
        
            
                
            
        

    
Foreword

Hello, please accept my thanks for taking the time to read my book. I would like to preface your experience with some information in case you didn’t fully read the blurb before picking it.

This book is intended to be read by adults and is not for children. It features violence and descriptions of explicit sex as well as profane language.

The characters in this book are fictional, who make choices and take actions which defy societal norms.

This work is for entertainment purposes only and is not an endorsement of these activities or attitudes.

It is a bit smutty, it is an erotic power fantasy, emphasis on the fantasy. If you don’t want to read something of that nature, I recommend you stop now.

This book also includes RPG apocalypse/litRPG elements including stats and levelling.

Like many writers I have occasionally borrowed elements of my real life and incorporated them into my characters. Yet the MC is not me and should not be mistaken to reflect me or my actual feelings or opinions.

I can’t stop you from leaving a scathing review, but if any of the above is the sum of your criticism, you’re wasting your time. I intend to continue writing smutty erotic power fantasy set in a sex dungeon. Well maybe some of it won’t be set in a sex dungeon, but it’ll still be a smutty erotic fantasy, or sci-fi, possibly urban fantasy. Scantily clad, sexy, women will be a given, everything else is negotiable I suppose.


Corsairs & Cataclysms

Book Three

By Devan Drake


Prologue

Day 165

Crynn Shiptaker

“Set course for the Meenus cluster. Use the off-buoy passages we have charts for. We don’t want to alert any of the local authorities to our arrival,” Crynn commanded as she swept into the Command cabin and sat down in her plush chair. There was no time to waste with pleasantries.

There was a moment of silence as a few of the crewmen looked askance at one another. Her order was an unusual one and would take them a long way from their previously planned course. “Are you sure about that, Commander?” Raxtel questioned with barely contained contempt in his voice.

The older orc was one of her father’s cast-offs, not that Raxtel could admit that to himself. His progression had stalled, and he was judged unworthy of crewing the Leviathan’s Curse any longer. The dreaded flagship of her father’s pirate fleet.

Titus Shipbreaker was the most powerful Acheronian Corsair Admiral in the Darkwyrlds, and his fleet was rightly feared. Crynn commanded the Malignant Cutter. The Cutter was a mark three ship formed from a fragment of the Leviathan’s Curse itself.

The orc’s implied disrespect aggravated her, but that was nothing new. His insistence on using the honorific of commander instead of captain was particularly galling. True, she was not currently on the captaincy tree. But then, few in command of any of the Shiptaker’s fleet were.

Being a Dungeon Corsair Captain or higher on that branch of the tree would remove her from Titus Shipbreaker’s canon. A privilege he rarely allowed anyone once they signed. And often one that went unappreciated if granted.

The only others on the captaincy branch in the fleet wore her father’s slave collar, after all. A necessity to allow the fleet to grow with additional dungeon ships without risking rebellions and defections.

The custom was to refer to the ship’s appointed commander as captain anyway. However, as she was not technically a captain, not calling her by that honorific was not a punishable offence. The disagreeable Raxtel knew that and abused the loophole mercilessly.

Crynn eased herself out of the chair she had just taken residence in. The smell of ozone filled the room and her jet-black hair with golden tips rose like a halo from the sudden increase of static electricity. Her black eyes flashed with gold and crackling arcs jumped between her fingertips. “Do as you are commanded, Raxtel!”

“Aye, Commander,” the orc sniffed as he turned back to his station and waved at his subordinates to continue. “I was just looking out for you, lass. We wouldn’t want the Admiral to be disappointed, now would we? We’ve been away from the rest of the fleet for some time. Already overdue to check back in with him. Meenus is a worthless backwater that’ll take us a week or more to reach. He won’t be happy to discover you’ve been taking one of his ships, even a small one, on an unprofitable trip.” Raxtel paused for effect before finishing his implied threat. “Against his wishes.”

“I’m well aware of what my father wants, bosun,” Crynn stressed as she sat back down. “There is a profit to be had. Plenty. More than a miserable, disobedient, complainer like yourself deserves. Say the word and I’ll happily put you in a splinter pod and send you off to law-abiding shores.”

“That will not be necessary, Commander,” Raxtel grunted quickly with a bit more civility than he’d displayed earlier.

The last thing anyone marked as a corsair for as long as Raxtel wanted was to take his chances in a law-abiding settlement without backup.

Crynn let her fury-fuelled lightning subside and settled back into the captain’s seat.

Nazz, a large saurian warrior, who’d watched the exchange in silence stepped up from the back wall and stopped when she reached her charge. With a wave of her clawed hand, a privacy barrier activated, and the two of them could talk freely.

“What are you up to, child? There are easier ways to get your father’s attention. Ones that don’t run the risk of execution for mutiny.” She asked with concern, though her body language did not betray her misgivings to the crew.

Crynn understood Nazz’s doubt. The old saurian had been the maternal figure she lacked growing up and still clucked over her like a mother hen at times.

Her father, Titus Shiptaker, was over fifteen hundred years old and had sired quadruple that number of children during those long years. In all that time, the only offspring he acknowledged were those willing to walk the same path as him.

His children who could not or chose not to become corsairs were as nothing to the ill-tempered pirate king. Some of them remained with the fleet but quickly learned the danger of even hinting they had any kinship to the pirate lord. Most left and were never heard from again. Rumours ran rampant that Titus would have them culled, but no proof of that had ever been forthcoming.

Crynn wouldn’t put it past the cantankerous old bastard. He had the required vicious temperament and that had only increased as he grew closer to the end of his life. The question she couldn’t answer was what Titus would get out of mass-culling his weaker children.

Even with Titus’ prodigious strength as their progenitor, few of his offspring had the aptitude to take both Acheronian, a third-tier species and Dungeon Corsair, a third-tier class when they first came of age. Only ninety-seven out of more than six thousand according to the record keepers of the fleet.

The other ninety-six were her acknowledged half-brothers. All but twelve of them were dead and more than a few of those by Titus’ own hand.

Overstepping, failure, disobedience, catching the old man’s attention when he was in a particularly foul mood. All were different ways some of her male siblings had earned a case of filicide.

But Crynn was his only Acheronian daughter. Acheronians, like all species with a high starting tier, skewed heavily to the male gender.

Unless you could meet the rare qualifying criteria, it was exorbitantly expensive in upgrade points to switch. And it’s not like it was a cheap process to begin with.

All children were born at the start of their mother’s species tree, Crynn’s mother had been a succubus of some kind, so that is what she was born as. The succubi tree began in the second tier, which gave her a small leg up on her elven, human, and other first tier half-siblings.

Restricting the number of women with species that began in the third tier or above was one of the deliberate quirks in the Framework to prevent high-tiered species from dominating. Fewer mothers of those species meant fewer children born with the inherent advantage of starting at a higher tier.

There had been a few civilisations that had tried to take advantage and game the Darkwyrlds by developing their women into species starting in the high tiers. But then receptivity became a major issue. Unless the aptitude of the prospective father was very low it could take years before the first pregnancy. The subsequent birth rates were too low to be effective and those factions had all been swept away by forces with far superior numbers.

Her father being Acheronian provided the necessary qualifying criteria for her to switch over, but even so, it soaked up more of her aptitude allocation than any of her brothers. Almost as much as a fourth-tier species, and she’d barely had enough left to take the third tier Dungeon Corsair as her class too. Without both, Titus would not be interested.

None of her unacknowledged half-sister’s had ever done the same.

This gave her a special bond with Titus, one that meant he did indulge her in a manner he never did with his many sons.

Indulgences, like giving her command of a mark three shard ship over better qualified and more experienced corsairs.

Although she could get away with more than her half-brothers, Titus’ affection for her only went so far. Her plan was still a massive risk. Open disobedience to his will would not be overlooked or easily forgiven.

If this expedition did not pan out as she hoped there would be a heavy price to pay. Confinement and the loss of all privileges would be certain. Her life would be at risk if he was truly angered by her decisions.

“You worry too much,” Crynn chuckled, suppressing her shiver of fear with feigned humour.

“You don’t worry enough,” Nazz countered.

“There is a method to my madness. This is not about getting the Admiral’s attention. At least, not by pissing him off it isn’t.”

Crynn pulled an information crystal from her inventory and offered it to Nazz who took it from her curiously. Seconds later, the large saurian woman had produced a reading pad and touched the crystal to the scanner. Her yellow eyes read the text quickly and a sharp inhalation of breath told Crynn that Nazz had come to the same conclusions she had.

“Where did you get this information? Is it reliable?”

“The source is anonymous, always initialled DD, but nothing else,” Crynn admitted. “They have sent me missives before and have never been wrong.”

“By the Gods, girl. You are acting on this information on trust alone? This could be a ploy by one of your wretched brothers. You know how much they envy you. Anything that removes you from the board draws them closer to the old man’s favour.”

“It’s not any of my brothers, Nazz. Not unless they have been setting the stage for fifty years, long before I even came of age. If any of them had an inkling that I planned to join the fleet, they would have had me strangled in my sleep. I’ve periodically been contacted by DD since I was ten years old.”

“You’ve never told me that,” Nazz responded in a wounded tone.

“Don’t be like that, Nazz. You know what it was like for me growing up. The rivalry in the creche. I got into the habit of keeping this a secret is all. DD hasn’t sent me anything in close to a decade, I’d almost forgotten about him until recently.”

“Still…”

“I know, Nazz. It’s a massive risk. But if what he says about Earth is true, then it’s an opportunity we can’t turn down.”

“An opportunity indeed, if true,” she warned. “Your rivals may not have set the stage, but that doesn’t mean they didn’t stumble across this DD recently and are using the connection to bring you down. Why not simply tell your father? Let him make the decision.”

“Pfff! His councillors would tear the idea apart because of its provenance. They dislike me almost as much as my half-brothers. No, this way is best. The official Framework announcement won’t be for another week, by which point we’ll already be ensconced in the cluster. They’ll deploy disruption buoys that will prevent any other dungeon ships from navigating to that part of the plexus without using a gate. With the sheer number of opportunists that would flock to the buffet once it is official, they will have to. Nobody of note but us will be in a position to take advantage.

“Soon after, those plexus pathways will be filled with poorly defended ships ripe for the taking. What’s more, many of them won’t be expected to ever return given the risks they are taking. Disappearances will not raise any warning flags. We’d have that cluster of the plexus to ourselves for months, maybe even a year before the disruption buoys failed or the other fleets managed to have them sabotaged. The plunder we can accumulate before then would be an immense haul for a single ship.”

Nazz shook her head, not convinced. “Maybe. There are a lot of assumptions in your plan, though. What if this announcement does not trigger the land rush you are anticipating? What if the local authorities screw up or cheap out and don’t deploy the buoys? What if these ships are better defended than you think? We’ll be out there alone, with no resupply. And most importantly, what if Titus Shiptaker cares more about you running off alone with one of his ships without permission than he does about the plunder you accrue in his name.”

“Come on, Nazz. The clue is in the name he claimed for himself. Shiptaker. When we show up with hundreds of captured vessels, he’ll be all smiles and brimming with paternal pride.”

At least, Crynn hoped he would be.

“When your father is smiling is when you should be most afraid,” Nazz snorted. “I still think we will run low on reliable men. Too many of the crew are has-been bootlickers like Raxtel and can’t be trusted. It doesn’t matter how much we out-muscle these land rushers, that much raiding will cause significant attrition. Losing the wrong people could lead to mutiny.”

“I have that in hand, Nazz. Trust me. We can round up some of the in-system wannabes to fill the gaps. They’d likely get themselves killed trying it alone anyway. Better they lay down their lives for our benefit instead.”

Nazz looked sceptical at that. And well she should. The easily cowed local malcontents would doubtless be pathetic and barely worth the effort. Useful as cannon fodder at best.

But the local outcasts were a very minor part of the plan. Crynn hadn’t given her friend the second crystal DD had sent her. She hadn’t been sure how Nazz would react to the news that they wouldn’t be the only dungeon corsairs in the cluster, after all.

According to her mysterious source, a new, small piratical navy was apparently operating in the planetary cluster already. Crynn had never heard of Captain Torin Carter or his fleet, the Shattered Storm.

The information crystal had been a little sparse on details and she hadn’t time to discover anything else about him. The Shattered Storm was not on the system influence boards, but that was hardly surprising if they were new. All she knew was what DD had told her. That he was an Acheronian Dungeon Corsair, and he would also be in the vicinity.

Possibly, the mysterious DD was a backer or patron of this new fleet. That would at least make sense.

The Malignant Cutter had been used as a scout ship before Titus bequeathed it to her. It had some of the best scanning equipment in the fleet. If there was another dungeon ship in the plexus network around Earth, her crew would find it.

Once they did, she was confident an informal alliance could be forged.

What kind of Acheronian pirate wouldn’t want to link up with a scion of the legendary Shiptaker?


Chapter 1

Day 155

<This is torture. Cruel and unusual punishment in the extreme. Somebody call your United Nations; my basic human rights are being impinged. Torin, you can’t still be pissed about the ‘hiding Shana’s pregnancy from you’ thing. For pity’s sake, I apologised> Quixbix whinged for what felt like the millionth time since I’d informed him of my future intentions.

As a matter of fact, you didn’t, you little jackass. And no, this is not about that. It’s about what is best for the Shattered Storm. You and Quinn tripping over one another is a hindrance we could do without.

We were in the field and close to the enemy, so I was thinking to Quixbix rather than verbalising out loud.

<Send her away then. Job done. It’s not like we need her anyway.>

I decided not to bother pointing out how wrong that statement was. Quix had been a great help to me, but he was a big-picture guy. His philosophy was if a problem cropped up, bash it on the head and take the XP. Quinn paid attention to the details much better. With her and Susan working together, several potential problems had already been nipped in the bud before they got out of hand.

I gave you a chance to work out your differences and cooperate amicably, but you’ve both proved too stubborn to make it work. Ergo my new solution. Integrating the pair of you together.

A pantser and a planner. Why pick when you can have both?

I’d been applying my Preternatural Insight skill as dynamically as possible to the exclusive frequency that the imps and fairies shared and was certain I could use it to pull off a merger of the two. They wouldn’t become a single entity, but it would force them onto the same wavelength.

Sharing the same living space as it were.

At the bare minimum, it meant they could share access rights to Shattered Storm facilities and not have to constantly switch between each other. Also, it would allow me to keep in contact with Susan without needing to be on the ship or use my Clarion’s Call charges. It should also give me greater access to Quinntexxis. But it wouldn’t be the same as what I had with Quixbix. She was still a fairy, and I had a notorious class, those two things were mutually exclusive.

I couldn’t double up on quests, but she ought to be able to view and process my notifications. Even from afar. And it was that little snippet which convinced Quixbix that this was all about his little prank with Shana.

I’ll admit to being a bit pissed with him in the aftermath, but fears of my imp trying to screw me over had faded into obscurity over the past few months.

However, Quinntexxis proximity was required for the merger, so I’d put it off until my planned return.

To be fair, they were both resistant to the idea which is why I was going to have to force it upon them. The hard way meant my plan carried a small chance it wouldn’t take, but also an equal risk that it would become a permanent join that lingered after my eventual death. Which I hoped would be a long time from now. It was a testament to their mutual stubbornness that they were both willing to take that risk in exchange for the chance it would fail.

My imp complications were a secondary concern. After weeks of searching, two days ago our advance scouts had located the Hooved Horde bastion in the heart of the Seney Wildlife Refuge. By the end of today, we would have completed my primary mission in the north, and we’d head back to the island to plan the next steps.

Hence the resurgence of my imp’s caterwauling.

The weeks it took to locate the bastion were not wasted, though. I’d hit level seventeen from the daily grind. The sixteenth level gave me an extra T3 ability. Clarion’s Call advanced automatically due to my hidden bonus, so I chose Pressganging Corsair for my selection to increase my crew count which had reached 229 not including Anastasia, Shana, and Fang Mei.

The skill bump that usually comes with level sixteen was delayed to seventeen and I decided on Public Speaking. My recent experience of controlling the crowd with words had been a heady experience and I figured it was an underrated skill.

The biggest downside, autumn was on the way out and winter knocked on the door loudly. With the retreat of the rain-filled cloud-cover came much colder overnight freezing temperatures. We had to act before the first snow hit the Upper Peninsula and that couldn’t be far off. The discovery of the enemy’s stronghold came just in time.

The Horde bastion was a log-built fort constructed in the middle of the refuge. It was too deep and the terrain too rough to make marching with the full army practical. We’d be spotted dozens of miles away and give the Horde a chance to prepare or run, taking the Pandaemonium portal with them. Neither of which were outcomes I desired.

Fortunately, the fort was only three miles from a small inland lake called Marsh Creek Pool. With the recent deluges of rainfall, the waterways that connected it to Lake Michigan were deep enough for Marena’s Mercy to navigate without expending too much energy. But that would only be possible for a few more days. It wouldn’t be long before the shallower stretches started to freeze.

The next couple of days after the discovery had been busy as we gathered the most elite fighting force that could fit on the ship. My crew, the cream of the militia including Chief Brant and one hundred of the guild’s best led by Martin.

Traversing the winding river, creeks, and streams took the better part of half a day. We arrived without incident, debarked, and rapidly made our way through the few miles of wilderness to our target.

Anastasia remained behind with the ship in case anything went awry, and she was not pleased about that at all. Jackson was with me as we came in sight of the fort through the trees ahead of us. He refused to be left behind this time and that meant Britney and Celeste had come with him from the Gladstone outpost.

For that reason, Amber had been included on the expedition even if she was probably not quite strong enough to qualify. But I did insist that the three young women were part of the small team left with Anastasia on Marena’s Mercy.

Amber could probably have held her own during the assault but neither Britney nor Celeste’s classes were suited to the battlefield.

<…but…> my imp tried to continue his complaining.

Enough Quixbix. We’ve reached the fort.

I could see the structure clearly now. It was larger than I’d imagined. The horde had built it in a clearing and cut back the tree line even further for the building supplies. The fort was a square shape surrounded by a ditch with only one gateway inside. At least, only one we could see from this vantage point. The log walls were several metres tall and perhaps two hundred metres long.

There was a wooden tower in each corner, and you could see capronid warriors patrolling along walkways inside the walls. The ditch was filled with spikes and thorny scrub. As we’d seen from almost every other Hooved Horde encampment, they decorated everything with the body parts of their victims that they hadn’t consumed.

The trophies had frozen in the colder weather and seemed less gruesome because of it.

Interestingly, the gateway didn’t seem to have a gate, it was simply a gap in the wall which seemed a bit odd and would do nothing to keep out the frigid winter gales.

That meant I could see inside. Mostly it was what you’d expect, more capronids, cervitaurs, and other hooved beasties. There were a few half-naked cultists, shivering in the cold air trying to appear enthusiastic whenever their beastly masters came near. Similar to Dougie and the other two we’d killed on Beaver Island; these cultists were the barely tolerated bottom of the totem pole.

No sign of slaves or prisoners, though.

Then I pinged my analysis to see what it could tell me.

Belshgar Bastion

Owner: Cult of Carnax

Access: Characters and mobs devoted to the god Carnax.

Security: Walls unprotected. The gateway is covered by a second tier Bloodfield. Active patrols by the Hooved Horde. (Precise numbers and gradings are suppressed from analysis.)

Durability: Low

It was a shame the innate security of buildings interfered with my analysis, but it’d happened before and couldn’t be helped. Analysis would have been supremely overpowered if it fed back everything, regardless of the situation. No possibility for surprises and every weakness fully exposed. That didn’t mean I wasn’t regretful that those details were suppressed, merely that I understood why it was the case.

But there was a bit more to be gleaned and I selected the tooltip for the Bloodfield.

*** Bloodfield: A security system powered both by mana and blood sacrifice. The field does not prevent passage through, but it does exact a blood price from those who do so without approval. The damage dealt is dependent on the amount of mana and sacrificed blood infused into the field.

The tier of the field also affects the severity of wounds inflicted. The tier of a victim’s class and species is assessed. If they match the tier of the field, then the inflicted damage is unaffected. If either is of a lower tier, then the damage is doubled. If both are higher, then it is halved for each excess tier level. (Until the tier of the lower of the two is reached.)

Blood extracted by the Bloodfield can be directly funnelled back into the field to increase the efficacy of the Bloodfield. ***

And that would be why there was no gate. They wanted you to rush through heedlessly.

The Bloodfield was second tier. Apart from Fang Mei and I, there were very few members of this strike force who had both a species and class above that level to mitigate the unknown blood price for crossing the threshold.

And if I was reading it right, then the blood taken from those who went through first could increase the toll for those who passed through afterwards.

Jackson, LT, Brant, and Martin had shuffled over to me once we stopped moving forward and I explained the situation in a low voice.

“So, we’re going over the wall then,” Brant whispered. “That will make things more difficult. Especially if they can rush out from inside easily.”

There were several nods from the others.

“Agreed. Which is why I think we need to go through and not over the wall. There is nothing particularly special about the tree logs they’ve used as building material. Their durability is low. Fang Mei…”

“You want me to use my warp and place some of Sheamus’ explosives, don’t you,” she sighed with a resigned voice.

Using her warp field would leave her vulnerable and in need of protection. It would pretty much rule her out of what remained of the battle which Fang Mei did not like. She had quite enjoyed the assault on the Street Nation ships as she hadn’t needed to employ it as a tactic. Now that she had become part of a closeknit team she hated to feel like a burden on the rest of us.

“I’m afraid so.”

“It is the wisest course of action,” she agreed.

“You can stay by me afterwards and watch my back, Fang Mei,” Shana offered. “I always need someone I can trust to keep the gribblies from getting too close.”

“Of course,” she replied and the two clasped each other’s shoulders warmly.

I won’t lie and say I hadn’t been tempted to pull rank and insist my pregnant lover remain in Stormblade Harbour. Had there not been an assassin operating on the island so recently making it abundantly clear nowhere was truly safe, I may have. After that experience, we agreed the safest place for Shana was with me, regardless of where that took us.

One of the benefits of the Framework is many if not all complications that could cause a miscarriage were no longer something to worry about.

Just don’t die was all you really needed to ensure.

Fang Mei loaded up on Simtex and slipped away to perform her duty as the army moved quietly through the brush and circled to the side of the bastion. There was no point assaulting the same side as the Bloodfield. More chance that there would be guards waiting for us, plus why risk anybody encountering the field by accident?

We’d only been in position for a minute before Fang Mei reappeared at Shana’s side and nodded to me. “Timer is set. Less than thirty seconds left,” she whispered.

Using Clarion’s Call, I reached out to the crew. “Forward, but silently. Ditch clearers to the front. The walls will be coming down imminently.” 

Members of the crew were embedded in the Militia and Guild groups and would pass along the command. Certain people had been designated to help us clear the ditch with minimum fuss. They were carrying mobile wooden bridges in their inventories that could be laid over the ditch and ladders for scaling the walls or getting out of the ditch if it proved necessary.

Five hundred fighters jogged forward and exited the cover of the treeline. The quiet bought us an extra five seconds before we were spotted by something patrolling up on the fort that bellowed loudly at the discovery. An arrow from Shana’s bow flew true and took the capronid guard in the throat, cutting off its alarm call mid-cry.

It was a bit of a risk to expose our position before the alchemic explosives detonated, but not much of one. If the walls didn’t come down, we would likely have to fall back and draw the enemy to us in the woods anyway. But if it meant we could cover some of the distance to the bastion before they had a chance to react then it would push the advantage further in our favour.

Ten seconds later the charges went off.

The sound was muted in comparison to old-world explosives. The packages Fang Mei installed were specially designed and loaded with Sheamus’ Simtex recipe. The muted detonation was only necessary to disperse the activating ingredient, urine, over the Simtex.

Most people on both sides were too far away to hear the fizzing and popping as the rank-smelling putty did its job. Fang Mei had taken enough of the stuff to coat the base of the log wall for the length of a decently sized suburban home.

Some of the upright logs started to come loose by the time we were within striking distance and the wall began to bow in places as its structural stability foundered. However, whatever scaffolding and support struts they had built inside to attach the parapet walkways to the palisade walls held in place enough that it didn’t fall.

The weakness, though, was clear to see. You could see the wall wobbling under the strain.

“Grappling hooks!” I cried out.

Thirty of the front runners summoned the tri-curved hooks the Shattered Storm’s blacksmiths had made for us and ran up to the edge of the ditch. Swinging the weighted grapples in a circular motion they built up a bit of momentum before releasing and hurling the hooks over the top of the wall and then pulling back on the attached rope sharply to lock them in place.

Some of the hooks didn’t make it over the top and clattered into the wall before dropping down into the ditch. With all the brambles and spikes down there, they would be difficult to retrieve. A few more of the hooks didn’t find purchase and flew back over the edge of the wall as the rope was pulled back, but about twenty of them dug themselves into place and now it was just a matter of hauling and hoping.

Danny the ogre stepped up to the front and grabbed hold of a grapple line in the centre and pulled mightily. He was joined by a dozen more of those whose classes favoured strength.

By now, capronids and a few of their larger brethren, the Ovinids, had started to line the walls and hurl spears of hand axes at our troops below.

Ovinids were ram-horned humanoid monsters about a foot taller than the goatmen. They were the bridging species for the Horde’s infantry troops in terms of strength between the capronids and the even larger minotaurs.

A few of my people were hit by the flung weapons, but there were no serious injuries. Some of the smarter Horde beasties cut the ropes attached to the grappling hooks but did so too late. The log wall creaked, bowed, and with one last bellowed burst of strength from Danny and the few uncut hook-pullers, it gave way.

The sudden shift caused Danny to stumble backwards and land on his arse, but that was no bad thing. The crashing wall tumbled down and came to rest several feet over the edge of the ditch where they had been pulling from. Had they not fallen back they would have been crushed by the falling palisade.

We still had plenty to do before getting inside. A stretch of wall ten metres across had come down. At either end, there were logs that clung to the interior or hung halfway off. Most of the wooden parapet had been pulled down with the wall, and the monsters who manned it were catapulted into the midst of our ranks.

My blades chopped and sliced at an ovinid alpha as he surged back to his hooves with a huge, spiked mace in both hands. A spear thrust from Kristoff took him in the thigh and distracted the beast long enough that my ice blade slid smoothly under its armpit, severing arteries, and cutting up its lungs.

The strength ebbed from the ovinid alpha, and it swung its mace at Kristoff in a last-ditch effort. My German lieutenant backed away and avoided the blow adroitly. The alpha coughed up blood and dropped to a knee as my follow up strike went into its chest and Kristoff’s spear went in under the beast’s jaw.

A slew of notifications fizzed by in my periphery, and I let Quixbix deal with them. All I needed to know right now was that the beast was dead, and I could move on to the next.

Most of the enemies that had fallen amongst us had been put down. Some of our squads had moved forward and were in the process of cutting or knocking down the parapet walkway that was now sticking up vertically and blocked our way into the new entrance we’d made.

Martin and a few other eager guildies had impatiently vaulted over the barrier and engaged some of the Horde members that had rushed out from the inner courtyard.

It was mildly ill-disciplined behaviour. Had they been under my direct command instead of being mercenaries, you can be sure this would not have happened. My leadership and dominance would have prevented it. Nonetheless, I’d be having words with Martin about this afterwards.

Officially our two groups were separate, which meant the experience for kills by my crew and militia didn’t cross over to them and vice versa. I’d been willing to split it all evenly, but the separation was standard guild policy. They had their own special party set up for XP distribution that rewarded the slayer of a monster most of the XP. Many guild members were greedy for advancement which is likely what drove their risk-taking. The more foes they personally despatched, the greater the experience rewards.

Regardless of my nose being a bit out of joint, their actions did alleviate interference at the barrier, and it was hacked and battered down in short order.

The uneven footing of the logs proved beneficial for the guild fighters whose feet handled it better than the hooves of their opponents and only one of them paid the ultimate price for their impatience.

When the last few monsters fell, the guildies charged into the compound and my people followed after them. The sooner we could get everyone inside the better.

A force of the ravening Horde came haring around the corner to hit us from the rear. They must have been assembled by the main gate ready to pounce. They would be too late, though. The gap in the wall was large enough that it didn’t take long for all of us to pass through.

“Brant, take three squads and hold the gap. Make life difficult for them,” I yelled to him and turned, heading into the courtyard.

“Aye, Captain,” he bellowed back.

***

Brant looked around and picked out the diminutive alchemic bombardier from the crowd. “Sheamus, fancy sticking around and putting some of your toys to good use?”

“I thought you’d never ask, Branty,” he responded with relish and pulled a couple of grenades of his making from a bandoleer around his chest.

Prepared for the oncoming Horde, Sheamus nudged Brant in the thigh with his elbow. “Would’ya of thunk it possible six months ago, Branty, ma’ boy. A con and a screw standing shoulder to shoulder ready to do battle.”

Chief Brant looked down onto the smaller fey-touched man who barely reached above his waist let alone his shoulder and shook his head.

“Can’t say that I did. And please don’t call me Branty. Here they come,” he breathed in anticipation.

“Whatever you say, Branty. Whatever you say,” Sheamus laughed wildly and hurled the first two of his chemical grenades into the ranks of the oncoming blood-covered capronids.

***

The inside of the fort was quite spartan. There were a few wooden buildings dotted along parts of the inner wall as well as the four corner towers. There was a pen on the far side with hanging frames like we’d seen at the Beaver Island encampment. There were a few people hanging on them, but they were clearly dead, most of them flayed of their skin or with their body parts hacked off.

It was a grisly sight indeed.

In the back of my mind, I noted that a few of the victims appeared to be clad in the remains of cultist skin garments. This suggested the Hooved Horde had been running low on prisoners and started to cannibalise their devoted.

The only sign of those they had been using to explore the Pandaemonium network was a large refuse pit beside the pen. Mostly discarded clothing and broken gear. Any bodies would have been consumed or were being used as part of the macabre altars or decorations that were scattered throughout the interior with seeming randomness.

My primary attention centred on a plinth in the middle of the courtyard.

The portal to Pandaemonium.

Unlike the Hooved Horde’s dedicated altars, this was not covered in profane trophies.

The portal was circular and had a diameter of roughly ten metres. It seemed to be made from green jade and white marble. The white marble made up the base, while the green jade had been used to create a series of arched prongs that ringed the outside and met in the centre forming a loose cage effect. Where the prongs met rested a colourless, but slightly misty cluster of crystals of various lengths.

The crystals throbbed or pulsed with low-light like a heartbeat. At the side of the portal was a smaller version of a podium obelisk which I assumed was how you controlled the device.

The portal positively hummed with power.

<It’s active> Quixbix informed me. <They must have sent a group in recently.>

I suppose that meant there was some hope for survivors among the explorers then. Just after Quixbix spoke an ovinid standing beside the obelisk touched the screen and the hum of the portal’s activity ceased. It had closed the portal.

“Core with me!” I cried out loudly. “Everybody else. Kill them all!”

The core group and their squads followed me to the middle of the courtyard. Securing the portal was the top priority.

My roving gaze alighted on Martin briefly. I’d never told him about the portal or what I was really after from this campaign. I could tell he was conflicted. Curiosity over what I was up to warred with his desire to rack up more kills and experience.

A ram-man getting in his face made the decision for him. He turned away from my group and surged into the swirling melee, his axe biting deeply into the furred bodies of our enemies.

By the time we reached the portal, my army had cleared the area around the breach in the wall and started to spread out to almost every part of the inner fort. A few of our people were down, but the bulk of casualties belonged to the Hooved Horde. The numbers game had already tipped in our favour.

Brant and Sheamus were holding our improvised entrance and from the sound of the thumping explosions, Sheamus was having a whale of a time.

Everything looked to be going smoothly.

Which according to Murphy’s law, is the exact moment it all turns to shit.

Four extremely loud horns blared unnaturally from the four corner towers of Belshgar Bastion. The horrible sound they produced sent a shudder down my spine and I was struck by a very ominous feeling, and it spurred me to haste.

I reached the portal and noticed that there was fresh, loose dirt all around it which I thought was odd. My hand touched down on the mini podium that controlled the portal and tried to claim it. Despite all the signs to the contrary, a sense of impending doom had snuck up on me after the horn blast.

An escape route from Belshgar Bastion would surely soothe my troubled psyche.

A message flashed in my head.

*** You have tried to claim the Belshgar Bastion Pandaemonium portal currently owned by the Hooved Horde and dedicated to Carnax the Cloven-Hoofed. Control of Belshgar Bastion is contested at this time preventing any ownership change. ***

*** Establish full control of Belshgar Bastion and try again. ***

Bugger.

I’d thought that would be the case, but it was worth a try.

While I removed my hand from the podium my attention was grabbed by the sight of the body of a Detroit guild member flying up into the air, the side of his head caved in. He had been one of those who had gone furthest into the compound and had just pulled open the door to one of the square wooden buildings on the far side of where we came in.

Something inside had smashed his head and the upper doorframe to smithereens with a powerful upward swing of a heavy implement the second he had flung the door open.

There came a loud creaking that carried across the sound of battle and the front of the wooden building thudded to the earth. The falling edifice raised a cloud of dust and trapped a couple of other guild members underneath who screamed out for assistance.

Bloodthirsty lows and bleats emanated from the revealed shadowy darkness within the wooden structure and then the occupants came charging out.

Minotaurs, ovinids, and a few more capronid warriors loudly bellowed their rage and bloodthirst as they burst into the daylight of the battle in the courtyard.

All around us, the frontages of the wooden structures were pushed over revealing more enemies that rushed out to confront us.

At first, our army grinned with battle lust. More experience for everybody.

However, soon it became clear that there were too many Horde monsters exiting from relatively small buildings. Too many to fit. Something was up. The pendulum of numbers swung heavily back towards the enemy. And these combatants appeared slightly larger and better equipped than their easily despatched brethren whose corpses littered the chilled ground.

A fleeting gap opened between the packed bestial bodies and allowed me to see they were coming up a ramp from below.

The loose dirt around the portal made sense now. They had dug underneath the bastion to conceal their numbers and dumped the soil within Pandaemonium. That way we didn’t see it and begin to question what and where they might have been excavating.

“Fuck, Cap,” LT swore. “Do we pull back to the outside the way we came? Force them to funnel to us through the downed wall?”

It wasn’t a bad idea. Brant and Sheamus seemed to have everything under control at the breach and we could push back through the few Horde members outside easily enough. But my Preternatural Insight was zinging excitedly and not in a good way.

I knelt and touched my hand to the cold ground. There was an unmistakable vibration, and it was coming from outside the bastion. Using the small podium as a boost, I quickly jumped up onto the portal and scampered up a jade arch to the top by the crystal formation to get a better view.

Shana and Fang Mei followed me up and let loose with their ranged weapons.

My view out over the bastion, through the gap we made, was no longer obscured by the morass of the melee. Crashing out of the treeline came the Horde’s cavalry. A mass of centaurs and cervitaurs. I didn’t need my analysis to tell me there were hundreds of them, I could see that with my own eyes.

Quixbix flashed it for me anyway. The threat to us from this group alone was High. And that didn’t factor in the Horde fighters already inside the fort who were suppressed from my analysis. Following a depressing hunch, I turned my head ninety degrees and stared out the main Bloodfield entrance.

As certain as the sunrise in the morning, there was a second force of galloping Horde monsters coming from that direction. It was of equal size to the force approaching the breach in the wall. I couldn’t see over the walls in the other two directions, but both groups seemed to be coming from diametric diagonals suggesting there were only two groups of cavalry and they had been covering two lengths of the palisade each.

They couldn’t have known which wall we would have attacked, only that we would and they split their forces accordingly.

This had all been a trap.

At some point, they must have figured out what I was seeking and then lured us in. I’m betting it was no accident the scouts found this place when they did. The Horde must have shifted their patrols and gave them a clear path when they were ready to spring their ambush.

The foot soldiers left behind in the bastion were here to occupy and pin us down. The cavalry was intended to block off any retreat and finish the job.

I drew my breath in sharply.

Things looked bad, but I’d faced worse.

