while I was trapped here, quietly feeding off some of the less rowdy prisoners while I gathered my strength, biding my time. I’m nothing if not patient, McCain. You should know that more than anyone! I’d been saving up all this soul energy since close to day one, and I hoped I’d never have to use it like this. They don’t quite make seaworthy vessels that’ll properly accommodate all the extra weight and size, you see. But, if I have to use it, I’m glad it’s against you. I can always have a boat custom made for me and my ultimate power! With all of this new strength, I bet that you wish it was just a Leviathan right about now, eh? Now I get to destroy your whole empire along with you! I’d give two arms for a chance, and now I’ve got more than enough to spare! Muahahahaha!”
“How many people did you absorb just now?” I asked, “Just out of curiosity?”
“More than enough, McCain!” He kicked down another section of the picnic wall. “You’re no longer a match for me, lizard boy. You’re only one landlubber, and I’m a whole armada! A whole armada of man o’ wars!”
“Give me a rough number,” I demanded again, “I want to know how afraid I should be. You know, ‘oh, no, the horror! He’s absorbed’ blah-dy blah ‘souls into his magic power! Whatever shall we do?’ In this equation, ‘blah-dy blah’ equals…?”
“Two hundred!” he smiled, stretching parts of his gross fat beard with his contorted face. “That’s two hundred magical criminals, all just as strong as me, each with untapped potential that I can feast upon to full my own dark powers!”
Alright, that bumps him up from felon to crook. Still around mid-tier evil, but a bit more of a threat.
“You thought you could drain my magic from me?” Blackbeard continued, “You thought you could steal from the King of the Seven Seas himself. You thought a boy like you, a freak with a posse of asskissers and weaklings to keep his drawers wet, could cripple Blackbeard, Lord of all Pirates, before he’d made his mark on all of history? I can feel the unholy energies surge within me, feeding me with black magic like I’d never known before! I’m dozens of times stronger than I was before you captured me! Remember how much trouble you had fighting me last time?”
“The fight wasn’t the problem,” I reminded him. “You kept running away before I could lock you down, you spineless coward.”
“Now I’ve got twelve of those!” Edward’s head twisted to the side, turning all the way upside down and back upright as his boiled fat beard wrapped around his head. “Imagine how much worse off you’ll be now! And all of these arms! I can cast twelve different spells at the same time! Look at you, with your piddly two arms. Your magic wasn’t all that special when you lost our bout, and you still only have the two arms to cast them! Pathetic! Laughable! You’re doomed! Doomed! Say goodbye to these bonnie lasses! Maybe I’ll take my time with them before I finish them off. I’m curious how it’ll work with this new body, and I’ll need a few test subjects to get things going!”
“I can’t even begin to tell you how delusional you are.” I scoffed. “I was thinking about giving you just an ounce of mercy to scrounge up a second chance at being a model prisoner, but that last part you said screwed you out of it. Girls, can you deal with this for me? Be as brutal as you want, and maybe a bit more for good measure.”
Without a moment’s hesitation, Tasha and Nara jumped off of me, and Yui from where she had landed before, all of them attacking him with quick strikes. Yui sliced off one arm, Tasha sliced off another, and Nara used her spider legs to trip the mongrel out from under. As Edward’s monstrous form fell over, the three girls didn’t let up, removing more arms and landing more crushing blows until he was just a mass of pussy flesh wriggling around like a bloated maggot.
“What just happened!” Teach tried to get up but found himself far too round to become upright ever. “I was standing just a moment ago!”
“Why d'you have to go and ruin so many perfectly good spare bodies?” I said, whipping out some black soul chains out of my hands. “Yui, do you have something you wanted to enchant? This next one’s supposed to be yours.”
“If it pleases you, Warden-san,” Yui knelt before me, holding out both of her magically summoned katanas, “I would have these become greater tools of your will.”
“Perfect.” I linked the chains onto the flame and shadow swords as she held them up to me, then threw the bulk of the chains onto Teach’s nasty body, pulling them into the blades. The mass of dead flesh quickly sucked into the two blades, dissolving the body into nothing as the two swords became even more magical than before.
Yui stood back up, taking the blades in her hands as she felt the weight of them. After a few experimental swings, the fiery katana’s blade and handle extended out to be more like an odachi. As she looked at it, it returned to its proper length, then shortened down to a shortsword’s length, then a knife. She looked at the shadow blade in her other hand, and it did the same thing, lengthening and shortening the blade and handle as she focused on it. She then held them both up as they shot their blades out far above her head, growing to be several lengths longer than before, nearly three stories up as they stopped.
“Oh, shit!” I shouted to myself. “I forgot to tell Edward that I found his treasure already! Goddamnit.”
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WE TOOK a little time for cleanup, healing, and checking up on any of the guards to see what the damage was. With all that settled and some dinner at the mess hall, we headed out.
“Anyone else feel like they need a breather?” I asked the group of us as Howard escorted us to the tower with his soulful fog of dark energy, chewing on another one of Yui’s shadow knives. “The Tower didn’t connect to this world when I built it before. If it’s connected to it now, then it’s likely that we’re connected to the Fluffy Bun Butterhouse pretty soon, since my Land of the Dead is at the outskirts of the multiverse, cosmologically speaking. It won’t be long until we reach it, and that’ll be the end of the road once we get through to it. We’re officially in the home stretch.”
“How do you know that there will not be another brass tower to find there?” Nara asked, “is the Tower of Babel not infinitely connected throughout all realms and planes of existence?”
“Everyone sit down while I try to come up with a way to make the spatial physics of magical interdimensional travel as simple as possible.” I rolled my shoulders. “It’s a doozy, so someone better take notes.”
With a wave of my hand, I prompted Howard, who summoned a seat out of the ground from black smoke for everyone to sit down, including a giant seat for Howard. The girls all planted themselves down on the skull-adorned chairs as I leaned into my own. Tasha, the ever-obedient squire, had brought out a parchment and quill from the sack she carried for me, ready to pen down all the knowledge of third- and fourth-dimensional interactions that I was going to pretend was possible to conceptualize in a short time.
“Just like my Tower breaks lots of rules about physics and magic,” I started, “the Butterhouse has its own share of cheats and bypasses that specifically ignore attempts to get out of it. The biggest one is the fact that it’s a magical dead zone. Teleporting into it is impossible, since any sort of spatial warp or magic transportation like that requires two points to move something, and the point inside of Butterhouse can’t manifest.”
“Then how are the brass towers supposed to get inside the Butterhouse?” Yui adjusted the gothic chair underneath her, scooting closer to me. “You made them from magic, correct?”
“The Tower may have created an exception to the rule.” I leaned forward. “Yes, entering the realm will destroy it as soon as it enters the realm, but it could very well still leave an opening at the connecting point, letting anyone who uses the Tower just kinda fall into the Butterhouse when it ends. When Mordred Junior forced this tower into these dimensions, it probably created a definite top of the tower that no one wanted.”
“So, um,” Corvus, sitting on the tree nearby that somehow follows him and Poe around wherever they went in the Land of the Dead, joined the conversation, “if this tower is supposed to be infinite, like a loop or whatever, and also poking through all the dimensions everywhere, what does making it stop somewhere do to… all the things everywhere?”
“Good question!” I pointed at the birds with a brief pause, then lowered my hand. “I honestly don’t know. I didn’t think it was possible when I made it, so I never considered that.”
“Well, now it’s here, and everything could be destroyed, so maybe start considering it now, you crimson shitstain!” Corvus got a little snippy with me.
“Hey, settle down!” I said to them. “I’m still your boss. And don’t worry, it’s probably fine, maybe. The byproduct of something like that could be anywhere between totally harmless and the end of all existence, so the average of likely outcomes is fairly mild destruction.”
“What kind of bullshit is that?!” He slapped his tiny wings around in his avian fury. “Just because you’re not going to die doesn’t mean the rest of us aren’t worried to shit about it! Maybe give a bit more consideration to the thoughts of us mortal people and our desire to live the full extent of our tiny mortal lives if you’re going to be poking magic holes in our universes with your special magic towers, yeah?”
“Relax, I’m just kidding.” I put my hands up to ‘surrender’ to the raven’s demands. “I fully understand how dangerous the situation is, but I also know that we’re still not in danger yet. I know that, if the Tower does blow up, it won’t do so for another week or so. The entire structure is one giant lattice of magical energy. Before it can explode or properly malfunction, the whole thing has to break at once. Infinite length is about as long as it gets, so it’ll take some time for the damage to the tower to stretch across forever.”
“Then how the hell do we not have infinite time?” Corvus had not quite stopped his irate rampage of inquiry. “If it’s gotta stretch across infinity, then it’ll take infinitely long to get across, no matter how fast it is, no matter how fast it gets! You are absolutely making this stuff up as you go along, aren’t you?”
“I am not!” I resented the accusation. “I had to learn this stuff the hard way, the long way, and I have more than earned the right to talk about it, no matter how little sense it makes. It’s not my damn multiverse. I just keep my stuff in it and am doing everything I can to help it stay around! If you’ve got complaints about the rules behind all of this magic mumbo, blame the guy who made them, not me.”
“What, like that Yahweh guy or something?” the wizard familiar pulled his head back in confusion, “Or the Buddha, or Allah, or Brahman, or something? Well, whoever it is, that guy is a jackass, and furthermore--,” Corvus said, just before ramming his own head into the trunk of the tree he still perched on, “Ow! Why did I do that?”
“Anyway,” I changed the focus of conversation, “we have a week before finite infinity finally implodes on itself and probably takes out a lot of places with it. We’re getting close to the end, stretching out into the more obscure and unreachable parts of existence. Things will be getting more dangerous from here. Any questions?”
“How are you immortal?” Nara and Yui asked simultaneously.
“Hm, popular question,” I nodded. “Tasha, do you have a different one?”
“No, the same one,” Tasha answered, her quill still furiously recording every word we’ve said, including her own. “I have politely waited to discover it on my own, or for you to say it on your own time. Neither had occurred, and I have become impatient, so this is a blessing and opportunity I do not want to waste.”
“Alright, then.” I leaned back in the chair again. “It’s fitting that Howard’s here. He was there for it.”
“Did you make a deal with the Grim--” Nara stopped herself, her blushing showing that she’d felt impolite in using the ill-connotated moniker for someone she knew the proper name of. “--with Howard for your immortality in exchange for your services?”
“That is inaccurate,” Howard answered with his deep, macabre voice. “It is I who is bound to his service, and subject to his will. He is the master of this place, and I am a servant.”
“Were you the master before Warden-san?” Yui looked up at the deathly avatar in his giant chair. “Did Warden-san trick you out of your position? Or did he create you?”
“Was a deal struck, then?” Nara rephrased her question a bit, “One that binds Howard to you and makes you immortal?”
“Was it when you discovered your soul cage ability?” Yui scooted closer again. “Is that how you got your soul-cage ability, with Howard’s help?”
“Kind of,” I said, “The whole thing’s a long story, so settle in. It all starts back with my parents--”
“Did they make you immortal?” Nara crawled closer, scooting herself with her spider legs. “What kind of magic did they use?”
“They did not,” Tasha answered. “He already explained that.”
“I will answer all of this if you just let me tell the story!” I looked at the girls, who’d finally sat back into their chairs. “Thank you. I appreciate the enthusiasm, but your questions are stepping over my answers. Now we’re starting with my childhood. Back then, it was basically just me, my parents, and my brother out on our farm.”
“A farm?” Tasha flared her nostrils a bit, “How does a wizard of your talent start out from farming? Surely you must have received some sort of training for your magic.”
“Definitely not at first,” I said. “There weren’t any trainers for me back then. A lot of the things that wizards learn in their fancy schools come from my own discoveries back then. However, before that, I was farming.”
“You herded animals?” Nara asked.
“No, I was my dad’s fieldworker.” I breathed out a weighted breath. “He had me working the ground while he attended the sheep. Then my brother came around, and he became the one who herded the flocks, but I kept my job the same as always.”
“Were you mortal back then?” Yui wanted clarification.