Maybe.

We would walk out of here, no other outcome was acceptable to me, but the question was, at what cost?

<Rift Beast?> Quixbix tentatively suggested.

“Rift Beast,” I confirmed.


Chapter 2

The only decision I had to make was where to summon the beast. Not inside the fort, obviously. The infantry forces were troublesome, but the flow from the underground passages had slowed to a trickle already. In the end, it had to be in front of the Bloodfield entrance. The main entrance may have been smaller than the one we made, but we couldn’t defend it if getting close would injure us.

In fact, utilising the Bloodfield as a weapon was a tactic several minotaurs  had already employed. They grabbed hold of my people and pushed or hurled them into the field’s range. With a bit more time, we could figure out which of the grisly monuments in the courtyard was linked to the Bloodfield and destroy it. But we didn’t have that time.

Pointing with my finger, I cast the spell and set the range as far outside the fort as possible. The beast would appear on the other side of the Bloodfield.

*** -225 mana points ***

*** Cooldown of 5 days applied to spell Summon Rift Beast ***

*** Steeltailed Razorhound summoned and added to your list of known summons. ***

*** Your control check was partially successful. The Steeltailed Razorhound will not obey your direct commands, but it has acknowledged your rights as the summoner and will not act against you or your allies. ***

*** ‘Muted Ride Along’ feature has been activated ***

*** The Steeltailed Razorhound’s current attitude is angry and aggressive. ***

As the notifications dinged in my head the rift beast materialised in a cloud of orange and purple smoke.

A silver-grey monster which was anatomically similar to a wolf prowled out of the sparking smoke of its summoning. The thick fur reflected the winter sunlight, and the tail was much longer than a wolf’s ending in a sharp barb. The tail was prehensile and uncannily manoeuvrable, it constantly whipped back and forth or reared over the hound’s back like a scorpion. The creature was smaller than I’d expected, about the size of an adult hippo, which was plenty big, but not the kaiju-level size of some of the monsters I’d been told prowled the Shattered Rift.

Steeltailed Razorhound

Grade: D Level: 76

HP: 55,660

Threat: Near Impossible

XP Value: 273,000

Mob Description: Packs of razorhounds roam the rocky expanses of the Shattered Rift in search of prey. They occupy the lower end of the mid-range threats the rift poses. They should not be underestimated as razorhounds are more dangerous than their grade suggests due to their pack-hunting nature. If it were not for the hound’s propensity to fight for the alpha position amongst themselves, thereby winnowing the pack’s numbers, they would be a more dominant force within the Shattered Rift.

Razorhounds are swift and have great endurance allowing them to run prey down. Their fur is razor sharp and will slice open those who brush against it. The barbed tail does not contain any venom or toxin, but it does strip one level of damage mitigation when it strikes.

The razorhound was not as high a tier as the mutated crawdad which had been A-grade, but it had seventy-six levels under its belt and that made a huge difference. By comparison, the crawdad only had 9,100 hit points and was worth about a fifth of the XP.

In many respects, the crawdad over-rewarded me in the XP department. It was an almost mindless beast acting on instinct. Easily tricked and manipulated.

The razorhound would not be.

Thankfully, it was on our side. Kind of.

The razorhound spotted the approaching Horde cavalry and snarled gutturally before launching itself forward, its gaping jaw salivating at the prospect of fresh meat.

I was vaguely aware of what the beast was doing. The ride-along feature at work, I presumed. If I chose, I could see directly from my summons field of view and if I had full command, mentally give it orders, potentially even seize control of its actions if I was strong enough.

As my check success was only partial, the feature was muted. I could watch, but not issue orders or communicate mentally.

The razorhound was fast and met the oncoming charge several hundred metres from the gate. Its jaws snapped the lead centaur around its human midriff above the lower equine body and bit through separating the humanoid and horse parts. The hound’s extended tail whipped outwards and tripped several more of the four-legged Horde members. The extended spike then impaled a cervitaur at the end of its reach.

Quite a few of the cavalry charge could go around, but many of them circled back in a rage to face off against their attacker rather than make for the Bloodfield gate which was to our benefit.

Watching and enjoying the sight of my summoned beast go apeshit on my enemies outside was a luxury I couldn’t afford, though. We still had the Horde infantry to deal with inside the fort and the second cavalry force that was only seconds from arriving at the hole in the bastion’s palisade we created.

My people held the centre of the courtyard around the portal and formed a corridor direct to Brant and Sheamus at the breach. But they were being pressed from all four corners of the inner courtyard area. The few Carnax Cultists were either dead or had fled for the hills and it was only the monstrous humanoids left.

A gout of green flame blasted out on my right as Jackson crisped a squad of capronids. “Feel the flames, you goat bastards. There is plenty more where that came from.”

The Horde backed away from the angry sorcerer and it gave some respite to his squad. Jackson didn’t rest on his laurels, and he conjured small balls of emerald fire in his palms and chucked them unerringly at any inviting target.

Across our lines, I could see my people and some of the guilds fighting shoulder-to-shoulder. Utilising their skills and spells, and thankfully, more than holding their own. They doled out death and destruction on our enemies with extreme prejudice.

My heart swelled with pride, only to be followed by dread.

The dropped building fronts had one last surprise to spew forth.

The rush of infantry had ceased around the same time I cast Summon Rift Beast, but their initial charge had successfully pushed us back from those buildings. We couldn’t form safer, tight combat formations if we hadn’t fallen back and plugged any gaps in our lines.

Trotting out into the relative safety of that clear space behind the monstrous infantry came the damned cervitaur does.

They nimbly pranced out into the early winter sun, cruel smiles on their otherwise beatific faces. Rather than rush into the melee, they sprang into the air like gazelles and landed on the flat rooves of the buildings. Some went even further and took to the scaffolded walkways that lined the inside of the palisade.

“Shana, the does!” I shouted in warning.

Dark-magic empowered arrows zipped through the air as she yelled back. “Already on it.”

Shana was deadly, but she was only one person and there were fortyish cervitaurs to kill. I sent fresh orders to the troops using Clarion’s Call.

Those with ranged attacks step back and focus on the does surrounding us. They are your top priority. Everyone else contract our lines if necessary to hold the line.

Up and down the line, my orders were relayed to those who couldn’t hear them in their minds.

I would have stayed and added my manifested ice knives to the ranged offence, but the unmolested cavalry charge had slammed into the breach defenders and events there drew away my full attention.

Brant had used the bridge boards we’d brought for siege purposes to create an impromptu barrier. The improvised defences worked up to a point. The advance had been slowed and the centaurs leading the way hadn’t poured into the bastion to wreak havoc. But those barriers had been destroyed in the collision, and the Horde had already pushed the defenders back. It would not be long before they cleared the breach and were inside.

After the initial hit, Sheamus had lobbed two full bandoleers of his alchemical grenades over the group of attackers. The resulting explosion had ripped apart a dozen centaurs and cervitaurs. If we were lucky, it would have destroyed the fallen palisade wall lying horizontal and would force those still outside to go down into the ditch first.

Sadly, the smaller man took a nasty centaur hoof directly to the forehead when the bandoleers flew from his grip that likely cracked his skull. One of Brant’s men had pulled Sheamus off to the side, out of the way. But he wasn’t moving. Hopefully, he was only out cold and not dead.

The situation over there was precarious indeed and we had no one to spare to lend aid except for me.

Leaping from the top of the portal, I landed cleanly and sprinted through the tightening corridor of warriors. I covered a hundred metres faster than Usain Bolt, but it still felt like slow motion as I watched a defender or two at the breach fall with every second that passed.

The lion’s share of the damage was being dished out by a singularly large centaur that dominated the battle at the breach with a pair of morning stars in its fists that he swung with wild abandon.

Centaur Stallion Alpha

Grade: K Level: 10

HP: 4,480

XP Value: 25,500

<Well, this explains the shift in Horde tactics. An alpha is smarter than the run-of-the-mill mobs. Nevertheless, this trap is a bit sophisticated for such a young alpha, but he might have heeded the advice of one of the cultists.> Quixbix supplied.

It was this big bastard that had brained Sheamus.

He was decked in plate armour and looked like a mediaeval knight merged with his horse. The individual analysis that Quixbix pinged me explained why the defenders were having such trouble with the alpha. The stallion outgraded them and had levelled up more than most of its fellows.

But it wouldn’t be a match for me, and I stormed into the battle line targeting my Shattering ability on the centaur alpha reducing its armour mitigation against me.

Ducking the spiked ball of the morning star swiped in my direction; I went for the knee joint of the centaur’s foreleg. My first blade severed the strapping on the armour covering the joint and the follow-up strike bit deep into the flesh.

A notification flashed by that I’d inflicted a time bound mobility debuff.

The centaur’s armoured elbow cracked down upon the crown of my head in response, but my dragonscale coif sapped most of the sting from the attack.

However, my first flurry of strikes had the desired effect, and the centaur alpha shifted its weight to its stronger leg and lifted the temporarily lamed one to relieve pressure on it. I darted forward, latched onto the curled-up foreleg, and then threw all my body weight into the same shoulder. The centaur, already a little off-balance, teetered, and then toppled over, crashing to the floor in a thrashing heap.

These were dangerous monsters, but their greatest weakness was being off their hooves.

The alpha centaur tried to surge back to its hooves, but a well-placed Cold Feet patch of ice put paid to that and then it was only a matter of stabbing the downed beast in the exposed flanks until it was dead. A few of the injured militia joined me in killing the thing while their fellows held off the other cavalry beasts on the front line.

When the monster’s head flopped loosely in death, I had a chance to take stock of the situation from the thick of things and our position looked dire.

Sheamus’s belt of explosives had not split the palisade wall or not enough to make a difference. The detritus and body parts had made it more difficult for the assaulting cavalry to cross which had only delayed them briefly.

All they did was back up, circle around and take a running leap like a champion chaser over the assorted obstacles. They were now crowding in again and ready to renew the attack.

Brant’s people weren’t ready. They were still a bit shell-shocked from the alpha centaur’s recent rampage.

But that was why I raced over here in the first place.

Hopping up on the rear of the dead alpha and setting myself in place, I thrust my neck forward and activated the first of my breath-weapon charges. My Frost Breath misted forth and enveloped the packed ranks of attackers scouring them for 2,240 points of Cold damage. That was enough to drop most of them.

A couple of the higher-levelled centaurs survived, but not for long. Leaping from my perch on the dead alpha, I slaughtered the few still standing on the fallen palisade wall until I reached the end of the ditch.

By this point, we’d only reduced the Horde cavalry on this side by half. There were plenty of them left. They stared at me in shock, and I activated the next charge of my Breath Weapon before they could react. This time the dice gods weren’t on my side, and I got a ball of flames instead of frosted mist.

The damage was lower without my Frost affinity, so it didn’t kill any of the stupefied enemy. But it did succeed in scattering them away. They would have to regroup before they could attack in a coordinated mass again.

It wouldn’t take them long, but it would be enough, though.

I knew by dint of my ride-along feature, that the Steeltailed Razorhound had finished with the southern cavalry force. A few of the enemy, maybe a dozen, had gone around the hound and ran through the Bloodfield gate and joined the melee inside. The hound either sensing the nature of the field or perhaps repelled by the presence of my people had eschewed going after them and was sprinting around the outer palisade to this side and would be on the regrouping northern cavalry soon.

With this gate secure, I scrambled back over the dead mobs and back inside for bastion.

Brant’s face was bloodied but he was already giving orders. “Get those barriers back in place you lazy bastards. Or do you fancy becoming the meat in a fucking goat’s stew!”

The external threat had been neutralised and it was time to deal with what remained inside.

Striding back into the courtyard, I was met with both good and bad news.

The good news was the lethal cervitaur does were no longer an issue. Several of my people had climbed up onto the parapet walkways and driven them off. I could see a lot of dead ones too, not enough to account for all of them, so some of the annoying mobs had to have legged it over the walls and escaped into the woods.

Fleeing when the going got tough had been their modus operandi during the entire campaign. I wouldn’t be surprised if the forty involved in this ambush had been all they’d had the entire time.

The bad news was that they had done a disproportionate amount of damage in a short window of time. Shana had been forced from the top of the portal. She had been hit, that much was obvious, but Fang Mei and one of the militia healers were with her. Both bonded women gave me a thumbs up to show they were okay.

The same could not be said for the rest of the army. Over half of them were down on the ground. Either illuminated by the looting nimbus, indicating it was too late, or nursing grievous injuries.

I spotted Tony Parks, the loyal pugilist, dead on the ground, riddled with cervitaur arrows. He lay amidst two cervitaur does he had pulled down with him from the scaffolding above so they could be hacked to death by others.

Later, I would find out his brave sacrifice probably saved a score of others as the two deer bitches in question had been deliberately targeting the wounded.

Kristoff had lost his left leg below the knee. Severed by the axe of a minotaur. LT had stepped in and saved the German smuggler and then slain the beast.

Jackson was leaning against the portal gasping for air, visibly struggling to stand. I’d seen this before; he had overextended his mana use and was now suffering the consequences. Other than that, he seemed to be alright. Most of the blood on his cloak and armour came from others. His squad had fared the best during the battle and took the fewest casualties thanks to his efforts.

I picked up on all of this in seconds, but the battle was not over.

The back half of the compound was secure, but the half closest to the Bloodfield gate needed my attention. The few centaurs and cervitaurs that made it through were causing problems for the weary survivors still on their feet trying to hld them off.

Fang Mei sprinted over to my side and wordlessly we launched ourselves into the fray.

***

Just as my ice blade cut down the last of the internal combatants there was a sharp sensation in my mind. An unexpected pang of pain that came through to me from the connection to the summoned beast outside.

At the exact same moment, Brant yelled from the breach “Captain! You need to see this.”

Leaving Fang Mei, who had taken a few wounds in the fight and was swallowing a healing pellet, I sprinted back in the direction of the breach and accessed the ride-along view to get an advanced hint of what merry hell had happened now.

The razorhound panted deeply and struggled to crawl away from its attacker, but both of its back legs had been broken in a prior attack. I could feel the sense of panic coming from the summoned beast as well as the bitter tang of hatred.

Hatred towards me for having brought it here, to its death.

Then the hound glanced behind itself and saw the harbinger of death nonchalantly stroll out of the woods towards it.

A majestic snow-white stag whose antlers had been replaced by crooked branches upon which blossomed pretty, light-purple flowers. The branch-like antlers were huge, much larger than I’d imagined, and they seemed almost unmanageable despite the impressive size of the beast.

A snawfus.

If what Quixbix told me about them was true, it was probably the only snawfus on the planet which made it the same one that attacked Kristoff’s group and the Jenson women. The same one that pranced in front of Shana outside Ionia later that night and induced her to shoot at it with an arrow.

The snawfus halted its approach and simply stared at the razorhound. The sensation of unbearable weight came across the summoning bond we shared, and I heard the crack of the hound’s skull as it was crushed by the psychic pressure the snawfus exerted just by glaring at it menacingly.

The final thing the razorhound fed back to me before our connection was severed by its death was the sight of the snawfus bounding high into the air towards Belshgar Bastion.

My legs were already pumping as fast as they could to Shana’s side. She was the one who had shot at it. If it had a specific target in mind, it would be her.

The creature appeared, falling from the sky, and it landed a few metres away from Shana, with me a few more metres behind it. I felt the weight of the same pressure the razorhound endured bear down on me as the snawfus set foot on the cold earth and I desperately skidded to my knees interposing myself between them.

My peripheral vision picked up that everyone around us, healthy or not, collapsed to the ground under the same mental area of effect attack.

I couldn’t stand back up, but I forced my head that had been jammed into my chest to rise and looked the creature in its black eyes.

<Torin, we are so fucked> Quixbix whispered, a genuine tremble of fear in his voice.

Then he flashed me the result of my analysis and I was forced to agree.


Chapter 3

Anastasia Ruslanovna

Anastasia had been bored out of her mind since the army had departed for the raid.

“Look after the ship, he said,” she snarked in a very poor imitation of Torin and spun around on a swivel seat in the Navigation Cabin. “It has to be you, he said. Why is it always me that gets left out of the fun parts, huh?”

Casey, her doll-like golem, stood silently in front of her on top of the Navigation Hub. The golem inclined its head in solemn agreement.

“I knew you’d understand, Casey. It’s a shame you can’t talk. Well, you can communicate with me a little bit, but I could use an ally to speak up on my behalf. I’m beginning to get outnumbered in this relationship. Shana is pretty cool, and we get along even if she is always pushy about making it a threesome. Gah! Get the message girl, not gonna happen. Am I right?”

Casey nodded her assent once more.

“Exactly. Besides, she was first. That always counts for something. Special treatment, you know what I mean? Even if Torin doesn’t recognise that he is doing it. Shana would never be left behind, that much I guarantee. She’s pregnant for shit’s sake and still gets to go. At least Mia and Trisha aren’t around for the fighting parts, so they don’t get involved.”

Casey didn’t move at the latest complaint and just let her mistress vent.

“The problem is going to be when Fang Mei gives in and hops into his bed as well. It’s only a matter of time. I’ve seen the dopey grin on her face when she is mooning over him and thinks nobody is watching her. I notice. Especially on the ship. I am everywhere. But back to my problem. Then he’ll have two badass warrior women, other than me, at his beck and call. And guess what happens then? Favouritism, Casey. Favouritism. It will be, Ana, you need to stay on the ship all the fecking time!”

Anastasia flopped forward and rested her arms on the hub and thumped her head down. Her blonde bunches thwapped on the hub screen. Casey tottered a few steps towards her mistress and patted her on the head.

“Thanks, Casey,” Anastasia said and raised her head up to look at her little golem.

Casey shimmed sideways a few inches and wiggled her arms in front of her.

“What’s that? There are other kinds of allies?”

Casey rotated a couple of times and wiggled her doll butt like she was twerking in a music video.

“Britney and Celeste!” Anastasia squawked with disgust. “The blasted cheerleaders. No, thanks.”

Mentally, Anastasia automatically focused in on the pair. They were not on the ship at the moment but remained within sight of it. They’d been told to always keep Marena’s Mercy in view. The pair had left earlier to explore the surrounding area. The redhead had taken the apothecary class, and she was examining the local wildlife for any usable flora.

They weren’t alone, of course. Their cheerleading friend Amber and three other members of the militia were escorting them on the excursion.

Ana’s initial inclination had been to dismiss Casey’s suggestion. She didn’t like the former cheerleaders much and may have been a bit of a bitch towards them when they first met. Okay, she’d been a mega-bitch that first day, but she’d also been teeny-tiny at the time, so it’s not like that counted.

However, now that she thought about it, the girls did have Jackson twisted around their little fingers and Torin was fond of the boy sorcerer.

She could use that.

Plus, Britney and Mia had become fast friends. An Herbalist and an Apothecary, a match made in heaven.

Another string to pull on possibly.

Even prickly Amber. Ana knew what she’d been getting up to with LT after lights out recently. They’d been a bit more circumspect than most, but you couldn’t hide anything from Anastasia Ruslanovna, not on her own ship. Only Kristoff commanded as much respect and trust from Torin as LT. Not counting Shana and the other girls, of course.

“You might be onto something, Casey.”

The doll did a few more spins, happy at the praise from her mistress.

“Hey, how would you like a dance partner?”

Casey stopped twirling and cocked her head in an unspoken question.

Anastasia grinned widely and pulled a little of the pliant Cimmeric Crystal the ship was made from and manipulated it into a little dance partner. She spent a few minutes moving the little figure like a puppet and having it dance with Casey who spun and wiggled in time with her partner.

Ana smiled widely and laughed at her golem’s antics, and it was the perfect tonic for her wretched mood. As she watched the two figures, an idea spun through her mind to golemise the dance partner so that she would not have to control it directly. No sooner had the thought pinged in her head than the smile on her face faded away and was replaced with wide-eyed amazement.

“I have been such an idiot!” Anastasia exclaimed loudly and the little crystal man stopped moving.

Casey stopped too and stared up at her mistress attentively.

“All this time I’ve thought my ability to create golems was a bit lame, no offence Casey. The weight limits made it too restrictive to be useful.”

The little golem didn’t take any. If her mistress was happy then she was happy or as happy as a construct could be.

“The answer on how to make better use of it was right in front of me all this time.”

Anastasia picked the doll up and rushed out of Navigation and headed down into the bowels of the ship where they would have a bit more room and privacy.

The biggest issue with her Create Golem ability was the mass limitation. She could only imbue five kilograms worth of mass for each of her levels into golems. At level seventeen that was only eighty-five kilograms, about two hundred and twenty pounds.

That didn’t give her a lot to work with, which is why Casey was the only golem she kept around.

Sure, she could make other golems out of lightweight material, but they were still constructs. They had Durability instead of Hit Points and Health. Lightweight materials generally had low durability. The shop dummies she’d used against the fomorians were a good example of the limitations. They’d been smashed to pieces easily once the fishmen caught up to them.

She could have made more like them, but the only kind of threats they could stand up to was no longer a danger to the group.

Anastasia had resigned herself to waiting until she was a much higher level before the ability could create a golem for anything useful, except for Casey, of course. At level twenty, the mass per level increased to ten kilograms and her allocation would jump from ninety-five kilos to two hundred in a single advancement. That pattern continued with every T4 bump. The kilos per level would go up by five and dramatically increase her allowance.

But the answer to the conundrum of its short-term usability had been here on the ship all along. The Cimmeric Crystal. It was as durable as steel and the crystal that made up the ship was malleable to her will. Most importantly, it was much lighter in comparison to metallic materials that possessed a similar durability and could be shaped easily.

Eighty-five kilos of iron or steel could only create something a little larger than Casey. Eight-five kilos of Cimmeric Crystal on the other hand would allow her to create a golem with dimensions similar to a medium-sized man.

The size was important because for constructs it affected their base stats. The bigger they were, the more physical stats they were attributed with.

First, she built herself a makeshift workspace and then she got to work on fashioning a golem.

Anastasia already had the basic outline of what she wanted mapped out. This was something she had cooked up for the dungeon to increase its lethality for those that walked the plank into its depths.

It was a sinuous, six-limbed beast that was all razor-blade edges and jutting points. The golem had a long prehensile tail with a bladed point. The head was shaped like an oblong, and she did away with eyes, ears, and nose as they were unnecessary. Inside the mouth and down the throat was a coiled extendable stinger that could reach almost five feet.

The stinger lacked any venom as a golem was not a living thing, but it had space for a small reservoir that could be filled with something toxic and an injection delivery system to deliver the payload upon contact. It would just have to be refilled after use.

Not needing internal organs like a heart or lungs, Anastasia made the creature as lean as possible and thereby extended the length to almost eight feet not including the tail that added another six. The golem was long, agile, and fast. She couldn’t go overboard on the slimness, though. That would make it too easy to sever the spine and cause irrevocable degradation in the structural integrity. Effectively killing the golem.

It only took five minutes to get the basic architecture in place and then it was simply a matter of refining the placement of the razor edges and spikes along the carapace so as not to interfere with the golem’s mobility.

It was important to get the attack golem as close to how she wanted it the first time. It wasn’t just the initial outlay of mana to bring the construct to life that you could lose, but what you used over time to enhance its level. The physical changes you could make to a created golem without starting over were very minor indeed. Cosmetic mostly. And if you had to start over, all those resources spent on creation and advancement were wasted.

After another half an hour, Ana was happy with her work.

The golem made from black crystal stood before her. A frightening monstrosity birthed from the darkest imaginings that dwelled within her. She christened the construct a Dreadant. A shortening of dread-inducing ant, which is what her creation reminded her of.

Any third party viewing her pride and joy might be tempted to mention a slight similarity between her creation and H R Giger’s designs for the Xenomorphs. Such a comparison would not be appreciated and would be a rather unwise use of that person’s time. Especially if the dreadant happened to be present when such comparisons were made.

The final touch was to pour her mana into the dreadant and turn it into a true golem. Once done, the dreadant began to pace the workshop independently without the need for Ana to directly manipulate the Cimmeric Crystal it was made from. All thanks to the magic of golemisation. She accessed the ship’s pool of drained mana/life as well and poured half the reserves into the dreadant to give it a few extra levels.

The tail whipped about menacingly, and the stinger snapped out and was retracted several times as the golem familiarised itself with its new body.

Anastasia cackled with wild glee at the success and her cleverness.

However, there were a few small drawbacks to using Cimmeric Crystal as the material for the golem. The crystal had to come from the ship for her to manipulate it. Now, eighty-five kilos was not a lot, and the ship could spare that easily without compromising its integrity in any way. However, it might become a limiting factor in the future. As of right now, Marena’s Mercy had plenty to spare, but with future upgrades that slack would diminish.

But that was a side concern, the major sticking point is that it meant the golem was part of the ship and thereby bound by some of the same restrictions. They couldn’t go far from Marena’s Mercy unless Anastasia was with them. And if they strayed too far from her side, we’re talking a handful of metres, maybe ten at most, then they would disintegrate automatically. Marena’s Mercy would naturally regenerate the Cimmeric Crystal that was lost, but the dreadant golem would need to be created anew.

As far as Anastasia was concerned this was not a problem in the short term. She was limited to a single independent golem at her current level anyway and Casey occupied that spot. The dreadant would need to be with her to be of any use anyway. And maybe there was something that could be done to upgrade the horrid Soul Collar she was stuck with that might allow future dreadant golems to go a bit further afield without her.

Just as Anastasia was musing on how to introduce the dreadant to the skeleton crew who remained behind for her maximum amusement, there came a high decibel scream from the river nearby.

Her attention was immediately drawn to events a few hundred metres from the ship. The foraging party had completed a full circuit and had been on their way back. On the way, Britney spotted some plants that caught her interest growing amidst rotting logs on the bank of the river and she approached them with her escort.

The rotting logs turned out to be some crocodilian-type creature lying in wait. The ship’s mob detectors didn’t pick it up because it wasn’t in the river but hidden in the freezing mud of the bank.

Who knew how long it had been waiting there?

It had been effectively camouflaged, the scales or hide of the creature blending in with grass and reeds.

Britney had been the screamer, but not the target of the camo-croc’s attack. The plant she had been reaching for lay halfway down the beast’s back. It was one of her escorts, Rory, who had been bitten in the leg and was being shaken furiously by the beast.

Amber sprinted into the fray and slammed her buckler into the camo-croc’s eye. The blow forced the monster to release its grip on Rory.

He fell to the grass and rolled away slowly. With its snout free, the monster battered Amber with the side of its head, and she was thrown ten feet backwards.

Celeste was pushed towards the ship by another of the escorting guards, Peter, and that kickstarted her brain and she sprinted away. Her long legs eating up the distance. With Celeste in motion, Peter moved in to help the wounded Rory and dragged him away.

The last of the escorting militia, Michelle, rushed forward and seized the terrified Britney by the scruff of her neck and yanked her away, but was forced to move further away from Marena’s Mercy in the process to avoid the snapping jaws of the ambush predator they had stumbled upon.

The camo-croc had been deeply embedded in the bank and it took a second to fully pull itself free, which gave the party a short period of time to regroup. The croc was thirty feet long, snout to tail tip, and once free, interposed itself between its prey and the safety of the ship.

“Well, the cheerleaders can’t help me if they are dead,” Anastasia mused as she absorbed the first few seconds of the action outside. “Looks like you’re getting your debut earlier than anticipated.” She patted the dreadant carefully to avoid cutting herself on the shoulder.

At the speed of thought, Anastasia had her Drainer’s Whip in hand and a porthole formed in the hull of the ship. Ana jumped on the dreadant golem’s back, summoning some leather sheets to use as an impromptu saddle. Her whip wrapped around the golem’s throat to help keep her in place. Following her mental command, the dreadant practically flew through the hastily created exit and raced across the cold earth towards the combat.

There was the sound of shouting and movement on the deck above as those on watch mobilised themselves to give aid. A few arrows and bullets zipped past Anastasia and her golem ride that connected with the camo-croc’s back. Her dreadant mount was fast, but not very comfortable and she was cut a little by the edges on its back that sliced through the leather sheet.

Anastasia made an internal note to mould a spot for a proper saddle in future iterations.

Her blonde bunches whipped in the air as the dreadant closed the distance. They passed a wide-eyed and gobsmacked Celeste whose sprinting stuttered to a stop, and she backpedalled out of their way, completely taken aback by the appearance of the dreadant.

“Back to the ship, blondie,” Ana called over her shoulder as they passed the awestruck and cowering woman.

She’d wanted to scare the bejeezus out of somebody with the dreadant golem and had been a bit disappointed about losing the opportunity because of the camo-croc.

She would have to thank Celeste later for rectifying that. The look on her face was priceless.

This reminded Ana that she needed to lower the gangplank to make it possible for the fleeing baroness to actually get back on the ship and safety.

They reached the melee; Britney had helped Rory limp away as he was still struggling badly with the leg the croc had bitten. The other three were just trying to keep themselves between Rory and the camo-croc while they backed up and tried to go around. Once free of its hiding spot the camo-croc had demonstrated surprising agility and speed. Simply fleeing from it had not been an option, certainly not for Rory and the croc knew it.

As the dreadant neared, Anastasia loosened her whip and vaulted off in a somersault as the golem kept up the frenetic pace towards the enemy.

Up close, she could see there were several key anatomical differences between this monster and a true crocodile or alligator. The legs were under the beast like a mammal, not a reptile, and the snout was shorter in length compared to its body, but wider. The teeth had more of a serrated triangular shape, similar to a shark. Better for slicing through flesh and bone rather than digging in and holding on.

Rory was a plate wearer and could probably thank his armour for his leg still being attached to his body.

None of this mattered to the dreadant golem and it charged towards the camo-croc side on, slinked low, and scuttled at pace under the creature’s belly and out the other side making sure to scrape its body along the less armoured skin beneath as it went.

The camo-croc roared in fury and abandoned its pursuit of the militia and turned its bulky body after the golem. Its jaw snapping and gnashing.

Ana took the opportunity to flick her whip out and wrap it around one of the croc’s back legs and started draining the monster’s hit points. First refilling her personal mana pool and then replacing some of what she had used to level up the dreadant.

While the dreadant stabbed and sliced the croc with its tail and tongue stinger, the camo-croc managed to seize it by the shoulder and crunched down hard but didn’t get the result it hoped for. The golem’s durability dropped a little but held up under the initial chomp and the subsequent scything back and forth of the camo-croc’s oversized mandibles.

Instead of severing the golem’s arm, all the croc managed to do was flense its own tongue and inner palate on the sharpened Cimmeric Crystal. As the croc foolishly chewed away, the sinuous golem wrapped itself around the body as best it could and then started to oscillate rapidly. Doing to the outside of the beast what the camo-croc had managed to do to itself on the inside.

This was the last straw for the camo-croc, and it abandoned the battle and fled for the perceived safety of the river. Neither the golem nor Anastasia needed to breathe, though, and they held on as the beast desperately tried to flee. The croc got them into the water and managed to swim a few hundred metres downriver before it succumbed to the escalating hit point loss.

After looting and then releasing the beast’s corpse to sink to the riverbed, the victorious duo crawled from the cold water and shook themselves off before they walked back over to Marena’s Mercy.

Britney, Amber, and the rest of their team had carried Rory back and managed to get him onto the ship. He had a pretty serious bleed debuff from the croc attack, but Britney had a concoction on hand that sped up the timer and he was in no danger of bleeding out. His health had taken a few points of damage, but he’d be fine after a few weeks to recover.

“What the hell is that?” Celeste demanded, pointing at the golem after Anastasia had restored some of Rory’s hit points. “And where did it come from?”

“You mean this little guy?” Anastasia said and motioned for the dreadant to bound over to her so she could pet him, carefully, very carefully.

Celeste, Britney, and pretty much everyone else backed up a few steps when it arrived.

“He’s a golem made from the same substance as the ship. I made him. Isn’t he terrific?”

Anastasia stood back ready to bask in the praise, but she was to be mildly disappointed as no one said anything and only stared at the dreadant warily.

She shrugged her shoulders. The obvious intimidation was almost as satisfying as worship.

“It looks a bit like an alien,” Britney said eventually. “You know, like in that film with Sigourney…”

“You don’t want to finish that sentence, Red,” Anastasia cut her off with mock sweetness. “I’m just beginning to like you. Insulting my completely original creation isn’t the kind of thing a potential friend does.”

“Of course, Ana,” Britney smiled quickly, covering herself. “I don’t know what I’m saying, must be all the excitement. I’ve never seen such an innovative and original design.”

Ana was about to thank her when a sudden oppressive weight slammed down and forced her to her knees.

She felt her head pressed into the deck and was absently aware of the panic and restlessness from her companions surrounding her. She wasn’t entirely sure what was happening, only that Torin was using their bond in some manner, funnelling something that was happening to him through to her, so that her avatar would help carry the load. If this was only half of what he felt, then it had to be something extremely powerful.

Thankfully, it didn’t last long, and Anastasia came back to her senses. She was being carried below decks by Peter and she quickly wriggled out of his grasp.

She was no shrinking violet that needed to be carried like a baby.

“Ana, what is going on?”

“Ana, are you okay?”

“Ana…”

Her ears were assaulted by half a dozen people all asking questions at once. She put her hands up and waved them to be silent.

“No questions!” she yelled. “Something has happened. I don’t know the specifics, so don’t ask. All I’m reasonably sure of is that the raid has not gone to plan. We need to get the ship ready and be ready for anything. Now hop to it!”

The three cheerleaders and the militia people jumped in shock at her command but after a moment’s contemplation acted as she demanded.

Anastasia stood with her hands on her hips and a smug little smirk crept onto her face. She could get used to command; it suited her well.

Now she had to hope that Torin managed to get back in one piece. He was still alive, that much was certain, but he’d encountered something. Something powerful. And how often since the world went to shit had that been a piece of good news?


Chapter 4

Tramadachius (Snawfus)

Monster Grade: Alpha Monster Level: 168

HP: 202,400 (monstrous nature contribution only.)

Character: Ranger (U) 32, Shadow Ranger (notorious) (P) 65, Master Shadow Ranger (notorious) (K) 38

Threat: Impossible

XP Value: 1,365,840

Mob Description: Snawfus are deer-like creatures. Incredibly swift and they possess powerful psychic attacks that can be focused on a single target or applied as an area of effect. The grade of the snawfus determines the strength of this attack. Unlike most mobs, the snawfus can advance through the grades as well as levels.

They are a special mob type with a propensity for testing characters and taking a pound of flesh if not defeated. However, they rarely finish their prey in a single assault. Preferring to chip away at them slowly until they are satisfied. They are renowned for their vindictiveness and are considered one of the Darkwyrlds natural disasters.

The information block was shocking and differed from anything I’d seen since this had started happening. The monster grade of Alpha was disturbing enough. That was a step up from A-grade and put it in the seventh tier. Only the eighth-tier Omegas had a higher classification.

Talk to me Quixbix. What the hell am I looking at?

<It’s a character, Torin. This snawfus is so old it has moved beyond its programming and become an intelligent self-aware mob. Whenever that happens, they get a character class just like people. It usually takes them much longer to level as their monstrous nature continues to improve as well and that soaks up a considerable amount of their experience. 135 levels, by the Framework, this thing is old.>

Vaguely, I recalled Quixbix telling me something about this before, but it was supposed to take so long to happen that we should not encounter a mob like this on Earth. One thing was for certain, this snawfus did not spawn here.

There were more questions I wanted to ask him, but the snawfus stepped around my kneeling body and approached Shana.

The majestic deer monster stopped in front of her and snorted. It’s breath puffing from its nostrils in the cold air.

Shana, like everyone else in sight, was lying helplessly on the ground, barely conscious and breathing shallowly as if being constricted. The deer rested its hoof on her stomach and tilted its head to the side. In my fright, I managed to offload some of the psychic weight though my bond with Ana that had been crushing me, but it was not sufficient.

A small measure of movement had been restored, but only enough that I almost toppled over trying to force my quivering limbs to react and intercede. Ultimately, I couldn’t physically do more than not be crushed to the cold ground by the weight of its aura.

You can stop straining yourself, Torin Carter. The voice of the snawfus boomed in my head. It is not good for you. Despite your mate’s act of aggression, I shall spare her this day. Fortunately for you both, she is with child, and I have no quarrel with the child. If she names the son she carries in my honour, I will consider the matter between us settled. If she does not…

The snawfus, Tramadachius, left the rest unsaid and removed its hoof from Shana’s belly and strutted back in front of me.

“What do you want?” I gasped out, the extra capacity I’d secured allowed me to talk out loud, at least.

You have kind friends in high places, Torin Carter. You should be grateful for them. If it were not for the disquiet your early death would cause them, I would leave you to wallow in the consequences of the mess you have made for yourself.

Kind friends in high places? Was he talking about the Shattered Goddess? Nothing about my interactions with her had given me the impression of kindness, nor that she would be especially hurt should I perish. Maybe a part of her broken psyche, perhaps. But most of her either wouldn’t give a damn or would exult in my demise.

“You don’t serve Carnax?”

No, I do not. I am not, nor have I ever been, a member of the Hooved Horde, despite having some of the correct parts.  The snawfus raised one of its hooves and laughed at his joke. The scene was especially creepy and sent a shiver down my spine. Anyone who’d seen Evil Dead would understand why.

The beast continued. Admittedly, the Horde will sometimes listen to me due to our kinship, but only if it does not run contrary to their patron deity’s wishes.

“Did you arrange this ambush?”

I did not.

“But you knew about it and let us walk into it anyway?” I guessed.

I did.

“Why, you bastard?” I grunted in anger.

At least a hundred of my best people were dead, many more grievously injured or crippled. We might be able to repair the damage to the living with magic and time, but nothing could be done for the dead. My anger may have been misplaced. The snawfus was under no obligation to warn a character but finding fault with the beast was certainly easier than holding myself responsible.

A lesson experienced is better than a lesson lectured. It answered with a shrug of its shoulders.

That and one does not simply strike up a conversation with my kind, Torin Carter. And it was high time we talked.

You had to be tested and a blood price paid. Letting the Horde do it on my behalf was more efficient and infinitely kinder to you in the long run.

Those who have survived this battle will be stronger for the experience. It is the way of the Darkwyrlds, is it not? That would not have been the case if I’d taken an equal price personally.

“Go fuck yourself, you arrogant prick!”

<Torin, perhaps you shouldn’t insult the monster who could crush your skull with a thought.>

Quixbix was right but anger flowed through my veins like molten lava. I felt a little more give to the oppressive weight bearing down on me, but not much. In the back of my head, I understood it was the bond with Anastasia taking the brunt of the offloaded pressure. She might be unhappy about that later, but the irrepressible spitfire could take it.

Your anger is understandable but misplaced. It is within that you should find blame.

I knew it was speaking the truth but was in no mood to admit it. “Really? How convenient for you, that I’m the one responsible for this destruction.”

Tramadachius laughed at my sarcastic retort not just in my mind but from his deer mouth as well. His powerful shoulders shook, and violet blossoms fell from his antlers as his breath misted in the cold air. I could practically taste the power he contained.

Since my arrival, I have watched you from afar, Torin Carter. You have great potential, but you have invited disaster to your door like a long-lost friend.

You gather enemies to your bosom as if they were precious memento’s to be guarded and protected. They are not baubles to be treasured and hoarded, but obstacles to be crushed without mercy. Sholmdir’s adherents, Luca Gattosi, what remains of the Hellhounds. They surround you and grow in strength with every passing day and where are you?

Here in the north, fighting the Hooved Horde over empty land of little worth. You should have let these beasts waste their time and strength mapping the secret warrens.

“I need this portal and I am building alliances to deal with the Luca problem,” I ground out between my teeth. Expressing my justifications.

No, you don’t! Tramadachius roared in mind. You have never needed access to Pandaemonium.

Already you have forgotten the whimsy of the Shattered Goddess. Her mercurial nature. Part of her may wish you to succeed but another part cannot help but try and sabotage you. This quest you pursue is a time sink intended to distract you and bring about your ruin.

A distraction you embraced with uncommon fervour and wilful blindness.

She knows your heart and played you with ease. So eager to fight the Horde because this threat is made up of monsters and not people. You are not as ruthless as you believe, and it has left you vulnerable to divine manipulation.

Luca Gattosi is the greatest danger to you and should have been your sole focus from the beginning. You started but did not finish stripping him of his assets and have given him the chance to recover. You have had the means to act against him and stayed your hand out of what? Mercy? Morals? It is rank foolishness.

I wanted to scream my disagreement. But the snawfus’ logic was sound and deep down I knew he was right. There was more that I could have done. Today had been the first time I’d used the Summon Rift Beast spell.

Even with the spell’s cooldown, I could likely have deposited six or seven monsters on Luca’s doorstep over the past couple of months. But from a moral standpoint, the risk to non-combatants made it a decision difficult to stomach and then the portal quest had dropped in my lap and offered me another way.

I’d jumped at the chance with barely a second thought. Shifting my focus here rather than keeping my focus on the mainland.

However, the snawfus was not finished berating me.

As for alliances, that is simply more self-delusion. Richard Reynolds is no friend of yours. He never has been. You bought something from an opportunist and convinced yourself this had become a mutually beneficial relationship.

Has he warned you Hector Guberschmidt? The son of the first man you slew. A broken, twisted child who has sacrificed his humanity to become Sholmdir’s champion and dreams of nothing but your destruction. Told you any of what he has learned of him?

No.

Has Reynolds told you of his most hated rival, William Reed, the Governor of Wisconsin? Another that has become an adherent of Sholmdir and acts under instructions to destroy you.

No.

Or any of what Reynold’s personal spies have uncovered? Such as Governor Reed’s army, which currently outnumbers yours a hundred to one, is on the march, ready to take this entire worthless peninsula simply to spite you.

No, he has not. Remaining silent and allowing his troubles to become yours has aided him and so he does nothing.

“Regina would have told me,” I whispered.

My retort lacked bite and confidence. Everything Tramadachius said had a ring of truth to it. My Preternatural Insight chiming true, true, true with every punctuated statement.

Regina Reynolds has been blinded. Her husband is not the same man she knew and could once control. These are but a handful of the secrets he has kept from her. Had you struck him down and bound her to you, taking what was his by force, things would be different.

But you did not.

“Is that why you have come today? To rub my nose in my mistakes and glory in my ignominious end?” I snapped and found myself rising to my feet and staring the beast directly in its big black eyes. Anger and a desire to prevail drove me through the oppression of his aura.

Hardly. Tramadachius huffed with laughter and tilted its head at me in amusement.

If this were your end of you and the Shattered Storm, your son could not be named after me, could he?

I came to grant you a boon. To tell you what others could or would not. To give you a chance to change your course.

Abandon this campaign and shift your focus to where it should be.

Claim the portal, complete your quest, and confirm what I have told you. Prepare for winter, young corsair. It will be far harsher than any you’ve experienced before.

Use that to your advantage.

Strike down your enemies without mercy, Torin Carter. Do not let them fester any longer than you have.

Grow.

Become strong.

Dominate.

And then, years from now, maybe we can meet again, and you can show me what you have learned.

Perhaps then you will be a challenge worthy of my notice. Only then shall we lock antlers and determine who shall survive for the next season.

Until that day.

With that, Tramadachius bowed his head, turned, and bounded out of Belshgar Bastion. As he cleared the Bloodfield gate in a single leap, flakes of snow started to softly descend from the sky.

Winter had arrived.

“Torin?” Shana coughed not far from me in the confusion of wakefulness.

I rushed over and cradled her in my arms. “What happened?” she asked.

“A lot.”

A statement as simple as the enormity of its impact.

***

Tramadachius’ departure released the pressure on my people and the remaining guild warriors. The Horde had been defeated and those fit to do so worked swiftly to complete the clean-up. I claimed and re-dedicated the portal to the Shattered Goddess. The white and green structure winked out of existence afterwards and left a small depression on the ground where it had recently been.

The original plan had been to claim and hold the bastion long term. Celeste would have been escorted back with one of the many podiums we had picked up from abandoned towns that littered the state and created a new settlement here. Tramadachius warnings rang loud in my mind and forced a full rethink on that subject. Instead, we looted, gathered our dead and wounded, and left for the ship, abandoning the fort.

If it turned out the snawfus was lying, we could return later. The bastion wouldn’t go anywhere, and it would take the Hooved Horde some time to either respawn or move more of their tribes from Ontario to the peninsula.

Our losses had been grievous. Tony along with sixty-two other crewmembers and forty of the militia were dead.

A full quarter of the Shattered Storm representatives I’d brought along. We had a similar number whose Health had taken such a hit it would take months for them to heal naturally and be ready for duty again.

Sheamus was alive but had not regained consciousness. He was in a similar state to Malky, a brain injury leaving him in a healing coma.

The guild losses were even greater than ours. Half of them were dead and few, if any, hadn’t lost a big chunk of their Health.

I had a feeling this would strain our relationship going forward.

Even though it was their own ill-discipline that meant they took the brunt of the losses, the facts in these kinds of situations had a way of morphing to protect the victims. Chances were high there would be accusations or assumptions that I used them as meat shields. A lack of evidence or sound logic wouldn’t matter. If a lie made them feel better, then it was the comforting lie they’d believe.

The personal good news was that the kill XP and quest reward which contributed 33,000 more was enough to ding me for level eighteen and take me a significant way towards nineteen.

Our strategic withdrawal got us back to the ship without encountering anything particularly troublesome.

There were signs of conflict here too, but everybody we left behind seemed to be in one piece and a breakdown of what happened here could wait for later. I gathered Shana, Fang Mei, and Ana together in my quarters and activated the flashing level-up icon in my peripheral vision.

It was time to talk with Dean and see what he could tell me.

Blink.


Chapter 5

Blink.

The four of us appeared in the faux admissions office. Violet, the secretary, was sitting behind her desk and the grand double doors to Dean’s playroom were wide open.

Violet stood and removed her half-moon spectacles as we took a few steps forward. Seeing her standing there in front of the Monarch of the Glen oil painting brought everything into sharp focus.

The painting of a deer, the charm bracelet with deer shapes on it, and the small crystal animal figurines mostly of deer artfully arranged on her desk.

Even her name. Violet. A more apt description of the colour of Tramadachius blossoms on his antlers than a bland-sounding purple.

‘You have kind friends in high places, Torin Carter.’

Remembrance of the snawfus’ words rang in my head, and I knew my initial assumption about who he had been talking about was incorrect.

“You,” I gasped in a whisper and pointed at Violet. “You’re the kind friend in high places Tramadachius mentioned, not the Shattered Goddess.”

“Indeed, Captain Carter. Tramadachius and I have been friends for many years. He and those like him have been treated poorly by my colleagues who guide those who have become characters. They view monsters becoming characters as aberrations. Ashli made no official provision for them, you see. So, when I asked to handle their cases, the others were happy to oblige me even if it was not my assigned role in the Framework.”

“Why is he on Earth? He is far too powerful for a newly integrated planet according to Quixbix.”

“There had to be a snawfus placed in the wilds of Ontario, it was one of the special requirements Ashli left behind for Earth. Hard-coded, so to speak. There are not many of them in the Darkwyrlds and the others are much younger and…more impulsive…than Dash. They would have been a true plague upon the people in your region. Dash will do no more than is necessary to fulfil his purpose.

“I may have made a personal request that he give you a wide berth during his transfer interview. But as you’ve witnessed, he has a mind of his own and my intervention seems to have had the opposite effect to what was intended and brought you to his attention. I am sorry about that.”

“I suppose that’s a reference to his cryptic ‘challenge worthy of notice’ parting remark. Worries for another day. Whether his attention is a bad thing depends on if he was telling me the truth about the rest.”

Violet inclined her head in gratitude at my implied forgiveness. She had been nothing but helpful during all of this and I was inclined to believe her when she said this had not been her intent.

Sure, that might make me seem like a big softie, but its not like I could have done anything to her anyway. Best to keep things cordial and friendly.

“Dash?” Shana said suddenly, picking up on Violet’s use of the nickname. “Is that what you call him?”

“I do,” Violet admitted with a smile. “Tramadachius is such a mouthful, isn’t it?”

“It has a nice ring to it.” Shana smiled and tapped her long finger against her chin.

I knew what she was thinking.

I’d had to tell her about the snawfus’ ‘request’ to consider them even. Understandably, Shana had been a bit upset that the name of her firstborn child might be forced upon her. Particularly one that didn’t exactly roll off the tongue like Tramadachius. An acceptable shortened version might help that pill be a little less bitter to swallow.

I took Shana’s hand in mine and squeezed.

“Shall we get this over with? The less time I spend with short and unfunny, the better,” Anastasia grumped from beside me.

“I heard that!” Dean’s voice echoed from within his cavernous office next door.

Rolling my eyes, we left Violet as she retook her seat, and I led my small party inside.

Dean was already lounging on one of his bean bags, his head tipped backwards so he could watch us upside down. “Torin, my main mofo! It’s good to see you again.”

“Dean,” I said quietly and quickly took my seat.

Shana sat on a bag beside me, Fang Mei stood behind my shoulder, and Ana skipped across the room and started fiddling with one of the arcade games but gave up after a few seconds of frustration.

“You need a quarter to play,” Dean called to her from his backward-crabbed position over a bean bag.

“I don’t have any quarters.”

“Then you’re shit out of luck,” he giggled.

“What kind of sociopath creates arcade games out of thin air and still makes them require quarters to play?”

“A sociopath with an attention to detail,” Dean snarked. “And one who can also create quarters at will for the people who are nice to him.”

He flicked his thumb upwards a couple of times and quarters appeared spinning in the air only to disappear as they contacted the floor.

Anastasia couldn’t help the impulsive twitch to grab at the disappearing coins but then corralled the reaction when it became obvious Dean was toying with her. “Ass.”

“Alright, enough of that,” I interjected impatiently. “We have important details to discuss.”

Dean righted himself on his bean bag and straightened his stained black T-shirt. Honestly, it looked like he hadn’t changed the thing since the first time I met him almost six months ago.

“Dean, what can you tell us? Was Tramadachius telling the truth?”

He steepled his fingers and sucked air over his teeth before answering. “I am under certain restrictions, you understand. I can’t simply tell you whatever you want to know.”

“Dean, stop trying to be enigmatic,” Shana chastised him.

“Your slovenly clothing ruins the effect,” Fang Mei added with some amusement.

Dean pouted in annoyance at the mockery, and I felt that Anastasia had been suitably avenged.

“Just tell us what you can, Dean. We all know that you were watching.”

“Fine, I can only tell you some of this because the snawfus already spilt the beans and its technically public record, okay? Don’t think you can just rock up and get the skinny on your situation whenever you feel like it in the future.

“Sholmdir made Shana’s creepy stepbrother his abominable champion after you killed his mutant crawdad. They are disgusting things that rape and impregnate women with foul spawn that can grow into powerful abominations.”

Shana wrinkled her nose in disgust and shuddered a little at the thought but had questions. “Why Hector? The little creep practically had Incel stamped on his forehead. Honestly, I’d assumed he starved to death within the first few weeks, he was such a lazy slug.”

“He would be dead if not for the sea god. The gods aren’t bound in the same way as Framework Admins. They live in the Darkwyrlds, not the Framework, and can spill secrets if they have the knowledge. Sholmdir told Hector about you and Torin and used Hector’s delusional nature to twist the boy to his ends.

“I’ve had the unenviable displeasure of meeting what Hector has become, and it’s fucking gross. I can’t tell you where he is or what he is planning to do. That is still proprietary knowledge. However, his hatred for Torin and obsession with you, Shana, is very real and drives everything he does.”

“Great,” I sighed. “Another enemy. What about Governor Reed?”

“He’s real. I can tell you that his faction, the Wisconsin Maritime Empire, has the largest influence in his region and his control of the state is impressive, almost total. He has formally adopted Sholmdir as the patron god of his faction.”

“The latest guild information pack mentioned this new affiliation,” Anastasia noted.

I looked over at her sharply.

“What? It’s in the latest update and came in after you left for the fort. I wouldn’t have sat on any news about the arch sea prick,” she said defensively.

“Sorry, was there any other useful intel?”

“Only that Willy Reed has been recruiting aggressively and that’s why there has been no guild pop-up in Milwaukee or anywhere else in Wisconsin. They suspect everyone with combat classes is being conscripted and guild members from other cities have been warned to stay away from the state.”

“Balls. That supports Dash’s claim of his imminent invasion. I don’t suppose you can confirm or deny that Dean?” I asked.

“Ah, no. I can’t give you those kinds of details about their activities. Only that he can raise a fucking army the size Tramadachius warned of. But nothing about what he plans to do with it.”

That was quite clever by Dean. By confirming Reed had the firepower, he essentially confirmed they were about to invade the Upper Peninsula without saying so.

“Anything else?”

“Yes, he wasn’t lying about the weather. The overflow of magic can mess with weather patterns, and it takes a few months before it’s clear how that will manifest. The coming winter is going to be harsh with a capital H. If I were allowed to hand out advice, then I would probably tell my favourite people that fucking around in the North is going to be very difficult for the next three or four months and perhaps they should set their eyes on more southerly destinations.”

Again, Dean was basically confirming what Dash had to say.

There was no point pushing Dean on what Governor Reynolds knew or did not know. Besides, we still had Trisha embedded with them. I would be recalling her soon but before she left, she could ferret out some hidden truths for me

I was sure that with the knowledge that RR was hiding things from his wife, Trisha would know which buttons to press. And even if she couldn’t uncover the evidence, she’d know who we needed to interrogate to find out.

If Richard Reynolds had betrayed me, whether in spirit or action, then he would suffer the consequences.

Tramadachius was right. I had been too soft and accommodating. That had been fine in the first few weeks when playing nice had got me a greater reward than using force. But there had been diminishing returns from being diplomatic for months now.

I’d passed on opportunities I should have snatched up.

First, I needed to deal with Luca. Take his land and then embark on the natural next step. Claiming all of Michigan. Then I’d have the necessary resources to deal with problems like Sholmdir’s worshippers in neighbouring states.

There was only one thing left I needed to do. Level eighteen meant a bump to my T3 ability.

Chaos Magic.

Time to improve the Summon Rift Beast spell some more. It was going to get a lot more use. Several customisation options were available to me.

Boosting the Willpower and Domination bonus from fifty to one hundred percent was tempting, but ultimately, I chose to opt for more control of what was summoned.

Summon Rift Beast 1.2 (major – 60% more effective)

School: Chaos

Type: Summoning Cantrip

Cost: 300 mana

Cooldown: Variable (dependent on the grade of beast summoned)

Description: Summons a random beast from the rift in a spot of your choice within two hundred metres. (Must have a line of sight to location)

1.1 Your combined Willpower and Domination for the control checks is increased by 50%

1.2 The caster may choose to resummon a rift beast from your previously summoned list. When chosen there is a 50% chance of resummoning the same creature (if it is still alive) otherwise you will summon another beast of the same type. You receive a small boost to the battle for control if it is the same beast summoned. (Boost dependent on affinity level)

Duration: 24 hours or until the beast is slain.

My intention was to cast the spell as often as it came off cooldown and build up my list of rift beasts allowing me to pick what would best fit any given situation. Marena’s Mercy’s ability to submerge would help us escape if I couldn’t control the summoned monster. And if the winter was as harsh as Dean warned, then the Great Lakes would likely freeze over.

That could be problematic for Stormblade Harbour as we were in the middle of the lake, but at the same time, we could sail to the middle of nowhere and summon a beastie on the ice.

Miles away from people.

I might have resolved to be more ruthless but that didn’t mean I intended to be careless with the safety of others.

With the decisions done, we blinked back to my quarters on Marena’s Mercy.

“Ana, get us underway. Burn some extra energy to get back to the lake as quickly as you can. We have a lot to do and not a lot of time to do it. Gladstone needs to be evacuated. Our outpost at Manistique can wait a bit longer, but we’ll have to pull back from there too.”

“And after that?” she asked me.

“After that, we go big game hunting. There is a particular lion I need to take down.”


Chapter 6

Day 175

Claudia Gattosi

For the past few months, Luca had barely been tolerable to be around. Constantly irritable and waspish to all near him.

Friend and foe alike.

Ever since Maurice had gone away on a mission to kill the pirate plying the Lake Michigan waters and not returned.

Weeks had become a month, and then a month became two, and then three.

No sign, no word, and Luca’s behaviour worsened a little with every passing day.

It had been worst for the people of Grand Rapids he had enslaved. Every bad mood of his led to ever harsher working conditions and demands. Hundreds, perhaps thousands, died, and the arrival of snow in the city wouldn’t help.

Claudia had been spared the back of Luca’s hand only because of the painful feedback he felt for striking her.

The lovestruck Carla was not so lucky.

The occasional mean-spirited cuff or slap evolved into full punches and kicks. A few weeks ago, he completely lost his temper with her fussing and beat her bloody.

The nature of the Darkwyrlds was the only thing that saved her life.

Claudia had nursed her back to health over the next few days. The beating had been so savage, that even Carla’s delusional devotion had started to show cracks. She hadn’t quite got to the stage of hating the fucker the way she should, but she was at least avoiding him and minimising contact instead of trying to be around him all the time.

Even the news that the Governor had withdrawn most of his troops from the eastern and southern border of Luca’s territory barely offered anyone a reprieve. He was put in a better mood for a few hours but once he overindulged on the booze to celebrate, the darkness overwhelmed him again.

Claudia ended up adopting Carla’s recent tactic and stayed out of his way as best she could. There was very little to learn, and she’d had a few of her own setbacks.

Her cousin Ricky had never responded to the dead drop she’d left. She took the risk to go back and check and confirmed the package had been removed, but no answer ever came nor any sign that Ricky had done anything to try and take advantage of Luca’s weakness with Maurice gone.

She tapped her fingers restlessly on the table in front of her as she watched the flakes of snow fall and settle. Three inches already and without cars to turn it to slush it was building up on the streets.

She let out a deep sigh, it looked like she would be stuck with her brother for the winter at least.

The stench of stale cigarette smoke assaulted Claudia’s nostrils and announced the imminent arrival of one of her least favourite people.

“Your brother wants a word with you, Claudia,” Larry wheezed as he came to a stop outside the study. Claudia had found herself retreating here often of late.

“What kind of mood is he in?” she asked, flipping a page of the spy novel she had been leafing through without looking up.

“Surprisingly good, actually,” came the unexpected wheezy reply. “Practically ecstatic, in fact. Maurice is back from wherever he’s been and arrived with good news it seems. Now is probably a good time to ask him for anything nice you’ve had your eye on.”

Claudia slammed the book shut and scowled at the reedy nicotine-stained man. “I’m not some pretty doll, Larry.”

Larry shrugged his shoulders. “Suit yourself. Better be quick unless you want Luca’s mood to turn sour. He's already drinking.”

As tempting as spiting her brother might be, others would pay for her display of independence. Claudia rose from the blue velvet armchair and stalked past Larry who didn’t bother to make way. She let one of her claws nick him on the elbow on the way out to teach the accountant a lesson in proper respect.

He stumbled back clutching the arm and tried to stem the bleeding unsuccessfully. Her nail polish was a new recipe with an alchemical anti-coagulant that worked quite well. It had been a gift for Carla from a supplier trying to curry favour with Luca, but she hadn’t liked the colour. Claudia had been more than happy to take it off her hands.

Function over form was more important these days.

Claudia strutted across the thick brown carpet to the breakfast room. She could hear Luca in there and he was indeed in a boisterously good mood.

Upon entering, Claudia stopped just past the door and stared at her brother. The mane he was so proud of had grown unkempt and shaggy as concerns had eaten away at him. Plus, he no longer had Carla fawning over him and obsessed with brushing it out.

However, today, those concerns seemed to have faded away. Maurice was sitting quietly next to him with a single glass of malt whiskey that he caressed slowly in front of him. By contrast, Luca was drinking straight from the bottle and if it had been freshly opened, he’d already poured half of the bottle down his gullet.

One of the serving trolleys had been left in the middle of the room between them. There was a black circular hat box wrapped in a red ribbon sitting on the top.

“Maurice is back!” Luca shouted with a slight slurring when he noticed his twin sister standing in the doorway.

“I noticed,” Claudia answered neutrally. “Good trip?”

There was no reason not to do a little fishing. Drunk Luca in a bad mood was something to be avoided. Drunk Luca in a good mood would often be an excellent source of information.

Maurice inclined his head respectfully. “There were a few unanticipated complications that had to be dealt with, but the mission was a resounding success. The outcome exceeded far beyond our expectations; I might add.”

“Hic! You can say that again!” Luca roared with delight and spilt several finger’s worth of whiskey as it sloshed from the bottle he was waving about carelessly.

Larry had not been wrong. Her brother’s mood was ecstatic.

This could not be good.

The pirate captain, Torin Carter, must be dead then, perhaps Maurice had even managed to bring back his ship that Luca lusted after. That was a shame, from what Claudia had managed to learn he was supposed to be handsome and capable. She’d had thoughts about forging some kind of alliance with him after her brother had been disposed of.

“Maurice brought you back a gift,” Luca leered at her with a darkly cruel edge to his voice. “Now don’t be a haughty stuck-up mare, open it,” he ordered.

Claudia wanted to do nothing more than turn around and leave, but she couldn’t disobey such a direct order from her brother. She stepped forward and pulled the ribbon loose and it fell away. With her hands shaking just a little she slipped the lid off and peered in.

She took a sharp step back, dropped the black box lid on the floor, and covered her mouth with her arm to try and stifle the gasp that escaped her lips anyway.

Sitting in the box, almost peaceful looking, was the severed head of her cousin Ricky Giambi.

How could she have been so stupid? It had been Ricky, not Torin Carter, that Luca had sent Maurice after, she should have intuited that.

Her brother had been grinning at her predatorily, showing off his teeth. He pressed the neck of the whiskey bottle to his lips and quickly poured the remainder down his throat. When he finished, Luca jumped to his feet and hurled the empty bottle at Claudia’s head.

Instinctively, she ducked out of the way of the flying glass object, and it smashed into the doorframe, breaking and scattering whiskey-slick shards all over her.

“Did you think I didn’t know about ya dead drop, ya traitorous whore,” Luca screamed. “That you were plotting with that fucking queer. I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news but Ricky never got your warning about Maurice being on his way to slip a garrotte around his fucking throat and cut his fucking head off.”

Luca pulled a package from his inventory and threw it across the room. Claudia recognised it as the one she had left for Ricky. Luca had intercepted it and somehow managed to keep his cool with her for months.

His growing discontent began to make a lot more sense. Luca did not like to wait, and he’d had to wait quite some time to turn the tables on her.

“Well, the jokes on you, bitch. Ricky wasn’t even trying to come west to save ya. He didn’t give a shit about ya! No, he was too busy making moves in the east. Drawing families from New York and Jersey under his sway. Well, when we found out, we just had to let him finish the job. Now, as his successor, they all belong to me.”

Claudia stared at Luca in horror. If what he was saying was true it was an absolute disaster, especially with the Crime Kingpin class he had. Any hint of legitimacy he might have secured would magnify his control even if he wasn’t physically present.

“Thas’ right,” he slurred as the too-quickly drunk whiskey started to take effect. “All tha’ families answer to me now. New York! New Jersey! Detroit! Fackin Toledo too! And they…they…they is coming, bitch. That stupid, greedy fackin’ Gov’nah gonna be crushed between us. I’ll get all tha’ coin I paid him to back off back in my pocket where it belongs. Oh, and tha’ pirate piece a shit too. Fucker stills owes me a ship. It’s all gonna be mine. All of it, you fackin’ here me. ALL OF IT!”

Luca’s eyes were bloodshot with more than just drunkenness. There was a true craziness there and he spun around letting loose lion’s roar after roar until he grew dizzy and fell back into a chair laughing wildly.

Claudia backed out of the room slowly, but she couldn’t help but notice how still and calm Maurice remained despite her brother’s maddened antics. He just sat there, one of his fingers calmly circling the rim of his whiskey glass. Maurice’s eyes flicked to Claudia and then back again as she exited, and her blood ran cold.

For the tiniest of moments, she saw something in Maurice’s stoic gaze that had always been absent before.

Ambition.

Desire.

A hunger for more.

Luca wasn’t half as safe as he believed himself to be, but that didn’t help Claudia. She was Luca’s weakness and that presented Maurice an opportunity to strike at his master without targeting him directly. The only impediment would be the loyalty Luca’s class enforced, but someone as calculating as Maurice could find a way around that.

The pertinent question was how long she would have before that moment came.

***

Day 180

Talisi Xentos: Harbour Mistress of Port Gar

Talisi cradled the steaming cup of jaff in her hands as she stood out on the balcony which overlooked the harbour below.

The winter winds had come early to the port city of Gar this year. Albeit the elevated position of her current vantage point did make them a touch more biting than what those at dock level were experiencing.

Especially considering the sheer number of ships currently in the bay at the moment. They formed an effective barrier, disrupting the breeze. Each ship waited for permission to depart and pass through the capital plexus gateway and head towards Earth.

The Xentos family were an influential branch of the Madaros consortium. Not the most influential, but influential enough to get a reasonably skilled and educated scion the Harbour Mistress position in e city. Being Harbour Mistress in turn made her the most influential member of Port Gar’s ruling council.

As it usually did in any port city.

And Port Gar was the capital city of the planet Meenus.

You would think being the most important personage on a council that ruled the largest and most important city on a planet would be something of an exalted position. Not so, Meenus had only been integrated into the Darkwyrlds a little over fifty years ago. Despite it being the hub for the local planetary cluster it was an unimportant planet in a relatively unimportant system.

The Grand Empires of the Darkwyrlds had lost interest in the central expansion territories centuries ago. Too distant and with too many level restrictions on plexus travel to be worth their while. Although level-limiter runes which would allow them to travel unhindered were relatively inexpensive, they were devilishly difficult to remove in a pinch. Few wanted to take the risk of deliberately hampering themselves. Taking planets from one another in unrestricted clusters was a far more productive use of their time and resources.

And paradoxically, much safer. It was difficult for a powerhouse to adjust to being restricted to their first fifty levels, especially once their combat styles accounted for the higher tier abilities that came with later level progression.

They might send a handful of younglings for tempering occasionally, but that had been the extent of their interest.

This left the way open for the various consortiums to flourish and dominate in the central Galactic Cluster. Enjoying the fruits plucked from newer additions to the Darkwyrlds. The native populations rarely put up much of a fight. Reeling from the destruction wrought in the first few years they were usually easy pickings for conquest or absorption.

Those on Meenus certainly hadn’t fought back. The majority of the populace had been converted into pathetic kobolds and they had been overwhelmed very quickly. Some planets had no luck at all.

Talisi sighed loudly and took a sip of the hot beverage she held. It burned her lip and shaved off a hit point that regenerated quickly. She liked her drinks scalding hot.

Port Gar of Meenus. Quiet and unimportant.

That was precisely how Talisi Xentos liked it and the only reason she’d let her great-grandmother bully her into joining the family business.

And why she had been disappointed when the relative insignificance of Meenus had ceased abruptly last week with an unexpected Framework announcement.

When the news hit, Talisi had been open to being replaced by the consortium with someone who had more experience, but her great-grandmother wouldn’t have it. Any replacement would not be a member of their family and therefore she would not allow Talisi to suggest she be replaced.

Talisi knew her great-grandmother loved her, but she loved the family name more. If she squandered the opportunity the Xentos had lucked into here, there would be no forgiveness.

Especially given the circumstances.

The central expansion was complete.

The old ways of doing business would soon come to a close. The next century would be defined by those who could adapt quickest. It would be a very busy period.

Talisi wanted a quiet life, but she desired it to be a comfortable life more. Any resignation would result in her being stripped of everything and cast into the wilds to fend for herself and that would be worse than stepping up and playing politics.

Her internal musings were abruptly cut off. “Gorrok’s balls, it’s windy out here,” Makror, an orc councillor who represented Dominarius, a prominent slaver’s consortium, complained as he shuffled out onto the balcony. “Can we not go inside?”

Talisi ground her teeth in frustration. She had come out here so that she didn’t have to consort with the other councillors during the recess of their current meeting.

“I find the chill in the air invigorating,” she lied smoothly. “You can go back in if it makes you uncomfortable.”

Her suggestion hung in the air more in hope than anything else.

The pot-bellied orc shook his jowls in the negative. “And spend any further time with those asslickers than I have to. No, thank you.”

“Likewise,” Talisi breathed quietly, and the orc councillor huffed in a strained laugh, missing his implied inclusion in the unwanted association category.

Makror rubbed his beringed hands together to ward off the cold and paced up and down the balcony for a few seconds until the bustling activity below caught his eye.

“What the fuck is going on down there, Harbour Mistress? The vessels are packed in tighter than a duck’s arse. I’ve never seen so many in the harbour and it looks like it’s getting ugly down there. Shouldn’t you be doing something about that?”

Did the corpulent orc have his head under a rock or something?

How could he not know what was going on?

“Makror, have you not seen the Framework announcement? It’s been up on the boards all week. Zimon must have mentioned it three times in the last hour alone.”

“Pfff,” Makror grunted. “Nobody listens to that bean counter. All he does is drone on about the price of vegetables or wheat or who cares what the fuck else. Nobody is interested in the reports from the regular markets. As for the boards, I don’t have time for that. There is a local crisis in full flow, don’t you know?

“The prime function for the Slave Market has been glitching for months. Everything has been automatically going to auction. It’s a fucking administrative nightmare. All hands-on-deck, day and night, until it’s fixed, and the fucking Framework Admins remain tight-lipped as to the cause. Useless bastards.”

The unhealthy green hue of his cheeks darkened as his anger and frustration rose.

Talisi closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose with her elegant fingers in frustration at the orc’s utter idiocy.

Then she recalled that Makror was an imbecile only sent here because Port Gar was supposed to be an unimportant backwater. Much like she had been. Undoubtedly, he was the younger son or favourite cousin of someone with a bit of pull and he’d been sent here to keep him out of the way and fluff his ego.

That was before things changed.

In all likelihood, he did very little at the slave market apart from eating copious amounts of food and fucking unfortunate slave girls while his staff did all the work for him. Including reading and acting upon the correspondence from his consortium superiors.

“Earth is going to be the last planet integrated into the Darkwyrlds,” she informed him civilly, biting back her frustration and dislike for the orc.

Scholars who studied Framework Integration had postulated this was coming. The theory based on what little they knew of where the planets were in the wider galaxy and the mapped progression of integration. The rate at which new worlds had been integrated had been slowing for the last millennium, but it was still a bit of a surprise to have it confirmed so soon. Most scholars had estimated there would be another couple of centuries before this might happen, some had believed it closer to five hundred.

The confusion was down to the theoretical location of the Aperture. Had it been at the centre of the galaxy, the progress of integration would have been easier to calculate. Although apparently there was a mass of nothingness at the centre which further complicated matters.

She didn’t really understand and had no desire to. Astronomy was not her strong suit. Suffice to say, the prevailing opinion of how long they had left had been in error. Nobody, or at least, very few, were prepared for the unexpected announcement.

“Well, the last if you don’t count the planets without civilisations and few do,” Talisi corrected herself.

A third complication she didn’t want to contemplate, but likely would soon have to.

“With a success rate of less than one percent you’d have to be crazy to join a colonisation expedition to one of those death traps,” Makror grunted in agreement.

At least Makror wasn’t completely unaware of the reality around him. Although that too might change. No new integrated worlds would mean the consortia would have to look elsewhere for expansion opportunities.

Just as Madaros would.

“Precisely,” Talisi continued. “This is the last feasible chance most will have to make their mark and claim some land for themselves. Plus, the data pack that accompanied the announcement indicates that the spawn rate and dungeon density on Earth surpasses anywhere else in the Darkwyrlds by quite a margin. It is a veritable treasure trove for early advancement.