“Yes, back then, I was,” I confirmed, “and a bit of a slob, honestly. I did bare minimum work to bring in the best crops because I was still mad at my dad for lumping me with this job. My brother had it easy in my mind, and I didn’t feel that I was obligated to give any of my best work. And we would make sacrifices to Dad’s God. I was the same way with that. There were often a lot of rotten crops that I had no real use for, so that’s what I offered up.
“Dad was never happy with that, and neither was his God, Mom, or anyone else, but I didn’t really care. It wasn’t like the weather for my crops changed if I gave the rotten stuff or the ‘best of the harvest.’ But, it was just more praise for Dad’s favorite and less for me. Mom and Dad suggested that I pray about it, but I wasn’t going to pray to the guy to whom I was giving rotten food. How dumb did they think I was? Yeah, I know, I was a real jackass.”
“I am sensing a severe lack of any real explanation of immortality,” Corvus looked at me, “Maybe hurry it up a little? I didn’t come here to listen to your ‘good old farming days,’ old man.”
“You did not come here at all,” Nara pointed out, “You live here.”
“I’m still technically right.” Corvus hopped on the branch, hiding behind Poe in shame as the raven wizard continued to preen his feathers and ignore everything.
“Alright, so I was getting resentful,” I tried to zip things up better, “and it just kept building up until it was just lots of hatred and bitterness. So, having had enough, I invited my brother out into the field one day, deep into the wilder parts of the land where no one would see us, and smashed his head in with a rock.”
There was silence from the crowd after that, as everyone’s jaws had dropped. They had no idea how to respond to that. Understandable. I talked about it casually, since I’d gotten used to death, murder, brutality, and even fratricide, but it still was a tender spot. I wasn’t proud. It’d been so long ago now that I thought I might have forgotten about how it felt to regret what I did. I guess I was happy that I still felt how I did after all this time.
“You…” Tasha was the first to shake herself out of the stupor, “you killed your own brother? I mean, I cannot say that my hands are clean of blood, but this still does not sit right with me. Not that I’m accusing you of any maliciousness, Sir--”
“There was malicious intent, alright,” I assured her, “I had hoped to hide it from everyone, but my guilty conscience got the better of me, and my idiotic web of lies was untangling very easily. So, like any sane, rational human being would do, I went back to where I’d killed him to raise him back from the dead. I tried every ritual from every other god in the land that I knew of to make something happen, but nothing did. Then, desperate as I was, I prayed to Dad’s God, and he paid me a visit.”
“A god visited you?” Nara said, regaining her composure as well. “Perhaps this god did favor your brother, if he was so upset by this that he would step down to confront you.”
“Why would he not have stopped it in the first place, then?” Yui questioned, also regaining her focus, “what was this favor worth if it did not protect you from harm?”
“The big guy visited me a lot, actually,” I clarified, “and Abel wasn’t favored. I was just hateful and spiteful because I thought I deserved better. He was big on letting actions have consequences and letting us follow through on all of our decisions, even if it hurt simply because the alternative was so abhorrent to Him. He didn’t want to control us like puppets and prevent us from doing anything. Otherwise, according to Him, it would just turn us into monsters, incapable of caring about each other because we have no idea what it meant to give a shit, given that the shits were divinely given on our behalf. At least, that was His reasoning. Anyhow, we’re not going to open that can of worms any further.”
“I am sorry, Warden-san,” Yui bowed with a stiff spine as she sat in her chair, “I did not mean any disrespect to you or your brother.”
“No, it’s a fair question.” I put my hand on her thigh. “One that I’ve confronted many times myself. Well, not so directly back then. I was very against face-to-face confrontation back then. I didn’t look Abel in the eye for that second half of the trip into the wilds. And Dad’s God was, well, ‘livid’ would have been an understatement. As much as I don’t get along with Him, I’m still glad that I was still one of His people. Still, He confronted me about my brother’s murder, I lied some more, He rebuked me, and I asked Him to bring back Abel. He refused, first saying it wouldn’t stop me from killing him again, since I still hated him even now, and second claiming that I didn’t actually want him resurrected, and was just trying to cover my own ass.”
“Were you?” Tasha looked up from her record.
“For all the problems I have with Him,” I answered, “none of them have to do with how He’s wrong about people’s real motives. And if you’ve ever had Him look at you like He was at me then, you’d have been hard-pressed to say any different. I did what I could to atone so He wouldn’t vaporize me on the spot, getting on my knees and asking for the guilt to go away. I thought that I’d do anything for that. He decided to put that to the test, banishing me from my home and cursing me to walk the earth until I atone for Abel’s murder.”
“Oh, boohoo, you’re immortal forever,” Corvus, ever the sarcastic bird even at the expense of his own safety, sassed me once again. “What kind of punishment is that? You’re the richest person in your world to the point that it’s laughable to call what other people have ‘wealth,’ and you’re also one of the most powerful beings in several universes by miles. Not to mention all the babes! Have you even looked at these three? I’d bite my toes off with my own beak for just a decent shot with any one of them, and they’re all over you at any given hour of the day! Can you name one person you’ve met who doesn’t envy you even slightly? A man? A king? A god? I’m sure even that guy who cursed you is probably green about your ‘terrible burden’ of a million lifetimes worth of exciting experiences and unbelievable pleasures.’ Get your head out of your ass.”
“The life I have now took a lot of work to get to, you feathered little shit!” I threatened to smack him with a raised hand. “That kind of power and influence doesn’t just happen over a century or two. I didn’t have anyone to teach me anything about business, economics, politics, combat, or magic. Everything people know now that they take for granted, like math and science, reading and writing, astronomy, cooking, social skills, all things I had to discover on my own, the hard way. In fact, lots of those things taught by teachers and professors exist specifically because I found out about them first. I made a lot of mistakes, and mortals take for granted how good it is to tap out of life when you do something particularly stupid. Did you ever feel what it’s like to drown at the bottom of a lake and not die from it? Huh?”
“Part of what makes deadly scenarios so scary is the fear of dying at the end of them!” Corvus argued some more. “I’m sure you’ve all but forgotten what that’s like. Go cry into your thousands of pages of rewards, ancient secrets, and untold adventure. With all the time you’ve had, you’ve been able to go to the heights of every experience, learn everything any man or wizard could ever hope to learn. You get the thrill of adventure and intrigue without any of the consequences of it. Who cares about a little ‘almost dying’ if you can’t die?”
“Do you know how hard it is to keep life interesting when you’ve done everything there is to do?” I rebuked, “Everything can get old after long enough. And I was alone in all of it. Sure, I met some interesting people, and I love all of them, but none of them could stick around longer than half a century. I had to live every part of this life by myself, with no real attachments and no lasting friendships. I didn’t gain the sunny disposition you see now because being immortal is just ‘the bee’s knees.’ It’s a constant and arduous process to stay motivated and willing to be a part of people’s short lives for thousands of years, especially since I don’t have a way out otherwise. I’m not blessed to live forever. I’m stuck not seeing my family and friends until everyone is dead except for me.”
“You still get new people, right?” the magic raven reasoned. “All the time, people meet you, and they love you almost instantly. With all of your life and power, people are just drawn to you. And you have this gig to keep you busy! Putting away bad guys, affecting the multiverse on a grand scale. You’ve got purpose to spare, you’ve got prestige and respect across a thousand realms, you’ve got a thousand ways to spend your money, which you never have to give up because you’re not leaving it, and you’ve got things to always do because they’re always more baddies to put away. It’s a sweet life you’ve got.”
“Yes, my life is very awesome,” I admitted, “as of right now. It didn’t start out that way, and it’s not going to last forever. There will come a day when, despite anything I could do to stop it, everything will end. All the good works I do here, keeping the magical threats locked up and away, are to put off the life-ending threats so I can still have people around for as long as possible. People are precious and fragile, and they’re not limitless. The work is a distraction, so I don’t have to think about the day where I forget all of these people I’ve known and loved, or what another person looks like as I float around in the vacuum of space, suffocating for the rest of eternity as the universe falls apart.”
“Geez, man, I’m sorry.” The magic raven backed away from me a few steps. “Just saying, there’s been plenty of people who’d kill to have that problem. Honestly, I’m still thinking you’re purposefully avoiding atoning for your brother’s murder just so that you can stick around as long as you want. It’s what I would do.”
“I don’t even know where to begin with atoning.” I fell back in my chair. “I tried building wealth, making sacrifices, creating and donating to charities, building empires for peace and order, taking down evil empires, saving lives, being kind to others, everything I could think of. Even this job hunting down magical baddies is part of that. But so far, I’ve gotten no call saying that I’ve done what He wanted. So, I’ll keep at it until I do, I guess.”
“You have yet to explain how Howard fits into all of this.” Nara highlighted. “You didn’t mention him in your story even once.”
“Oh, right!” I looked up at the patient giant, still sitting quietly as I rambled. “Shortly after I was cursed, I experimented with some necromancy and tried to find a workaround by binding the Avatar of Death to my service, giving me the power over death I thought I needed to give me a way out. Turns out, being removed from death means that I did not gain any more power over the death that wasn’t happening to me than I had before. But, I’m still the ruler of the Land of the Dead, and I’m making the most of it.”
“So you were forced into this binding contract,” Nara restated, talking to Howard, “how are you certain that he will not attempt to usurp you, even if you are still not killable?”
“Howard, how do you like your job?” I asked the titanic specter directly. “Be as brutally honest as I know you are more than capable of.”
“As a personification of an aspect of reality itself, I am without opinions or feelings beyond that which governs my will, my master,” the giant reaper answered, “but if it is an official order from you, then I will oblige as always. Though it does not quite accurately portray the phenomenon, the feeling of joy is the closest comparison that I have available for you to describe what I might be experiencing while serving you, my master.”
“See, there you go,” I said, satisfied with the results. “And Howard is incapable of lying or fudging the truth. What he says is exactly what he means, within linguistic reason.”
“Not to say that this conversation was not an amazing and intense connection between all of us to you, Sir McCain,” Tasha lightly blew on her parchment record, rolled it up, and put it away for safekeeping, “but I may require a ‘breather’ from this breather you initiated. Maybe an activity that’s a bit more upbeat and light-hearted.”
“Yeah, sorry about that.” I got up from the chair to stretch out. “Next time, I’ll just stick to my zanier, funnier stories--”
Tasha had already pounced on me before I could finish my sentence, followed quickly by Yui and Nara, each of them furiously unstrapping all of my clothes off of my body before I could so much as find out which way was upward. Between all the writhing bodies on me, it was all I could do to feel my way back to reorientation with my hands. Beneath us, a large black bed appeared, summoned by Howard by my presumption and made of the same stuff as the chairs from before, with dark curtains that blocked out the view from all directions for a semblance of privacy.
“So, we should probably go, right?” Corvus said to the afterlife guardian.
“That would be wise,” Howard said as I heard a flume of dark appear, probably taking the two of them away to do their jobs again.
To be perfectly sincere, I did not know that for sure, since I wasn’t paying attention. I had far more important matters that demanded my full focus, whose clothes I shredded to pieces with my claws to get them off as quickly as possible and get right down to business. I was glad we had about a week to spare. Always good to have a little margin in case things got out of hand.





22

“I DON’T MEAN to put too fine a point on this,” I said as the group of us approached the door to the next brass tower, “but I’m going to say it once again: is everyone absolutely sure that we’re ready for the next leg of this journey? All the realms are only going to get worse from here, and when we finally hit the Butterhouse, it’s going to be a bitch to get back out of it. I cannot stress enough the chances that we will be stuck in it for a really long time. Like, long even for me. Some of you with shorter lifespans might die there if we can’t find a quick way out.”
“Yes!” Tasha said, carrying a large haversack on her back filled to the brim with about as many different things that could have fit inside it, from cooking pots with the handles sticking out to foodstuffs spill over the pockets, canteens of water, random toolsets I couldn’t have guessed the origins of in the Land of the Dead, something crawling around and alive, and much more. “I believe I am nearly prepared for every eventuality.”