“So, interest has been heightened for a variety of factors. The initial six-month full shroud period ends today. The first level of concealment will be lifted and limited navigation to the rough location of Earth will be revealed, provided nobody on board is over level fifty or not bearing an appropriate limiter rune. Although you would probably need to limit your crew to under level thirty for a reliable chance at not being turned around and finding yourself where you started. The effects of the shroud are more severe the higher the average level of your group. The hope, of course, is that there will be an open gate…”

Makror snorted derisively at that possibility.

Privately, Talisi agreed. The chances of there being any plexus gates on Earth after six months was low to begin with. Very few integrated worlds managed the feat and with the excessive monster spawn rate on Earth, it would be even more difficult. Partial shrouding of the planet would still be in place for another couple of years which would make pinging any hidden gate incredibly difficult.

Even if a hidden gate existed and you got lucky enough to find it, there remained the issue of passing through. Only a complete idiot would leave a passage unrestricted. Somebody canny enough to be ahead of the curve for a new world couldn’t be that foolish. They would still need to go through a rift as she explained.

“Lacking that, most will end up taking their chances on going through a promising-looking rift in the plexus pathways.”

“A rift? Are they mad? You could end up anywhere. A mile in the air plummeting to the rocks below or in the middle of a damned monster nest. Presuming you even ended up on Earth at all and not some nearby uncivilised planet where you’d be stuck until you could build a gate to escape. Fat chance of that happening. It’s a likelier death sentence than attempted colonisation. There has been what, four recorded successful escapes?”

“Five,” she corrected. “There are probably more which survivors have kept quiet about, though. Many are willing to take that chance anyway. The first wave is mostly independent crews. The consortium-backed expeditions will follow when the shroud diminishes further, and the path is clearer. Port Gar has the only capital-sized gate in the planetary cluster and that will aid navigation making this the ideal location to launch from.

“Particularly because early scout reports suggest Earth is an unusually great distance from the rest of the cluster. We had thought this planetary cluster was complete, after all. It already had an above average number of planets at eleven. Earth makes the twelfth. And there has been a lull of almost a decade since Fantor joined. This is all completely out of the norm. I suspect Earth is surrounded by many dead or uncivilised worlds and has been attached to this planetary cluster because the Framework won’t allow it to stand on its own.

“Anyway, we’ve had no choice but to deploy disruption buoys throughout the Meenus cluster. Not even dungeon ships can safely navigate into the planetary cluster unaided with the disruption buoys in place. The gates must be used. With this many ships crewed by low-levelled or limited individuals; pirate filth would be swarming into the local plexus network without such precautions.

“Thankfully, with Earth still in the early stages of integration the buoys are heavily subsidised by the Framework. Despite that, they are still very expensive, and we have to be sure everyone pays their share before continuing. Hence why so many ships are packed in on the docks. A small price to pay to keep the corsairs away. Well, most of them. There is not much we can do about the local raiders, but it will keep the big established fleets away.”

“Why bother?” Makror grunted. “It adds a bit more spice to the proceedings.”

“What a surprising sentiment coming from a slaver who counts raiders and pirates as valued suppliers,” Talisi quipped, her voice heavy with sarcasm.

Makror just shrugged unconcerned by the implied criticism.

“Anyway, those below have paid their buoy contribution, passage toll, and an, ahem, administrative fee to be part of those first released. My people have their instructions and will start to wave this lot through very soon. It will take days to clear them all and I’m told there are as many more waiting to come through and then depart straight away.”

Makror’s eyes lit up at the mention of the administrative fee and he doffed his garish cap in Talisi’s direction. Charging for priority departure had netted her a nice little nest egg should things not work out for her later.

Profit was something he understood and could appreciate.

Earth joining this planetary cluster changed everything and was why Port Gar suddenly became so important. It had grabbed the attention of many and traffic to the cluster had been on the increase for the last week and that would only escalate.

If the planet proved to be as fertile a levelling ground as her great-grandmother believed, then the Grand Empires would take notice. And wherever the empire’s interests lay, opportunity followed. Danger too, but that is what bred the greatest of opportunities.

Talisi suppressed a little shudder of excitement. Perhaps she had more of her great-grandmother’s desire to be in the middle of things than she thought.

Out on the bay, she could see the ships of the intrepid travellers at the front of the queue get under way and head towards the large plexus gate.

It had begun then; the six months were officially up.

How many of these early launches would even make it to Earth? Not many. The lucky simply wouldn’t find a hint of a way through and be forced to return a little out of pocket, but no worse for wear. To move on or sell their ship and gear to the next lot who wanted to give it a try.

The others…who could say, there was no way to predict what the few who successfully made landfall on the planet would find when they arrived. Or whether they would be able to hold it when better funded and equipped expeditions came through six months or a year later. This was uncharted territory in more ways than one.

“Master.” A thin elven woman in simple clothing had joined them on the balcony. She knelt by Makror after announcing her arrival and proffered a sealed envelope above her head for him to take.

“What is it?” The orc automatically snapped in irritation. Upon seeing the missive in the slave’s hand, he snatched it from her. “How many times have I told you not to bother me when I’m in council? Submit yourself for a whipping when you get back to the market.”

“Of course, Master,” the poor woman replied instantly and then got to her feet and scurried away before Makror could say anything further.

It was just as well for her that she had. The orc’s face darkened with rage after he broke the seal and read through the letter he’d been sent.

“Impossible!” he squealed in anger without explaining. Spittle flew from his mouth and his jowls quivered.

Makror discarded the piece of paper carelessly and stalked from the balcony without a word of farewell. He stormed back through the council chamber knocking servants out of his way and didn’t bother to inform anyone when or if he would be back.

With everyone’s attention locked on the departing angry orc, Talisi knelt quickly and scooped up the discarded letter that the fool had left behind in his anger. Interestingly, Makror was not the only person to hastily exit the chambers with their staff in tow. The Black Marketeers were also leaving.

Reading through the short missive, Talisi could understand Makror’s irate disposition. The contents caused her a lesser level of consternation, but consternation, nonetheless.

An Earth faction called the Shattered Storm had taken the planetary cluster’s Primacy for the Slave Market.

This was completely unheard of. Securing Prime markets required extensive infrastructure. The cost alone could beggar many mid-level consortia. How could a faction a few months old manage it? Just what the hell was happening down on that planet?

The glitch Makror whined about had not been a glitch, but a side-effect of a fully shrouded faction possessing the Prime marker. Many of the ongoing auctions had been cancelled and unsold podia slaves in the local pens had been transferred to their new owner less than an hour ago.

The Dominarius consortium would be apoplectic. Their control of the slave trade was virtually unchallenged in this system cluster of the galaxy. To save on costs, the number of Prime markers they’d paid for in the region was minimal.

Talisi knew it to be only two and neither was a true marker. They were nodes linked to Prime markets in neighbouring systems. Such a setup was risky, but the smaller slaving consortia had accepted their position and didn’t risk what they had by fighting the much larger Dominarius clan.

Dominarius had cultivated a reputation for being merciless and vicious when dealing with rivals who challenged them. More than a few of their rivals had ended up on the very blocks they used to sell their own wares from. And those were considered the lucky ones.

The Shattered Storm had taken control of more than the markets in this planetary cluster. This letter was unclear as it was still early, but they could have stolen a third of the planetary clusters in the system from Dominarius.

Possibly more now that she thought about it. Earth was likely at or near the centre of the system. The Dominarius extension nodes were on opposite sides of the system near the edges. And their influence would not extend as far as a true Prime marker.

The Shattered Storm had very likely taken over the markets of at least eight of the ten planetary clusters in the local system. Eighty worlds, minimum. The extension nodes would hold onto the planetary clusters they were sited within, but that would be it. More, the influence of a true Prime marker would extend into clusters in the neighbouring systems depending on the location of the Prime markers in those systems.

And this was all presuming those systems weren’t covered by a network of extension nodes too. Only two of the other four systems in this system cluster had true Prime markers. Without greater knowledge of the Dominarius clan’s network, it would be difficult to know just how invasive this rival marker would prove to be. But it was conceivable that they had lost control over the better part of three of the five systems in the system cluster, technically making the Shattered Storm the controlling group.

It would cost Dominarius a fortune to take back what they had lost by establishing new markers. Cheaper by far to try and destroy this upstart faction and raze their Slave Market to the ground. Eliminate the rival marker and the problem goes away.

How long before the Dominarius consortium sent heavily armed expeditions through? It was highly doubtful they would wait for a year or more for the shroud to diminish to safer levels. No, it would be as soon as they could organise crews and despatch them. This would in turn trigger other consortia to do the same, afraid the whole planet might fall under the sway of the Dominarius clan.

And had she not also heard the local black marketeers had been operating under a similar glitch to the slavers? The consortia that controlled those markets were more diverse and not spread as thin as Dominarius, but if their hasty exit was any indication, could something similar have happened to them? Would they be doing the same? Sending war parties for a hostile takeover of a newly arisen rival? She would have to find out.

Talisi and the Madaros consortium controlled the safest gate for those departures. Such a venture was going to be risky enough without departing from smaller gates that provided a lesser boost to your navigation.

That gave them power. A great deal of power.

Her great-grandmother would be happy indeed.

Talisi left the council meeting that was already in disarray unnoticed. She needed to call home immediately. Arrangements must be made.


Chapter 7

Day 180

The sound of my boots echoed off the cobbles as I marched from the comfort of Stormwarden’s Palace to the Plexus Gate. There had been an incident and the on-duty militia had requested my presence.

The air was cold, but not as cold as it was outside the town’s shielding.

It was just above freezing inside, outside it was minus four or five degrees centigrade during the day and dropped to almost minus fifteen overnight. It was only the end of December. Unless the Darkwyrlds had messed with the seasons to an even greater degree, then it would only get colder over the next month.

The shield had environmental settings that allowed you to use it to keep some of the cold out, and more importantly the snowstorm that periodically raged outside. It was a mana-intensive use, but we could reduce the strength of the shield against monsters to compensate. The built-up snowbanks provided a layer of alternative protection to take its place.

Speaking of the shield. I heard the distinct whomping sound as it quickly contracted a few inches and then enlarged back to its original size. It did this roughly once an hour to dislodge the build-up of snow that had settled on top. The flex triggered a cascade of the white stuff to fall away, and a bit more light filtered through, brightening the streets.

Lake Michigan had not frozen over yet, but it was damn close. And if the weather didn’t change it would, certainly at the northern end where Stormblade Harbour was located.

The St Mary’s River that linked Lake Superior and Lake Huron a bit further north had frozen already. We knew this as Marena’s Mercy had to go under the ice during our evacuation of Marquette from the north of the Upper Peninsula. The icebreaker tugboat was still in one of our submerged dry docks. We had people refitting it so that the mana engine we’d secured from the Street Nation would work more efficiently.

My thoughts on recent events faded away as I approached the Plexus Gate. There was a trickle of new arrivals being led away by a member of Susan’s greeting committee.

The guild had mostly returned to the mainland, but they kept the link between their pad and my gate open. They had refused to get involved in the war with Governor Reed’s army, but they would be willing to participate in a spring campaign against the Horde.

Despite that, there had been a steady stream of folks who wanted to emigrate to the Shattered Storm. We were no longer doing any pick-ups via Marena’s Mercy but had arranged for the guild to allow people to use their pad for an administration fee of ten thousand gold. Which I had to pay.

The guild was charging people to use the pad on top of that. Therefore, the fee they demanded had been a bit of a sticking point for me. But Susan and Quinntexxis had talked me around.

For every five makeweights we took in, we got somebody with the talents or skills that a growing faction needed. Plus, we needed to bulk up the militia and my crew which would be difficult without a continued influx of fresh blood.

And the gold contribution helped assuage some of the grumblings from within the guild council about the losses they had incurred at Belshgar’s Bastion almost four weeks earlier.

In layman’s terms, it was a bribe, not an administrative fee.

The cost of doing business.

My gold reserves were in a very healthy state anyway. Even after what I was handing out to the crew. Salvaging, killing mobs, sacking some of Luca’s cities, the transportation fee from Manistee and the tribute from the Muskegon Collective added up and left me quite flush. Almost four million in gold to be precise.

My current balance had been helped by doing things the pirate way. In other words, taking what I needed, not paying for it.

I entered the large gatehouse and ran up the stone steps that led up to the foot passenger section of the plexus gateway taking them two at a time. The biggest drawback was that there were a lot of them. There were extensions to the standard gatehouse which allowed you to install lift mechanisms, but we hadn’t invested in them yet. There’d been no need so far.

The steps led up to a very large platform that hung over the harbour about halfway up the plexus gateway. A capital-grade plexus gate was large enough that there was plenty of room for ships of all sizes to sail through underneath. And room above for more advanced craft capable of flight to pass over. The platform had shielding by default to prevent accidents, but future upgrades to the gate could affect spatial dimensions and allow vessels that would otherwise be too big to pass through safely.

The barriers at the top were opened for me, and I headed directly to the sizeable militia outpost that dominated the buildings up on this level.

Three steps inside the building and I knew why my presence had been requested.

There was a sullen young man sitting in cuffs at one of the desks that dotted the area. He sat there with a look of condescending arrogance. He was a handsome bloke, but his perfectly coifed black hair had been mussed and the expensively tailored clothes he wore, torn during his struggle with the militia.

The posture, the smug arrogance. He was the spitting image of his father.

Taylor Grant. One of Tricky Dicky’s bastard children.

A few weeks ago, Regina had rounded two of them up and sent them to me for safekeeping. Taylor and a half-sister named Margaret. The method the Governor has uncovered to shed his Ruler class required a direct adult blood descendant.

He couldn’t use Raven, so it had to be one of his illegitimate offspring. Her aptitude was far too high. The ritual required this to be an upgrade for the inheritor. If Reynolds had controlled more territory, thereby upping the grade of the class, she might have been suitable.

Other than that little wrinkle, Regina was also convinced Richard wanted to take his adopted daughter with him if he ran. Personally, I wasn’t convinced that if push came to shove, he wouldn’t sacrifice her to extricate himself, but that was all moot speculation. Raven was not an option, so that left his other illegitimate kids.

Regina knew of four children that he’d fathered during his early years of philandering before she insisted he got snipped. Two had been killed following integration and her people had intercepted Taylor and Margaret before her husband’s agents could get to them. Then she’d dumped them on me to keep them out of his hands.

Margaret hadn’t been a bother. She had a carpenter for a fiancé who had come with her and wanted to start a family. She’d been happy to settle down here after the few ruffled feathers by the manner of her arrival were settled.

Taylor, on the other hand, had been a useless waste of space.

He’d done nothing but complain about having to work and get drunk since he arrived. The militia had picked him up for causing a ruckus half a dozen times already.

It had only been a couple of weeks and yet Taylor Grant had managed to get himself banned from almost every leisure establishment in the town due to his boorish behaviour. That only served to escalate the level of his complaints.

The on-duty sergeant spotted my arrival and walked over. His name was Stephen Watson and he’d been one of the prison guards that Brant trusted to bring from Ionia. He hadn’t been much interested in levelling or adventuring but he was solid and dependable. A natural choice to run the arrival station at the plexus gate.

“Watson.”

“Ah, Lord Torin. Thank you for coming so quickly.”

“What is this about?”

“Yes, I’ll get straight to it. We caught this one,” Watson started and pointed at the scowling Taylor who had just picked up on my arrival.

Taylor was the same age as me, he tried to look cocky and relaxed, but I could see the edge of concern in his posture.

“…trying to leave through the plexus. He tried to use some forged papers. Not good ones, I might add. My guys saw through them straight away. We’ve already got a clairvoyant tracing the forger. Should have their name by nightfall.”

I nodded. “Anything else?”

“I suppose technically he assaulted the guards on duty when they wouldn’t let him through, but he’s a civvie so didn’t do no harm on that front. I called you in as his name is on the watch list.”

“You did the right thing, Watson. I’ll handle it. Do me a favour will you and sort out an escort detail for him, please.”

“Anywhere in particular, sir?”

“That will depend entirely on Taylor.”

“Understood, sir,” Watson saluted and rushed off to put the detail together.

I crossed the room, grabbed a spare chair and placed it in front of Taylor, sat down and regarded him silently for a moment.

Taylor tried to ignore me but cracked quickly. His foot started to fidget nervously, and he snapped. “What the hell do you want?”

I crossed my arms and smiled slightly. “You know who I am, right?”

“Yeah, I know who you are. The asshole in charge. The one who is keeping me here against my will. Everybody knows who the pervert in the castle is.”

I let his insult slide. It didn’t matter to me what an ass like this guy thought of me.

“Why were you trying to leave?”

“Because you can’t keep me here, dickhead. This is America, man. I’ve got rights.”

“No, Taylor. You were trying to leave because you are a spoiled little shit whose wealthy Mommy let him do whatever the hell he pleased. You were barely surviving before we brought you here. I gave you a place to stay, one that was warm, dry, and safe from the monsters roaming the world. You were even supplied with a little pocket money. All that was asked of you was to contribute something back in the form of a little labour and fucking behave. Apparently, that was too much for you.”

“Screw you, asshole. You try and spin it like you’re doing us a favour. A gilded cage is still a fucking cage. Something needs to be done about you. Get the proper authorities in charge here, like the Governor.”

“Wow, that was some deep philosophical shit for somebody with the intellect of a pea, Taylor. Who did you crib that line from?”

Taylor sullenly refused to answer.

It didn’t surprise me there were still a few malcontents on the island. It had been a while since the Freeport purge and a lot of new faces had come since then. The public executions might have suppressed it for a bit, but there would always be a rabble-rouser or two who saw an advantage in encouraging others to kick up a stink. Meanwhile, they stayed out of the firing line and reaped the benefits without paying any of the cost.

There wouldn’t be a repeat of Freeport, but since then an alternative had become available that Taylor would soon become very familiar with.

“The Governor, eh? Odd that you would bring him up. You’re from Ann Arbor, right? Not exactly a hotbed of loyalty to him around there. The opposite, in fact. Your sudden devotion to an elected official couldn’t be because you’re his son, could it?”

The look of surprised chagrin on Taylor’s face told me he had thought we were ignorant of his connection to RR. Somebody like Taylor Grant probably thought he was important enough to be considered for kidnapping because he came from a wealthy family.

It obviously hadn’t occurred to him the lack of a ransom demand was unusual or that post-integration, his family were no longer as wealthy. Officially they still owned a fair bit of property recognised by the Framework, but if you couldn’t hold it, then it wasn’t really yours. It only stayed in their name until somebody could be bothered to force the change of ownership.

“Now tell me, does this have anything to do with an inheritance, by any chance?”

Taylor didn’t answer and I stared him down. He steadfastly refused to meet my gaze and locked his eyes on the floor as if it were the most fascinating thing in the world.

But his body language told me I’d hit the nail on the head. Somebody had told him the Governor was interested in abdicating as ruler of Michigan and that was why he tried to abscond. Which meant that RR had sent someone to the island looking for him and Margaret.

Quixbix.

<Yes, Torin?>

Ask Quinn to have someone go talk with Margaret. If they’ve hit up Taylor, they will likely have talked to her as well. Even if it was just to sound her out.

<Will do.>

I’d forced the imp and fairy into the same space when we returned from the campaign. I couldn’t talk directly to Quinn if I was too far away, she was still linked to Susan at the molecular level, but they could communicate with each other without the need for proximity. Not ideal, but better than how things had been before and there was no more gazumping of one another.

“It doesn’t matter,” I addressed the sullen man in front of me. “You’ve shown that I can’t trust you. Assaulting one of the guards and trying to force your way through was a big mistake. You will sign a six-month indenture contract to keep you out of trouble or face harsher consequences. The choice is yours.”

Taylor looked up at me when I finished with a veneer of utter repugnance. “Fuck off!”

“Suit yourself.”

By this point, Watson had returned with a two-person escort detail as I’d requested. I got out of my chair and put it back and turned to them. “Mr Grant is being assigned to the outer colonies. Hightower is due for resupply this evening. That one will do.”

“Yes, sir,” the three men responded.

The two men of the escort detail stepped past me and hauled Taylor out of his seat.

“Hey! Now wait a minute. You can’t do this. You can’t send me to the colonies. That’s not fair!” He screeched in genuine distress.

I had a feeling he would react this way. The outer colonies were five new pirate coves the Shattered Storm had founded on the five largest islands in the archipelago. The new coves were called Hightower, Moongarden, Firefox, Foxhall, and Hogworts. Each new cove incorporated the original name of the island upon which they resided.

I did not pick Hogworts, Anastasia did, and she’d been backed up by virtually everybody else in my core circle. But I had insisted on at least spelling it like the plant and not the fictional wizarding school even if they were pronounced the same.

Establishing these coves had been Quinntexxis’ idea. Six months had been fast approaching and that would mean the activation of higher-tier spawning crystals. By having active settlements on each of the islands it would ensure any of those crystals originally sited in the archipelago would have to be shifted. Sadly, there were far fewer people in the world now and that meant plenty of room elsewhere for the crystals to be moved to.

Understandably, conditions at those settlements weren’t as comfortable as they were in the Harbour. There was little infrastructure present, and they lacked the shield’s environmental protections, after all. Translation, it was a sodding cold and miserable assignment at this time of year.

Volunteers had been in short supply, but we didn’t need to keep a large presence. Any beasties not adapted for the cold would enter a hibernation-like state and remain near their spawning crystals until the thaw in the spring.

The two militiamen manhandled Taylor across the room with relative ease.

“I’ll sign! God damn it, I’ll sign the cursed contract.”

I motioned for the two guards to halt, and they stopped just shy of the door. With a snap of my fingers, I summoned a slightly altered indenture contract into being and handed it over to him. The terms of this contract were a bit harsher than what I gave out to the collared. Those allowed them to choose what kind of role they would fulfil within reason. It wouldn’t be right to give Taylor that kind of privilege. This was a punishment, and he couldn’t be trusted.

The term was shorter, though not out of any generosity. I didn’t want the waste of space on my lands any longer than necessary, but an example needed to be made.

His eyes flitted back and forth as he read the terms and his cheeks pulled back in a grimace of anger.

“You said six months!” he spat. “This is for a year.”

“Six months was the offer you turned your nose up at. The new offer is for a year. Would you like to make it eighteen months? Just say the word.”

Taylor grunted in annoyance. “Fine!” He pressed his thumb to the base and assented to the terms.

“Excellent,” I clapped my hands together. “You can let him go now boys…”

Taylor pulled his arms free, and they let him do so. “Damn straight you can get your dirty mitts off me.”

“…Taylor will go with you without a fuss. Show him the way to the warehouse. He can help load the supplies onto Marena’s Mercy while he waits for his transportation to Hightower.”

The smug grin on the man’s face faded as my words sunk in. “What? No. I signed the contract, you bastard.”

He didn’t get to say anything extra as I grabbed him by the lapels of his jacket and jerked him towards me, my furious glare freezing whatever else he planned to say or do.

“You were always going to the outer colonies, Taylor. The contract just ensures you will put in a proper shift once you get there. You should be grateful, if you hadn’t signed, you’d have been assigned to a broken-down shack on your own with nought but a thin blanket and a single bowl of gruel a day to keep you going. Now, you’ll work hard because you don’t have a choice and get a share of what everyone else gets. Take him away.”

I released his clothes and his shoulders slumped in defeat.

The two guards gently urged him out of the office.

“Watson, go with him will you and ask him about who put the idea to run in his head. I doubt he knows much, but we should learn what we can.”

Sergeant Watson nodded and headed out the door to catch up with them.

I wasn’t far behind. There was another important appointment this detour had almost made me late for.


Chapter 8

Twenty minutes later, I walked around the bay and arrived at the imposing edifice of the Capital Slave Market. We’d not got around to giving the building its own name yet. There was a bit of hustle and bustle on the ground floor when I entered but that was not unusual.

The pens had been used to house some of the knife-edge candidates from the prisons and the Street Nation youngsters we’d captured. That activity was starting to die down now as most had either been incorporated into the faction properly or introduced to Marena’s Mercy’s dungeon over the last month.

Except for the novel use of selling people to a podium as an escape route that brought Fang Mei to us, there had been very few arrivals. Fewer than one hundred from across the world. Less than I’d expected but that didn’t mean Humanity was pulling together in kindness and solidarity. Quite a few other slave markets had cropped up. Thirty-two the last time I counted, but our association with them was strained at best.

Most of them were operating independently anyway. Serving their local areas only. A few had reached out while I was fighting the Horde, and discussions had not gone well. Susan and Quinntexxis hadn’t pulled any punches during their dialogue with the other market owners and any chance of cooperation died very quickly.

Admittedly, given their mutual history, the former slave and abolitionist fairy were probably not a great choice for the negotiating team, but we’d been engrossed elsewhere.

With that being said, it was difficult to fault the pair. I’d read the transcripts upon my return, and the slavers who reached out had been some deeply unpleasant people. The outcome would not have been very different if I had been here. Had the slave market not been a hidden reward then we wouldn’t even have one. But now that we did, I wouldn’t turn my nose up at the opportunity it presented. Which was something even Quinntexxis had begrudgingly agreed with.

Eventually.

The good news was that our market outpowered theirs to such a degree we got quite a bit of information about them from the brief period of contact. Despite any safeguards they tried to put in place to conceal or protect themselves. Info like locations, market size, and security measures.

It helped that Quinn knew a lot more about what she was doing than the jumped-up warlords and scumbags on the other end. Infiltrating and disabling slaving networks was a big part of her specific skill set.

None of the rival markets were especially close or easy to raid in the short term. The existence and size of my market practically ensured that it was too expensive to establish another nearby. Apparently, the podiums offered discounts on a sliding scale when facilities were lacking in an area. This meant full price was even more eye-watering than what had been quoted in the early days when there were no facilities around at all. Paying full price was truly exorbitant.

The closest of them was a market in Manhattan established by the foreign orc invasion there. Not an advisable target if they really had seized control of the entire island and it was close enough to suggest they may have been given a leg up in a similar manner to me. Beyond that, there were potential targets in Florida, Cuba, and Mexico. And a few further down the coast in South America. There were some on the west coast too but going the long way around by ship would be too much effort.

Access to Pandaemonium could change the calculations, but that would have to wait until we had time to explore it properly.

I made my way up a curving stairwell to the top floor where the secure hub for the market was located. It was a bit inconvenient, but the fourth floor was the most secure if you excluded the basement levels. You could change the location, but unless you had access to the relevant engineers, which we did not, you had to pay for the privilege.

My castellan, Susan, was sitting at the hub with her back to the door intent on some details being displayed in front of her.

“Good evening,” I said to announce myself and took a seat at the hub beside her.

“Ah, good evening, Lord Carter. Thank you for joining me here.”

“Sure, no problem. Why did you want to meet me here?”

I could have tasked Quixbix with finding out from Quinntexxis but didn’t want to give Susan the impression I was spying on her.

Quinntexxis answered for them anyway. [In a few minutes, it will be precisely one hundred and eighty days since Earth was integrated into the Darkwyrlds. The first layer of shrouding to protect your planet from outside influences will be lifted. Given the unusual nature of your pirate cove, and the prime markers you possess, we should not presume this will proceed typically.]

I knew we were close to the six-month mark but hadn’t realised it was today. The sun had gone down recently, so it would soon be the same time of day when Victor and Shana came knocking on my shitty apartment door.

The measurement of time was a bit complex in the Darkwyrlds, due to the existence of many different planets with variable day and year lengths. Most were quite similar to Earth as too much variance tended to make planets inhospitable to life.

To handle the situation every world had its local time and then there was Framework standard. Earthers were fortunate that Framework standard was based off our 24-hour daily clock. The only difference is that the Framework year was made up of twelve thirty-day months. 360 days instead of 365. Over time, the Framework year would move out of phase with the seasons. But if you were world-hopping, a single standardised frame of reference was the only way to go.

“Okay, but couldn’t we have done this from the main hub in the palace?” I asked them.

“Probably,” Susan answered. “But Quinn and I agreed that the slave market is the most likely to behave out of the ordinary and the one that might require in person intervention.”

“Good point.”

We chatted a little for the next couple of minutes. Susan gave me some feedback on building projects throughout the town. The forest goblins and builders had been extremely busy, primarily with constructing mana-reinforced housing for our growing civilian population.

The discussion was interrupted by a soft chime that rang out from the market hub in front of us. A stream of data began to be fed into the desk-sized pedestal and before I had a chance to read much of it, my imp started to shout in my head.

<I warned you this would happen, Quinn. Don’t try and claim that I didn’t. I said applying for an unlimited line of credit would be a mistake. Torin can’t cover all this. The interest will ruin us.>

[Stop exaggerating Quix. I’ll admit the…uh…influx of arrivals is far larger than any of my projections. Give me a moment to analyse the data, determine what happened and formulate a solution.]

“Would either of you care to fill me in on what’s got you both in a tailspin?”

“Ahem,” Susan coughed and drew my attention to two of the screens she had been working on.

The first detailed the current contents of the slave market’s pens. All the cells we had only just emptied out had been filled with new arrivals. So many in fact, that a Framework-provided dimensional pocket had been activated to expand their size and handle the overflow. The three basement levels were not large enough to contain them all.

More than twenty-thousand people had arrived down below and a similar volume of various mobs. Even as I looked at the figures one of them ticked upwards as a new mob was sold to a podium and transported directly to here.

The activated dimensional pockets were burning through the mana stored in the market. We had maybe a week before it would be exhausted if we didn’t reduce the population or find a different way to power them. But that was the least of my concerns right now.

The second screen displayed the market’s current finances. The one hundred thousand gold of allocated funds I’d assigned to cover something like this was gone and we’d taken credit to cover the rest of the automatic purchase price.

Just shy of fifty million gold’s worth of credit.

If we didn’t deposit the necessary funds within six hours, there would be a surcharge of two percent added. That would be an extra million right off the bat. Further fees of two percent of the outstanding balance would then be added every month until the credit was cleared.

I involuntarily gulped and found myself agreeing with Quixbix.

Only an hour earlier, I’d been congratulating myself on how flush with currency I was. I could maybe cover a tenth of this if I liquidated everything and it had taken me six months to accumulate that much. Unless something drastically changed, the best we’d be able to do was service the monthly interest.

The worries of my pre-Framework financial position came flooding back in an instant and brought some friends to the party.

“What the hell has happened?” I demanded.

<Quinn didn’t listen to me, and you sided with her, that’s what happened> Quixbix grumbled unhelpfully.

[Imps!] the fairy muttered under her breath before she continued in a forced congenial tone to me. [Things are not as dire as they first appear, Lord Carter. It would appear the range of your Prime Badge extends a bit further than we expected. The data indicates you are the prime market for all but two worlds in your local system. One hundred and six worlds to be exact. Your influence also extends into neighbouring systems, more than trebling the number of worlds using your market’s prime function.

[The Darkwyrlds is quite regimented. Eight to twelve worlds make up a planetary cluster. That is what we thought you’d be taking responsibility for, with maybe a little extra if a nearby planetary cluster lacked a prime badge. Ten planetary clusters make up the local system. That is one hundred worlds give or take a few. Five systems are then combined to form a system cluster. Roughly five hundred worlds usually. Three hundred and forty-two planets have been linked to your primacy network. Which by default, makes your market the dominant one in the system cluster. That is going to ruffle quite a few feathers. It is quite unprecedented.

[Also, things have behaved a little unusually because Earth was fully shrouded until a few moments ago and prevented delivery of those sold to podiums to the proper market, yours. To compensate, the Framework essentially loaned all slaves to the previous holders of primacy. Any of those loaned slaves who had not been sold have been automatically transferred to us and we have been charged accordingly. That is where our sudden debt has come from and why the pens are overflowing.]

“Alright, you’ve explained where they’ve all come from. Where is the part that tells me a debt of fifty million gold, that we can’t pay, might I add, is not as dire as it seems?”

[The arrivals are those who have not been sold. The borrowing party, the Dominarius Consortium, owes us seventy-five percent of all profits made from sales on any property we loaned them in the last six months.]

“And how much is that?” I asked, hope igniting in my chest.

“Over 267 million gold,” Susan told me and brought up the relevant figures on one of her screens.

I smiled widely. This was fantastic news, after all. After paying the debt, we’d net over 200 million. There was so much that could be done with that kind of scratch at my disposal.

<There is a catch, of course,> Quixbix interjected quickly, puncturing the balloon of good cheer.

“A catch?”

[Ah, yes. Collecting on their debt may prove tricky if they refuse to pay.]

<If? We both know what the consortiums are like, Quinn. If the Framework isn’t going to enforce payment, they will tell us to bog off. And this payment won’t be enforced, it will be up to us to collect.>

My heart sank at their words. “Why wouldn’t it be enforced?”

[The full shroud preserved your anonymity, Lord Carter. Therefore, the Dominarius consortium was not informed of what was happening. The Framework won’t enforce payment because the consortium didn’t know a debt would be owed. Although they should have understood that they didn’t hold the prime badge in the system cluster any longer. Therefore, they haven’t been let off the debt entirely.

[This will not be the case going forward, of course. Anybody above level fifty is still barred from reaching Earth. That pertains to those arriving down below too, they will all be under level fifty-one. Any podia sales of those above that threshold will continue to be farmed out as loans until the shroud lifts further. Our seventy-five percent cut of those sales will be enforced as if by Framework contract. However, it will be up to us to negotiate for the outstanding amount. I shall begin preparations immediately, reach out to a few old contacts that might be able to exert some pressure.]

<Why bother? I’ve heard of the Dominarius consortium. They are some of the greediest bastards in the Darkwyrlds. And that’s saying something coming from me. They won’t concede a single copper to us. Nor will they part with seventy-five percent of future sales. They will wait to sell until they’ve dealt with us and don’t have to part with a single coin.>

“Pardon me?”

<Yeah, they’ll be coming for us, Torin. As soon as they can.>

[We don’t need to worry about that for a while yet.] Quinntexxis reassured me. [Only the first layer of the shroud has been lifted. That makes navigation treacherous at best, and we control the only gate on the planet. We keep that hidden and locked down and they won’t be able to reach us until restrictions are lifted further down the line. The worst-case scenario is perhaps a tenth of the mercenary companies they employ manage to reach Earth and even then, they could arrive on the other side of the planet and never cause trouble for us.]

I was on firmer ground with this. The shroud surrounding Earth was something we had talked over extensively in the past month. The first layer had been removed which made the planet accessible, barely.

Up until this point, the portion of the plexus network that contained Earth was completely inaccessible. Fully obscured by the shroud put in place by the Framework. Now any ships travelling in the plexus network would be able to pass through the shroud provided nobody on board was over level fifty or had been limited by runes.

Once through, those ships still had a major problem to overcome.

Navigation.

The plexus network that connected the Darkwyrlds was not open space or like travelling across an ocean. It was a twisted warren of tunnels and passageways. A maze, worse, it was a maze with moving parts, beset by rifts in the tunnel walls that could draw unwary vessels out into real space against their will.

The Earth was still partially shrouded. That meant none of the navigation buoys that marked the safe and stable passages had been activated.

Those coming for us would be in the correct part of the plexus network but would still have to find the planet the hard way. By trial and error. Then, should they find a tendril of the plexus that intersected with Earth, they would need to rely on a rift opening for them to pass back into real space as there were no open gates.

Unless I made mine accessible, which I wouldn’t be doing.

The ships would be carrying navigation equipment to help them identify if they were in a valid plexus branch. But the remaining shroud layers would continue to cause interference. The more powerful the group on board, the greater the interference and the greater the risk you took if you passed by or were pulled through a rift.

They wouldn’t be dumped in the middle of space or anything, but unless their navigator was very good or they were very lucky, chances were high their arrival would be problematic. Crashing in the middle of a jungle, hundreds of miles from water. Falling from miles in the air or stuck on top of a mountain like the ark. All possibilities.

And that was presuming they ended up on Earth.

According to the imp and fairy, only one in every fifty converted planets in the Darkwyrlds had intelligent lifeforms capable of becoming characters and building gates. There were many uncivilised worlds chock full of mobs because there were no characters to cull them, or they were filled with local fauna powerful enough to keep the mob population under control.