“Did we all use the bathroom?” I asked, “the darker parts of the universe do not have good places for bathroom breaks. Seriously. You’re just as likely to unleash an ancient evil by pissing on the wrong thing as you are to have a shadow creature crawl up the stream, and, well, you can imagine the results. I’d rather gouge out both my eyeballs with a rusty icepick.”
“I would rather not have to do either of those things,” Nara stated, “and I am glad that I do not have to worry about excreting my waste in such a way as to endanger my organs.”
“How do you do it then?” Tasha asked naively, scrunching up her tigerish nose.
“Do you really wish to know,” Nara gave her a puzzled look, “or was that question more reflexive and rhetorical in nature than I might have interpreted?”
“The second one.” The weretigress shook her head. “Good instinct, Nara. Good. Instinct.”
“I have officially mastered casual conversation,” the arachnid woman puffed out her chest, “Thank you for confirming that for me, Tasha.”
“I had no idea that was ever in question,” Tasha giggled to herself, “was that a skill you had to work on for a while? What a momentous occasion!”
“Weavers converse quite differently than other species, I have observed,” Nara explained, “they tend to speak very plainly, with no sense of ‘creativity’ in language or metaphor. My manner of speaking was wild and outlandish to them. As such, I was not prepared for all the subtleties of verbal communication, with sarcasm and inference, that you are all so familiar with.”
“Then I am truly blessed to witness the first weaver break free of such constraints,” Tasha bowed. “It is an honor to meet you, O First of Weaver Linguistic Masters.”
“Please, I am only one woman,” Nara said, sincerely failing to see the playful nature of Tasha’s gesture. “I do not deserve such praise.”
“Master by weaver standards, I’d say,” I chuckled, “probably a savant back in the Endless Web. Anyone seen Yui by chance?”
“I have her, my master,” Howard said as he appeared in a cloud of black, macabre smoke. “She is trapped, it would seem.”
The giant specter had appeared before us, standing with his massive stature before all of us. On his shoulder was a little Yui, clinging to the hood of Howard’s robe as she barely stood half the height of his head. She couldn’t stop herself from looking down at the ground far below her.
“Oh, hey, Yui!” I shouted to the scared oni. “What’s going on up there? Do you need help? Howard, can you get her down for me?”
“I have offered this service previously,” Howard said. “Yui refuses to be helped in this matter. Thus, she has remained with me as I performed my duties.”
“All of them?” I asked, to which the hooded avatar nodded, “Even the one where you--?” I stopped as Howard nodded again. “Damn. That’s hardcore. Are you okay, Yui? I understand if you’re a tad traumatized by witnessing the never-ending abyss of entropy and eternal lifelessness. It gets to the best of us.”
“I can get down!” Yui shouted back down. “Give me one moment, Warden-san! I am so sorry to inconvenience you like this!”
“Yui, I’ve seen you make jumps nearly as high as where you are now,” I tried to encourage her, “and I can catch you from down here if you’re really worried about that. Take your time.”
“It is my understanding that getting down conventionally is not the problem at this moment,” Howard said, “or peering into the chasm of death, but her insistence of growing her yet-matured proficiency with her newly enchanted weapons. She had a previous incident with the extension property of the blades that dwarfed my height several times over and landed upon my shoulder during her fall. Despite this, she still wishes to use them to traverse back to the ground as proof she has mastery over them.”
“Hey, you don’t have anything to prove,” I said to the still-frightened oni, “Yui, you were kicking ass way before you had these blades, and you’ll be kicking ass after you have them, too. You’re awesome! Get your sweet ass down here so we can go already. Everyone’s ready.”
“I can do this!” Yui shouted back, “I know I can. I just…”
“How high did you go up last time?” I asked as her sentence trailed off.
“If I were to estimate based on the force of impact and her relative size,” Howard answered, “in the metric units of your home realm, it would be nearly four kilometers.”
“Jesus.” I nearly skipped a heartbeat at that figure. Yeah, Death does math. Who knew? “Yui, you’re going to be fine. Howard can go anywhere in the Land of the Dead, latitude, longitude, and altitude. He can catch you and bring you back down.”
“He can?” Yui turned towards the hooded figure she clung to the head of, who nodded in agreement. “O-okay. I can do this. I can do this. I can do this.” She released Howard’s hood. “I can do this. I can do this.” Her swords appeared in her hands. “I can do this.”
“You can do this!” I shouted at her.
“You are going to be great!” Tasha yelled up to the oni from behind me. “I believe in you! Those blades are as good as mastered!”
“What is she waiting for?” Nara asked loudly. “I would be confident in leaving her on a needle head without wavering. Does something ail here?”
“I see you are also practiced in hyperbole,” Tasha said to Nara. “Excellent work.”
“When did I use an exaggeration?” the spider woman projected her question. “I have yet to speak outside of her known skill set. Does hyperbole mean something different from what I thought?”
“No, you did great.” I quickly pecked the weaver girl on the cheek. “That was sweet.”
Yui brought out her swords, extending them downward slowly. As they grew downward, they sunk into the ground, digging deeper until they eventually anchored themselves, pushing Yui upward. We all were nearly ready to jump into action. But Yui had stopped herself before she’d stretched herself out much farther, slowly descending downward as she held onto the two sword handles like an extreme set of acrobatic equipment. Calmly and quietly, she managed to make it onto the ground.
“Pfft, look at that!” I said, giving Yui a hug and kiss, “and you were worried! See, nothing to worry about.”
The other girls had clung onto my back, joining up in one big group hug as we congratulated her on mastering the latest enchantment in record time.
“Thank you, Warden-san.” Yui curled her arms around my neck as she let go of the swords. “I am happy that I can use your precious gift to me with some level of efficiency.”
“Yeah, they’re not all easy to operate,” I let go of Yui, who still hung onto me, as I reached down for the swords to pull the handles towards me, the swords themselves still planted in the ground. “My soul cage items don’t have the smoothest learning curve out there. They can be a bit finicky. Sometimes, all it takes is a touch and--”
With my foot firmly planted in my mouth, I could only watch as the hilts slammed into my stomach, nearly missing both sides of Yui’s waist, as they extended at extreme speeds. Having had the brilliant idea of having the Tower of Babel opened up beforehand to make things that much faster when we left, I was kicking myself as the group of us huddled together were thrown through the open doorway into the dimensional corridor, helpless to stop ourselves before we’d already shot through it. By the time I’d gotten my hands back on the swords to stop ourselves, we’d already passed well through the corridor and into the next realm. With a firm and tight grip, I stopped the extension of the blades before too long, suspending us in the air of the new realm.
In front of us, a swirling vortex of sparkling streams of magic marked the edges of the corridor we’d just passed through, though I knew that meant that wasn’t what the opposite side of the dimensional door was supposed to look like. There wasn’t even supposed to be a dimensional door here on this end. If there was one, it would have been shaped like a brass door, not made of chaotic sparks. But, looking here now, there most certainly was a swirling portal leading to the hallway which led back to the Land of the Dead.
Behind and around us, we saw the purple haze of space that was omnipresent in this place. It was like a constantly shifting pool of oils, all refusing to mix together as they swirled. Within this space were giant rocks floating like asteroids in the random space, clustered dozens of feet apart, which were fairly tight compared to their size. Besides that, there was nearly nothing. Before long, we had begun to float in the lack of gravity present here, kept in place only by holding onto the swords that had extended between dimensions.
Purple space of unending madness and destruction, a busted-up interdimensional corridor cut off before the official Tower of Babel door, floating rocks suspended in gravityless space, and a growing sense of inexplicable existential dread with no discernible source to speak of? That meant only one thing.
“Hey, look at that,” I said, “the Fluffy Bun Butterhouse. Welcome to the end of our trip through the Tower of Babel. Junior’s somewhere in here.”
“Wow,” Tasha said, clinging to my coat to stay anchored, “I mean no offense to that sweetheart Howard, but this place feels worse than being next to him.”
“Howard’s aura gets easier if you give it time,” Yui commented, “it actually becomes rather calming after a while.”
“He would not be offended,” I assured both of them, “this place is beyond death. Things go to the Fluffy Bun Butterhouse to rot away without dying for the rest of existence. It’s foreign to anything that exists naturally. It’d be concerning if you didn’t feel upset by it.”
“That is good.” Nara wrapped her spider legs around the group huddle as well. “I am glad to know that my feelings of disgust are warranted, for they are grand.”
“How are we able to breathe here, then?” Tasha aptly asked, “if this place is so foreign to life, why can it support us without suits?”
“It can’t,” I calmly informed them. “Technically, we’re all not breathing right now. I know that’s confusing.”
“What?” Yui panicked. “Are we going to suffocate? How can we talk and breathe now?”
“Again, technically, that depends on what you mean,” I answered somewhat vaguely. “It’s not so cut and dry as that. Yes, we’re out of air, but we will not be metabolizing oxygen or burning calories here. Every process of your body has been halted. If it weren’t for the soul cages you are all carrying around, you’d all be very dead. Irredeemably dead. The kind of dead that keeps you down without a chance to get back up. But now, thanks to my special magic, we can cheat the system. We’re all just half dead. We can still move about, but we aren’t getting any sort of life processes done while we’re here.”
“How long can we be like this for?” Tasha joined in the panic. “Is it permanent? Can we go back to breathing and living normally?”
“Yes, yes!” I tried to calm them down. “Just as long as we don’t stay here for terribly long. Once we deal with Junior, we’ll want to get out of here quickly, or the Butterhouse may turn us into zombies. So we’ll want to keep track of the portal while we’re here.”
“What if we lose it!” Tasha’s panic had doubled. “With these rocks in the way, the distance we travel will only increase the chances that we do! It could become a speck of insignificant dust that is actually the most significant thing we could have ever forgotten in a cluster of dust in a hell dimension!”
“Yeah, that could be a problem,” I admitted, “now that I’m thinking about it…” I scratched my scaly chin, then shouted into the corridor. “Hey! If anyone can hear me in the Land of the Dead, anchor a rope on your side of the corridor and toss us the other end of it! Make it really long!”
We all waited for a pregnant moment. In a short while that probably felt like an eternity to the girls, a rope snaked out from the corridor, slowly crawling up to us until I could reach it.
“Anything else?” I heard the voice of Corvus say from the corridor.
“Nah, that’s it for now!” I answered, “We’ll probably be back through here in just a bit, so keep this rope anchored and safe!”
“Got it!” Corvus’s voice confirmed, “go kill that blonde little shit!”
“Do you plan to use this rope to travel through the whole realm?” Tasha inspected the lifeline thoroughly. “Will it be long enough? How far will we be traveling inside of here? Is it even worth it?”
“The rope won’t go for the whole realm, no,” I answered, “just enough to tie off one of these asteroids. After that, I’m fusing a whole bunch of them into a humongous cluster, then covering it with lights. It should be easier to spot from far away if we have to do some traveling and get a little lost. Once we get enough of them together, gravity might start collecting more of them for us, and then we just look for the humongous cluster which will have our portal back home in the center of it.”
“Clever,” Nara complimented me, “if you all still get lost, I should be able to navigate us through the realm with little effort. This place is much like the Endless Web, but with a constant sense of hopelessness and dread for existence instead of webs.”
“You make having had to go through that place worth it.” Yui stroked Nara’s arm as we clustered together. “Thank you for being you.”
“Yui, retract your swords,” I told her, “Everyone, hold on to me.”
Yui’s swords snapped back to regular size as she held them, though she could only stare at them while I drifted us towards the nearest asteroid with rope in hand.
“Why can I not return them?” She strained to summon her powers, to no avail. “Oh, right. The Butterhouse suppresses magic. I almost forgot.”
“More like diffusing it, but same effect.” I crawled around a boulder with just my claws, rope in my teeth. “Only my soul cage magic works here. I won’t even be able to use my dragon breath until we leave. I’m sure that kept Junior a bit preoccupied for a few days before he found a way to move around without it.”
“Should the wizard then not be a threat?” Nara asked, “without his powers, how can he hope to face us, or escape this place? Do we even need to risk traversing this plane of negative energy?”
“I’d rather not take any chances here,” I answered, swinging around the asteroid a second time for a cross wrap, “that kind of thinking is sure to bite me in the ass when I overlook some small detail that changes the whole equation. Suddenly we’ve got Pandora’s box flung wide open. Better to double-check on Junior with my own eyes before I lay it to rest.”
Fun fact: Pandora’s box wasn’t actually about her releasing ancient evils into the world because of a magic chest, but actually her personal journey of self-discovery. The woman was once very prudish and reserved, but eventually opened herself up to many possibilities after she had the right influence. Also, my first Greek girlfriend, which had upset many an Olympian god when they found out about the foreigner ‘bringing evil’ into the land of Greece by dating her. The surviving story minces a few details. Anyhow, back to the relevant details…
“Do you not risk your life by coming into a dimension with no way out?” Tasha argued, “Surely, you should think to preserve yourself, as a guardian in all realms, instead of risking it over one criminal?”
“We don’t take those kinds of risks in the Butterhouse.” I tied the knot at the crux of the crosses, keeping the floating boulder secured to the portal. “Sure, I was lax with the timeframe to get here, but leaving a free agent alone with all the evil shit inside of here is just asking for life to end, no matter how magicless he may appear. A lot of the greater tier criminals I lock up out there are just the average type in this place. If any one of them gets out, and we’ve got a problem on our hands. Plus, we’re fine. We’ve got plenty of time in here before we actually die.”
“Perhaps the full weight of the dangers we face by risking this dimension is hard for me to imagine with the name ‘Fluffy Bun Butterhouse’ attached to it,” the tigress elf commented, “but you seem to take this threat to existence very seriously, which is enough for me to do so as well.”
“How would they fare against the dragon you ate?” Yui requested a comparison for reference. “You once told us that the Prince of Dragons, Onyxaltan, could ignite the atmosphere of the Earth with one breath at his full power. Would he be worthy of a place here?”
“Close.” I grabbed one of Yui’s blades and extended it to harpoon into a nearby asteroid. “He’d have to be quite a bit bigger, and able to do that kind of breath like it was actually breathing for him. The general rule of thumb is that for any single entity to be worth throwing in the Butterhouse, they have to claim territory at least the size of a galaxy’s arm under their own power, or they make a claim to two or more realms with plans for more.”
“Are there entire empires locked up in here?” Nara inquired, “That would be unfortunate for the citizens who were born under its rule. Hopefully, they were evacuated before the sentence was carried out.”
“Empires don’t count,” I clarified, “unless it’s some kind of horde or energy beings or hive-mind construct that’s powered by the entity itself. Not uncommon. For the most part, there aren’t any entities that go in here anymore, since even before my time. I haven’t had to use it yet, but I’ve had to prevent a few breakouts in my tenure. These fellas are nasty, and they come in any shape and size you can imagine.”
“You’ve fought one of these things before?” Yui spoke up, “good. That is reassuring. You know what to expect.”
“Um…” I hated to disappoint the poor yokai girl, “that’s a bit too strong of a statement. There’s no limit to what kind of entity can be qualified for containment in the Butterhouse. They’re all much higher than my usual range of targets. That can be confusing when you’re dealing with a breakout, but don’t have an identity for your target. When I was first investigating this one escapee, I thought I was dealing with an evil creature that controlled the minds of everyone on a planet, but that turned out to be a bust. I then suspected the planet of being evil, but it turned out that its sun was taken over by the sentient star, bathing the whole planet with its living radiation that mutated everything to do its bidding. That was a tough one. Stars fight dirty, and I wasn’t exactly as immune as I wanted to be to the radiation.”
“How many are in here, do you think?” Tasha clung tighter to my coat as I pulled in more asteroids into the cluster with the harpoon extend-o-sword. “Any entity, not just evil stars. Do you know?”
“Impossible to tell,” I said, finishing up the cluster with a few more asteroids. “This place is infinite as space, with an equal or greater amount of cells to throw nasty creatures into. Could be just as many filling those spaces.”
“How are we supposed to find Mordred Junior amidst infinite space?” Nara asked.
“OUR MOMENT OF TRIUMPH IS AT HAND, FATHER!” the cackling voice of evil and posh villainy that could only be Mordred Junior resounded through the dead space. “IT’S BEEN FAR TOO LONG! THE UNIVERSE WILL SOON BE OURS!”
“Like that.” I pointed towards the voice. “Yui, follow that dickless hairpiece’s voice.”
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“IS that the Mordred Junior we’ve been so worked up about?” Omnislash spoke up from my hip as Yui used her extending swords to pull our cluster of bodies around the asteroid field like grappling hooks. “He sounds like a ‘hair’ guy. How does his hair look? Long, flowing, and fabulous?”
“Last time I saw him, yeah,” I turned down to face my waist.
“Yes!” the wind wand congratulated himself, “I still got it. Oh, I miss having hair.”
“You guys haven’t spoken up in a while.” I furled my scaled brow. “What’s the occasion for the sudden reemergence of your ‘fabulous’ voices?”
“Hey, we’re not just your comedic relief, you cow!” Superblast shouted from the other hip. “We have thoughts and feelings of our own, and will exercise our vocal autonomy as we see fit! We are strong independent djinn wands that don’t need no wizard.”
“You guys didn’t have anything fun to say, did you?” I called them out.
“Whaaat?” Omnislash failed to hide his shame with fake denial. “You are a ridiculous person. We wouldn’t be so shallow as to resort to such childishness as that. What kind of monkey ridiculousness are you spouting!”
“That guy Corvus was taking all the good ideas from us,” Superblast confessed. “We had a bunch of jokes to destroy you, but he came up with better ones before I could say them. He was stealing our thunder.”
“Yanfajir, you traitor!” Omnislash accused his fellow wand, “why must you reveal classified secrets to the enemy? We cannot show weakness! Never let your enemy know what your true state of affairs is! Haven’t you ever read Sun Tzu’s Art of War?”
“You know my Chinese comprehension is terrible!” Superblast yelled, “why must you bring that up all the time, you jerk? We’ve never been to China!”
“Boys, focus!” I said to them, jumping through the asteroids as I moved towards Mordred Junior’s voice. “we’re about to run into some trouble, and you’re both coming out to play.”
“This ought to be fun!” Omnislash said, his voice wet with excitement that grossed me out. “Let’s kill something. Please describe to me what my wind blasts do to the miserable twerp’s body, if you don’t mind. Be as graphic as possible.”
“What’s got you so worked up?” Superblast questioned the bloodthirsty coworker, “you’re stepping all over my ‘aggressive and violent’ shtick. You’re supposed to be the sensible yet twisted one in this duo. I don’t know how to be sensible!”
“Can we not break the mold every now and again?” Omnislash threw his question to the universe at large. “And who is to say that there is no sophistication in violence and aggression? Why should respect and due aspirations for elegance only belong to those who express beauty and subtlety only? Shouldn’t beauty be defined by those who see it for themselves, and not those who want to impose themselves upon another? Is it not our right as sentient beings to be able to take the stale qualities that define us and refine them into something unique and fresh for the world to see? Does that not constitute art and culture in its purest form?”
“What?” Superblast finally said after a pause, “What are you saying? What is any of that? I was just saying that you were acting out of your norm, and now you’re freaking me out.”
“And I reserve the right to do so!” Omnislash shouted. “I am a prince, damn it! I can freak out on anyone I please, you especially, of all people!”
“What are either of them talking about?” Nara whispered in my ear. “I lost track of the topic of conversation halfway through.”
“Honestly, I think the boredom is getting to them,” I whispered back, “they’re just filling up the air with words now to pass the time.”
“They can only hear, correct?” Yui stated, “they’re cut off from any and all sensations otherwise, unable to feel their way around their dark space. Every moment would be like a dream they can never wake from. Would that not drive anyone to madness?”
“They might just drive me to madness soon enough,” Tasha said, “they could very well signal our approach miles before we even reach the sorcerer.”
“Madam, you impune my honor!” Omniblast challenged the tigress, “how dare you accuse us of such vulgarity!”
“The nerve!” Superblast joined in, “I am the absolute definition of tact and subtlety, thank you very much!”
“Who goes there?” Mordred Junior interrupted the djinn wands’ defense of their quiet dignity and grace. “Show yourself, demon! I fear not the dark forces in this plane!”
“Oops,” Superblast half-heartedly apologized out of self-consciousness.
“I suppose we’re getting started now,” I said as Yui pulled us to the next asteroid.
As it spun around, Mordred Junior’s little set up came into view. On a larger hunk of floating rock, a ritual altar had a very distressed man in an expensive suit, President Joseph Turmbach, strapped down to it as he struggled against both the straps and the gag over his mouth.
Oh, right. Totally forgot that Junior kidnapped the president. Good thing he was still alive. That would have been hard to explain when I returned to Earth. Not a huge fan of the hostage situation we suddenly found ourselves in, however.
Watching over the man was a hulking monstrosity of a creature, a trollgre, standing at least twelve feet in height, with four long arms that reached the ground from its standing shoulder height. It was balding at the top of its head, which was covered in liver spots, with sparse black hair lining the sides of it. Beneath its three eyes was a maw of pointed teeth stick out of its lips, letting drool trickle out like a broken seam on a sewer pipe. The fat outclassed the muscle in terms of volume in its body, but the trollgre still looked like it could bench a semi-truck as a casual warm-up.
Forgot about that little bit, too. Funny how these things just slipped by. I hoped I wasn’t finally going senile after all of this time.
Junior himself was floating in his dramatic armor and mane of pale hair that flowed about like he was suspended in water. Out of his mouth flowed a bright ethereal mist, his own soul manifested into a physical form, splitting up as it streamed to five different whirlpools of ghostly white energy that surrounded him. The sorcerer stared at us with the kind of intensity that only happened when a child was told to take the veggies off their burger that they specifically asked to be prepared without veggies.
The whirlpools of energy curled around and darkened as they melded into a giant whirlpool behind him. It was less like a swirl of otherworldly power and more like a massive worm, twisting around the darkness and the asteroid field. Instead of colliding with the snaking monstrosity, the asteroids spun around it, as if it had its own gravity that compelled them into a quiet orbit.
So that was how he was surviving inside of the abyss of the Butterhouse. No wizard, no matter how powerful, could have used any magic inside of this place, myself included. The light show coming out of Junior’s mouth wouldn’t have been possible unless it was a very special sort of light show. He was channeling his own soul into his magical powers, similar to how my soul cages worked, but with his own soul instead of another’s.
Usually, that trick was good for about one good spell before it nearly destroyed the soul, with little hope of fixing it back to full strength. A broken soul shortened the lifespan of the person the soul came from and weakened their control over their own body. It was more apt to say that a soul possessed a body, rather than a body possessed a soul. Legs and arms could be replaced, but if the soul was missing the capacity to have legs, no replacement would work out. Magic quadriplegia was nothing to laugh at.
Looking at the whole assortment of magical happenings, like the funnels for the soul pieces, and the horrifying portal behind him stretching into nothingness, and the prepared sacrifice, that would have all taken some time, time enough to burn out any wizard’s soul into a smokestack of poor life choices. Not to jinx the situation, but it wasn’t looking like he was performing this soul cage copy on his own, what with the dark manifestation of alien substances coalescing behind the dumbass that he was feeding his soul into.
I wondered if this whole expedition was really Junior’s independent and creative idea after all, or if one of the Butterhouse prisoners managed to transmit a stray thought far enough away to contact and trick an impressionable sorcerer into doing its bidding. That was far more concerning than anything Junior was capable of. A sorcerer was easy enough to handle, but a sorcerer that was also a meat puppet for an eldritch, fourth-dimensional horror was a week and a half of work I was not emotionally prepared for.
“Warden!” Mordred Junior shouted, even with a mouth full of soul mist, “you are far too late to stop what’s coming! Your powers are useless here! This is your reckoning!”
“Junior, you need to stop this ritual!” I shouted over to him, “your father--!”
“You stole my father from me!” The soul mist flowing from his mouth grew thicker as he channeled his anger through it. “You locked up the greatest man that ever lived, throwing him in this infernal prison for all eternity! And you thought you could get away with this injustice, like all your other crimes against magic and ambition! But you’ll finally get what’s owed to all of us when I release my father from your tyrannical trap.”