End up on one of them and you were close to doomed. Podiums existed on these planets, and settlements could be created, but the odds of you living long enough to build even the smallest plexus gate to escape through was slim. And you needed a gate to escape. The rifts that led out of the plexus network were both undetectable and impassable from the outside.

In one respect, that was all a plexus gate did, stabilise a rift in the network and allow two-way passage.

And this is why dungeon ships were so highly prized and feared. Their natural ability to navigate the plexus network was unparalleled. No amount of expensive equipment or highly skilled navigators could compare to the accuracy of a ship with a dungeon core to guide it. They could even reliably find hidden gates like mine and could potentially force their way through closed ones.

That and the strongest dungeon ships could create their own two-way rifts and didn’t need a gate at all.

Doing so used up a lot of their energy, but they could do it unless extremely costly countermeasures were adopted to prevent them. Corsairs with a dungeon ship could appear out of thin air and then abscond back the same way when they were done with their larceny. Circumventing the gate dependency everybody else was bound by.

Creating two-way rifts was a sixth-tier deck option that was beyond Marena’s Mercy at the moment, though.

All ruminations for another day. My finances today were what required my full attention.

“Alright, if collecting on what we are owed is a no-go for now, how are we going to get ourselves out of this hole? I hesitate to suggest it, as it goes contrary to what I’ve set out to do, but can we sell some of the…uh…stock?”

I didn’t like the idea much. The records noted we had ‘inherited’ plenty of mobs I wouldn’t hesitate to sell if we needed to, but their valuations were poor. Most of them were low-tier trash and had little worth on the open market. We might raise seven or eight million gold if we sold the lot, but nowhere near enough.

There was a moment of silence as the imp and fairy waited for each other to speak. It was Susan who had been furiously collating data that spoke into the gap.

“Things are not as bleak as they seem. The Black Market is already generating revenue on our behalf. It does not have the same reach as this one, only twenty-six worlds, but items are already flowing in that we can sell for a good profit if the market lists are reliable. We are similarly owed a percentage of profit from the loaned items over the past six months. Another thirty-six million gold split over three different groups. We might have more luck collecting from them than with the Dominarius clan.”

There was another snort of disagreement from Quixbix.

“However,” Susan continued. “I’ve been reviewing the manifest for the slave market. We will struggle to sell the mobs for much and if this consortium is anything like Quixbix suggests they will move quickly to undermine us. We have to assume they have people clever enough to intuit the debt we’ve just taken on.

“Before I was Mayor of Grand Rapids, I worked for an investment bank. Stocks and shares. Lost my job back in the ’08 crash, but that was for the best. It was a horrid atmosphere to live in. We used to short stock all the time. If it were me back then, I’d move to depress prices and disrupt the target’s cash flow. Instil panic and reduce our options for refinancing. Create the crisis we need and clean up afterwards. Also, from what I’ve seen, many of these people are what Quinn described as unsellable.”

[That is not the term I used, but yes, if we were of a mind to sell, we would struggle to find buyers at auction. We’d be reliant on other slaving consortiums or markets purchasing directly. And as Susan correctly pointed out, the Dominarius clan will move swiftly to snuff out the participation of any such outlets. We’d only be left with the markets on Earth, and they won’t have the funds.]

“Explain what you mean by them being unsellable, please?”

[There are always going to be some indentured whose personal strength puts them on the cusp of requiring higher quality collars. People strong enough they can break free from a lower-tiered collar if they are not monitored almost constantly by an owner with high domination, but not quite strong enough to resist being captured that way in the first place.]

“Uh, I’m not getting it,” I confessed. “Why does requiring a different collar make them unsellable?”

Susan smiled at me warmly. “There is a price range at which the value of an intended purchase doesn’t justify the added expense of the costlier collar to control them sufficiently. If you were willing to pay twenty thousand gold for a valuable slave, then paying another thousand for a tier two bronzebind collar to ensure their continued compliance doesn’t seem so bad. It is only an extra five percent of your total outlay. But if who you are buying is only valued at five thousand, then an extra thousand on top is a twenty percent increase to the overall cost. It does not seem as appealing.”

Quixbix piped up to add a bit of extra information. <Therefore, most markets are often reluctant to buy slaves on the cusp because of the extra hassle, which is why they get sold to podiums a lot. The Primers either make the effort to improve them, thereby increasing their value, take the hit of lower profits by including the appropriate collar as part of the deal, or sell to people who aren’t looking for long-term ownership or appreciation in value.>

I knew my imp well enough to detect implied shadiness. He wasn’t referring to people interested in freeing slaves. “That last part sounds a bit ominous.”

<You aren’t the only person who wants their dungeon ship to grow big and strong> he chuckled.

[Corsairs don’t tend to be customers. They have other means to secure growth for their dungeons, after all.] Quinn corrected the imp. [But they aren’t the only groups who have a stake in increasing the level of a dungeon. Whenever a dungeon gains a new level, a new opportunity for a conquest completion becomes available. Many factions wish to control when that occurs for their own benefit.]

That made a macabre sense. Completing a dungeon conquest doubled the upgrade point rewards and those were hard to come by otherwise.

[Some worlds also hold gladiatorial spectacles and murdering slaves for experience gains is not unheard of amongst the extremely wealthy and depraved. These kinds of abuses against innocents were a big part of my motivation for becoming involved in the emancipation movement.]

Quixbix’s snorted laughter when Quinn finished echoed in my head and I could practically feel her seething desire to snap back washing over me. A side effect of our closer integration.

We didn’t need to rehash that old verbal battleground again and I flexed my will through our connection and nipped the brewing argument in the bud. Some of the Emancipators may have meant well, but they slaughtered many of the innocent in the process. A lot of them were little different than those they professed to hate.

Facts were facts and blame-slinging didn’t help.

“Let’s focus back on our financial situation. How does any of this alleviate the massive debt the faction finds itself in?”

Quixbix’s dark chuckle could be heard by all of us, and a second awkward silence descended on the room for a few seconds. He must have known this would be something difficult for Quinntexxis to verbalise and he had no intention of making it easy on her.

Despite his mischief, Quinntexxis regathered her composure. [I must say despite my earliest concerns about you, Lord Carter, you have proved to be an…even-handed influence at the wheel, despite your background.]

“Thanks, I think.”

Susan stood up and spoke. “I think what Quinn is trying to say is that many of those down below likely feared their fate was to die shortly after being sold. I believe you will find a significant number of them amenable to the kind of offer you have made to many others. Eager even. Their freedom for a short period of service fighting on your behalf. With your crew and army rebuilt we can launch a proper campaign against Luca’s Brotherhood. It is from them we can secure the necessary funds.

“I may not have been the Mayor of Grand Rapids for long after integration, but it was long enough to have an idea of the value of the resources we can seize. This will only have expanded as that bastard Luca has extended his reach.”

There was an uncommon zeal in her eyes as she finished her pitch. I had perhaps underestimated Susan’s desire for vengeance, though it was perfectly natural. Clearly, she had kept her desire under wraps during the last few months as we built the foundations of the Shattered Storm. We hadn’t been strong enough to take Luca head-on since our losses against the Hooved Horde.

Now it looked like the situation had changed, she couldn’t hold back her hopes any longer.

I stroked my chin in thought. My mind had been focused on the debt and not the opportunity. Now that I had a chance to think it over, a big smile tugged at my lips. Luca funding the cost of the army that would take him down had a definite appeal.

Getting the new army to Grand Rapids would be the difficult part. Especially with the weather worsening every day. Leaving people to fend for themselves in anything other than a proper settlement just seemed unwise. After some consideration, there were a couple of different options available to solve the logistical quandary of assaulting the Brotherhood of the Lion’s Claw in the dead of winter.

The first would be to open the portal to Pandaemonium and complete whatever quest chain that provided. That would earn us the maps to Luca’s territory as a reward. The portal had been rededicated but still needed to be re-opened and we either had to build the requisite facilities, pay through the nose to get them from the Framework directly, or take a shortcut like the Hooved Horde had and use a sacrificial ritual.

Paying was out of the question. The sacrificial method did not appeal to me either unless I was truly desperate. The temple building required to house the dedicated portal was already under construction but wouldn’t be ready for several more weeks. When you also factored in that we didn’t know what the quest would be or how difficult or lengthy it would be to complete, the whole option just seemed like a bad idea.

Tramadachius’ warnings that it was a time-sink trap crafted specifically for me also played on my mind. We’d open the portal, but when it suited us. It would be better not to rely on it.

The second method was to expand my fleet from the current one ship. We could build ships from scratch. We had the materials for that in the dockyards but lacked the expertise to do it quickly. It’s possible we’d find people in the new arrivals to hurry that along, but realistically we were talking months, maybe a year.

That left my personal advancement. The next instalment of my tier four Claim Dungeon Core ability was available at level twenty. I couldn’t claim a second dungeon core, but I could designate Marena’s Mercy as a true flagship of the fleet.

This had three benefits. The ship got an automatic free deck, increasing her capacity. As flagship, she would be able to select deck options from one tier higher than before. And she could start to create detachable core shards.

A detached core shard could be used to create a cloned dungeon ship. It wouldn’t be a true dungeon ship, merely a less versatile copy of one. Without a real core, there would be no dungeon. Instead, there was a pedestal similar to those found in my capital buildings that could absorb ambient magical energy like a core or be gifted mana.

The shard ships, as they were called, could convert these donations to dungeon energy to be used for the various ship functions. The conversion rate was fairly poor, though. A second method to power them was to attach slivers taken from real dungeons. The slivers would siphon energy earned by the sliver’s parent dungeon to the shard ship.

Shards generated from Marena’s Mercy core automatically included a sliver from her as well, but unlike stolen slivers, Anastasia had full control of how much, if any, of her energy she gave up to her shard clones.

Dungeon Shard ships were not nearly as efficient and without a core to level up they couldn’t get bigger through natural growth. Additional shards were needed to increase their development. Creating a shard cost the parent dungeon ship levels based on how big of a shard was grown. The larger the shard, the higher the mark of the shard ship. The only limit was that it couldn’t be larger than the parent ship.

However, part of the T4 ability bump at level twenty meant I could generate one shard as captain without costing Marena’s Mercy any levels to do so.

This free shard would be limited to creating a mark three ship. Not a problem as Marena’s Mercy was still only mark two. In fact, I’d want to change that and get Marena’s Mercy to mark three before utilising the option to make the most of it.

Probably just as well we had pens full of trash monsters that we could feed the dungeon to top off her level gains and secure the next mark upgrade. That would mean a second extra deck too.

Between the two ships, we would have enough capacity to bring the necessary number of troops to secure a beachhead. Then one ship could remain to provide support while the other continued to ferry more troops to the frontline if they were needed.

“I agree,” I answered Susan. “But we need more than just fresh troops. We need a way to utilise them and that means I need to get a move on to level twenty. Marena’s Mercy needs some company.”


Chapter 9

Day 190

It took ten days to get everything squared away in Stormblade Harbour and free me up to go do some dedicated levelling. Much longer than I’d initially anticipated.

The overcrowding in the pens of the Slave Market needed to be addressed first. The spatial extension to accommodate the excess numbers was draining the market’s mana reserves quicker than we could replenish them. Marena’s Mercy’s dungeon could only process so many trash mobs each day and her Brig was needed to help relieve the stress on the pens.

This could have been bypassed if we could just let the new arrivals out into the community.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t that simple.

Control of the indentured was heavily influenced by the checks performed by the Framework. One of the factors that hadn’t been a large concern until now was the indentured population density. As the proportion of the population who were indentured increased, so did the bonuses they received for rebellion and defiance.

It was a countermeasure put in place by the system to dissuade widespread enslavement.

The arrival of twenty thousand new people had doubled the Shattered Storm’s population. And with a quarter of the existing population under indenture contracts already, that meant over sixty percent of those in Stormblade Harbour were made up of those under contracts or in collars. Unless I planned to sell or free them, and neither option appealed to me for different reasons, the demographic imbalance would only grow larger as more podia-sold slaves arrived every day.

The mobs didn’t count, otherwise, it would have been closer to seventy-five percent, but they would still benefit from the increased aid to rebellion. We’d already had trouble with the forest goblins. No fatalities luckily, the goblins had been unarmed, but a few injuries and several construction projects were set back by the damage they managed to cause before the militia stepped in and restored order.

Thankfully, the goblins were weak enough that upgrading their collars to the Bronzebind quality kept them in check and they were soon put back to work.

This hadn’t been the first time the indentured had outnumbered, or come close to outnumbering, the rest of the citizens. But back then the overall population had been small enough that my mere existence as faction leader was enough to quell any nascent rebelliousness. That still helped somewhat, but the faction was now too large for my Dominance to be fully effective.

Short story: too long, we had to keep the new people locked up unless we were sure they could be trusted. Despite those under contract not being able to break said contracts, they would have increased leeway to intentionally misinterpret instructions. The classic letter of the law problem. This meant a few of the least trustworthy like Li Qiang and young Taylor had to be placed under a more watchful eye.

Sifting and processing the new arrivals took time. This wasn’t like when I emptied the prisons of convicts, and the Framework provided a detailed dossier on each prisoner. We knew next to nothing about these people apart from a few scarce details gleaned from various analysis abilities. Even mine was only useful for recording classes, levels, and initial aptitude.

The Dominarius consortium could tell us more, and to nobody’s shock or amazement, they had flatly refused any overtures made via the messaging services available on podiums.

There were scanning device upgrades that could be purchased to provide more information and applied to specialised cells constructed for this purpose. These cells would relay insight into a prisoner’s state of mind and give you a more detailed breakdown of their chances for rebellion or escape. Such upgrades, of course, did not come cheap if you bought them directly from the Framework.

Although I was tempted, it was an expense I couldn’t justify when we had an alternative. Me and my Preternatural Insight. Unfortunately, that kind of feedback wasn’t supplied directly through my analysis. It was more of a feeling that I could pick up on after interviewing individuals. All of which took time.

A lot of time.

We started with proper interviews, but they took about ten minutes each for me to get a proper feel for everything. That would take far too long. The first day of interviews only processed sixty candidates. Regardless of the glacial progress, it turned out to be a day well spent. The experience allowed me to improve my skill score by a couple of further points and hone my technique.

This allowed us to bring in groups of twenty at a time. I’d speak for a minute about the setup here in the Shattered Storm, and Quixbix would help me sift the feedback I picked up from the audience. There were no details, but it was enough to pinpoint either the most troublesome who would need to remain secured or the most amenable who could be fast-tracked. It would give Quinn, Susan, and her team enough to work with and make the necessary decisions.

Using this system, we managed to sift one and a half thousand people each day over nine very long days. We didn’t get through them all, but enough that we could alleviate the overpopulation to the point where we could cover the mana expenditure in the short term.

By the time that was done, the temperature had dropped even further, and the lake had frozen over all the way to the southern shore. Down by Chicago, the ice was only a couple of inches thick, but around my archipelago, it was already around eight inches. Enough that we could walk safely between the islands.

The kids were having a whale of a time skating on the ice. Although we kept them on one of the inland lakes, not out on Lake Michigan itself. The Icebreaker we captured from the gangers had been retrofitted and was almost ready for service if it was needed. But it would be a slow process.

Thankfully, we had a ship capable of going under the icy obstruction. And we hadn’t wasted the extra days of being stuck in dock. Marena’s Mercy’s dungeon made it to level eleven on the ninth day. Once I reached level twenty, we would be ready to upgrade her to a mark three ship and get some extra deck capacity.

The best and fastest way to level up was by running dungeons.

But this is where things got a little bit tricky.

I had plenty of low-level dungeons within the borders of my territory and I had run quite a few of them already. However, with my increased strength, I rapidly out levelled their entry criteria, including solo runs. Which meant ever-fewer options and the need to take some risks.

I had just completed a Fire-elemental dungeon near Hogworts on Hog Island with Shana and Fang Mei and that had taken me to level nineteen. I sorted out my level up, getting a new skill, Control Summons +3, as well as my stat increases, and we now sailed underneath the ice to our next destination.

The Crypt Keeper’s Tomb.

A level seventeen P-Grade Undead dungeon.

Taking on this place was a risk for two reasons. Firstly, it was a third-tier dungeon. The girls and I alone did not meet the minimum entry requirements. Brant, Jackson, LT, and Danny the Ogre would be running the dungeon with us. If Kristoff had been fighting fit, I would have brought him instead of Brant who had remained hesitant about joining the crew.

We would still be a long way shy of the recommended strength for running the dungeon but having Anastasia in the party and our other advantages would see us through.

Secondly, the Crypt Keeper’s Tomb was not on one of my islands. It was located along the shore of the Upper Peninsula. Roughly a kilometre west of Port Inland. What intelligence we’d managed to gather about Reed’s army suggested they were keeping to the highway which meant we should be safe from discovery.

It was a low risk, but still a risk and one we had to take.

The hibernation of most mobs during winter would make levelling by mob grinding way too slow. I could have taken the time and played it safe, if I didn’t have the existential ticking clock of my Divine Retribution quest that required Luca’s destruction. And there were the very real fiscal penalties if we failed to pay back the credit the faction had taken on. Levelling at ease was no longer an option.

The dungeon had been found by a group from the Detroit Guild, who recklessly attempted to run the damn thing as soon as they discovered it. Twenty of them went in, which was the maximum party size, and only three of them survived to retreat and report back on its location.

Their damn foolishness had cost me precious experience. Normally, the XP for the first run of a dungeon was doubled. Even though they didn’t complete the dungeon, the full bonus was still lost. Presuming nobody else had found the place, we might get XP and a half as the second team to run it, or XP and a quarter if we were third.

My musings were interrupted as Anastasia spoke up. “We’re as close to shore as is practical. Bringing her up.”

She closed her eyes in concentration, and we all felt our bodies subtly jerk as Ana arrested the forward momentum of the ship.

I had been out on deck with Shana and Fang Mei. Anastasia was in Navigation with Jackson. She had used her nature as part of the ship to resonate her voice through the crystal so that everyone onboard could hear her.

The encasing sails which protected us from the cold water were transparent from the inside and the murky darkness diminished rapidly as the ship started to ascend rapidly, light beginning to filter through the ice above.

The tip of the mast jammed into the ice above and despite the natural resistance of the thick freeze, it crashed through. The manoeuvre required a bit of distance to generate the necessary power, hence we were roughly one hundred metres from the shoreline to allow for the necessary depth.

The crow’s nest burst through the broken layer and protruded out into the day, but the upward movement halted unnaturally, applying gentle downward pressure on our bodies. The rest of the ship remained under the ice like a submarine.

The ladies and I scrambled up the mast quickly, making use of rungs put in place by Ana for this very purpose and climbed onto the small platform at the top. The transparent sails had not been retracted and we stared out at the scene before us. Sheets of broken ice lay against the nest but had fallen away enough that we could get a good view.

My eyesight was excellent, but I retrieved my Corsair’s Spyglass from the inventory anyway, extended the scope and examined the surroundings. The flurries and blizzards of snow that buffeted my island archipelago for a few weeks had abated several days ago leaving the sky and view clear and unobscured. There was a thick blanket of the fallen white stuff all along the shore. There were no signs it had been disturbed recently, nor was there any indication of anybody within sight.

All good so far.

The treeline blocked my view deeper inland, but behind the vegetative obstruction was an old quarry and that is where we would find the entrance to the Crypt Keeper’s Tomb.

Ten minutes later, we were out on the ice. It was thick enough to be sturdy despite the crow’s nest of Marena’s Mercy poking through it.

Britney, Amber, and Celeste were in the nest, waving Jackson goodbye and wishing him luck. Well, Britney and Celeste were, Amber was trying very hard to appear calm and nonchalant in front of LT. But I had no doubts she had the same worries and concerns as the other two. This would be a dangerous delve.

“Kristoff’s in charge while the rest of us are out of communication range,” I called up to them. “Ana, seal her up and send her back below. There is no reason to make it any more obvious than we already have that we are here.”

Anastasia quirked her eyebrow up at me. “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay behind with the ship?”

“You’ve extended the Navigation cabin and given Kristoff access to the new control stations, haven’t you?”

“Of course. You made it an order, didn’t you.”

“Then they can move the ship in an emergency unless you’ve blocked them. Don’t do that, by the way. Are you telling me after all your bloody bitching over the last few months, now you want to stay behind?”

“No,” she retorted, infusing the simple word with as much derision as possible. “But I don’t want you chopping my head off to send me back either. My avatar being destroyed creeps me the fuck out.”

“I wouldn’t do that, Ana.”

“Why? Because you care about my mental wellbeing so much.” The doubt in her voice was very clear.

“No,” I smiled down at the petulant blonde. “Because it would take you too long to reconstitute these days to be useful.”

My quippy comeback drew a round of laughter from the rest of the group and helped diffuse some of the tension.

“Ass!” Anastasia muttered and waved her hand.

“Captain Ass,” I reminded her for the umpteenth time, and she rolled her eyes.

The partially retracted submersible sails shuddered and swiftly encapsulated the crow’s nest once more and hid the three women still standing there from our view. The ship shifted and sank back into the depths causing the ice to creak which was followed by a splash as some of the broken debris fell into the space vacated by the ship.

“Okay, there is no point in delaying, let’s get off the ice,” I said and led the way in a quick march.

Shana moved over to Anastasia and hugged her shoulders companionably. That helped a little, but she remained in a surly mood until we got to our destination.

I wasn’t going to apologise. She should know by now not to try and bust my balls because she is in an inexplicably bad mood.

The journey to the quarry was uneventful. The trip took longer than it ought to because the snow was quite deep. Further signs that nobody had been here recently, so despite the delay it left me in a cheery mood. Ana not so much, her grumbling increased in intensity as we went. Something was clearly off.

Finding the entrance to the dungeon was not difficult. The way in was a massive seventy-foot-tall decrepit mausoleum surrounded by a fenced-in graveyard. The whole thing stuck out like a sore thumb in the middle of the snow-covered quarry. Not just because it was out of place but because of the complete lack of snow covering it.

The wild dungeon core within, and this was almost certainly a proper wild core and not a former person like Anastasia, wanted to be found. This was not entirely surprising. We assumed that the guild patrol stumbling across this place had not been accidental. Young, low-level cores had very little control over where their entrance was, but once a dungeon’s levels got into the teens, they were more capable of concealing themselves.

They could collapse and relocate their entrance within a certain radius of their allocated location and were able to mould the local environment more to hide their presence if they so desired. Low-tiered cores tended to try and hide. Inherently aware that they were easier to complete and afraid that they would become a controlled resource, farmed, and stripped relentlessly.

Not this one, though.

According to both my imp and Quinn, mid-tier cores could be cocky like this. Over-confident that they were strong enough to devour all-comers, especially on newly integrated worlds and they made themselves easy to find. High-tier dungeons threaded the needle between both extremes. They neither hid nor advertised their existence. They knew their rarity and difficulty would bring a steady stream of the greedy or desperate to feed their hunger.

“This looks like an American horror movie,” Fang Mei commented as we walked through the rusty iron-wrought gate onto a weed-strewn gravelly path that led to the mausoleum doorway. “I wonder if it would look like a Chinese graveyard if it were in my homeland.”

Fang Mei’s words reminded me of something that I may have overlooked. “Are you okay running this dungeon, Fang Mei? Considering what happened to your home.”

She smiled at me sweetly. “Thank you for your concern. I am fine. I spent most of the undead siege in the cells. I didn’t see any of the zombies until we ran for the podium with the kind elder that released me.”

“You ask Fang Mei if she is okay, not me, though,” Anastasia muttered.

I took a moment to confirm with Fang Mei that she wasn’t just putting up a brave face and said to the group. “Check the surroundings. I want to be sure we are alone and there are no surprises.”

My people nodded and split up as they started to search the graveyard environs. When most of them were distracted, I walked over and caught Ana by her elbow and guided her off to one side where we would have some privacy and talk.


Chapter 10

“What the hell is going on with you today, Ana? You’ve been like a bear with a sore tooth since we set out for this place.”

“Nothing,” she seethed.

“I thought we were past this. Are you going to make me order you to tell me the truth?” She glared up at me. “Don’t give me that look. We’re about to enter a genuinely life-threatening dungeon. We can’t afford the risk of you acting out of sorts. We all need to be on the same page, so spill it. What’s bugging you?”

For a fleeting moment, her pride almost made her defy me for the sake of it, but then common sense prevailed, and she answered in a quiet tone. “Fine, something is off about this dungeon.”

“Off? What do you mean off?”

“I don’t know. It’s a feeling, okay. Ever since we set out for this place, I’ve just had a foreboding sense of wrongness. It’s difficult to describe.”

“Do you think we are in more danger than we’ve realised?”

“No, it doesn’t feel like impending doom or anything like that. More like an usurpation of the natural order. Don’t laugh, but the emotion it’s evoking in me is pity, pity for this dungeon and fury about what’s been done.”

My confusion must have shown on my face and been seen as doubt by Anastasia as she reacted by frowning and crossing her arms underneath her chest.

“This is why I didn’t want to tell you anything. I knew you wouldn’t understand.”

“Don’t be so hasty to judge me, Ana, please.” My conciliatory tone encouraged her to release the huff she had built up. “Quixbix, any ideas?”

<Hmmm, I can’t detect anything out of the ordinary for the Darkwyrlds. Well, nothing beyond the usual bizarreness of Earth. One possibility is that your weird secret skill is bleeding through your bond and Anastasia is picking up on something about the core here because she is a core herself. Maybe something we can’t relate to or be aware of. But what that could be is a mystery.>

“And you’re sure whatever it is, it won’t put us in more danger?” I pressed.

“Positive. Whatever I’m feeling, it’s something that has been done to this dungeon, and it won’t affect us.”

“Okay, the pair of you, keep all your senses open. Alert me if you pick up anything new. And Ana…” I cupped her chin in my hand and lifted it, so she had to look up at me. “…talk to me next time. We’re a team. If something’s bothering you, say so.”

I bobbed my head down quickly and our lips met for a quick sloppy kiss.

Anastasia kissed me back eagerly for a couple of seconds and then pulled away and tugged on her armour, straightening it and her cheeks flushed with embarrassment.

“Not where people can see,” she whispered.

“Ah, yes. We wouldn’t want people to think there was a warm, lovable side to you,” I chuckled.

“Precisely, I have a reputation to maintain,” she said with genuine seriousness. “Can’t have people thinking I’m going soft. But…uhmm…ah, can I get some time with you tonight. Just us.”

“Of course.” I winked back at her, and she smiled shyly and then returned her expression to sassy disapproval when she spotted the others had finished their reconnaissance of the surrounding area and were returning to the mausoleum entrance.

Anastasia wasn’t quick enough to pull the wool over Shana’s eyes and she approached us, but I forestalled any teasing with a small shake of my head. Shana noticed and shifted her intentions, giving me a peck on the cheek instead.

I guided both my lovers back over to the assembled group.

With Ana’s surliness sorted, I turned my analytical gaze to the dungeon.

The Crypt Keeper’s Tomb (Dungeon Core)

Necromancer: Vampire (N) 18

Threat: High

XP Value: 432,000

Location: Lime and Stone Quarry, Port Inland

Dungeon Description: This is a vampiric undead dungeon with six chambers. Most of the threats inside will be of the undead variety. The core avatar of this dungeon is frequently an active participant.

The dungeon completion rate is 0%

The previous run was a failure with an 85% mortality rate.

You will be the second group to attempt this dungeon since integration, therefore, experience granted is x1.5, 648,000.

The current minimum delving party strength is the equivalent of 90 levels of third-tier classes. 200 to 300 equivalent levels are recommended. Anything over 300 will reduce the rewards available for completion. A party with the equivalent of 525 levels is the maximum permitted. This dungeon has set a maximum of 20 participants per instance

Level 18 of the Crypt Keeper’s Tomb is unconquered.

Current Party Strength: 98 (Torin: 38, Shana: 11, Fang Mei 15, Jackson 7, LT 17, Danny 4, Brant 6)

I contributed most of the equivalent levels, but then I was technically over-tiered for this dungeon. When you factor in that I brought the very capable Anastasia along for the ride, my contribution was possibly understated, though not by much, I think.

Shana’s score was a bit on the low side given how deadly she could be, but that would change going forward. She had taken the next step on her class path from Shadepath Markswoman to the L-grade Shadepath Sniper last week.

One of the secondary benefits of my sudden debt situation had been a big boost to my Notoriety score. One hundred points, in fact. Not really a surprise, considering I became the owner of over twenty thousand slaves in an instant. It was enough to push me well past five hundred Notoriety and secure the full upgrade bonus for classes. A twenty percent reduction towards upgrading notorious classes, or ten percent for regular classes for me and my soulbonded.

However, like the experience I used to get for appropriating wealth from others, that Notoriety gravy train was pretty much done unless I was willing to go much further than I had already. I wasn’t and fervently hoped that wouldn’t change about me in the future.

My own upgrade would be possible if at least two of the six points we’d earn for conquering this dungeon were assigned to my class pool. None of what I got for the last dungeon had been assigned as class points which had been a bit frustrating.

It would have been nice to bump up to Dungeon Corsair Lord for level nineteen and pick up my fifth-tier ability before this dungeon. Now even if I got the required upgrade points, I would still have to take level twenty at the K grade, as you only got one ability advance per level. If I upgraded to Lord for level twenty, my T4 ability to make Marena’s Mercy a flagship would be pushed to the award for level twenty-one to make way for the incoming T5 ability.

Higher-tier abilities always took priority. It wasn’t something you could choose to put off. Another little flaw or quirk in the Framework depending on your perspective.

That fifth-tier ability might be supremely awesome, but we didn’t know what it would be, and I desperately needed to double the size and capacity of my fleet.

However, with confirmation that we would get the fifty percent experience bonus for completion, I would to be able to upgrade to Dungeon Corsair Lord after twenty and get to level twenty-one, despite the jump to 110,000 XP needed per level.

That all presumed I got the class points, of course. There were no guarantees on that front.

With the exception of Ana’s, this was the most difficult dungeon I’d attempted, and she had been inexperienced at the time, with most of her dungeon operating by default. Even with an increased number of party members, we were just above the minimum. But it was a relief to see that we were indeed the second group to run it. My ability to locate dungeons did not provide that kind of data. I had to analyse with my eyes to get that kind of feedback.

Leaving Brant and or Danny out of the party would have secured me enough experience to do everything I wanted with my character build before we went after Luca in a meaningful way. And if we weren’t getting the extra XP, I might have done so. But we were and I needed to start enhancing my people as well as myself. Danny in particular needed the upgrade points to make the most of his choice to become an ogre.

I stepped across the threshold and into the waiting vestibule. It was styled like a broken-down chapel. Pews in poor repair and covered in mould and mildew lined both sides of the stone-walled chamber. There were several black, iron candelabra with white, waxed-dripped candles all lit with a guttering orange flame. At the end of the room, in front of the shimmer that led into the dungeon was an eight-by-four-foot stone sarcophagus. The top, complete with the carving of a body in repose, was partially pushed off to reveal what lay within. Although we couldn’t see inside without getting closer.

The information pedestal was at the ‘feet’ end of the opened tomb.

Our entrance was greeted by a slow clap that came from the shadows in one of the far corners, near the sarcophagus. As my team halted a few feet inside, there came a fluttering sound and a man-shaped figure emerged from out of the darkness up by the ceiling. He was shrouded in shadows but landed on his feet adroitly just out of range of our melee weapons which had been simultaneously drawn with his sudden descent from above.

The shadows he was bathed in coalesced into a black cloak and he grinned widely at us, showing off sharp, pointed, upper incisors, but he made no aggressive move towards us. The creature was pale, completely bald, and exceedingly ugly. His nose was flattened and skull-like, and his facial features were heavily wrinkled, resembling those of a bat.

Your classic Nosferatu-type vampire.

My eyes flicked to analyse him and got nothing in return. Much the same as when I tried to analyse Anastasia in her dungeon. This had to be the avatar of the Crypt Keeper’s Tomb.

<Seems like we’ve got ourselves a show off> Quixbix chuckled. <You can all relax. He can’t do anything in the vestibule but posture and talk.>

I motioned for the guys who couldn’t hear the imp to put their weapons away.

“Representatives of the…Detroit Guild? I presume?” The vampire asked in a thick accent. He struggled with the pronunciation of Detroit as if he was unfamiliar with it. “Here to avenge your fallen brethren, no doubt?”

Don’t answer, I pushed out to the team with Clarion’s Call before any of them could speak up.

The vamp was fishing. and I saw no need to tell him the truth and nodded in the affirmative. “That’s how we found out about this place.”

<Probably a good idea to reveal as little as possible> Quixbix agreed with my current behaviour. <This core must be a transplant. A wild dungeon with this kind of behaviour after only six months isn’t naturally occurring. Be wary, Torin. This one will be experienced.>

Is this what set Ana off, do you think? I thought back to him.

<Possibly, but I doubt it. Transplanted cores on newly integrated worlds aren’t that unusual and you do have rather a lot of dungeons on Earth. The Framework does it to shake things up and remove predictability.>

The vampire walked back and forth in front of us and examined the group closely. “And you think you have what it takes, hmmm?” The contemptuous sneer on his face told everyone in the group just what he thought of that. I could feel the atmosphere shift as the group bristled at the implied insult to varying degrees. “The arrogance! To think, a group as…unimpressive as this, stands even a sliver of a chance. Go back to your superiors and tell them to send a real team to challenge me. Not novices and makeweights.”

“Bojemoi!” Anastasia snapped along with a string of other Russian epithets. “I’m not going to be insulted by a two-bit Dracula knock-off who looks like he lost a fight with a clothing iron.”

Her angry diatribe was joined by similar mutterings from the rest of the group. And that was when I felt it, an almost imperceptible tug at my psyche.

Quixbix quickly confirmed what I’d experienced and was able to shrug off. <Oh, that sly fucker. He is trying to taunt you, goad you into doing something foolish. This is not a spell or ability, but a natural stat-driven attempt, which is why he can try it here in the vestibule. It’s worked on the others, but you’ve managed to resist the effects and gained a hefty bonus against any other social-based attempts it might make. Technically, it hasn’t affected Ana either, but she is just naturally prickly and was already primed to be disagreeable.>

My Preternatural Insight was pinging too. This thing before us was old and deeply malevolent. All dungeons were hungry, it was in their nature, but this thing positively lusted for the kill. The energy it would gain for slaying a delver was a secondary concern. Taking their lives is what it wanted more than anything else.

Two snippets of understanding slammed home.

First, the psychopathic nature of this dungeon was artificial. Something had been done to it to make it behave this way. I was sure this was what triggered Ana’s disquiet about this place. She sensed the alteration, and instinctively abhorred it as a being of similar ilk.

Secondly, this dungeon had volunteered to be stripped of levels and be moved to Earth, driven by its corruption and need. It had done this before. Many times, in fact. Always moving on once its reputation eventually sabotaged attendance levels. How frustrated it must have been to find itself in the middle of nowhere, with no playthings to toy with. No wonder it was desperate enough to show its hand so early.

There was something else there in the back of my mind as well. A tickle. I’d had this feeling before. Something forgotten that I couldn’t quite place. A feeling that I should know more about what had corrupted this dungeon. But I put that from my mind and concentrated on the here and now. We had to eke out everything we could from the encounter.

I had a fairly good idea now of what the vampire was trying to do, and it presented us with an opportunity.

An opportunity fraught with risk, but one I couldn’t turn down, nonetheless.

I decided to play along and seemingly give the vampire what it wanted.

“We will crush you,” I growled with menace and took a step forward as if I couldn’t control my rage. This kind of playacting wasn’t a challenge for me, I’d thrown my fair share of tantrums fuelled by Acheronian passions in the early days after the change. Truth be told, that simmering anger remained, waiting for an appropriate outlet.

The vampire couldn’t hold back a slight smirk on his lips and presumed his taunting had been fully successful.