“I have your father right--” I tried again to get the one fact across that would keep the lot of us from wasting any more time.
“Mittens!” Mordred Jr. ignored my attempts to solve things simply, directing his attention to his pet, “kill them! Make them suffer for the pain they have caused me!”
“Not quite a wizard of self-reflection, is he?” Omnislash mentioned quickly.
“Scatter!” I commanded the girls as I jumped towards the trollgre, wands blasting.
“Gruh!” The trollgre, responding to the name ‘Mittens,’ smashed two of its fists on the ground to throw itself into the air, hurtling towards me with its other fists pointed in Superman-style to rocket punch me. With the president just behind him, my shots had to be careful not to catch him in the crossfire.
Thankfully, my shots had managed to redirect the trollgre’s trajectory just enough to pass me by. However, as the smoke and gusts cleared away, the four-armed gorilla monster did not so much as get a scratch from the explosions directed at its face. Trollgres were tough. This was going to suck.
Colliding against the asteroid we had all previously stood on, the trollgre destroyed it, sending the pieces away into the endless void. My girls had already cleared away, so it wasn’t a problem. Nara’s floating knives were tied to strings, so it was like an extra set of spider legs that reached out as far as she needed to pull her along the cables. Yui had her extending swords to get her from place to place, and Tasha was easily able to jump from rock to rock without any trouble. Glad I didn’t have to worry about them.
In fact, it was probably a good thing that the trollgre had jumped at us. Without any gravitational pull from a local source or a heavy enough object to push off, it was going to float along that path forever and ever, no longer being a problem for us.
Unless, of course, it was somehow able to create invisible platforms beneath itself to stop its jiggly momentum, root itself to throw house-sized asteroids with all four of its arms, and spring back into the fight. Which it had just done, forcing all of us into evasive maneuvers as it hopped along more invisible platforms to a spot with more asteroids to throw.
Yes, invisible platforms. It didn’t just create some burst of energy to change its direction. It landed on something that I couldn’t see with all the useless kinds of dragon vision at my disposal, then jumped off said platform. How was it able to do that? Trollgres weren’t even supposed to have magic, and this realm would have destroyed that magic if it could.
Damn it. I hated running into new things. New things were never fun things anymore. There was a time where I could have looked forward to a new fruit that blessed your mouth with beautifully fresh breath for a month when you ate it, or a new realm with fun new places to explore. Now, new things were usually things like magicless trollgres spontaneously gaining the ability to use magic-like abilities in a prison dimension that was purposefully supposed to be magicless to keep things like this from happening.
Yeah, the Fluffy Bun Butterhouse was overdue for some maintenance.
With the help of those invisible platforms, the trollgre was keeping the volley of asteroids strong and resilient, forcing the girls and me to get really creative in hopping around the field to avoid it. Because it had four of those massive arms, it could just as easily throw itself anywhere it wanted to, and its platform ability kept it far away from anywhere we could have reached it.
Nara tried to rope one of her knives around Mittens’s arms to tie them together and limit the number of boulders it could have thrown around. The flying knives moved independently and with precise, quick movements, yet the damn trollgre’s arms were more than strong enough to push it out of the way of her snares. She had even let a few of the knives lose, letting Pierro’s consciousness shoot them around like heat-seeking missiles, and yet they were still not reaching their target. It didn’t help that Mittens could have just slapped them away with a nearby hunk of space rock to keep them off him long enough to throw more rock.
The rest of us were having even more trouble keeping up. Yui was nearly as quick as Nara to catch up to the beast and was even providing some obstacles for it to move around in the form of sword blades stretching across the space in its way. Regardless, it still managed to move around them, and Yui couldn’t quite stick the damn thing and make obstacles for it at the same time. The tigress was the fastest one in this fight and would have caught up to the trollgre in no time at all, if only she had somewhere to stand near it. All of its rock-throwing was changing the whole battlefield without affecting the monster’s movements in the slightest. We were all stuck at range.
I stayed put next to the ritual altar, shooting out blasts of destructive fire at the creature, while simultaneously using the wind blades of the other wand on the fabulous wizard who started this whole mess. The little bastard wasn’t going to just sit quietly while we tried to mess with his plans for… whatever the hell he was doing and was going to be a pain in the ass. If I had to hazard a guess, he was deliberately releasing one of the prisoners from its eternal slumber.
Of his own volition.
Because he was a dumbass little sorcerer.
Although, even a dumbass sorcerer who managed to was still a sorcerer, and Junior was no exception. Having found a new way to access his spells, he had protected himself with a forcefield created from his soul mist that deflected the majority of Omnislash’s flying slashes. With a quick flick of the other wand backward, I checked if Superblast was going to get the job done either. No dice. That soul bubble was hard stuff. After that, I switched the wands up, using Omnislash for Mittens the trollgre and Superblast for our resident arcane dumbass. Also, a bust. That alone would have been annoying enough.
“Do you still honestly believe that you can stop what’s coming?” Junior began to gloat as my attempts to blow him to smithereens were failing, “When my father is released, having grown so much in power in this dark dimension, there will be no force that can stop him! He will reclaim Camelot, with me at his right hand, a king serving a god-emperor!”
“Junior, your dad’s inside of Yui’s belt!” I shouted at him. “I’ve been wearing him as a fashion accessory from the moment I captured him. He’s not locked up here.”
“Can you imagine the vengeance he must feel, Warden?” the mad tyrant continued, completely ignoring everything I just said. “Grovel and beg all you please, but it won’t change anything. You are but an obstacle, a villain to be vanquished and mentioned in passing as a footnote as my father rewrites history!”
“Your father!” I spoke loudly and slowly. “Is inside! The belt! I can prove it!” I craned my neck back to yell at the girls. “Yui! Can you get over--?”
“Calling for aid already, Warden?” The sorcerer mocked. “Pathetic. And pointless. You will be dead before they can reach you!”
One of the streams of soul mist had stretched down to the altar where the president was, activating the series of runes inscribed upon it. Jolts of purple electric-like energy surged through the poor man’s body, forcing his veins to glow the same color as he screamed in pain. But he was still alive through it all, which weirded me out. Most people would have died by this point, probably why Junior kidnapped him in the first place, to complete this dark ritual. I mean, honestly, why else would someone have kidnapped the U.S. president?
More to the point, the black-magic-electrified president was but the bait, as dozens of shadowy wisps manifested from the purple nothingness in the air, quickly shaping themselves into humanoid forms. The shadows brushed away, revealing dull brown, leather skin covered in boils and puss-dripping growths. Besides the oozing, the rest of their bodies were dried up, feral, unwrapped mummies with pointed ears, sharpened teeth, and bleeding eyes. Ghoulish and bestial, they scrambled on all fours, rushing toward me and the altar as more shadows formed to replace them.
If Dirty Harry had wands instead of guns, he’d have had nothing on me at that moment. Like John Wayne, Clint Eastwood, and Billy the Kid wished they could have been, I was blasting away at every one of those ghoul bastards as they clambered to us, destroying them in flurries of fiery explosions and diced up body parts.
Unlike the time with the horde of teddy bears, this horde of ghouls was significantly more agile and intelligent, dodging out of the way of my shots by seeing where I was aiming my wands. The radius of the explosions only served to trap the ghouls trapped in the center of the explosions, not the ones on the edges, severely reducing the number of ghouls I was clearing out. To make matters worse, the number of shadowy wisps forming had only increased, filling the whole meteorite rock we stood on with Mordred Jr.’s minions, their sheer numbers and infuriating inability to get hit letting them draw them closer to the president and me.
I had to compartmentalize the team efforts, which essentially meant I had to stop shooting the trollgre for a little bit and let the girls handle it on their own. The ghouls were now my primary focus, which was thankfully all I needed to turn the tide over. Omnislash’s slicing winds covered the area immediately around the altar, the slicing winds being a much safer option to have at the mid-range, while Superblast kept the edges clear of more shadow wisps forming, inevitably excavating those parts of the asteroid into rubble. The wisps didn’t change where they were forming, but without a floor to land on, the ghouls were left floating in the air, swimming toward us with little success in the lack of solid ground. When the bodies began to pile up, some of the ghouls had found ways of pushing off the others and reaching the remaining asteroid piece, but they were all still sitting ducks that my wands were able to make quick work of.
Having finally cleared the asteroid consistently of nasty undead, I finally had the time to give Junior’s shield a run for its money. No magical protection, no matter how much it cheated in a supposedly magicless zone, had an abuse threshold. Nothing that Junior could have cooked up was strong enough to keep me out. A thousand splinter bombs of wind blades and a thousand more tons of dynamite worth of explosions, and that shield was looking pretty weak.
“You will not stop me, Warden!” the losing sorcerer whined, “I am far too close to unsealing these infernal bindings from your magic. I can hear my father speaking to me. For the first time in a thousand years! I am here, father! Just wait a few moments more!”
I was concerned on a number of levels.
However, I hadn’t the time to contemplate the implications. Flying through the air, like a shooting star made out of the dead remains of a sumo wrestler, Mittens the trollgre collided with Mordred Jr. the sorcerer, unlodging the soul magics that were keeping Junior in place. They both flew directly into the portal behind them, disappearing into the dark energies that curled around.
Tasha, Yui, and Nara, victorious in their battle with the trollgre, returned to the asteroid we were on, jumping, grappling, and pulling their way to my side. They tried to hide their tired breathing as casually as possible but sweated profusely.
“You,” Tasha took a deep breath in, as calmly and nonchalantly as someone who’d just fought a gorilla could have done, “are welcome.”
“Excellent work, girls,” I congratulated them as they rested on me, “you either saved the universe or made this a thousand times harder. Either way, our number of problems is dwindling, so I’d call that a good thing overall.”
“What do you mean?” Yui naively asked.
As if to answer the question, the five vortexes that were surrounding Junior before retreated back into the larger serpentine column as the whole of it began to rumble and shake. The entire twisting column of energy began to move and shift, convulsing and churning about as it was given new life.
“Oh, to live again,” a voice reverberated through both the haze of this forsaken zone and through our minds, “I am so close, I can almost taste it.”
“Oh, probably something like that,” I answered, breaking out my Skeleton key claws as I prepared for this next fight.
This was going to be a universe-ending threat. Tyrant Plus, if you will.
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“HOW LONG HAS it been since I was last free?” the voice pondered to itself, “Far too long, regardless. I had expected to consume a proper sacrifice to release me fully, but we cannot worry about the past. The present is all that matters now.”
“And who might you be, if I may ask?” I prepared my wands for anything.
“Can you not tell?” the voice spoke again, “Why not call me…”
The swirling energies of the column exploded from the bottom right up to the vortex by us, revealing a monstrous, horrific centipede, longer than we could have seen, even staring so far out into the endless void. Each segment had two legs that stretched out, with eyeballs littered all over them. The carapace of the entity was covered in porous holes, and smaller centipede-like creatures crawled in and out of them constantly. Instead of a centipede’s pincers and eyes, it had a mandril’s red face the size of a living room seemingly grafted on its flesh, with tufts of white hairs on the sides. Unlike a regular big monkey face with two eyes, this one had nine, placed and oriented randomly around the forehead just about everywhere along it, completely ignoring where the eye sockets were supposed to be.
“Mordred.” The monkey-faced twisted into an attempt at a sly smile as it lied, its long teeth like bony bars of a primitive cage.
“You’re not Mordred.” I inspected the massive creature for weaknesses. “I know where the real Mordred is. I’m going to assume that’s the lie you sold Junior to get him to help you break out of here?”
“You clever boy,” the creature cooed as smaller centipedes, which were still bigger than full-grown tigers, crawled between its teeth, “figure that out all by yourself, did you?”
“Wasn’t hard.” I tried to buy some time while I thought of a way to put this primate freak back in its cage. “Your plan wasn’t exactly ‘master plan’ material.”
“I am flawless,” the creature seethed at me, “and the universe will know that, in time.”