“I do not think so,” he remarked, infusing every word with doubt. “You are like boisterous children. Loud, unpleasant, and full of vim, but like children you will flee at the first sign of real consequences. You are not worth of my time. This dungeon is closed to you.”

The vampire snapped his fingers loudly and the shimmer of the portal winked out of existence.

Now, an experienced group, in control of all their faculties, would know or remember that dungeons couldn’t truly bar entry to a group of delvers unless certain requirements were met.

Things like there already being an active instance, multiple groups trying to enter at the same time or if it had recently been conquered, lost levels, and needed time to reorganise its dungeon to compensate. Otherwise, the portal could be manually reactivated from the pedestal.

The Crypt Keeper’s Tomb had met none of these requirements.

Believing its taunt had been successful, it was trying to get us to act precipitously.

But to do what?

“How dare you!” I roared, playing up to its expectations. “You cannot keep us out!” My companions joined me in angry remonstration at the dungeon’s behaviour, even Jackson who would definitely know better if he had not been under the influence of a taunt.

Then I got the prompt, and it did not surprise me at all.

*** The Crypt Keeper’s Tomb has opened parley and made an unbalanced demand of a ‘No Retreat’ clause in your dungeon run. Refusal will result in the withdrawal of parley privileges between you and the Crypt Keeper’s Tomb for one year. ***

*** What is your response? ***

This is what it wanted. A guarantee that we couldn’t leave once we entered. The vampire had banked on me accepting his demand in my enraged state without giving it a second thought.

It would get it wanted, I was amenable to no retreat, but not without getting something in return for our efforts. If this had been a simple Yes or No request, then that is what the prompt would have asked me for. However, this was an unbalanced demand, and that meant if I inserted a reasonable counter-demand, the original offeror, in this case, the dungeon, would have no choice but to accept.

Demands were rarely used in negotiations unless you were dealing with someone stupid or under the influence. But it was the only way for the dungeon to try and insert the no retreat clause without offering something in exchange up front. It was clearly canny enough that it didn’t want to give up anything extra on the off chance we made it through, but at the same time, it really didn’t want to surrender the opportunity to trap us inside.

Quixbix activated the slow mode for me to give me a chance to think about my response.

After a few moments, I mentally prompted my counter-demand.

*** The demand and counter-demand have been assessed and found acceptable by the Framework. The party of Torin Carter must run the Crypt Keeper’s Tomb with the ‘No Retreat’ clause enabled. In exchange, should they be successful, the number of splinters or slivers Torin Carter can harvest from the Crypt Keeper’s Tomb is trebled. ***

The giddy smirk faded from the vampire’s face when it read the counter-demand and its lips curled in distaste, realising its ploy hadn’t been as successful as it hoped. “You are not from a guild, are you?” it spat angrily. “Guilds don’t permit harvesting from new dungeons.”

“Nope,” I answered, dropping any hint that I was under the influence of his taunt. I allowed my control to flow through my bond and that snapped Shana and Fang Mei out of it completely. My connection to Jackson, LT, and Danny through the Canon provided a similar, if lesser, nudge to calm down. Brant was the only one I couldn’t viscerally affect, but the spreading calm became contagious.

As Quixbix said, this hadn’t been a taunt ability. Just the dungeon avatar using its natural statistics and skills to wind the group up.

The vampire dropped the theatrics and examined us again. Properly this time. His beady eyes alighted on Anastasia’s soul collar, and it hissed sharply. “You’re a filthy Dungeon Corsair. No matter. Corsairs die just as easily as any other. Your pet avatar will not save you.”

“Wanna bet?” Anastasia giggled and cracked her whip.

She may have pitied this dungeon, but mercy just wasn’t in her regular toolbox.

The dungeon vampire didn’t reply, it snapped its fingers, which returned the shimmer of the portal and launched itself back into the darkness of the ceiling.

“We’ll take a few minutes,” I said once the vampire was gone. “Make sure everyone has shaken off the effects of his taunting.”

“Sure thing, cap,” LT answered.

“Good idea,” Jackson agreed and shivered slightly.

“I hate that mind-altering bullshit,” Brant complained gruffly.

Danny just nodded his big head and sat down on the floor. The pews were too small for his bulky frame.

The vampire was getting what it wanted, but then so was I. It was certainly a risk, but I’d been playing it safe for too long and had started to squander the head start I got on the rest of the world. It was time to put my foot down and accelerate.


Chapter 11

It would be a lie to suggest the first four chambers of the Crypt Keeper’s Tomb were a breeze, but we handled them without too much difficulty. They all had a heavy melee focus and took place in a variety of different locales. Graveyards, decrepit forests, and the ruins of a war-torn city. Nothing particularly original or surprising.

The first chamber had thirty humanoid-sized X-grade zombies, all at level eight, not eighteen. Quixbix helpfully broke down what the dungeon had done. The first chamber had been split in two, so the usual twenty mobs for an X-grade chamber had been cut to ten. The dungeon had then chosen to decompress its mobs, the opposite of what Anastasia had done. By sacrificing five levels, it doubled the number of original mobs allowed in the chamber. It did that twice, reducing them from level eighteen to level eight, but increasing the population from ten to thirty. Which made sense for a swarm-type creature.

It did the same in the other half of the split, the V-grade chamber two. This time it was thirty ape-like zombies. Bigger, stronger, and more agile. Although still slower than real apes, for which we were grateful.

The next two chambers were also split but hadn’t been decompressed. The third T-grade chamber had five skeletal cavalry riders, who attacked as a single unit and the fourth R-grade had five Promethean warriors.

The Prometheans were stitched together from the body parts of various species. Each Promethean was distinct in shape, and they were the most difficult to deal with. Severing parts from their bodies didn’t seem to slow them down at all and it was a true war of attrition. Beheading them didn’t help either, we needed to destroy the beating heart within or literally cut them to pieces. And, of course, as they were a patchwork of different body parts, the functional heart usually wasn’t where you would expect it to be.

Anastasia proved to be the most effective against them. Her drain skill while not inflicting traditional damage on the undead did wither their limbs and bodies and that included the hearts of the Prometheans. Which made her feel better as her drain skill had been completely ineffective against the skeletal cavalry. Neither withering their durability nor filling her drain pool.

We moved into the penultimate chamber which was styled as a windswept sheer cliff. There was a winding switchback path dug out of the cliff wall that led up to the top and we cautiously started to head up.

The team was allowed to get a third of the way up the cliff before the P-grade chambers attackers revealed themselves. A gaggle of six ethereal feminine forms jumped from the cliff edge and floated in the air above us. The ghostly women circled and watched us like vultures. They wore green insubstantial dresses and had long hair the colour of blood that obscured their faces from us.

Banshees x6

Grade: P

Level: 18

HP: 4,400

Threat: High

Mob Description: Banshees are incorporeal. This means that they are completely immune to physical damage. Only damage of a magical nature can harm them, and they have variable mitigation depending on the type of magic used. Life and Light magic are the most effective. Death and Dark magic are the least effective.

Being incorporeal, Banshees are incapable of physical harm. Instead, they attack with their wail. A powerful scream that has both sonic and psychic elements and can inflict debuffs on those who fail the required checks.

Due to the nature of this creature, dungeon delvers are not required to slay them before they are allowed to proceed to the next chamber. All living members of the party must be in proximity of the exit before anyone can proceed. As heralds of death, one banshee (at random) will withdraw for each fatality in the delver group.

I quickly relayed the information to my team, and we stepped up the pace. I had no intention of whittling the banshee numbers down by losing some of my people. The gaggle of six banshees stopped their air dance as we started moving and dive-bombed our position, strafing past us with their mouths open unnaturally wide. Shana let loose with a dark-infused arrow, Jackson threw a green ball of flame, and LT a hexbolt boosted with Lightning.

Shana’s arrow barely seemed to phase her target, Jackson’s flameshot did a little better and the banshee he hit seemed to flinch in distress before continuing unabated. Only LT’s hexbolt disrupted the attack pattern of the banshee sufficiently and forced it to pull away.

The five remaining banshees flew right by us, inches away from where we pressed our backs into the cliff wall and unleashed their keening wail at us. We lashed out with our weapons in retaliation, and they passed right through. The cold effect from my blades did a little damage and Ana grunted with frustration as her whip failed to find any purchase.

Thankfully, each wail they unleashed had a specific target. It was not an area of effect attack. Otherwise, we would have been in big trouble considering what it did to those struck.

The wails slammed into me, Anastasia, Danny, Shana, and Fang Mei.

I was almost overcome with a sense of nausea and dizziness and slipped to my knee.

*** -30 Hit Points (20 sonic, 10 psychic) 3,970/4,460 ***

*** Vertigo check passed. Dizziness is shaken off. Bonus to future vertigo checks applied until the end of the dungeon run. ***

The dizziness passed quickly as the notification suggested, and I sprang back up. Anastasia had her hand against the wall and was shaking her head, her golden bunches whipping from side-to-side. She was okay and had passed the check in the same way I had.

The other three were not quite so lucky. Shana had fallen on her hands and knees and was in the process of emptying her stomach over the edge of the sheer path. Fang Mei was down on her haunches, eyes closed, and performing a breathing exercise to centre herself. Danny’s knees were wobbling, and he teetered on the brink of the dug-out path we stood upon.

“No, you don’t,” Brant grunted as Danny’s legs gave out and he toppled forward, almost falling from the track.

The large former prison guard dropped to the ground and got his big hand around Danny’s equally large foot.

Brant hit the ground with a winded oof! Danny’s body slammed into the cliff face even harder, but Brant held on, and the ogre was not dropped onto the ragged shale rocks at the base of the cliff. “Fuck me, but this guy is heavy,” Brant gasped out.

If Brant’s strength stat hadn’t been one of those his Knight-Protector class boosted, he couldn’t have maintained his grip.

I vaulted over the top of Fang Mei and reached down to grab the same leg and between us, we hauled the ogre’s insensate form back up to safety. Danny was conscious, but his eyes wouldn’t focus. Luckily, he didn’t try to fight us, and the strap of his favourite hammer had been around his wrist, so it hadn’t been lost.

Fortunately, the damage the banshees inflicted was manageable. The greatest danger was the status effects and the need for you to reach the top of the cliff to get out of the chamber.

Killing them wasn’t really an option unless you had built your party around magic-casters, or you happened to be rocking a bunch of Light-attuned weapons.

LT’s hexbolt was the only truly effective attack we had against them, and he’d run out of mana long before killing enough of them to make a difference. And we couldn’t just sit here and take the wailing damage either. It might not be huge but give it enough time, it would add up and most of my companions had half the number of hit points I had.

“We need to get to the top asap. Shana, Fang Mei, can you stand?”

Fang Mei opened her eyes and nodded at me as she pushed herself back to her feet.

“Just…just give me a second,” Shana panted between stomach retches.

Up above, I could see that the banshees had flown back to their original perch, regrouped and were about to start their second descent.

“Anastasia, help steady Shana. LT you lead the way. Do what you can to disrupt the banshee’s strafing runs. I’ll carry Danny. Stay together.”

I produced a length of rope from my inventory and threw it to LT at the front. “Tie it to your waist and send it back, like mountaineering groups of old. If someone slips, the rest can keep them from falling. Then put some buds in your ears. It won’t help with the psychic element but could help with the sonic.”

After giving out my orders, I created a handful of ice blade weapons and distributed them to those whose weapons didn’t have a magical component. A little cold damage was better than nothing.

We got hit again by four banshees before we were ready to move forward. LT forced two of them to veer off and got a wail from the group he couldn't affect in return, which left him a bit wobbly on his feet for his heroics. Jackson got the second and Brant managed to deflect the third and fourth wail attacks with his shield. He had an ability called Bulwark that made the shield effective despite the nature of the assault. If anybody else tried to use a shield, it would be of no help. They had targeted the three members of the group who were spared after the first run this time around.

After that, we started the laborious process of finishing the ascent. The cliff face had to be almost three hundred metres tall. We had been a third of the way up when the banshees revealed themselves and that had taken five minutes.

The rest of the arduous trip took over half an hour. We simply couldn’t go any faster. The banshees flew down and wailed at our team almost constantly which forced us to stop and allow people to recover their senses.

There was nothing I could contribute while carrying Danny, but my earlier successes against the wail attack did mean I gradually suffered less dizziness when struck until I was effectively immune. The same went for Anastasia, which was just as well as Shana’s early struggles only got worse the more frequently she was hit.

Eventually, Ana had to carry her, like I carried Danny. Brant could deflect wails and he shielded Fang Mei at the back. But the path was too narrow and Brant too bulky for more than one person to huddle behind him. Jackson lasted a little longer than Shana as he was able to occasionally fend off a banshee with his green flameshots, but LT had to throw him over his shoulder two-thirds of the way up.

LT exhausted his mana pool, but proved almost as resistant as Ana and me, so he led our trek ever upwards. Until finally, we exited the last switchback path and emerged onto the grassy verge at the top of the cliff. The atmosphere shifted immediately, the sky lightened, and the incessant cries of the banshees blessedly faded away.

We had made it.

And as much as I wanted to lie down and take some ease, I was prompted by a dungeon message.

*** As you did not slay the guardians of the fifth chamber, you only have three minutes to proceed into the next chamber or be kicked from the dungeon run. ***

*** As this dungeon run has a ‘No Retreat’ clause, you will be moved to the sixth chamber automatically instead of being kicked from the dungeon. ***

“Of course,” I groaned.

<This dungeon isn’t stupid> Quixbix supplied without prompt.

Anastasia was already wending her way through the group emptying her drain pool and restoring as many hit points as possible. I’d taken another five hundred points worth of damage on the way up, putting me at about 3,500. But it wasn’t the damage we’d recently taken that would be the problem.

“Pop your potions while we can, put pellets under the tongues of those who can’t. Quixbix what’s the situation like?”

My imp didn’t need me to expound on what I wanted to know, and I knocked back an expensive greater healing potion that restored five hundred of my hit points.

<You, Ana, LT, and Brant are in good shape. No lingering effects from the banshee’s wail. Fang Mei ought to shake off the last dregs before we get pushed into the final chamber or shortly thereafter. Danny is done for this run. It’ll be an hour before he can stand up unaided, let alone fight. Shana and Jackson are recovering, but it’s unlikely to be enough to make them useful in three minutes. Their combat ability will be severely hampered. Unless you can find a way to hole up for a bit and let them recover.>

“Fat chance the vamp will let us do that.”

<Agreed.>

“We’ll find a way.”

<It’s not like you have another choice.>

The rest of the team looked over at me. The ladies could hear Quixbix, but the guys picked up enough from what I said to have an idea of the dire straits we found ourselves in.

“Four, maybe five, against what? Six of the strongest creatures the dungeon can throw against us if we’re lucky, seven if we include the avatar.” Brant voiced the concerns we were all feeling.

LT grimaced. “Yeah, that dude will definitely get involved. I remember the look on that ugly bat mug of his. He’s taking this personal, alright. He’ll be there.”

“Maybe that will be to our advantage?” Jackson added, struggling to focus his eyes. “If we can slay the avatar that will severely weaken his mobs. Leave them vulnerable until they can recover. It’s the balancing factor of an avatar getting involved directly.”

“True,” Anastasia admitted. “But that is going to be one hell of a big ask. Avatars only need a little distance from living delvers to melt away. They aren’t permanent fixtures of the chamber like mobs. The first sign of trouble and he’ll be off and then pop back up elsewhere and we already know the fucker can fly. Damn vampires.”

“Sure,” I said and stood up, my eyes settled on one of the members of the party in particular. “But we knew before we arrived that this dungeon had a vampiric flavour. Dollars to doughnuts, I bet that is what we’ll be facing in the final chamber, and we came prepared for that. It’ll be tough, but I have a plan.”

The rest of the strategy conversation was imparted using the Clarion’s Call to keep the dungeon, whom I was sure was watching us, in the dark.


Chapter 12

We waited out the full three minutes before we were forcibly transferred into the final chamber.

Our group lurched through the shimmering portal and steadied themselves on the safety platform. Brant had to catch Danny who was completely incapable of remaining vertical on his own. Jackson, Shana, and Fang Mei were further along in the process of recovery and managed to stagger into a protective triangle, lowering themselves to the floor gently.

The safe zone would only last for ten seconds as we had waited out most of our allowable time in the previous chamber. But it was enough for us to get a good look at the surroundings we would be battling in.

The final chamber was not very large. A single room. A vaulted entrance hall in the style of a gothic castle. But it seemed a little off. There was a threadbare, faded, red carpet that led from the safety plinth to the other side of the hall. At the other end, directly in front of us was a roaring fireplace, several metres across. It had a weighty cast iron grate in place over the front. There were a few worn divans and small tables arranged in front of the fireplace alongside a shabby grand piano and a large, chipped harp missing several strings. Cobwebs and dust caked the area to complete the abandoned castle decor.

We wouldn’t be able to throw any of our enemies into the fire unless we managed to move the iron grate. I suspected this would be more difficult than it first appeared and was in essence a trap for the unwary to waste their time and effort upon.

Directly above the fireplace was a formidable mantlepiece that had a wrought iron cage welded into the wall behind. On top of the cage was a small, hinged escape hatch that I could tell was locked from the inside. Within the cage was a life-sized oil portrait of our host and tormentor, the Nosferatu vampire.

Halfway up the walls, approximately five metres up and two metres deep, was a continuous balcony that covered the whole far wall and half again on each side. The balcony was held up by a series of smooth marble pillars that exuded a slick gleam in the firelight.

They were coated in some kind of oily residue that would make them difficult to climb.

The important detail that explained the off-ness of the room was that there were no steps or stairways up to this balustraded upper balcony. Six open archways led out onto the balcony floor itself, but there were no similar entrances or exits at ground level apart from the portal behind us that we were barred from entering. The only way up from where we were was to climb. A feat the room’s preparation made difficult.

Beside each of the archways were more portraits, six to match the number of portals. These were a little smaller than the dungeon avatar’s own that dominated the centre of the room. Each was of an elegant and beautiful young woman in a fabulous, ruffled, formal dress. Their painted gazes were directed down to the safety platform. Their scrutiny carried a healthy dollop of contempt.

The time we had for examination quickly expired and combat officially began.

I jumped down from the platform along with LT and Anastasia. Brant remained up on the dais with the others who were huddled together.

A few seconds passed, with no sign of any immediate attackers, we got to work and dashed forward snatching up and pulling over the nearest divans and tables and used them to create a makeshift ‘fort’ underneath the floor of the right-hand balcony.

Anastasia ranged to the end of the room and back again as Brant, LT, and I helped the recovering members of the team over to our defensive structure.

“The floor of the balcony above looks solid,” Anastasia remarked as she got back to us. “No discernible gaps or creases, so there shouldn’t be any surprise way down.”

Good. That made the area a bit more defensible.

A slow clap then greeted our activity and from out of his portrait the vampire dungeon lord stepped. “I congratulate you, sir, for making it this far without losing any of your companions. A rare and impressive display. Few groups get past the wailing harridans intact. My Brides are ever so grateful, aren’t you ladies.”

Responding to the vampire’s verbal cue, a series of young women sauntered into view from each of the archways lining the upper balcony. Two opposite us, another on either side of the vampire’s protective cage and presumably two more above our heads just out of sight.

The brides stepped up to the balustrade and leaned over with wide smiles on their plump, red lips. Proudly displaying their pointed canines as well as some of their other assets situated just a little lower.

Each of them had long blonde hair, slightly curled, that clung together and framed their beautiful, if a bit pale, faces. They wore sheer white, low-cut, split-leg dresses that did nothing for their modesty. All the brides I could see were busty women and their pale flesh struggled valiantly to escape the filmy, almost see-through, gauzy fabric that tried to restrain them.

“Hammer horror eat your heart out,” I muttered at the sight.

The ugly mofo who glared at us from his cage certainly had a type. I was more of a ‘variety is the spice of life’ kind of man myself, though.

Vampire Brides (Human) x6

Grade: N

Level: 18

HP: 5,200

Threat: High

Mob Description: Vampire Brides are the companions and bodyguards of Master Vampires. The term ‘bride’ is a misnomer as the companion may be of either sex.

Drinking the blood of the living will regenerate lost hit points. They can’t fly but have a limited ability to levitate and have incredible agility and speed.

Like all corporeal Undead, vampires are considered armoured even when not. They have moderate mitigation to all damage with the following exceptions. Sources of Life magic, very low mitigation, Light magic, low mitigation. Dark magic, high mitigation, Fire magic, low mitigation, Death magic, very high mitigation.

Vampires pierced through the heart with a stake made from the wood of the Ash tree will become vulnerable (x4) and unarmoured (x2) to all forms of damage. Other types of wood may be used with varying degrees of lesser effects. (Possibly no effect at all.) However, achieving the feat of piercing the heart of an aware and unfettered vampire is extremely difficult.

We’d been confident that vampires would show up at some point during this run and Quixbix had filled me in on most of these details beforehand. Unlike vampires from Earth’s representations in TV and film, sunlight, garlic, crosses, holy water, and silver had no specific effect upon them.

But we did have stakes, whittled nice and sharp, made of Ashwood. That was an advantage Earth possessed that no other planet in the Darkwyrlds had.

Real Ash trees.

As the description suggested there were a few tree species on other planets with enough phenotypic similarities to Ash to be useful. But even the best of them only changed their mitigations to unarmoured and very low, for a combined benefit of x3. Whereas being staked with true ash combined for x8 before location multipliers were factored in. The heart strike itself would be at x32.

“I can smell their blood, Master,” one of the blondes above the dungeon’s protective cage observed in a honeyed chuckle. “The bouquet is exquisite. It will taste so sweet. What do you say, handsome?” she asked, shifting her attention to me. “Are you willing to offer us a little sip? We won’t take too much, we promise.”

She wiggled her cleavage invitingly as she made her loaded offer.

I dismissed the notification that she had tried and failed to use a charm ability on me as group leader. I chose to say and do nothing. Fakery wouldn’t help after my earlier performance in the dungeon’s lobby. Let them guess. Every extra second we eked out before the fighting started gave the four in the makeshift fort a little longer to recover their equilibrium and join the fray in a helpful way.

Her pretty face puckered in disappointment, and her inviting demeanour shifted to something decidedly more hostile. “Against your will, it is then!”

The brides I could see hopped up onto the railing of their balconies and leapt off, gliding smoothly through the air towards us. Their sheer dresses fluttered and showed off even more of their pale skin. Enough skin that there was no question whether the ladies had decided to go commando. Which they had.

“Brant, guard the others. Ana and LT with me,” I ordered and stepped forward.

I summoned a stake from my inventory, which I flung at one of the descending vampiric women from the balcony opposite me.

Hours and hours of practice throwing my ice daggers during periods of downtime meant my various throwing skills had vastly improved since my fight with the mutated crawdad.

Surprise, proximity, and the relative difficulty of evasive action while airborne meant my aim was unerringly true. The ash stake shaped like a dagger penetrated her chest through her left breast.

*** Critical Strike! x32 You have inflicted 320 piercing damage to Vampire Bride #3. Vampire Bride is now unarmoured and vulnerable to all forms of damage. ***

The bride shrieked in shocked agony and her concentration fled. She dropped like a stone and slammed into the thinly carpeted stone floor with a heavy thud. Moaning piteously due to my mistreatment.

Meanwhile, Ana and LT had stepped up to the plate too. Anastasia flicked her wrist and sent her whip arcing up above her head and the tip wrapped around the extended ankle of one of the brides who had launched themselves from the balcony above our heads. The sickly aura of her drain ability pulsed through the brown rawhide of the whip and Ana pulled sharply, tugging her victim downwards roughly.

LT set upon her immediately with his own summoned Ashwood dagger and in short order two of our attackers had been staked and made much more vulnerable.

The four other brides gasped in horror and rage at the sight, and they ceased their controlled glide and dropped to the ground before they reached us, landing lightly on their feet anyway. Rather than come at us, they rushed to the walls and started to clamber up them in a spider-like manner. Hissing and spitting like scolded cats as they did so.

Anastasia continued to drain her victim, the pulses along the whip’s leather much quicker than earlier, while LT stabbed away at her with his weapons.

While they did that, I approached the one I’d downed. She was struggling to crawl away and vainly trying to pull the wooden dagger from her breast, but in her panic, she only managed to snap the pommel and leave the pointed part firmly wedged in her heart.

This got the attention of our host who stepped up to the edge of the cage and hissed at us himself. “Your foul ash weapons will avail you nought!” He cried and waved his right hand with a flourish.

Black, oily smoke arose from the carpet between me and the crawling bride as a pack of zombified mastiffs emerged from the depths, barking and snarling with menacing threat.

A timely reminder that the Dungeon wasn’t just a Master Vampire, but a Necromancer as well.

The mastiffs weren’t that deadly, their grade only top of the first tier, and I suspected the vampire had more tricks up his sleeve than this. I was in no mood to let my quarry get away easily, though.

A quick deep breath and I unleashed my first breath attack, opting for Frost and was granted my wish. I didn’t need the extra 320 damage that Frost provided, not with the vampire bride vulnerable as she was, but it was always welcome.

She and the full pack of mastiffs were swathed in the cold air and the notifications for the kills flitted across my peripheral vision.

Glancing behind me I could see that LT and Ana’s bride was similarly defeated, so I smiled up at our opponent.

His jaw snapped shut and his teeth ground audibly in fury. This time, there was no taunting and his hands flicked and swerved in the air as he unleashed summoning spell after summoning spell.

Within a couple of heartbeats, the room became crowded with hordes of low-tiered undead. Zombies from a range of different species, dozens of skeleton warriors, a pack of ghasts, and even a couple of wights in full plate armour.

The Dungeon Vampire panted as he finished and pulled a mana potion from his cloak and drank the contents as we battled against the horde summoned to swamp us in death.

Much like the mastiffs, individually none of these monsters was a threat to us. Mostly low-tiered and low-levelled. The danger was in their numbers and the distraction they provided.

As the four of us who could stand fought against the swarm, the four remaining vampire brides scuttled along the walls waiting for an opportunity to strike.

Brant was relatively safe; he was still underneath the balcony fending the undead mobs off with his shield. Shana and Jackson were using the divans we had used to form a barrier to prop themselves up and helped where they could. Throwing out firebolts and dark-infused arrows.

The attacks weren’t particularly accurate due to the continued disorientation the pair suffered, but with the mass of undead in the room it was difficult for them to miss. Plus, it added extra sets of eyes on the lookout for the stalking brides, which deterred them from going after the vulnerable group straight away.

Instead, the brides targeted Ana and LT. Seemingly more wary of me after what I did to one of their sister-wives solo.

Early in the fight, the brides split up, two crawled over the balustrade and back onto the balcony where they crouched low and hid from view. The other two scampered up the wall and clung to the ceiling.

They couldn’t actually crawl upside down, you could tell they were using their levitation ability to slow their fall and that allowed them to dig their claws into any nooks and crannies and pull themselves back up. They weren’t as fast and nimble in that position, but the ceiling was high enough that any thrown stake could still be avoided.

I managed to throw a handful of them when I got the chance in the melee anyway; there was plenty in my inventory and it kept the brides on the ceiling occupied.

However, their scuttling and hissing proved a suitable distraction and allowed the two up on the balcony to skirt around the walkway unseen. With a screech, the pair vaulted over the railing. One of them landed and latched onto LT’s back, her widened jaws tried to clamp down on his throat.

Anastasia’s smaller stature saved her from the second, she was able to duck under the legs of a large zombie that got in the way of the bride’s drop attack. The vampiric woman was not to be deterred and she crouched down and scampered after the blonde dungeon avatar and I lost sight of them. The business of despatching as many undead as my Ice Blades could behead got in the way.

“Cap!” LT roared with a tiny hint of panic, and he blasted the bride on his back in the face with an empowered Hexbolt.

The bolt was enough to dislodge her, and she fell on her ass befuddled, but the two on the ceiling had sensed weakness and launched themselves at LT’s position. No easy glide this time, they descended with the full force of gravity. No sooner had LT got one vampire-monkey off his back than she was replaced by two more. The fresh assault forced him down to one knee. And the fangs of at least one of the brides sunk deep into the meat of his shoulder.

“Like dominoes, they fall,” the Vampire Master exulted from the safety of his cage.

The arrogant prick was getting a bit ahead of himself.

Ignoring the minor wounds from claws, rusty weaponry, and bites, I pushed through the undead that ringed me. Battering them aside if they wouldn’t make way. We had killed enough of them by now that the room was beginning to thin out a little.

I was the only one in a position to come to my second’s aid. My flicking eyes had picked up that Anastasia was in front of the fireplace keeping her bride and an armour-plated wight at bay with her whip.

Brant held the divan barricade against the pack of ghasts, but that effectively pinned him down. Some of the lower-tiered mobs had got past him and climbed over the top of the makeshift fortification, but we didn’t have to worry about that. Danny might not be able to stand, but with his back propped up against the wall in a seated position he could bash the shit out of anything stupid enough to get within reach. As the biggest target inside by far, his mere existence drew the skeletons and zombies in like a moth to a flame.

Shana and Jackson continued to take potshots where they could, but with mobs close by and the rest of the undead now in near proximity to the other members of the party, friendly fire became an issue. The dungeon’s deal precluded including the immunity from friendly fire clause, not that I would have anyway. Fifteen percent was too steep a loss of experience.

I only needed to take six steps to reach him but that was long enough for LT to drop to the ground with three brides clamped on him. The one he bolted had crawled over and bitten into his thigh while the other two clung and sucked on parts of his upper body.

LT’s eyes rolled upwards, and his eyelids fluttered closed. Death was not far off.

A flick of my wrist and an Ashwood dagger embedded itself under the left shoulder blade of the bride sucking on his thigh. The tip, thankfully, pierced the heart. She hissed in pain and rolled away; blood smeared across the lower half of her face. Her arms desperately arched behind her back as her questing fingers sought the handle of the offending wooden weapon.

The angles were all wrong to do the same to the other two, they were perhaps a little more aware of their surroundings and used LT’s body to shield themselves from such a surprise attack. Instead, I activated both charges of my Shattering ability and made them the targets, reducing their damage mitigation to low.

I’d wanted to save it for the Nosferatu asshat watching this all unfold but keeping LT alive took priority.

My Ice Blades swept in wide arcs as I arrived, aiming for the vamp’s necks. I connected with one, but the other evaded the attack enough that I only clipped her shoulder.

*** Critical Strike! x4 You have inflicted 232 piercing damage and 56 Cold Damage to Vampire Bride #1. ***

*** Critical Strike! x2 You have inflicted 116 piercing damage and 28 Cold Damage to Vampire Bride #6. ***

Despite the half-strike, both creatures had to release their bites on LT’s prone body and back away. I stepped over the top of him as the pair scuttled away from me. He was in bad shape, but still breathing.

“Ana!” I called out.

She had just finished off the armoured wight and was no longer boxed in. One look in our direction and she didn’t need me to explain any further. Her whip flew out and wrapped around LT’s right ankle and bright healing pulses flowed down the leather as she restored some of the vitality the vampire brides had robbed him of.

“Join us,” I added and drove off the three near us with several more sweeping strikes. Some of them even connected.

Anastasia disengaged from her battle with the fourth bride, and she scampered over to my side. By the time she reached us the pulses on her whip ceased, meaning she had given LT as much healing as she could. She took up a position at my back.

We couldn’t do much but protect LT from the circling brides for the next few seconds and that was enough for the remnants of the Vampire Master’s summoned creatures to swarm our position. The four remaining brides took the opportunity to lick their wounds and direct the attacks of the lesser undead. It even gave them the opportunity to pull the stake from their sister-wife’s back.

It didn’t take LT long to recover enough of his senses to get back on his feet and the three of us formed a triangular bulwark as we pushed our way back over to where Brant and the others held out. They’d been spared the bride’s attention while they spat in anger at me, the one who had hurt them most grievously, but that wouldn’t last.

Brant was on his last legs, he’d been victorious, but the ghasts had done a number on him and his potion cooldowns hadn’t expired yet.

Shana and Jackson were steadier on their feet than they had been earlier, though, and that was good news.

The next couple of minutes were fraught with tension as we fought viciously and tactically. We’d let the Master Vampire hit us with a swarm when we were split up and that was always a recipe for failure. The summoned undead fell to our weapons and eventually so did most of the brides. Shattering had remained active on two of them long enough that Anastasia and I could bring their Hit Points down enough to make finishing them manageable.

Eventually, there was only one of them left and she retreated up to the balcony and whined piteously, her hand reaching out imploringly to her husband who barely deigned to glance at her. His hate-filled gaze was locked on mine.

We stepped out from underneath the opposite balcony and prepared to finish this. It hadn’t exactly gone as planned, delays in recovery times had rendered my secret ploy unusable until it was too late. No matter, we’d ground out the win instead. We’d almost lost LT and pretty much the whole group bar one was exhausted and below a quarter of their Hit Points, but victory was within our grasp.

As we walked into the centre of the hall, the Master Vampire safe in his cage gave us the slow clap treatment for the second time. Originality was not a strong suit for him then. However, the earlier frustration on his bat-like face had been replaced with a cruel smugness.

“An admirable performance,” he complimented us with fake sincerity. “But you didn’t think this was over, did you? There is more, so much more,” he promised with uncommon fervour.

He squeezed his hands into fists and grimaced as if in pain. The edges of his body pulsed with a black aura, and he collapsed to his knees, red-tinged sweat poured down his face and soaked his clothing.

I’d seen something like this before.

Mana exhaustion.

Well, apart from the bloody sweat it looked like mana exhaustion. Then blood trickled from his eyes, and I began to have a few doubts about my assessment.

“Can dungeon avatars become mana exhausted?” I asked Quixbix out loud.

<Apparently this one can> was his less-than-helpful reply.

We didn’t have to wait long to find out what kind of spell or ability he had used. The same black aura suffused the sole unliving bride as well as the corpses of her five true-dead sister-wives.

“I have a bad feeling about this,” Jackson muttered.

I’d have complimented him on the pop culture reference if I hadn’t been engrossed in what was happening around us.

All six of the brides rose from where they crouched or lay and floated in the air. The angry black aura crackled and hummed around them. Their eyes which had previously been a piercing and alluring blue were now pitiless, empty sockets that bore into our very souls. Something that was confirmed when my analyse ability fed back fresh data.

Soul Eaters x6

Grade: N (see below)

Level: 18 (see below)

HP: N/A

Threat: Impossible (see below)

Mob Description: Soul Eaters are monstrous entities that consume the bodies and souls of the unfortunate individuals they inhabit.

They and their host body have complete immunity from all forms of damage. However, Soul Eaters can’t exist in our plane of existence without a host body and their presence consumes the essence of the host from within. The stronger the host, the longer it will last. Those possessed will lose grades and levels over time. When they have nothing left to give, they will crumble into dust and the Soul Eater will return to its own reality.

The touch of a soul eater is deadly. They bypass Hit Points and wither Health from the victim directly. The quantity they can scour from a victim every second is linked to the remaining vitality of their Host.

The only way to cast a Soul Eater out before they have devoured their host completely is to slay the original summoner.

<Oh, this is very, very, wrong> my imp whispered. <A dungeon should not be able to do this.>

“Torin?” Shana said with a hint of fear in her voice. Quix’s commentary had not helped the situation.

“Spread out,” I ordered. “Don’t bother attacking, it won’t help, and don’t let them touch you. Plan Fang is back in effect. What do you mean, Quixbix?”

<I mean that summoning effing Soul Eaters into our world is seriously bad juju. Dungeons shouldn’t be able to do it. It’s completely unheard of. Unless…> he trailed off for a second <Unless nobody a Dungeon has ever pulled this on has ever survived to tell the tale.>

“Bloody Nora!”

Shana gulped audibly as I cursed, and her free hand involuntarily settled on her midriff where our child grew within.

The soul-eating brides glided down towards us, and we scattered away from them. I angled my escape trajectory to put me in place in front of the fireplace, just below the protective cage of the Dungeon Vampire. All part of plan Fang. He remained on his knees as if being weighed down by something unseen. His eyes had rolled to the back of his skull, and he was chanting something unintelligible under his breath.