Along the horror’s long body, its pours were seeping out a purplish ooze, as the centipede monsters crawling out of them were slowly dissolving away, along with tiny pieces of its flesh. It wouldn’t have been noticeable if I wasn’t actively scanning, or if I didn’t have the enhancement of the dragon vision as well. A few of its many eyes were darting down toward the man still tied down to the altar, each of them with a hungry look that was ready to consume like a raging fire. Not only was their hunger, but there was also worry, a sense of panic. It was anxious about something, in the way that someone who’d neglected to take the last available bathroom break on a twelve-hour road trip might have done as they looked at an empty soda bottle in the car.
Combining that with my prior knowledge of the arcane, I figured that we’d interrupted the ritual a little early, while also providing some improper sacrifices by way of Junior and Mittens, and the big nasty crawler was falling apart at the seams. Would eating the president have stabilized it? That didn’t matter. The point was that the centipede saw the girls and me as a legitimate obstacle between itself and its salvation, and we could have used that to our advantage.
“Oh, really?” I squeezed Yui’s hand twice. The oni had already latched onto me along with the other girls in fear of the creature, and I attempted to signal her to do her sneaky thing with the president with my eyes. “How are we supposed to know that if we don’t even know your name?”
“Very well,” the creature tipped its head, “but are you sure your minds could handle such knowledge? My existence is beyond your very comprehension, and to speak my name is to admit that I exist. Just a syllable of my true name might drive you all to madness. That seems rude to do to such kind strangers. Besides, how do you expect me to converse on an empty stomach? Just one moment--”
“Oh, please, it wouldn’t be a burden.” I didn’t feel Yui’s hand anymore, so I assumed that she was working, and we needed to buy some time. “At least tell us what injustice got you locked in here in the first place.”
“I do not think-- Hm.” The monkey face paused in the middle of its sentence. “Very interesting, Warden,” the centipede monster called out my name, “your plans to thwart my resurrection are undone. Observe.”
Suddenly, oozing out of one of the many holes near its mutant mandril face, another giant centipede dripped out. Unlike the rest of the centipede traffic that was crawling around it, this one simply hung down low, like a jungle vine, and curled itself around a woman’s figure. Yui’s, to be more exact. Her eyes were wide and unblinking, but the rest of her body was limp, and the centipede spawn’s legs were stabbing into her body in various places, holding her down as they pulsed with something fluid and lumpy, like a heartbeat through a vein.
“What the hell?” I found myself saying out loud.
Seriously, what the hell? How did she get inside of the monster mandril thing so damn fast? She may not have had her illusions, but she still had the belt and her natural stealth. It would have been enough to sneak past nearly anyone else. That aside, I gathered that now that the big creature had her, it was using Yui to learn more about us. Now it would have known everything she did. We didn’t have any surprises we could have used now.
“Her illusion magics do her no good in this plane,” the colossal centipede dipped its head down, closer to us, and the ritual altar with the president, who was frozen in fear at the sight of it. “And neither do any of yours. Your impolite behavior will be forgiven, since you have now offered both this woman and this more suitable sacrifice to me. If you choose to bow now--”
I didn’t give the nine-eyed monkey any time to speak before shooting at its spawn with both wands to release Yui. The smaller centipede’s body was battered and broken, dropping Yui onto the asteroid we were on, but not destroyed from both Omnislash and Superblast’s attacks. Tube Monkey, the name I was going to call the big one from now on in lieu of its ‘true’ name, was unscathed by the blow.
“Insolence!” The tone of Tube Monkey’s voice, while always scary and dark while it was calm, now was much more violent and warped, like a dozen double basses being played horribly at once. “You dare to deny me my food! I will continuously absorb your bodies into my flesh and preserve you for thousands of years, just to watch you suffer as I entertain myself. When I regain my full glory, you will know full well how wrong you were to--!”
“Grab the guy!” I blasted Tube Monkey in its mandril face, blinding all nine of the eyes, while Yui, Tasha, and Nara had already begun to move. Nara’s flying knives had released the president from his restraints, while Tasha placed the man onto her back. Yui played defense, keeping the many centipede spawns that had crawled out of Tube Monkey away from grabbing their prize.
Hey, if this eldritch creature was going to gain the need to monologue from Mordred Junior, I was more than inclined to use it as a distraction.
Like I would have expected from a Butterhouse prisoner, Tube Monkey had shaken off the wand blasts easily, and was now puking out centipedes by the hundreds. Along with its mouth, all of its pours, all along its body, were experiencing an exodus of centipede creatures, squirming their way off its body and onto our asteroid, nearly covering it in seconds.
“Where are we going?” Tasha jumped towards the next asteroid, pushing off it towards the next one and the next.
“Somewhere else,” I vaguely answered, following behind her as I clawed through the centipede monsters that tried to follow, “Away from the gross monkey face.”
“We can’t run forever! Yui was beside me, and her swords expertly stabbed inside the mouths of the centipedes as they extended, like spears and arrows mixed into one weapon.
“Is there a way to reverse whatever Mordred Junior has done?” Nara’s spider legs were both keeping the centipedes at a safer distance and moving her through the asteroid field, while her knives were running through the insides of the centipedes like flying kamikaze planes.
“Not that I can think of.” I flipped through the mental archives of rituals I could have prepared in a moment with what I had. “The big monkey worm’s body is unstable, but I don’t know how long we’d have to hold out before we got overwhelmed.”
I had a knowledge base that dwarfed every library in the world on magic alone, and nothing came to mind that would have worked by burning out my soul to cast it. With a bit more time, I might have jury-rigged an improvised spell that could have stored some soul magic over a period. We didn’t have that kind of time, and that also required harvesting parts off Tube Monkey itself. Going near that thing was suicide at best. The inside was likely to be more horrifying than the outside.
We could have tried soul caging for a quick solution, but I trusted anything I had right now to hold the Tube Monkey about as much as I trusted a sandwich I found in an outhouse to be edible. Onyxaltan was still decades away from disappearing from my body, so throwing the fucker in my best soul cage was out of the question. Options were low, and I didn’t know if we were going to make it. To make matters worse, despite our successes in murdering these centipedes, we realized that we had become quickly surrounded by more of them on all sides.
That was the second time these centipedes had gotten around my senses. Once was a slip-up, but twice meant that something was up, and I was overlooking it. Nobody just snuck around dragon senses conventionally. I was keeping track of all the ones that were in front of us with expert calculations. But a whole bunch of them weren’t being included, and I had to know how they managed that.
I carved my way through some of the centipedes, getting a better view of the surrounding space. Sure enough, Tube Monkey’s body was much longer than I gave it credit for. I wasn’t just trying to keep track of a really big centipede monster and its nasty babies; I was attempting to do that with a centipede that stretched out practically forever. I still couldn’t have found an end to it as it wrapped around the asteroid field over and over and over again. There were also centipedes coming out of the pores all long those segments as well, fuck-tupling the number of centipedes beyond anything I could have thought of. I was sure the numbers that were just currently coming out were higher than any number I’d imagined, reaching closer to the number infinity than anything else could have claimed.
And that was when I had an idea, just as Tasha jumped back towards us, having run into centipedes in just about every direction at this point and found no clear ways to stay away from them as I had ordered.
“Go to the broken Tower Door,” I told the hopping tiger girl, carving a path back to Yui as the centipede monsters ceaselessly flooded out of Tube Monkey like rivers of bug legs, “I think I have an idea.”
“Not to question your idea I have yet to hear fully,” Nara set up her question about my idea she had yet to hear fully. “but would leading the powerful creature to the newly created exit from this prison realm be the wisest idea? May I remind you that this corridor leads directly back to your Land of the Dead, not to mention that access to the Tower of Babel could give this monster entry to the whole multiverse at once.”
“That is exactly what we’re going to do,” I said, as Tasha faithfully obeyed and hopped away, “and it’s going to solve all of our problems.”
“That does not sound like it will solve all of our problems,” Yui said, skewering a couple of centipedes as she propelled herself over to another asteroid.
“Tell when I’ve been wrong before!” I jumped out into a big empty space around us.
Nara reflexively sent out one of her rope darts to save me, which I was counting on. Previously, the flying knives were being used to collect a clump of asteroids together and provide a semblance of a barricade or obstacle. There was more than enough for me to whip around on the weaver woman’s tether, crashing into the cluster and sending the centipedes collected on it flying away. Tube Monkey had taken a few blows from the asteroids as well, plugging up the holes that were pushing out centipedes. Hopefully, that would have slowed the horde just a bit. Most importantly, it created a lot of empty space that the centipedes couldn’t have used to climb on from Tube Monkey’s winding body and get to us.
That was not entirely the case.





25

IT TURNED out that this particular endless horde of bug creatures was one of the hive-mind types of endless hordes. With such a classification came the distinct advantage of the individual units not caring about their own autonomy, allowing for pillars of the creatures to be formed as they crawled on one another to reach out farther into the open space. This new method took some organization and preparation to put into place fully, so we took the opportunity to pull ourselves through the lessened cluster of centipedes and toward the Tower corridor.
Still, besides the asteroids, there were miles of Tube Monkey’s unfathomably long body between us and the Tower that still spat out creepy crawlies. And, with the number of centipedes now filling up the space, there was starting to be more centipede than anything else in the Butterhouse. Tube Monkey’s face was also coming towards us, pouring out centipedes like they were projectiles from its mouth with no signs of stopping.
Finally, after tearing and blasting through enough centipedes ahead of us, we’d made it to the giant cluster of asteroids that acted as a landmark for the corridor. More centipedes and Tube Monkey body segments awaited us, to no one’s surprise. The cluster had kept the centipedes from just flooding into the corridor, but not so much surrounding it in a tight sphere which they did to prevent us from escaping.
Things were far from hopeless, however. With the president with us, Tube Monkey was forced to follow with its mouth instead of simply sitting still and letting its minions do all the work. With that corridor open, it could have easily let his centipedes pour in, overwhelmed my Land of the Dead, and continued on to the rest of creation until everything was filled with centipede creatures, all while staying in one of the safest parts of the universe for it. Its body was still visibly dissolving into purplish goo, which meant that Tube Monkey was going to get desperate and fall right into our trap.
Nara with her knives, Yui with her extending swords, and Tasha with the president in tow all latched onto me as we hurtled towards the planet of bug bodies. I let loose a flurry of wand blasts, creating a small opening for us deeper inside. The centipedes liked having a door opened for them and flooded right into it. That wasn’t ideal, but it was necessary for us. The monkey face was hot on our tail, still pouring out babies like it was a firehose for chitin, and my girls were keeping all of them clear away. Tasha had boosted our survival with a wide fan of a blade on her shifting polearm, spinning it around fast enough to make a makeshift shield for our rear guard.
We raced through the hole, fire and wind blasting, blades slicing, guts flying, charring and burning, gushing and spilling, chaos and strife, and finally made it to the corridor where some centipedes had already begun crawling through to head to the Land of the Dead. Tube Monkey’s massive head had come back from our rear, also making it to the dimensional corridor, though it had stopped spewing its babies out at us.
“Are you secretly a cultist of mine?” the monstrous mandril face cackled with an unearthly roar. “I do not remember any plans to use a secret agent in the mortal planes and still simply cannot fathom what you believe you are doing otherwise. With my magic returned to me, even in this weakened form, the powers at my disposal will make quick work of you and anything else in the universe, sacrifice or no sacrifice. Is that secretly your wish?”
“No.” I drew sigils in the air using both wands, utilizing the magic present within the corridor. “But I am getting something I’ve wanted for a long time today.”
“Uh oh, I can feel what he’s trying to do,” Omnislash commented on the spell I was preparing, “buddy, I thought we were trying to save the universe. How do you expect me to be on team good guys if it turns out you were a bad guy all along?”
“What a twist,” Superblast added, “I never saw it coming. How could you? And just when we were starting to understand what it means to love again.”
“Would someone please just trust me for five minutes?” I finished the spell circles in the air, silencing the sarcastic djinns in the wands as the magic took effect. “This is far from my first impossible crisis. I’m not going to destroy the universe!”
“I was going to negate the spell before you could even draw it, but I truly am interested in what you are attempting to do,” Tube Monkey chuckled.