He was distracted which was good as right at that moment the locking mechanism for the escape hatch clicked and the locking bolt was pulled back.

While that happened, the soul eaters, unhappy at our evasive action, let loose with a keening groan. Layered in their wail was a subsonic tone that had me shuddering in my bones.

I didn’t need a notification to tell me that my equilibrium was being messed with and I stuttered to a halt right by the padded seat in front of the shabby grand piano that we had left before the large, grated fireplace.

Behind me, I heard a couple of my companions stumble to the ground, but I couldn’t worry about that right now. We only had one chance to get out of this death trap alive.

The unlocked hatch flipped up and although this may have been my imagination, I heard the distinct sound of two feet landing softly behind the chanting dungeon avatar.

Fang Mei dropped her warp field and became visible. With two Ashwood stakes in her hands, she drove them into the kneeling figure in front of her. One in the back and the second from the side.

That was my cue and shaking off the disorientation, I used the piano stool as a launching pad to propel myself up, then another foot slammed into the piano keys resulting in a discordant screech from the musical instrument. The second step allowed me to elevate myself until I was level with the iron cage that protected the Master Vampire who had ceased his chanting and had battered Fang Mei away from him.

He’d be gone in a heartbeat, escaped, and with him any chance of our survival. I had one last chance to act.

A hand gripped my shoulder as I reached the apex of my jump. One of the soul-eating brides had caught up to me.

*** -13 Health 26/39 remaining ***

If I hadn’t already experienced unbelievable mind-altering pain in my battle with the mutated crawdad when it pulped my arm, I might have passed out and doomed us all. Instead, I activated my last Breath Attack charge, opting for Frost. The dice gods were not on my side, and it went with a random selection.

Fortunately, it was Acid. Had it been Poison, we may have been buggered. Poison had very little effect on any form of Undead, even vulnerable ones.

Fang Mei hissed in pain as she was spattered by the acid spray as well. Unfortunately, there was no avoiding it. But her Hit Points should have been near max, and she was wearing armour, unlike my intended target.

The Dungeon Avatar covered its head with its arms and the cage intercepted some of the spat acid offering my enemy a little protection, but not enough.

*** Critical Strike! x8 You have inflicted 6,400 acid damage to Vampire Master. Vampire Master has lost all Hit Points. With no Health stat, it has been slain. ***

The hand gripping my shoulder fell away, which was just as well, I would have been dead two seconds later if it hadn’t. Losing thirteen health a second was no joke. My landing was a bit clumsy; the aftereffects of the Soul Eater’s disorientation attack and the upright lid of the grand piano saw to that. And I fell in a heap.

Once back on solid ground, I scanned the room. None of my people were lying in the stillness of death and I let out a deep breath of relief. It was a close thing for Danny, the body of a dead vampire bride lay in his lap. Evidence that one of the Soul Eaters had made it over to him. He waved weakly over at me, luckily for him, being an ogre meant he had a Health pool almost as impressive as mine.

The five Brides we had killed returned to their pre-possession state. A quick analysis told me they had lost a grade and two levels in the short time they had been hosts to a Soul Eater. How this would affect them as dungeon mobs was unclear. Presumably, being part of the dungeon had been what allowed the dungeon avatar to use them despite them being dead.

Well, deader.

Had they been people or mobs in the wild the loss of grade and levels would be permanent until properly healed. Something that would be incredibly difficult to remedy.

The sixth bride was not dead yet, but she lay on the worn carpet twitching occasionally. Whatever passed for her mind had been scoured from her by the horrific experience. Similarly, her eyes had been scoured by the brief transformation.

The seven of us who could stand gathered around her.

Fang Mei, who was the last to join our circle spoke up in complaint. “That acid spray really hurt; you know. Couldn’t you have used the lightning?”

“Yeah, sorry about that, I got the random roll.”

Which was true, I just left out the part that I’d defaulted to picking Frost in the heat of the moment anyway.

“I warned you the captain’s plans were often fucking stupid. Not to mention painful. For anyone but him that is,” Anastasia snarked.

Six pairs of eyes focused on her, and she shrugged, unconcerned. “It’s true.”

“The plan worked, didn’t it? Keep Fang Mei out of sight and out of mind, so she could warp when they weren’t paying attention and ambush the avatar. Admittedly, the cage complicated matters. Besides, would you rather I kept you all confined to the Stormwarden’s Palace, safe but also at arm’s length from the fun stuff?”

“Also true,” Anastasia admitted with a grin.

Our joking around was interrupted by the sound of panting as Danny hauled the dead vampire off him and tried to crawl out of the divan barricade that was now in smashed disarray.

“Danny, you okay over there?” I called out to him.

“Yeah, Boss,” he called back in a small voice, almost breathless.

“Are you sure?”

“Umm…I might be down to my last five Health and feeling a bit fatigued.”

“Lead with that next time,” I commanded. “Ana, can you help?”

“Sure, let me top up a bit first.”

She leaned down and touched the twitching vampire on the floor and filled up her drain pool before skipping across the hall to help Danny recover some of his lost Health. I’d have to wait until we got back to the ship, and she had access to the much larger pool there to get similar treatment.

“We should tie her up in case she comes back to her senses,” Jackson suggested and pushed his lens-less specs back up his nose.

How those things survived all the fights we’d been through escaped me. Normally they would be the first thing to get smashed. But now that he didn’t need them, they seemed untouchable.

“Why not just finish her off,” Shana said, and touched her belly again.

“Let’s take a breather while we can. Let our cooldowns expire. We’re not under the clock until the dungeon is complete. And it’s not complete until we finish with her. She’s probably got a bit more in the tank that Ana can drain and use to get us in better condition too.”

“Okay, but I want to get out of here as quickly as possible. This place gives me the creeps.”

Shana was right. There was something very off about this place. Anastasia had felt it before any of us, but I think the dungeon avatar’s desperate actions had lifted a veil of obscurity. The nods from the group suggested we could all feel it.

This place oozed rot and corruption and not the Death Magic kind. A pervasive air that simply made you uncomfortable.

Quinntexxis might know more, and if not her, then Violet or Dean. I wouldn’t be levelling up until we were back at the Harbour anyway. Then we could talk about what the bloody hell had happened here.


Chapter 13

Trisha Belmont

Saginaw, Michigan

“What do you mean my husband is not in Lansing? Where the hell else would he be?” Regina snapped irritably, but she barely looked up from the paperwork on the desk as she admonished the three people who stood before her. “Tell Higgins to look for him again, did he try all the whorehouses?” The tone she finished with was one of exasperation.

“Regina, Higgins is missing too. He has been for almost a week,” Parker told her gently. “I’ve mentioned this every day since he went AWOL, have you forgotten?”

“What? No, of course not. It just slipped my mind. Look, tell whoever is there to check the brothels. That’s where they’ll find him. That’s where we always find him when he pulls a disappearing act. Higgins is probably trying to keep him out of trouble.”

The forgetfulness was only one of the worrying aspects of Regina’s recent behaviour.

Trisha, Calum, and Parker had mutually agreed that confronting her jointly was the best approach. They had each tried to talk to her separately on various subjects about the Governor’s suspicious behaviour and repeated absences recently. They’d all been sent away without any kind of resolution, some more forcefully than others.

There was a reason Trisha hung at the back and utilised Calum MacDonald’s impressive frame to hide behind. A task made easier by Regina’s preoccupation with whatever report she was concentrating on.

The Governor’s wife had been working non-stop over the past few months trying to keep Michigan together. To save and care for as many people as possible. But every fire she put out was replaced by three others. And more often than not, the evidence pointed to her husband being involved in lighting these new flashpoints or at the very least, fanning the flames.

The acts were too damaging and targeted for it to be simply the Governor’s incompetence.

At first, all three of them had independently put her dismissals and tetchiness down to the stress of the situation. But when they had talked to one another earlier today and discovered the sheer scale of what Regina had been downplaying, they knew something had to be amiss and jointly decided on one last attempt to break through to her.

Parker was worried about the faction’s financials and his associate Higgins. A lot of money had gone missing, and Higgins’ name was against many of the suspect withdrawals. Parker swore on his mother’s grave that his friend and partner for twenty years wouldn’t do such a thing unless he was acting under orders. Orders he could only get from the Governor if they didn’t come directly from Regina. He’d had his contacts in Lansing searching high and low for the Governor and Higgins.

Neither had been seen for six days.

Different groups had been given conflicting information on where the Governor had gone and why.

The only thing Parker had been able to verify was that none of what the different groups in Lansing had been told was true.

By itself, that was not unusual. With the many dangers and rival factions that existed in Michigan, keeping the Governor’s movements under wraps was a sound security precaution. The problem was that Regina didn’t seem to know his whereabouts or destination either and she didn’t appear to be all that bothered that she didn’t know.

Which was very unusual indeed.

Keeping tabs on her husband used to be her number one priority. Admittedly, events had pushed its importance down a bit, but it was still something she had kept abreast of until about two weeks ago.

As for Calum, he had returned from an unofficial inspection of the western front after hearing rumours of unusual troop movements. A trip that should have taken a day or two had been extended by the heaps of snow on the ground which had added three or four days to the round trip. The Michigan forces that had been pressing Luca Gattosi’s Brotherhood of the Lion’s Claw had been ordered to pull back to the outskirts of Lansing over a week ago.

The small towns of Greenville, Belding, and Ionia to the East of Grand Rapids had already been overrun. The much larger Kalamazoo to the south of Luca’s territory was now under siege.

They were holding out but needed to be reinforced or they would fall too. The settlement had been begging for aid from the Governor’s office for three days. From what Calum could tell, not a single order had been given to prepare any kind of response. The unit commanders were following their most recent instructions which had been to pull back and hang tight.

Directly south of Lansing itself, the townships of Jackson, Adrian, Tecumseh, Jonesville, Coldwater, Albion, and Marshall had been attacked by Brotherhood forces coming from the direction of Detroit and Toledo. How Luca had gathered these extra troops was unclear.

This secondary force had not been occupying the settlements as had been done to Greenville, Belding, and Ionia. Merely raiding, but again, nothing had been done to assist or intercept this army of ravagers.

This second group of Brotherhood soldiers would have already linked up with those besieging Kalamazoo if the Battle Creek Battalion hadn’t been in the way.

They were a group of National Guardsmen who had formed their own faction before Richard Reynolds had made it to Lansing and enforced his rule. They had resisted any overtures with regard to being absorbed by Michigan State, but they weren’t hostile toward them and had no love for Luca either.

Battle Creek was ten or fifteen miles east of Kalamazoo and they controlled the I-94, the straightest and quickest way to the besieged settlement when travelling from Detroit. It forced the second Brotherhood army to reroute and take the US-12 further south, delaying, but not stopping them, Once the reinforcements arrived then Kalamazoo was certain to fall. They simply didn’t have the warriors to repel such numbers.

Once the Brotherhood had finished off these smaller settlements, they’d be free to move on Lansing itself. Messages had been flooding the Governor’s inbox via the podium for over a week. Regina had dismissed it all as fake news. A disinformation campaign, which is why Calum had left, without orders, to see the proof for himself.

The loyal Guardsman had been reluctant to break the chain of command and Trisha knew he still held out some hope that this was all some sophisticated tactical plan he was simply unaware of.

Neither Trisha nor Parker believed that could be the case.

As for Trisha, she had been fully informed by Torin about what had been happening out west. She’d been trying to gather intelligence for him on Governor Reed. Regina had seemed like an obvious source, and she and Trisha had been getting along quite well a few weeks ago. However, when Trisha pressed her on the subject after Regina’s subtle shift in behaviour, she’d been sent packing with a flea in her ear and ordered not to return.

Parker sighed in frustration at the latest blow-off and threw his hands in the air in a very uncustomary manner for the usually unflappable lawyer.

Calum moved up to her desk as the lawyer stepped away and his eyes alighted on a pile of unopened reports in a tray on Regina’s desk. “Ma’am. Are these not the reports from the frontlines? Do you not think you should be addressing them.”

“I don’t have time for such trivialities, Lieutenant MacDonald,” Regina responded without even looking up from the page she was intent upon.

“Trivialities?” Calum almost growled. “I’ve been to the front myself. Yes, without orders, but then orders have been somewhat lacking recently. We are losing ground on all fronts. This isn’t Psi-Ops, Ma’am. We have to do something before it’s too late. Our troops are sitting in their barracks doing nothing while our enemies act with impunity.”

Regina looked up at Calum, rolled her eyes, and returned to the page in front of her. The lieutenant, beginning to lose his cool, leaned over the desk to see what was so much more important than the military situation.

“Are…Are you doing Sudoku puzzles?” he spluttered in absolute disbelief.

“It helps me concentrate,” Regina retorted. “You wouldn’t understand.”

At the revelation of what Regina was so intent upon, Parker moved around the desk and picked up a stack of her completed paperwork and shuffled through the pages. Gravely, he stepped back and showed the pages to Trisha. Every page was completed puzzles, no work.

Regina finally seemed to notice that the siren was in the room. “What is she doing here? I expressly revoked her visitation privileges. Lieutenant MacDonald, escort her off the premises immediately. That is an order.”

Calum stepped back in shock, unsure of what to do. His sense of duty warring with his common sense.

Parker rubbed his forehead with a deep sigh of resignation. “I’d hoped it would come to this. Miss Belmont, do it.”

“Do what?” Calum asked suspiciously.

“Calum, stand aside,” Trisha asked him gently. “I’m not going to hurt her, I promise, but there is something very wrong. We need to get her to Dr Patel to be examined.”

The Guardsman looked conflicted but stood aside with a nod.

With Calum out of the way, Trisha did something that she hadn’t done deliberately before.

She sang with the intent to mesmerise.

Her Siren’s Song lilted sweetly from her lips, bolstered by abilities gained when she levelled up. Something Calum had helped her with during their downtime. Generosity he might regret now that she was using it against Regina without her consent.

Trisha had seen the reaction to the passive use of her voice many times over the last six months. The dreamy lassitude and accommodating demeanour that would overcome a person. It had been both thrilling to wield such power, but also hollow. The devotion and adoration were all artificial. But the song should put Regina in an agreeable frame of mind long enough to get her to the Doc’s laboratory for a thorough check-up without her pulling rank and putting a stop to it all.

However, her reaction shocked them all.

Regina let out an ear-piercing scream filled with pain. She shot out of her chair, knocking it over, and backpedalled up to the cabinets, her back banged into them forcefully. The action dislodged the files stacked above, and they fell creating disarray on the floor. All the while Regina held her ears and wailed uncontrollably.

“You said you wouldn’t harm her!” Calum yelled angrily as he rushed around the desk to cradle the screaming woman.

Trisha curtailed her Siren’s Song at the first sign of the unexpected reaction. “I don’t know what’s going on, Calum, Honestly, this has never happened before,” she explained and took a few steps towards them.

Meanwhile, Parker, ever practical, crossed the office to the door and opened it before the two guards outside could charge in. “Get Doctor Patel here immediately, we have a medical emergency.”

The two guards reversed course and took off at a clip, following the orders they’d been given without question. They had no reason to suspect the three inside had been responsible for the scream.

“That ought to give us some time,” he muttered as he closed the door. “We might be able to salvage this yet.”

Regina’s screams had muted to a whimpering and shuddering once the Siren’s Song ceased.

Parker marched across the room and whispered in Trisha’s ear. “Keep going, we only get one shot at this.”

Trisha hesitated. She didn’t want to cause the woman any further pain, but the initial effect of her song had already subsided. She also knew with certainty that it hadn’t been her song which caused this. This had to be a side-effect or reaction to whatever had already been influencing Regina which had caused the outburst of pain.

It didn’t like her Siren’s Song. Not one bit.

She pursed her lips and sang once more. This time it encompassed Calum as well. There was no way he would stand aside and let them finish. Deliberately hurting the Governor’s wife, even with good cause, was a step farther than he could take. And he was physically too close not to be affected.

Trisha’s vocal chords were now multi-layered and when her song hit them, she spoke commands in tandem. “Calum, hold onto Regina and stop her from thrashing or covering her ears.”

The burly soldier did as he was told just as Regina’s heart-wrenching cries of pain started over again.

This time, Trisha didn’t stop singing when Regina cried out. Blessedly, it didn’t take long for the haunting melody to work its magic. Three or four seconds later, a vile, green, slug-like creature with one-centimetre-long feelers or tentacles burst out of Regina’s left ear-canal and landed on her shoulder.

It did quite a bit of damage as it exited, blood and viscera were left all over the side of her head, cheek, and shoulder, but as soon as it exited her body the convulsions and screaming stopped. Regina stilled, a look of peace settling on her otherwise stern features.

The slug-thing was quicker than it looked. Hooks emerged from the end of some of its tentacles and it hopped from Regina’s prone body to the tiled floor, where it quickly scuttled towards the office door. The door had once again been opened by concerned workers at the resumption of Regina’s screaming, but Parker was quick off the mark once more and managed to stamp his foot down on the back half of the fleeing monster.

“Quick pass me a jar or something,” he called out to the admin staff standing in the door’s threshold.

While they jumped to obey, Trisha rushed around the desk to the pair sitting on the floor. Calum was still dazed with a dopey grin on his face from the effects of her song. He wouldn’t be happy she had used her ability on him, but hopefully, he would forgive the subordination of his will, given the results.

Trisha checked Regina’s pulse and breathed a sigh of relief to find it strong despite her grievous injury.

***

An hour later, Regina had recovered consciousness and had been thoroughly checked out by Dr Patel. Her health had taken a hit from the creature’s violent exit, but she was otherwise alright.

Dr Patel surmised the creature must have been much smaller when it invaded her body in the first place. There would have been signs of its entry if that had not been the case. It would take her a while to recover the lost health, and she wouldn’t be hearing anything from the left-hand side until then.

Despite the physician’s protest, Regina refused to return with him to the hospital. As he examined her, she had insisted Parker provide a quick rundown of the situation they now faced. Fresh orders had already been relayed to the waiting units that they should prepare to move out.

“I have an absolute clusterfuck to try and salvage here, Doctor. And you’ll have your hands filled examining that little monstrosity.” She visibly shuddered at the sign of the tentacled slug in an old gherkin jar.

It tapped weakly at the glass with a claw. Parker had squashed half of its body with his shoe, and it was a miracle that it was still alive, but its survival made the Doc very happy.

“Ah, yes, our little friend,” he said and picked up the jar with a somewhat out-of-place grin of contentment.

“What can you tell us about it, Doctor,” Parker asked.

“I wouldn’t want to go on the record without examining it properly.”

“Please, Doctor,” Regina said wearily. “We don’t have time for a full analysis. I need anything you can tell me about where it came from right now. I have no memory of how it got inside me, but I do recall its effect on me. That it pushed my thoughts away from certain subjects and impelled me to focus on irrelevant matters like puzzle-solving.”

“Okay, I will give you my thoughts based on an initial surface examination. Its hue, and a few other morphological traits, suggest it shares an origin with the samples your daughter recovered from the aquarium on Belle Isle.”

“Belle Isle? What samples from Belle Isle?” Regina asked him sharply.

“Your husband didn’t tell you? It was before I relocated to the facility here from Detroit.”

“He did not. Explain.”

Doctor Patel spent the next few minutes relating what had been discovered on the island between Detroit and Windsor. The abominable creatures, where they had been found, and what he knew of how they’d been birthed.

“Your daughter would know more, Mrs Reynolds. She led the team that secured the area,” he finished.

Regina sighed softly. “She has proven to be as difficult to locate as my philandering husband and I doubt that is a coincidence. She always trusted Richard too much and he dotes on her. He wouldn’t leave her behind. Richard hasn’t got the balls to do something like this to me, but I fear my indisposition has allowed him to advance his own clumsy plots undeterred. Bringing him to heel is just one of my many priorities.”

“Hector Guberschmidt,” Trisha muttered as the pieces fell into place in her mind.

“What? Who is that?”

“Someone Torin asked me to look into recently,” she answered Regina. “A young man from Detroit. Torin suspected him of making a bargain with a Darkwyrlds god of the sea, Sholmdir. Sholmdir has it in for the captain. My inquiries into his whereabouts dead-ended. His home in Detroit is vacant. No sign or any indication of what happened to him, but as part of my investigations, I did come across a report that a large number of young women from his high school went missing without a trace. Enough that even with everything else going on it was something considered noteworthy.

“If there were as many unidentified victims at the aquarium as Dr Patel suspects, this could explain what happened to them. That Hector targeted many of his former classmates for breeding these monsters with Sholmdir’s help. It would fit with what little Torin knew of the kind of person he was before the divine covenant. And these creatures being natural sea-dwellers is some hefty circumstantial evidence to back that up.”

Regina nodded her head sagely. “I fear you may be correct, Miss Belmont. I will contact our offices in Detroit and get as many of the details as we can. So, you believe this…Hector…might be responsible for what happened to me?”

“Ah, no. I don’t actually,” Trisha disagreed, drawing breath over her teeth. “Torin has it on good authority that Governor William Reed has become a worshipper of the same God.”

Regina’s face blanched white as Trisha finished.

“Regina, what is it?” Parker asked with worry.

“Willy sent me a gift a few weeks ago. A musical jewellery box. He knows I have a love for them. We used to be friends many years ago but had a pretty serious falling out. About…about something I did, that hurt him deeply. It was necessary, he would have ruined everything if I hadn’t, and it was best to let sleeping dogs lie, but he just wouldn’t let it go.” Regina shook away her guilty expression. “That is neither here nor there. The accompanying letter said it was a peace offering, that we needed to mend bridges during the current adversity. I kept the damn thing on my bedside table. What a fool I was to believe he was on the level.”

“I would have to examine the inside, but if our little friend was hiding in there, it would have left some residue behind that I can identify,” Dr Patel offered.

“Thank you, Doctor. I’ll have it sent over to your lab.”

“If you’ll excuse me then, I need to return there now.”

The Doctor picked the gherkin jar and its cargo back up and left the office.

Regina sat back in her chair and blew her breath out. “I never thought I’d be glad for my hair to have turned grey already. If it hadn’t, it surely would have by now.”

Her light chuckle was cut off as her eyes glazed over in a manner that Trisha had grown used to seeing on people since integration. Regina was reading a Framework message. Calum, who had remained stubbornly silent since she had sicced her song on him, and Parker were similarly scanning something she could not see.

“We’re too late,” Regina gasped as her eyes refocused on the room. “Richard, you goddamn fool. What have you done?”

Without waiting for her to ask, Regina transferred the Framework prompt to a podium tablet and handed it to Trisha to view.

The ruler of Michigan State, Richard Reynolds, has abdicated his throne in favour of his recently come-of-age, natural-born son, Matthew Spence.

As an official of the Michigan State faction, you must now choose whether to transfer your allegiance to the new ruler.

Matthew Spence has chosen to enforce your re-dedication to him as ruler with the maximum pressure he can apply. This attempt has failed on you. Therefore, the choice remains yours.

Do you wish to accept Matthew Spence as the new ruler of Michigan State, or do you choose to reject him?

Please note, due to your position, rejection will automatically result in the formation of a rebel faction. You have twenty-four hours to decide.

Accept or Reject?

“Damn it all, Parker. I thought we’d tracked down every last one of my husband’s illegitimate offspring,” Regina snapped when the lawyer’s focus returned to the room.

“As had I, Ma’am.” The lawyer summoned a tablet from his inventory and furiously tapped away on it. “Matthew Spence is not a name I recognise from before or after integration. According to the demographic databases we were able to transfer from USBs, there were four Matthew Spence residents in Michigan, the youngest in his mid-thirties. The boy must have been living out of state, and the mother not in receipt of any funds. I would know if Richard had been paying someone off without telling you.”

The mana-powered device that some tinkerer had developed could be slotted into a USB stick or external hard drive. It provided sufficient power to allow the transfer of the data to a podium tablet. A very helpful little tool that came in useful for folks who clung to the pre-integration world. The device quickly became a popular purchase on the markets and netted the Michigan State government a tidy sum.

Funds that had since gone missing.

“Regina, what are you going to do?” Trisha asked the pertinent question.

“I’m not bowing down and handing the reins of power to an adolescent boy, if that’s what you’re asking,” she snapped. “But our next move will be determined by how strong the boy’s compulsion is to accept his rule. I hope you’re all prepared for an all-nighter. This is going to be a long twenty-four hours.”

Trisha nodded her agreement, but she slipped away unseen a little later as the office space filled up and got a little chaotic.

Torin would need to know about these developments. And she suspected it was time to pack her bags too. The captain had been right about the fragility of Michigan State. She’d hoped it would hang on, for the sake of the people if nothing else, but it was not to be.

Regina had not said the words, but Trisha had seen the resolve in her eyes. A civil war was inevitable. The only question was how many sides there would be, and the distribution of strength between the different warring sides.


Chapter 14

We waited just over two hours until Danny was stable on his feet and then left the dungeon.

*** Congratulations on being the first to conquer the eighteenth level of the dungeon, The Crypt Keeper’s Tomb. You have been awarded 185,150 XP, thirty core splinters, and the following items. ***

Ring of the Bloodspiller

Every time you draw blood from an enemy one charge is added to the ring. Expend a charge to increase any physical attribute by 1 for two minutes.

The maximum number of charges the ring can hold is linked to the bearer’s character level.

Current charges: 5/19

Durability: 1,000/1,000

---

Ring of the Lifedrinker

Every time you drain life from an enemy one charge is added to the ring. Expend a charge to increase any mental attribute by 1 for two minutes.

The maximum number of charges the ring can hold is linked to the bearer’s character level.

Current charges: 5/19

Durability: 1,000/1,000

*** Congratulations on completing the dungeon The Crypt Keeper’s Tomb for the first time. As this was a conquest, the reward has been doubled. As you completed the dungeon with a party under the recommended strength level the points reward has been doubled again. You have been awarded 4 upgrade points (2 class/1 species/1 path).

Congratulations on completing a dungeon at character level nineteen. As this was a conquest, the reward has been doubled. You have been awarded 2 upgrade points (1 species / 1 Harmony). ***

I’d scraped just enough class points to push my class to the next tier which made me happy on the walk back through the snow to where the ship waited for us. Everybody seemed pleased with the gear they received as a reward.

I kept the Ring of the Bloodpsiller for myself and gave the Ring of the Lifedrinker to Ana. It made sense. The items gained by the others had similar themes but were each tailored to their current classes and builds.

The decision to take splinters rather than slivers from the dungeon was an easy one to make as well. The dungeon was unlikely to see a lot of traffic where it was, so its gains for any ship I added a sliver to would be minimal.

Not to mention the inherent wrongness that pervaded this dungeon. I wouldn’t want any ship of mine linked to it even if it were the most popular dungeon on Earth. Splinters were essentially cleansed of any lingering influence once they were separated from the donor dungeon and therefore, much safer.

I’d not made the final decision on how to enhance Marena’s Mercy. The Heavy Cannon deck was a must-have with my plans going forward. The question was, should I double up on cannon decks, take the Heavy Torpedo deck, or go with a Splinter Bay

In the short-term, extra cannons would be most useful. But we would take a Heavy Cannon deck as part of the build for the shard ship. The Submersible Sails would take up the second deck pick. A necessity given the current meteorological conditions. A bit of variety would offer more options, but I still weighed the pros and cons of each.

My mild preoccupation with that decision meant it felt like we got back to the shoreline in next to no time. The crack in the ice made by the ship hadn’t frozen over, though a film of crystallising water had started to form. This was broken up as the crow’s nest of Marena’s Mercy rose from below and the sails retracted revealing the smiling welcoming committee.

Well, Jackson’s welcoming committee. My ladies were already at my side.

The young sorcerer was the first to climb aboard and quickly had Britney and Celeste fussing over him. They practically dragged him down the mast once they’d confirmed all his limbs were where they were meant to be. Danny and LT boarded next, being a bit more wounded than the rest. Quickly followed by Shana, Fang Mei, and Ana. Brant and I as the two tankiest options waited to go last.

“You first, big guy,” I told him as Ana’s bunches disappeared from view.

He stowed his sword and shield and climbed up onto the small deck area and looked back at me. “Thank you for today, captain. The experience and points have turbocharged my progress. I know you have other people you could have brought. Members of your crew. I do appreciate the faith you’ve shown in me.”

“You’re still part of the team. But speaking of crew membership, have you reconsidered?”

Brant smiled at me. “Rain check? It’s not that I’m not tempted, but I don’t think my job with the militia is done just yet. I’ve got several good people who I’m grooming to step up and take my place. But they need a bit more time. My biggest concern is too many militia members would seek to ‘jump ship’ as it were and follow me if there aren’t established replacements already in situ. I’ve discussed this with Susan and the role of the militia will be more important than ever with the recent influx of off-worlders.”

I nodded back at him in reluctant acceptance. The news disappointed me. Brant had proved just how useful he could be in the field multiple times now. But his logic for putting off signing up as an officer of the crew was sound. We couldn’t afford any further turmoil within the militia ranks at the moment. We’d see how things stood in another month.

Brant started to climb down from the nest at my head nod and I stepped up onto the platform myself, using the railing to propel my body through the gap. But I didn’t follow the former prison guard down straight away.

When I pulled myself up, I caught a glimpse of something glinting in the far distance. Over the ice, in a south-westerly direction from the Port Inland shoreline. My first instinct was to write it off as ice or frozen snow reflecting the winter sun, but something felt off and I recalled that there was a strip of land that stuck out into the lake over in that direction.

“Ana, raise us up would you, please. I need a bit of height to check something out,” I said out loud, trusting that she’d be listening in.

Sure enough, the mast and the rest of the ship rose higher into the air, and I had to grab a hold of the rail when the ship crunched through more of the crust as we went higher than before. Ana stopped the ascendance before the whole ship burst through, but it gave me an extra ten metres. Enough to sate my curiosity.

With the spyglass extended, I examined where the distant glint twinkled and swore loudly at what was revealed.

There was a column of men, carts, and animals trooping out onto the ice. They were spread out, so as not to put too much weight on any part of the frozen lake, but there were a lot of them. Hundreds, if not thousands. I could make out the tip of land that they were leaving from, but the treeline prevented me from confirming the size of what had been built up there. However, the column extended for at least a mile out onto the ice, and they were heading in the direction of Stormblade Harbour.

The ship was too far away for me to make out any details, like insignia. But these weren’t migrating mobs. This was Governor Reed’s army, and they were coming for us.

***

We stayed only long enough to get a decent estimate of how fast the invasion force was moving. Thankfully, it wasn’t particularly quick. They were being careful, and the icy footing underneath was not conducive to speed. At best, they were travelling a mile per hour, probably less. They had fifteen more miles to cover before they reached any of the smaller islets west of Beaver Island, and a little over twenty miles to Beaver Island itself.

Even if they kept going without stopping, it would take them a full day and then they would have to gather and regroup. This gave us some time to prepare.

The ship surfaced in the bay and moored up. We disembarked without delay and headed directly at a fast-walking pace to the palace.

Somebody must have sent a signal ahead of us because Susan had rushed out to meet the party halfway.

“I need every officer and advisor in the Strategic Command Hub as quickly as possible. We have an emergency,” I told her when she skidded to a halt in front of me.

Susan nodded; concern written on her face. “Everybody is already assembled. We were waiting on you. That’s why I rushed down to make sure you didn’t get pulled away elsewhere. How did you know? Did Trisha contact you directly somehow?”

“Trisha? She knows about Reed’s attack plans?”

“Governor Reed? Attack plans,” she gasped.

“Yes, that asshat Reed is sending part of his army over the ice. They are marching towards us. I reckon they could reach here sometime tomorrow or the day after. What did you convene the council for if not that?”

“The Michigan State faction has completely fractured. Reynolds had another lovechild that was missed, and he foisted Rulership onto the kid and fled. Regina was infected with some kind of parasite, which as it happens, they suspect was Reed’s doing. She’s been cleansed of it, but she was effectively side-lined when most needed. They’re on the verge of all-out civil war. Meanwhile, Luca has gathered reinforcements from further east and is on the move to take advantage of the chaos.”

“Bloody Nora!” The epithet echoed in quadratic harmony as Anastasia, Shana, Fang Mei, and I swore in unison.

“Fill me in as we walk, Susan.”

By the time we reached the hub, Susan had verbally sketched out what else she knew about what had happened on the mainland. Trisha’s urgent communique came through after we’d departed for the Crypt Keeper’s Tomb.

A young man by the name of Matthew Spence was the new ruler of Michigan State. The former Governor was in the wind along with his daughter Raven and the whole influence leader board had been shaken up.

	Brotherhood of the Lion’s Claw: (Luca Gattosi) 278 points 
	Saginaw Rebels (Regina Reynolds) 102 points 
	The Shattered Storm: (Torin Carter) 96 points* 
	West Detroit: (Trayvon Willis) 95 points 
	Michigan State (Matthew Spence) 53 points 
	University of Michigan: (Doris Breckinridge-Reeves) 36 points 
	Michigan Rebels, Kalamazoo (?) 23 points 
	Battle Creek Battalion: (?) 22 points 
	The Muskegon Collective: (The Council of Nine) 16 points 
	        Detroit Dockside: (?) 10 points 


We were up to third, only a few points behind Regina’s rebel faction. Luca had pulled out well ahead. The rival Gattosi family group that had been growing in strength for several months had been eliminated. Presumably absorbed into his faction.

There was an asterisk by our points total as technically it should be much higher. My market primacies ought to have added a fuckton of influence points to the Shattered Storm’s total. However, as most of that influence was off world and we were still under a partial shroud that caused issues with the reporting. The Framework’s solution was to suppress all points not directly associated with Earth, which was almost all of them.

My disappointment was tempered by the secrecy this gave us. That level of influence would elevate the faction to the higher listings that everyone on the planet and beyond could see. The option to deliberately obfuscate a faction’s position didn’t kick in until you reached the global list. The Shattered Storm already had enough problems without every greedy faction in the vicinity being made aware of our existence.

The new ruler of Michigan only controlled Lansing and a handful of smaller settlements in the north of the state. Regina had retained her influence over Saginaw, Midland, Bay City, and Flint. Kalamazoo had gone its own way and was apparently under siege.

The West Detroit faction seemed to have hoovered up parts of Detroit that were formerly amalgamated under Michigan State already. Trayvon Willis moved fast. The exception was a group based in the east of the city by the lakeside. There were a dozen or more smaller rebel factions too small to appear on the top ten that hadn’t accepted Matthew Spence as their new ruler either.

With our arrival, all my core people were present, even Doyle. That raised an eyebrow from me, but the others were under orders not to leave him alone. Plus, he’d spent years working for secretive lettered agencies and criminal enterprises. His experience with regard to my Luca problem could prove invaluable. He’d not done anything to betray my trust since we struck our deal and I’d let him pick up a few levels, so I didn’t send him away.

“Evening all, it’s been a busy day, I’ve heard.” My understatement got a few sympathetic chuckles. “The good news is the dungeon run was a success and I’ve got what we need for our future plans. The bad news is we have an even more immediate threat than the collapse of our alliance on the mainland.”

I spent the next couple of minutes outlining what we had seen after we left the dungeon.

“Any thoughts?” I asked the room as I finished up.

Initially, my query was met with silence, broken by the sound of Quinn’s voice broadcast through my spyglass inserted into the hub. [The one advantage we have is that the ice bridge they are using is impermanent and vulnerable. If we can break the ice between them and us, it snuffs out their convenient access. If we double the work parties, we can finish outfitting the Icebreaking vessel you secured within the next twelve hours. Use it to break up their only way to access the islands easily.]

“Is that wise?” Jackson questioned. “It’s still a pre-integration ship even with the alterations we’re making. Susceptible to attack. We’d need to have Marena’s Mercy, or the new shard vessel, accompany it for protection throughout the rest of the winter if they don’t back off and that puts us back to square one with the Luca problem.”

“True, but we need to disperse the ice anyway,” Kristoff added. “It is too great a risk not to. What we need is a way to get Reed’s army to turn back. Go on the attack.”