The sound of writhing centipedes quieted down to less than a dull murmur. One by one, the centipedes surrounding us simply brought their heads up, looking at the girls and me, and our president rescue still limply hanging, huddled tight in a circle of them.
With the sigils complete, they glowed and floated up towards the roof of the corridor, sticking to the top of it. While it did so, I cast another sigil, creating a transparent bubble of magic that surrounded the group of us.
“If you believe that the dimensional magics inside this place have the energy to destroy me, you are beyond fooling yourselves.” Tube Monkey brought its six-foot teeth up to the edge of the bubble. “And this bubble is even more ridiculous. However, it will suffice to protect my sacrifice from your futile plan, and I wish to see you broken. It amuses me to think that I have brought the greatest guardian of the multiverse to heel so absolutely. No one will resist me after this. I will allow you to see through your plan, only to watch your spirit crumble before my eyes as my brood rips you apart. Then I will eat the sacrifice and offerings brought here, leaving one alive to run far away, spreading the terror of my name and what I have done to the darkest corners until all know of my power.”
“Thanks for letting me have this, pal.” I wrapped my arms around the girls, the three of them clutching close to me in turn. “I appreciate that. Color me curious, but I can’t help but wonder about your confidence. What makes you think you’ll live through this, anyway? You must be able to see how extensive this dimensional magic is. It’s packing some serious juice. Are you just super tough? Do you have an ace in the hole?”
“I know you from the eyes of your sow over there.” Tube Monkey referenced Yui using one of the more offensive words that irked me. “If this corridor is as powerful as you claim, and you are as clever as the sow thinks you are, then you would not be nearly foolish enough to collapse the whole of it, even to destroy a threat such as me. I also know more than enough about magic to understand that you have not simply decoupled the boundaries of the tower to unleash the energy into this room. Some of the spell was devoted to establishing some connection to me, and another part of your spell has focused on creating a vacuum for energy to flow out of this place and into another. You are obviously seeking to trap me here, under the exposure of the segmented energy you have quarantined to this space, while your bubble is vacuumed to safety to some area you have designated. Whatever clever ploy you believe you have cooked up is beyond a failure. It is a disgrace to magic of the caliber you claim to practice.”
“You’re so close, and yet so far.” I watched the sigil on the roof of the corridor spreading its magic ley lines throughout the whole hallway. “You know, I guess we’re way past you stopping it now, so it’s safe for me to gloat about beating you before it’s official. You’re still screwed and missing a few key pieces of information.”
“Oh?” The Tube Monkey turned its face downward, pointing its nine eyes at me, each big enough to stuff a silverback gorilla inside of. “What am I missing? What possible secret weapon in any dimension do you believe will defeat me?”
“The first piece,” I started. “In order to get the Tower of Babel to reach the Fluffy Bun Butterhouse, Junior had to bend it way out of shape, and it’s in the middle of shattering to pieces as we speak. No matter what, you’re getting the full blast of infinite folded space and dimensions.”
“It cannot be infinite, if it does not reach the…” The eyes on the Tube Monkey squinted. “Is this prison truly called the Fluffy Bun Butterhouse in this age?”
“You can ask anyone who knows about it,” I said, “and yes, it can do both, and it did for a while. Had to rearrange how the universe was oriented to make it happen, but that’s not important. What is important is that you’re getting all of its energy, regardless of what I try to do here.”
“Of course I will,” The monkey face shook in a disappointed gesture. “Because I am obviously that killable. That is why I was trapped in the most inescapable plane, locked in a state of being that none of you could ever hope to wrap your tiny minds around. Did you even think through this plan? Look at you. You think you’re some kind of genius miracle gift to the universe, better than all things in it just because of who you are. I am truly sorry to tell you this, but… you are not me.”
“You’re banking on the fact that you can regenerate from any part of your body, right?” I pointed out, watching the rainbow colors of the corridor glow brighter and brighter, “Without the sacrifice to stabilize you, you’re weakened, but not enough to lose that ability to recover from anything. And, because you’ve got that infinitely expanding length, there’s always enough body to regrow whatever we destroy, no matter how much of it you lost. It doesn’t matter to you if we do it with infinite energy or we atomized you beyond saving. It’ll always just be a single part you don’t need to continue existing.”
“You know all of this, and yet you still believe you are victorious,” the massive centipede demon twisted its head upside down, “if this display is a distraction to run out the rigidity of my current form as it dissolves back to the infinite abyss that caged me before, I have enough time for a thousand of your mortal lifetimes. Unfortunately for your calculations, my sacrifice is not nearly as long-lived as you. You would have to entertain me for quite a while longer than my sacrifice would live through, and I would have easily taken care of that before it was ever at risk.”
“You underestimate how distracting I can be,” I shrugged in the huddle. “That isn’t the plan, by the way. You’re dying much sooner than that.”
“If you try to cause a chain reaction through my body to destroy all of it,” the god-like monster pulled its face back, “I can segment it off just as easily, even if the destruction contains this beautiful face you see now. You will get nowhere with that sort of thinking. Others have tried. I would not have to expedite handling the problem. I can cut it off at any length I so choose, and your plan fails just as miserably. There’s nothing you can do to stop me. And yet, I can see in your eyes that you still do not believe this. I will see you broken before me. And then I will be unchallenged. Conquering everything will be that much easier.”
“I wasn’t thinking of a chain reaction,” I began wrapping up my gloating, “More along the lines of ‘instantaneous,’ or ‘fusion,’ if you’re feeling fancy.”
“Those are not synonymous terms,” Nara felt the need to highlight in my ear. “Dear husband, I do not wish to die due to a vocabularic mistake.”
“Why is nothing happening, Warden-san?” Yui whispered to me, taking permission from Nara’s lead. “The corridor brightens, but the big monkey face is still there.”
“Have faith in Sir McCain’s plans, girls,” Tasha tried to calm them down quietly, though her own apprehensions were present. “Sir McCain, please tell me there is a plan here.”
“What do you mean by ‘fusion?’” Tube Monkey asked, “are you fusing energies? Are you fusing the vacuum? What is your plan?”
The corridor had become nearly too bright to see anything. Dragons had built-in sunglass lenses in their eyes, so I was fine, thankfully.
“Here we go!” I finished up, “I’ll explain, since you’re not getting it, and probably no one else is either, and they have no faith in me, apparently. You’re dissolving into the Butterhouse realm, and the entire, infinite tower is going to explode throughout the universe. Since anything from the Butterhouse wants to stay in the Butterhouse as soon as it’s exposed to the regular universe, all of your energy, and all of your centipedes, will go to the Butterhouse with you when you fully dissolve from the inside out. So, if I made the spell right, you explode along with the tower, all at once, infinity and all, and reach the still unexposed core of Butterhouse stuff. The energy of the tower explosion will fuse with the Butterhouse realm energy, since you’re all still fused. Since it’s all Butterhouse property now, it’ll warp into the Butterhouse realm, containing the explosion in the Butterhouse, and you are double and triple dead.”
“How dare--!” was all the words that Tube Monkey could get out before the lights became too blinding even for my dragon shades to handle as the group of us rode in this bubble for the bumpy ride.
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IF I TRIED to describe what traveling through the folded dimensions of the universe at speeds beyond light and thought while also witnessing the decaying remains of a god monster older than the universe itself dissolve and explode into nothingness felt like, I wouldn’t have the right words with any set of vocabulary that the human race had to offer. Needless to say, it was intense. I’d only seen something similar once before.
Nah, I was just kidding. I’d seen it three times.
The bubble finally crashed into something solid, popping as it deleted the massive, crushing momentum that would have turned all of us into pancakes thin enough to be legally classified as two-dimensional. The girls, the president, and I collapsed on the floor, the experience still harrowing and draining.
I was the first to look up from where we landed, seeing where we’d actually landed in the cosmos. By divine grace, and by ‘divine grace,’ I mean my deliberate spellwork, we’d happily landed right in the middle of Times Square. There used to be a tower centered around the spot we had all found ourselves, but now it was just an intersection. There had been monsters rampaging through these streets, but they were now clear of any dangers. Or any cars that would have still been street legal to drive in their destroyed condition. Whatever managed to fly through the tower door on the other side really did a number on this place. The buildings weren’t looking great, either, and a few were missing entirely, with barely any ruins or pulled up plumbing left to remember them by.
The people, arguably the most important part of the equation, were also still here, seeable through the windows to some of the apartments. Thankfully, in my absence, the city wasn’t so destroyed that they’d resorted to looting and abandoning society to live that post-apocalypse life.
“Are we all still alive?” Tasha sprung her head up, her mangled red hair flinging about like medusa snakes. “Everyone, speak up if you are alive.”
“I made it!” Yui kicked out her legs and threw herself forward, getting back to her feet in one swift motion. “Is this the human world! I never knew they had so many castles! And they’re so strange! They must not get attacked often.”
“I am regretting my impulse to survive right now.” Nara lazily lifted herself back up, her head not quite staying fully upright with her. “I did not realize that it would have meant living through all of this pain and exhaustion.”
“Sir McCain!” Tasha shouted for me, “Oh, there you are! You did it!”
What followed next was a shower of kisses, first from Tasha, followed by Yui, then finally Nara as she got herself up to her feet. Yeah, that was about right. It took more than an infinitely sized explosion inverting on itself from magic shenanigans to get these girls down and out. And I was a little tired, so I just let it happen for a bit. I couldn’t muster the energy to participate on my end, but they didn’t seem to care much, finding their own ways to get as close to me and kiss me as they possibly could.
“Where’s your Tower now?” Yui asked, not really stopping her kissing barrage as she waited for my answer.
“It exploded,” I breathed out heavily. “If you were paying attention, I did some magic stuff, forced the Tube Monkey thing inside the tower, then made it explode early.”
“What about that nightmarish monster?” Nara spoke each word between kisses on my snout.
“It exploded,” I repeated. “I did some magic stuff, fused the Tube Monkey with the Tower, then a loophole in how the Butterhouse works made it so that the explosion essentially bled into the Butterhouse before it went anywhere else.”
“What about the junior Mordred?” Tasha took a breath to speak, then dove right back into her kisses. “Will he return from wherever you sent him?”
“He and the trollgre were inside the Tube Monkey,” I recapped. “If they managed to live through all of that, then a piece of Tube Monkey is still out there, and that would suck. It would mostly be annoying, honestly. Where the hell am I supposed to come up with another explosion like that?”
“You are very creative, Warden-san,” Yui giggled, laying down on my arm as all the kissing calmed down. “I am sure that you will find something to save everyone again. You can do anything.”
“Hey, listen,” I looked at the oni, while Nara laid on my other arm, and Tasha on my chest. “Just because I managed to pull a win out of my ass this time around doesn’t mean I’m a miracle worker. I need at least a couple of days before my ass miracles grow back properly.”
“A couple of days, you say?” Nara perked up. “That is promising. Will you need help to recuperate in that time, dear husband?”
“I will never turn away a helping hand or two,” I answered. “Whenever you’re feeling particularly helpful, I can’t help but accept.”
“Would it be uncouth to help your recuperation rather soon?” Tasha pushed on my chest to lift herself up and scan her range of vision. “Or immediately? It would be in our best interest to start early to get our best results. I do not see many peeping eyes in this area.”
“You mean besides Turmbach?” I pointed over to the president, who’d just now brought himself up. “We should probably deal with him first.”
“Fine.” Tasha begrudgingly rolled off of me and onto Nara, choosing not to roll off as she laid on top of the spider girl. “If you must.”
“Why am I the victim of your anguish?” Nara pressed out through squished lips. “Do you not think I feel the same way?”
“Then that is something we all share!” Yui shouted happily.
Her chipper tone belied the conversation topic and cleverly hid her intent to join in the catpile on Nara. Yui’s momentum had carried the whole pile over, all three of them rolling away as they played around with each other and had their fun.
Soon, McCain. Business first, then I wasn’t missing another second. I got to my feet and walked over to the disoriented country leader. He was fairly average in many ways for a presidential candidate, although his hair was understandably frazzled from all the turmoil with the Tower. Despite the scuffs, rips, and bruises, he was very well dressed in an expensive, worn-out suit that was no longer the top-dollar price he’d bought it for. He was a shorter gentleman, but still with that handsome, square jaw and diamond-cutting chin that got the voters to fall in love with him. He still had the teeth for a winning smile, but he couldn’t have mustered it as he sat there, dazed and confused by the events that unfolded before his eyes.
“President Turmbach,” I held out my hand for him to grab, “I am Marcus McCain.”
“Yes, um,” the president, blinking himself back into the present moment, “hello, er, Mr. McCain. Can you pinch me? Just right here on the arm. This is the most realistic dream I’ve ever had, and I just need to confirm that those medications the White House physician gave me aren’t quite what I was looking for.”
I poked him in the hand with one of my dragon claws, the president yelping in pain at the sharp pain of it. A pinch would have been much worse, but I hoped that didn’t look too aggressive. Didn’t want to commit a war crime or something on accident. Or, rather, another war crime. Again. The first two were technicalities.
“I’m sure you have a lot of questions.” I grabbed Turmbach’s shoulder to help him to his feet. “And I can answer them in time. First, I just need to do a routine check-up on you.”
“I’m not going to ask anything,” Turmbach nodded his head in a slow swaying motion, “I don’t think I could make much sense out of any answer you give me, based on what just happened, and I’m still not sure this isn’t all a dream.”
“Then do you mind if I ask you a few questions instead?” I began drawing sigils in the air with the djinn wands. “I need to investigate exactly what happened so I can plug up the holes that let these dangers through.”
“Shoot,” the man’s head never quite stayed still, slowly swaying and bobbing quietly, “I’m sure you’ll know what happened to me better than I did. I ate a lot of habaneros last night, just to get that one out of the way. I’m sure this is just a spicy burrito fever dream. What do you want to know, Mr. Dragon Man? Can I call you Foofles the Magic Dragon?”
“As long as you answer my questions clearly and honestly, I don’t care either way,” I stifled a laugh, “Mr. President, what were the events leading up to your capture?”
“Oh, routine stuff,” he looked to the side, trying to recollect the events. “A full day of bullshit, you can imagine the humdrum slog of duties. Congressmen bickering like children that need a babysitter, bills that need signing or vetoing (mostly vetoing, but don’t tell the voters), the economy lever that needs toggling between ‘good’ or ‘bad’ to keep the American people on their toes. The usual stuff. It was a particularly stressful day, especially since the economy lever was being tricky today, so it’s stuck on ‘bad’ until I get our regular guy to come to take a look at it. I got tired early, and figured that I was the president, so I turned in, got a book out, and started reading.”
“What do you remember about the specific moment of the capture?” I tried to fast forward to any pertinent information. “Sounds, smells, voices, phrases, anything? The time of day?”
“Mostly just a lot of grunting,” Turmbach recollected. “Some posh British guy did a lot of yelling, and there was a lot of gunfire. Then I saw a giant, sickly gorilla with four arms, and that posh British guy. Hair was fabulous, and he dressed like he was going to a renaissance fair… but for goths? Is that something that the kids do nowadays?”
“Anything else?” I was getting nothing useful, I was tired and needed a good rest, and I had three girls that were desperate for the kind of attention that helped a rest feel amazing. I was ready to wrap this up. “Anything at all? Strange things they had on them? Was Mittens and Mordred-- sorry, the big gorilla and the British guy the only ones that showed up? No one was helping them?”
“They did have a book,” his eyes perked up, “that I do remember! Holy shit, it freaked me out! It looked like it was stitched together out of… um…” Turmbach got a bit of a flush to his cheeks, as if he was in the beginnings of a bout of hurling up his lunch.
“Skin?” I finished for him, hoping I was wrong about that as a chill went down my spine, “Human skin? With an ear and the nose on one side, and a pair of lips on the other?”
“Have you seen it before?” he looked at me, slightly puzzled at the coincidence, “that’s it exactly! The British guy with the hair had his nose in that book the whole time, reading from it and whispering into it. I couldn’t believe he was holding it. Well, he was wearing those metal gloves.”
Mhm, that was Prorok’s Prophecy, a book filled with the lunatic ravings of a mad wizard who thought that mortals could eat gods to become perfect beings that would command the universe. Prorok succeeded a few times with the eating part of that plan, much to my dismay when it did manage to give him significant longevity. He was much closer to my age than most people, and I’d run into him a few times. Being the artistic type of serial killer, he then incorporated many of his victims into the bindings of a book where he wrote down all of his crazy ideas and horrifying spells. When I crashed a ritual summoning that he performed with his cult, I soul caged the demon he brought forth inside that book, hoping that it would explode, forcing the demon back into its realm. Demons were nothing to mess around with. Even the weakest ones were likely to hide, eat bits of soul unnoticed until it got fat as a pig, and suddenly was creating a continental plague. From delinquent level one to tyrant level twenty in a month if left unchecked. Getting them out of our world was always a priority as soon as I found them.
Unfortunately, I was young, stupid, and working alone at the time. Prorok anticipated me crashing his party and had it arranged for his own soul to be dragged into the book when I made the soul cage. I had previously thought the victims were regular people, not gods, so vastly underestimated its potential. His cultists then jumped me seconds afterward, taking the book and hiding it from me ever since.
No, I do not know what happened to Prorok or the demon. It couldn’t be good.
“Did you see what happened to that book?” I asked. Mordred didn’t have a book with skin for a cover when we found him in the Fluffy Bun Butterhouse. It was still out there. “Did he drop it in the White House, or leave it in one of the places you guys traveled through? You remember being dragged through a bunch of different places, right?”
“Yeah, no, he had it for a while,” the presidential victim tried to remember, “he was looking through it the whole time while we were looking for those brass towers.”
“When did he stop reading it?” I grabbed the man by the shoulders, “He had to have put it down somewhere. Where did he put it down?”
“Yes, he put it down somewhere!” His terrified expression reminded me that I still looked like a terrifying dinosaur from hell. “He was talking to it, thanking it for something, then stashing it away somewhere. Ah, crap, I can’t remember where it was. It was that place in Japan, or that forest. It wasn’t the place with all the damn spiders. I think I remember… pink? A whole lot of pink and purple? I’m getting a cotton candy vibe when I remember it. Does that ring any bells?”
Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Shit. Fuck. Mordred left the book in the Dreamworld. And I literally just took the custodian from his post there. Without Pierro, that place was free for some powerful demon/wizard to make camp, poke around at some dreamers, and slowly build their power until they had a bigger plan. How did I not notice that? I mean, I knew how, whoever managed to survive in the book was magically hiding from me. Still, though. Goddamn it.
But, BUT! This was actually a good thing. If Pierro was still actually there, then the book could have done something to him. Maybe it already was at first. He was acting irrationally, even though he said he was getting better. Getting him out of there was for his own good. Plus, he wouldn’t be so stupid as to start eating dreamers so blatantly at first. It would just be nibbles, some bad nightmares, nothing that would catch my notice. That gave us a lot of time before anyone was in real danger.
If I had Pierro, I could have cut that bastard book off from his dreamers and build a new dream world without it. Once I built a new world for dreams, with Pierro’s help, we could have just collapsed the old one, with the skin book inside of it. I’d only need to force everyone on Earth to be awake for just one moment while I made the switch. I had methods for doing those sorts of things already nailed down. Speaking of which…
“Can you please let go of me now?” The frightened country leader remained trapped in my grip.
Oh, right, should have wrapped this up before I moved on to real business.
“Thank you for everything, Mr. President.” I saluted the commander-in-chief. “You’ve helped out more than you know.”
“If all of this turns out to be real,” Turmbach saluted back half-heartedly, “which seems to be the case as my head clears up, as crazy as that seems, then I can get you a medal for your service in getting rid of that giant centipede… monkey… that will haunt my nightmares until my dying day.”
“Yeah, you may have some trouble sleeping for a while,” I finished the sigils I had gotten distracted from. “But it would surprise you how easy it is to sluff this kind of thing off. Sometimes, it feels like you can’t even remember it happened.”
“No, really, I insist.” Turmbach straightened himself out, regaining a more presentable composure with some distance from the events now solidly in place. “What do you want? Xeno- American civil rights? I can pass a law or two that gets you anything you want. Marriage? Bank loans? Diversity hiring? Just name it, and I will get you what you need. I’ll make sure the country never forgets the service you’ve done for them.”
“No, you won’t.”
I completed the sigils, as they flew into the air, flying over into the sky until they turned into two blinking yellow lights in the sky. The lights pulsed through the sky, reaching across to the ends of the horizon. In no time at all, a beam of yellow light shot out from the coast, hitting one of the lights as it continued to pulse out a radius like a radar. More and more beams, from all directions, connected to the two lights I’d made, until there was a thick web of them above us. Once they’d gained enough of them, they sent a pulse downward, flooding yellow lights through the lights, radiating every building, and soaking every last corner of the world. Once they’d done so, the lights disappeared, and the beams with them, and everything was the same as it was before.
“What in the…?” Turmbach rubbed his head, then fell to the ground, his hand stuck to his head as he lay frozen stiff by the magic of the light.
“I need a covert transport to the White House,” I spoke into my wrist, now that I was back in New York, where I could talk to my spies. “Man in a suit, President Turmbach. Place him in his bed, if you please.”
Yes, the lights locked everyone in the world up in their position for a good couple of hours, after which their memory over the past month got fuzzy. Everything that seemed normal returned like normal, but everyone would forget all the events involving magic or anything crazy forever. Those hours of a world frozen in memory and body gave me more than plenty of time to either clean up whatever mess I’d made in saving the world, cover up anything that might have implicated the magical nature of the world, or anything else I needed done.
Instead of that, though, I was going to just say it was a series of earthquakes and call it good. People would have been able to explain their feelings of dread and fear by blaming the horrible earthquakes, and I didn’t have to clean up all the damage I wasn’t around for. That also let people reasonably conclude how their loved ones passed, instead of “a monster ate his legs, but you forgot that, and it looks like nothing happened, except your father/mother/sister/brother is now dead for seemingly no reason.” Seemed more helpful to let them move on to have something to blame it on.
Having done everything I needed to do, and having missed that stupid festival I was so excited for before my Tower had popped up by a day and a half by now, I resolved to enjoy the rest of this day, and walked over to my girls, who were still play-wrestling on the ground.
“I know how to clear out the Eiffel Tower of tourists, if you…” I had the idea of coming up with some fun date ideas for a bit before I stopped myself.
I realized I was staring at a golden opportunity that I couldn’t afford to waste. It was going to be a little while before everyone woke up from the memory wipe, and I wasn’t doing a lot of clean-up this time. Times Square was staying empty for a while, and I could have taken advantage of that. There were a lot of things I hadn’t actually done in the middle of Times Square specifically, and I could have checked them off here.
With a few flicks of one of my wands, I summoned a comfortable velvet chair magically from the ground, taking a seat as I rolled my shoulders out. With a flick of the other wand, I had turned some of the pavement next to them into warm mud, just as the pile of them rolled into it, covering them and making them filthy.
And just like that, I’d just created the first Women’s Mud Wrestling match in the middle of Times Square. And with this show, I could jump in any time I wanted and made things more interesting.
I could turn this into a festival of my own yet. The perfect way to celebrate saving the multiverse… again.





AUTHOR’S NOTE
Hey, if you got here, I just want you to know that you’re awesome! I wrote this book just for someone like you, and if you want another one, it is super important that you leave a review.
The more reviews this book gets, the more likely it is there will be a sequel to it. After all, I’m only human, and you have no idea how far a simple “your book was great!” goes to brighten my day. Also, if you want to know when the sequel comes out, you absolutely must join my Facebook group and follow me on Amazon. Doing one won’t be enough because it relies on either Facebook or Amazon telling you the book is out, and they might not do it.
You might miss out on all my books forever, if you only do one!
Here’s the link to follow me on Amazon.
Here’s the link to my Facebook Group.
Here’s the link to my mailing list.
And if you are looking for more stories like mine, check out these great Facebook Groups for more authors and suggestions: Harem Gamelit, Harem Lit, and GameLit Society!
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