“I agree,” LT chimed in. “Cap, Ana, how long will it take to get the ship ready to kick some ass? Are you able to summon one of your beasts from below the ice? Let it go wild and then we can surface afterwards and mop up.”

“That’s not a terrible idea,” I admitted. “Summon Rift Beast is off cooldown, but the only guaranteed creature I can summon is the Steeltailed Razorhound. I’m not sure that would be strong enough on its own. They have a lot of soldiers in that column. Several thousand, at least. If we rolled the dice, we could get something weaker or perhaps something too strong. It would scatter Reed’s army, but the spell could be stuck on cooldown for weeks and we’re going to need it against Luca. I’d like to explore other options if possible. Perhaps an upgraded Marena’s Mercy is all we need.”

I looked at Anastasia and motioned my head for her to give us an update on the ship.

“Upgrading to mark three will take between eight and twelve hours,” she told the group. “So, she should be ready by morning if we don’t wait. But if we are going to make the most of it you need to level up Torin.”

<No time like the present> Quixbix suggested.

“Agreed. This shouldn’t take too long if I can keep Dean on track, it will also give myself and Ana our T5 abilities. They could change the game and open up new avenues to explore. Keep brainstorming ideas while I’m incommunicado.”

I retreated to the back of the room and sat my ass on a couch we’d brought in for comfort. Anastasia sauntered over and put her hand in mine.

“Ready?”

“Yeah,” she answered. “A bit bummed that sexy time has been interrupted, but we might get to fuck some shit up soon, so it’s not all bad.”

Shaking my head, I activated the blinking level-up icon.

Blink.


Chapter 15

“So, that’s it. You’re just going to level up and piss off,” Dean whined.

“Unless you can make it so that we’re not wasting time I don’t have, then yeah,” I told him matter-of-factly.

“Hmmm, maybe,” he started.

“No,” came a very authoritative denial from Violet in the other room, firmly curtailing whatever shenanigans Dean had been contemplating.

“...but.”

“No, that is for emergencies. Extending leisure time with Torin, as wonderful as he is, is not an emergency.”

“Never mind, Dean,” Ana comforted him by patting the dejected fellow on the shoulders. “We’ll stay twice as long next time to make up for today.”

“Really? Do you mean it, Ana?” he asked, and hope filled his expression.

Oh, the poor hapless fool.

She cackled wildly in a deep fake belly laugh before stopping suddenly. “No, you jackass.”

His face fell, his hope now a thing of the past. I almost felt bad for him, but then recalled some of the shit he’d pulled since we’d met, and that fleeting empathy went the way of the dinosaurs.

“Unless…” Ana drawled. “…you put it in a contract that I get to play as many of the arcade games as I like with no funny business from you,” she demanded.

“That can be arranged,” he mused. “Just you, though. Torin and the others have to spend the time with me.”

“Sounds good,” she replied brightly.

“Do I not get a say in this?” I asked and crossed my arms glaring at the pair of them.

This time it was both of them belly laughing, and I was the butt of the joke.

“How the bloody hell does this keep happening,” I muttered. “I’m supposed to be the effing boss.”

And I was. I could issue orders to Anastasia and make her comply with my will, but we’d made a lot of progress over the last few months. She almost never complained about the Soul Collar any longer.

Almost.

I liked her a lot; she could be winsome and amusing when she wanted to be. Fun to be around in general. The sex was damn good too. Her antics were part of who she was and what endeared her to me, and I didn’t want to screw that up. But damn, sometimes it was so tempting.

I shook my head and left them to their negotiations. Despite me being the butt of the joke at the end, it had been a productive albeit short, meeting. My T5 ability was something called One with the Ship.

As the name suggested, I formed a symbiotic relationship with Marena’s Mercy and would gain a semblance of the same kind of control that Anastasia had. Nowhere near what she possessed naturally, but if I was in contact with any part of Marena’s Mercy and concentrated, I could use the ship as another set of eyes and issue commands to her and through her.

My control was quite basic with only the first ability instalment and required direct touch, but it would grow as my T5 advanced. Providing greater control and eventually allowing me to utilise the ability from a distance. However, there was another element to the ability that made it immediately useful. The magical link between me and Marena’s Mercy meant I possessed a portion of the ship’s properties when in proximity.

This meant if I was close enough to Marena’s Mercy, my body was treated as if it were a part of the ship. I could go overboard and would be protected from the environment as if I were on the ship. I’d be able to breathe normally and resist atmospheric pressure, or the lack of it, if the ship could. Additionally, I’d be able to use a small amount of the ship’s energy to propel myself through water or plexus space.

When we took the aerial sails deck option, I would technically be able to remain airborne and fly, provided I didn’t get too far away. Different mediums had different distance limits for their effectiveness.

This did not mean my skin suddenly became as strong as the Cimmeric Crystal the ship was made of, though. If someone stabbed me, it would still pierce my skin if it were unprotected. The magic didn’t work that way. It would have been supremely awesome if it did, but it would also be a bit of a broken ability if that had been the case. I had nothing against broken abilities provided they helped me. However, my natural healing rate for my Health stat was enhanced while onboard or near the ship, so that was something.

Not that I wanted to be losing Health in the first place if it could be avoided.

Future ability slots would extend the distance this symbiosis covered and allow me to extend the environmental protections to my Soulbonded and Crew. All the better for boarding target vessels.

Anastasia’s Tier Five ability was Zombification.

It was an update to her drain ability more akin to creating Voodoo zombies rather than the undead kind.

Once a victim’s Hit Points had been drained to zero, she could target their Willpower instead of their Health. Reduce the stat to zero and the target became a living zombie without a will of its own ready to obey her commands. The target would regenerate a point of willpower every day unless it was sapped from them regularly. Every point of will they recovered made them more likely to break the spell and be free to do as they pleased. However, if their will was naturally low, it was possible that once it reached its maximum it might still be too low to break Ana’s hold on them.

Zombification was even more powerful than enslavement. It could be used to take control of beings that would normally be immune to being collared or those already bound to another. Their lack of will essentially made them a puppet you could control. Morally repugnant, perhaps, but it’s not something that bothered Anastasia and I was long past questioning advantages that increased our survivability.

There were a lot of great uses for Zombification and One with the Ship. I took one last look at my character sheet before we left.

Name: Torin Carter

Species: Frostbinder Acheronian (Tier 3.1.2)

Level: 21

Class: Dungeon Corsair Lord (F-grade Notorious) 110,000 XP

Physical: +20% Social: +30%

Strength: 32 (base 27)

Constitution: 38 (base 32)

Speed: 37 (base 31)

Agility: 31 (base 26)

Mana Capacity (+20%): 37 (base 31)

Perception: 27

Willpower: 70

Mental Resistance: 65

Empathy: 55 (base 43)

Charisma: 59 (base 46)

Dominance: 130 (base 100)

Leadership: 113 (base 87)

Hit Points: 4,060

Health: 43

Mana Pool: 372

Unused XP: 8,500

Armour Slots: 7 Weapon Slots: 3 Item Slots: 6

Upgrade Points: Species: 22 Class: 0 Harmony: 3 Path: 11

Notoriety: 510 (XP multiplier x2) (Path cost x 0.8) (Harmonisation cost x 0.8) (Class cost x 0.8) (Species cost x 0.98)

T1: Skill 7: Preternatural Insight +3, Acrobatics +3, Sword Use +3, Negotiation +3, Intimidation +3, Tactics +3, Public Speaking +3

T2: Chaos Magic 3: Grants ability to cast Chaos Magic spells. May cast Summon Rift Beast 1.2 (Willpower and Dominance score increased by 50%) at will.

T3: Clarion’s Call 2: Mental communication with adherents. The number of uses is Leadership divided by 8. Pressganging Corsair 1: Adds the tier bonus to the crew cap for each rank.

T4: Claim a Dungeon Core 2: One Core claimed (max 1) Flagship and first free dungeon shard.

T5: One with the Ship 1: Symbiotic bond with the ship. Grants some environmental protections and control.

Armour Penalty Offset: -1

Path of the Binder 1: This person can bind the souls of others to their own. Those bound become devoted servants and gain benefits from their Binder. (3 bonds permitted. 2 being currently used. Next bond is available at level 35.)

Frost Element Harmonisation 2: Moderate Frost Affinity granted. Spells, Effects, or Gear that utilise the Frost element are 40% more effective.

Frost Blade Generation: You can form bladed weapons made of Impervious Ice from Mana.

Frost Resistance: Damage that utilises the Frost element is reduced by 75%.

In all, I was very pleased with what we got. I had enough points to upgrade my Path of the Soulbinder but hadn’t yet unlocked the second tier. I could, however, bond a third candidate. The plan to steal Luca’s sister away from him was back on the table.

Being an F-grade Dungeon Corsair Lord meant an extra ten stat points per level compared to the K-graded Captain. That translated into an extra point in every stat except Mana Capacity and Empathy. I was quite happy that I would be getting a bit stronger, faster, and hardier per level than before.

There was also an extra fifty Hit Points per level compared to the lower grade class and that had helped me cruise past the four thousand HP mark. And then my armour added a couple of thousand more on top of that.

It was time to go before Anastasia negotiated away my leisure time for the next decade.

Blink.

***

Blink.

When my eyes opened; I was not back on the ship.

“Tom Carter,” a deep booming voice cried out. A voice that dripped with both disdain and irritation. “You were sent away. Why have you disobeyed me? And who is this, Sonny? I have admitted no other persons into my hallowed sanctum. And seen to it that any unwanted interlopers foolish enough to try would be dealt with. Permanently.”

As the sound of the scornful voice echoed in my ears, memories assaulted me from all directions. The transition from the Framework had thrown my mind back to the events that unfolded at its birth again. Events that had been suppressed by the mysterious green-clad man.

I was standing next to the horror-show vat that contained a dying Astariel. Fred Simms’ girlfriend and one of those designated as Ashli’s creators. Her rail-thin body was almost wasted away and hooked up to the organic machinery that surrounded the alcove we were in. From what she had told me, it was slowly draining her mind, soul, and body to empower Ashli’s plot.

Tom Carter was a friendly security guard that had been sent away by the architect of this place. The old guy had saved my life earlier, then guided me here and now and he’d come looking for me.

I held my breath and waited for Tom’s response.

He didn’t speak, but I could hear the thumping sound as the giant cyborg form Ashli inhabited got off its ostentatious golden throne and descended into the open area.

“Well?” Ashli demanded.

Earlier, I had tried to get the cyborg’s attention and it had completely ignored me, but it seemed to react to Tom’s reappearance instantaneously. Maybe there was something about me, possibly because I was not supposed to be here, that meant the monster couldn’t detect me. With that in mind, I decided to take a risk.

Leaving Astariel for a moment, I hopped over the pipes, valves, and other paraphernalia that cluttered the alcove and reached the edge. A quick glance to my left revealed Tom. He was standing a few feet inside the main vaulted chamber and gawped at Ashli fearfully as the very large cyborg approached him.

The old security guard started to look around frantically and he caught sight of me as I’d hoped. With a quick shake of my head and a finger to my lips, I wordlessly asked him to keep quiet about me.

He gulped hard and imperceptibly nodded in my direction before addressing Ashli. “Sorry, Ashley, sir. I didn’t mean to intrude, but I seem to have got myself turned around somehow. Ended up back where I started. The old grey matter is not what it once was.”

He finished his lie by tapping the side of his head.

“You were calling out for someone named Sonny. I heard you,” Ashli accused. “Tell me who this is, or I will make you regret it.”

“There is no need for that kind of language, sir. Like I said, I’m getting on a bit and sometimes I get confused. Thought I saw one of them young scientist types that came with me earlier. That’s who I was calling out for. Where are they, anyway?”

I didn’t wait to hear Ashli’s response and wove my way back over to the vat Astariel lay in. Something both present and past me agreed upon.

“Astariel, we don’t have much time. How do I do this? Do you know?”

I’d been reluctant to come out and say how do I kill you? But the brief display of Ashli’s behaviour had been enough to convince me that asshat needed to be thwarted at any cost.

The worn woman smiled up at me through her pain. “Astariel…my game name. Not heard that in a while…ungh.” She coughed weakly for a couple of seconds before continuing. “The connector tubes at the b…back of my head. Disconnect them. That…that should do it. The…the fluid inside, keeping me alive. At the very least it will interrupt the transfer of my consciousness.”

I nodded and leaned over the vat; my hands dipped into the yellow liquid. The fluid was viscous like cooking oil but freezing cold, almost painfully so. My fingers probed behind her head gently and found the connectors. There were four of them.

Taking two between each set of fingers I jerked them away strongly and thankfully, they slid out without too much trouble. My increased grip strength from my years playing sports paying dividends. Trying not to think about it, I pulled the second set of connectors out and then levered my upper body out of the vat.

Astariel hadn’t died the moment I pulled the cables from the back of her head, but she did appear more at peace.

I had to ask her a question before she passed. “Astariel, is there anything I can do to stop Ashli?”

Her eyes opened and fixed on me. “My… my real name is Nancy,” she said with uncommon fervour. Giving me her real name meant something important to her and I smiled and nodded. “Stop…perhaps not, but delay or stifle…I think, yes. My connection to this infernal contraption went both ways. Be…behind his throne…is another chamber. It is a…a cage. A cage for a being from the other…other side of the hole Ashli punched in the universe.”

The past me was incredibly confused, but my present consciousness who’d had the lowdown from Dean understood what Astariel, I mean Nancy, was referring to.

The Aperture that sat at the heart of our sun. It would seem there was life on the other side.

“Only… only one got through before Ashli could construct a barrier to keep them on their side. It…it hungers for him…for all he has built. It would devour all that he is. I don’t know much, but Ashli is deathly afraid of the consequences should it get loose. Release it, Torin. Ashli will have to stop the beast. B…bind it again, re-cage it. It…it won’t be as easy this time. Too…too much of his capacity is invested in est…establishing his Framework. The best he could do is maintain the integrity of the cage. Un…until the Framework completes its purpose.”

I squeezed her shoulder in thanks but hid my true emotions. The plan was hopeless. The throne was surrounded by an impenetrable force field. One that I’d proved very effectively kept me out.

But wait.

That was before. When Ashli was sitting upon his throne posing like a massive douche-canoe. Maybe now that he had come down to berate Tom, the way into this secret prison room might be open for an anomaly like me.

I raced back out of the alcove and sprinted past the pillars that ringed the half-dome room, picking up the pace as I went. This would either work or I was in for a very rude awakening.

From the corner of my eye, I could see Tom cringing away from an irate Ashli. The giant cyborg seemed to have lost patience with the old security guard and gesticulated for him to leave as it turned around and strode back towards the platform with his throne on.

The moment of truth came as I reached a few feet from the dais, the point at which I’d been repulsed earlier.

And nothing.

I grinned manically with joy. No painful barrier. No itchy teeth.

I leapt up onto the dais, ignored the intimidating fresco on the wall and slipped behind the back of the massive, oversized throne. There was no door, but there was a tapestry that had been hidden from view because it was directly behind the throne and there wasn’t much of a gap between the two, barely enough for me to fit in.

There was no space to move the heavy tapestry out of the way and I couldn’t bend down easily. My fingers grabbed hold of the rough fabric on either side and tugged downward sharply. Not the smartest move, but I had already engaged in full reckless mode. The tapestry gave way and tumbled to my feet revealing a tunnel that extended for thirty or forty feet and curved away out of view.

“What is this?” Ashli thundered, spotting the falling tapestry. “Who is behind my throne?”

There was no time to waste or second thoughts to be had. From the corner of my eye, I spotted Tom step up and try to delay Ashli, only to be thrown forcefully back into one of the pillars with a vicious backhand.

This must have been how Tom received his mortal injury. The version of me in the past didn’t know that yet and sprinted down the dark tunnel to whatever fate awaited me there.

Blink.

My recollection cut out and I was back to floating in the void.

“You again,” the urbane voice of the green-clad interferer rang in my head. “I suppose at least this time it was a significant change that dislodged the suppression.”

I didn’t bother questioning whether he would wipe my memory again. His tone heavily implied it, but that didn’t mean I remained silent. “I take it that I’m successful.”

“Oh, what makes you say that?”

“Well, when my memory cut out, I was off to release some kind of magic beast to take care of Ashli. As Ashli isn’t around, I must have been successful.”

“Spoilers,” the voice claimed.

“Oh, come on. It’s obvious. And what’s the point in keeping it from me if you are just going to hide it in a minute anyway.”

“Spite, mischief, caution, pick one or possibly a combination of all three,” he laughed.

“Fine, be an asshole then.”

“Untwist your knickers, Torin. There will come a point when I’ll let you remember all this. It is simply not today.”

I heard a snap of fingers and then nothing.

Blink.


Chapter 16

Devantus Drakonis

The supreme dark sorcerer whistled jauntily as he worked on Torin’s subconscious. Memory manipulation was a delicate art that required most of his concentration and the familiar tune helped with the process. Well, it wasn’t actually that difficult, the skill was in doing it and not leaving behind any traces that could be detected.

Full suppression was the easiest, but that would not suit his purposes with Torin. He couldn’t have the young man consciously remembering these past events, but certain elements had to remain floating in his subconscious. Just enough to impart a subtle influence on his behaviour and point him in the right direction at the proper moments.

Guide him towards making choices and decisions he would otherwise not make.

Decisions not just necessary for Devantus’ ultimate aims but for Torin’s world to survive as well. A win-win.

An added complication to the delicate work is that it would not do for Torin to realise these sessions of remembrance were not accidental, but specifically timed. The pirate captain hadn’t quite figured that out, but once he did, this method would no longer function as well, and Devantus would have to get more directly involved.

And direct involvement always came with unwanted consequences.

In all likelihood, this bout of recollection may very well be Devantus’ last opportunity to guide the man without him knowing.

Minds that were even subconsciously aware they were being manipulated tended to fight back unless they were properly bound. Drakonis couldn’t afford to leave that kind of evidence behind, and it would decrease Torin’s chances of success in the long run if he did.

Instead, he would have to rely on Torin acting at his behest willingly and pawns could be so obstinate and stubborn when they knew they were pawns.

This particular version of Earth already hung in the balance.

Devantus always liked to have contingency plans. It’s what made access to the multiverse so useful. He had set thousands of different people in a similar position to Torin on the same path. Every version of Earth had slight differences that affected the equation.

Most of them had resulted in failure already. And their worlds were devoured by the hungriest force known to physics. A supermassive black hole.

The Aperture was not just a tear between the realms of existence, but it also acted as a converter. When the anti-magical energy on the other side passed through it was transformed into a form of magic the receiving Universe could tolerate. Harmful to life in too large a dose but utterly benign to the Universe itself.

This was not the case with the creature that almost got through before Ashli completed work on the Aperture. Those things could not be changed. They possessed a will and resisted, and thus maintained their anti-magical nature. A single entity had been trapped in the architecture of the Aperture itself. Not quite in this Universe, but not quite absent either. It fluctuated in and out quickly enough that the Universe’s failsafe against such things never activated.

The Universe could not allow a creature formed from pure anti-magic to exist within it. Its answer was the sudden onset of a supermassive black hole to swallow and contain everything in the vicinity. Containing the threat until all the alien energy ebbed away.

And by the vicinity, that meant many thousands of light-years. Not quite the entire distance covered by the Framework but a very significant chunk. What remained would be thrown into utter disarray. Both by the catastrophic collapse of the Framework and by the devastating shift in gravitational forces.

Nothing would survive.

During the early aeons, natural tears between the opposing realms were relatively common as was the Universe’s solution. Thus, the galaxies as humanity understood them were born.

At least, that was the case in this Universe and those that shared the same multiversal spiral arm.

Ashli had understood this, which is why it built a passage to the nameless creature’s cage. It could not be allowed to break free, and the Aperture needed to be monitored constantly for any sign of faults caused by its presence. The creature couldn’t be separated from the Aperture mechanism trapped inside as it was. The mischievous beast would exert whatever pressure or energy it could to break free.

The ASI would act as a prison guard until such time as the Aperture expelled the foreign body back into its own anti-Universe. Only then could Ashli depart for the material world it wished to rule.

That was the case in this version of reality, at any rate. In many of the alternatives, the intelligence responsible for breaching the gap, a version of Ashli or something very similar, had failed to adequately hold the beast and well…supermassive black hole.

The mass failures by so many alternatives had put Devantus in a bit of a bind. There were a few other projects similar to Torin still running but most were already on an irretrievable trajectory. He couldn’t really afford to take any chances with the few he had left.

What was the best way to get the desired results? He’d already sent a few missives to Crynn Shiptaker which had been successful in luring her to the region. But their first encounter was still some distance off. How to ensure that Torin had established his power based and would act as needed when they met?

“I have it,” he said out loud. “I think what we need is a little externalised recollection buried in there as well. That will get him moving in the right direction. A dollop of Mr. Simms’ perspective should do the trick. The Universe shouldn’t be overly bothered by a little bit of foreign content in a single man’s consciousness.”

Torin would have to handle Fred eventually anyway. However, there were many other rivals and obstacles for the pirate to overcome first, but the Darkwyrlds made a habit of drawing the strong and power-hungry into one another’s orbit. The pair were too similar to coexist peacefully.

One of them would have to conquer the other and Devantus had a soft spot for his unwitting disciples.

Forewarned is forearmed. Torin needed to be a touch more ambitious, he was too content with his lot. A lot more would be needed for the threats to come.

This might also help Torin with his incoming Hector problem. The young man hadn’t figured out that his Preternatural Insight was changing the very nature of the Framework around him. It was something Ashli had thought it had reserved solely for itself. A bit more subconscious understanding of what Ashli had done ought to tick the tide back in his favour when Hector re-entered the picture.

***

Fred Simms

Fred fell to his knees as he stumbled out of the conversion pod. Pulling several connector cables from his flesh while still on his hands and knees.

He could hear Ashli yelling at someone in the main chamber. That was all to the good if it kept that thing from realising what had happened.

He coughed and hacked up the foul-tasting blueish fluid from his lungs. The stuff had filled the pod and was supposed to assist in priming them for their new lives.

What a load of bullshit.

Ashli wanted to warp them physically and make them dependent upon him. Hopelessly addicted to an essence only he could provide.

His hand gripped tightly onto the small black crystals he had smuggled into the chamber with him. They were the key to him turning the tables on the ASI.

He hadn’t trusted Ashli in the slightest from the very beginning but figured making that fact plain wouldn’t go well for him or anyone else given the circumstances. The look of betrayal in Nancy’s eyes when he’d signed on for their creation’s mad plan had hurt a little more than expected.

The feeling had quickly passed, though, and felt like a distant memory.

She’d always been far too trusting. A proper bleeding-heart type, always willing to give people the benefit of the doubt. And it was the source of her downfall; she should have simply played along like he did. Now she was fucked with a capital F.

He shook his head and blinked rapidly. The influx of information that had been fed directly into his brain was mildly disorienting as it continued to bed in, but it would come in useful. He stood up and exercised his back as he did so. He didn’t have a lot of time, but his muscles were on the brink of cramping, so he stretched them as best he could in the time he had. The cramp was a side-effect of the blue fluid which had begun to work its changes.

Thankfully, that had been interrupted.

For all of Fred’s suspicion and the precautions he had taken because of them, getting in the pod had still been a risk. He’d learned what he could about the technology Ashli utilised. Most of it was based on designs and theories he had come up with himself for the Darkwyrlds game but there had been some practical alterations to make them work. Regardless, he had been confident he could escape.

It had been a gamble that almost ended in failure.

His attempts to reprogram the pod from within had failed. Ashli had developed new firewalls or incorporated ones he was unfamiliar with, and he hadn’t been able to crack them. Dooming him to become a hopelessly addicted slave to his creation.

And then a face he vaguely recognised peered in at him. Robin…Robin Garter, no, Carter. Robin Carter or something like that. It was some football player that had shown up at a LARP session a year or two ago. He’d given him an NPC character sheet, he recalled. Those sheets were included in the Darkwyrlds data uploaded to Ashli which likely explained his presence.

None of those details mattered, what mattered is that he’d been here and outside the conversion pod. Fred had tried to tap on the encasing crystal to get his attention and the dumbass had fallen back onto the control panel in surprise, and then run off. Fred had been furious until he spotted that Robin had accidentally deactivated the pod with his fumbling and freed him.

Not what he’d planned, but he’d take it.

Fred knew he didn’t have long and the winddown and evacuation of the pod had taken several minutes already. Hopefully, this Robin idiot would keep Ashli distracted a little while longer, but he couldn’t rely on a football player to outwit an ASI for long. He would have to be back in the pod before that.

There was no escape from this place. The only way out was to see the plan through, but he could modify the journey into one more to his liking.

First, he parted some of the organic cabling on his pod’s pedestal and pushed his free hand in, swapping out the control crystal for one of the unprogrammed ones he’d nabbed when Ashli was dealing with the fools who turned him down. This was priority number one.

With the crystal in place, he grabbed a connector cable and inserted it into the port Ashli had woven from the flesh of his wrist. Eyes closed, Fred concentrated and input new parameters onto the replacement crystal. Close enough to what they’d been before that Ashli shouldn’t notice, but critically, lacking the control methods Ashli had been imposing on him and the others.

The gel wouldn’t leave Fred dependent on Ashli any longer. This meant he would be free to go his own way once Ashli sent them back out into the world.

He had to use a rebirth protocol to secure everything he wanted for himself, though. Layering the advancement in this manner would raise fewer flags. Dying would likely be unpleasant, not a memory he would like to recall, but he would grow stronger with every iteration. And if he set the stage adequately, he’d be able to inherit everything he’d built from his previous incarnations. All of it essentially untraceable.

As far as any hunters would be concerned, Fred Simms would be long dead, while Fred lived on through one of his children. Their psyche annihilated and replaced by his own.

Setting himself up as an all-powerful Emperor was tempting, but not exactly low-key. An inheritable position with a bit more mobility would be a smarter move. Thinking over recent events inspired his class and position choice.

When he was done, he crept to the edge of the alcove.

Off to the right, he spotted the old security guard leaning heavily against one of the pillars. He held his chest like he’d been hurt.

There was no sign of Ashli or Robin.

Fred weighed up his options and decided it was worth taking another risk.

Being free to do as he pleased was one thing, but Ashli and his soon-to-be minions would still be out there, and they might come for him. He had three crystals left. That meant he could secure himself some assistance on the outside.

His bare feet slapped wetly on the stone floor as he made his way over to the next alcove. A few minutes later, he’d replaced and reprogrammed the control crystals on the closest two pods. Their occupants would serve Fred in the new world and not Ashli.

He had one crystal left and the next apse he entered was different from the others. There was no character transformation pod in here. This had to be where one of the refusers had ended up. A sarcophagus-like vat dominated the centre of the alcove.

He moved in, stepped over the greasy organic machinery and peered over the edge. Despite her withered body, he recognised his girlfriend, Nancy, floating in the yellowish gunk.

Her hair had fallen out and somebody had pulled the connector cabling from the back of her head.

His eyes fixated on the God Orb that sputtered and struggled in the frame above her, close to fading and dying. Its job incomplete. He knew all the others would have finished by now. The pulled connectors from Nancy’s skull had stymied this one.

Who did this? It couldn’t have been Nancy herself. Her limbs were riveted in place.

Tom? No, the trembling old man didn’t have the stones. Robin perhaps?

Ashli certainly wouldn’t have.

Nancy’s eyes fluttered open as he stood there looking down on her, thinking through his options.

“Fred? Fred, is that you? Did…Did you come after all? I…I’m dying, Fred. Puh…please, hold my hand.”

His dear Nancy, so very trusting. All the way to the end.

He’d thought her dead as she lay there. He would have walked away if that had been the case, but the revelation she still lived encouraged Fred to make a change to his hastily drawn up plans.

He shuffled around the side of the vat and reached his hand in and cradled her head gently. “Oh, my sweet Nancy. I can’t allow you to go just yet,” he whispered with false sincerity.

With his free hand, he picked up one of the loose connectors that floated in the vat fluid and swiftly and competently plugged it back into the socket carved into the back of her head.

“What? No? What are you doing?” Nancy wept and weakly tried to move her head out of his grasp.

“I’m sorry, my love,” he crooned and reconnected the other three loose cables. “But this is an opportunity I can’t pass up. Don’t worry, though. You won’t be serving Ashli’s purpose, but mine. I promise.”

He gently lowered Nancy’s head back into the yellow fluid and wiped a tear that streaked down her cheek away. He felt a little bad about using her this way, but she’d brought this upon herself and it’s not like he could have saved her life anyway. Not anymore, she was too far gone. If that was the case, she may as well help make his life better instead. If he’d had the time to explain it to Nancy in full, he was sure she would agree.

Or maybe not, if the look of pure loathing she gave him was any indicator.

“I will end you!” she rasped; her body wracked with pain once more.

“Sure, you will, Nance.” He grinned down at her.

“I will find a way,” her weakened voice promised.

Smiling at the last of the defiance she could muster up, he stood and removed the control crystal from the God Orb so it couldn’t continue its work until Fred was ready. He couldn’t replace it with the last of his stolen supply. There was no connector cable attached to the orb frame that could be used to reprogram it, but he’d learned enough about how it worked to twist its purpose to suit his ends.

A quick trip to the back of the alcove and he secured some tools that were hidden behind one of the panels. Fred had always been quite practical and knew his way around a toolkit. It only took him a minute to deform the crystal and fill it with spidery cracks and imperfections without completely shattering it.

Putting the doctored crystal back into the machinery he restarted the mechanism. Nancy would become a Goddess as Ashli intended, but if his calculations and work were sufficient, the psyche of the resultant goddess would be fractured because of the faulty control crystal.

The chaos and carnage of a broken God’s realm intruding on the Darkwyrlds should allow him and his new helpers the opportunity to slip away unnoticed. Long enough to establish themselves and become too problematic to bother trying to bring back under heel until it was too late. By the time the hunters organised themselves, they would have moved on to the next generation and would be even more difficult to track.

His work done, Fred left Nancy’s alcove and raced back to his.

There were a few bright flashes that came from behind the throne, and he saw Robin Carter squeeze out from behind the large golden chair. He looked as if the hounds of hell were hot on his tail.

A wail of fury that Fred recognised as Ashli rang through the chamber.

It seemed like the football player had been more successful than Fred had thought possible. He decided against revealing himself, though, and hurried back to his own pod. A few pressed buttons and he reactivated the machine and stepped inside. It sealed and filled back up with the now-neutered blue goo.

Fred smiled widely as the gel filled his mouth. Everything had fallen conveniently into his lap, and nobody was any the wiser.

Should Ashli detect anything out of place, he’d apportion the blame to the fumbling and interference from Robin. The football player would be who the ASI would search for, not Fred.

His chuckle was suppressed by the gel filling his lungs, but it didn’t make Fred gag with fear and discomfort this time around. He was too busy contemplating the glorious future that awaited him.


Chapter 17

I blinked a few times when I came back to my senses. Ana hopped up from the couch and skipped back over to the ongoing council, wordlessly announcing our return.

Shana hugged her companionably and I levered myself up from the couch too.

“What’s the news, Lord Carter?” Susan asked.

“Ana and I got a pair of nifty new abilities, but not anything I think will help us in the short term.”

I spent the next couple of minutes explaining Zombification and One with the Ship.

“Were there any breakthroughs while I was levelling?”

“Nothing good,” Jackson answered and gestured to the Hub table that dominated the Strategic Command Centre.

There was a map of the archipelago and the ice sheet displayed on it with the islands, outer colonies, and the suspected positions of the enemy army.

“Susan and I have been doing some number crunching. Based on the current temperatures, we believe any ice we break up will freeze back thick enough to cross within a couple of days. Added to that, the circumference we’d need to disrupt to prevent them from going around is too great. The Icebreaker tug isn’t fast enough.

“And that’s presuming the freezing doesn’t get a helping hand. Governor Reed would have to be utterly incompetent not to send a cadre of Frost mages or sorcerers with this army to reinforce or repair the ice. Nothing the man has done so far suggests he is likely to make such an error.”

“So, that puts us back on the ‘drop a monster in their midst’ plan,” I sighed.

“Yes,” Kristoff said. “We need to disrupt them long enough to prepare a proper defensive line. We can use the podiums Celeste has collected and create a series of outposts around the main island. We’d likely have to evacuate and collapse the outer colonies to deny the enemy additional resources if the rift beast isn’t enough to send them back.”

The advice was the last thing I wanted to hear. I’d taken Dash’s words of advice to heart. My focus needed to be on taking down Luca and just as I got back into a position to go after him, another setback reared its ugly, unwanted head. One that could pin us down for the foreseeable future.

“If you’ll excuse my presumption,” a fresh voice added to the discussion, “but I do have an alternative suggestion.”

The speaker was Benjamin Doyle. The former CIA operative turned criminal fixer. He’d been sitting off by himself away from the hub perusing one of the podia tablets.

All eyes turned to him, and he smiled smoothly, exuding nothing but cool confidence. Out of everybody here, Doyle had the most experience with larger-scale geopolitical events. He was the only one of us who had operated in genuine warzones as anything other than a grunt. I would be an absolute idiot not to at least listen to what he had to say.

“The floor is yours.”

He inclined his head to me and stood up, tugging, and straightening his shirt as he did. “Thank you, sir. There are two words most relevant to our current situation. Shock and awe. Specifically, this is the impression we need to make on our adversaries. The rift beast plan has the potential to achieve this, but as noted by the other worthies here, it is fraught with unpredictability. Hardly ideal in the circumstances. A likely outcome is that we merely inconvenience Governor Reed’s army.

“We need more than mere inconvenience. If we don’t go on the offensive against the Brotherhood of the Lion’s Claw within the week, their strength will escalate to a level that would significantly impede our chance of success. And as Jackson aptly pointed out, the Wisconsin army will certainly have many skilled in the arts of Frost and Ice magic in their ranks. While they live, our flank remains exposed.”

“We already know this, Doyle,” Anastasia sassed.

His calm demeanour didn’t slip, and he simply nodded slightly at her. “I’m just setting the stage, young Miss. Establishing the stakes, if you will. What I’m about to propose might come across as…extreme to some.”

“What did you have in mind, Doyle?” I pressed him.

“Lord Carter, I’ve been examining the inventory of the explosive substances the Alchemic Bombardier, Sheamus, amassed before the recent injury which has ruled him out of commission temporarily. He has been a very busy bee indeed. I believe, with that inventory, the new power you’ve just been given, and the upgrades you can make to the ship we have a great opportunity to do more than inconvenience the enemy.

“An opportunity to not just turn Reed’s army back, but to inflict a massive and highly damaging defeat upon them. Eliminating a large chunk of Reed’s troops and most critically those with the Ice and Frost elemental classes. Shock and awe. Shock them to the core and leave them in such awe they won’t dare risk coming at us in the same manner again.”

The professional torturer had everyone’s attention now.

“I think we can break the ice beneath them, the length and breadth of their column. Crack the ice under their feet and plunge them into the depths. Leaving them to freeze, drown, or be finished off by the ship. Best of all, should this succeed, you would still have your summon spell to use against Luca.”

“How?” The question came from Fang Mei. Everybody else had been surprised into silence.

Doyle explained his plan and I had to agree it was a good one. Not morally good, of course. We were likely about to condemn thousands of men and women to a watery grave. People whose only crime had been to be born in another state under the influence of a great power who had it in for me.

We’d come back around to the ‘it’s either them or me’ question again. The answer to that particular question hadn’t changed. Me, me, me, all day long.

Doyle’s plan should work and if it didn’t, I’d still be able to send a rift beast against them.

***

Twenty-four hours later, Marena’s Mercy silently lurked in the lake six miles Northwest of Beaver Island. This was the furthest out onto the ice that the advancing column of Reed’s troops had reached. They were within a mile of two of the smaller isles of the archipelago, Whisky and Ojibwa Islands.

Reed’s army had camped on the ice overnight. The frigid temperatures and an icy squall that whipped down from the North ensured they were suitably delayed, giving us sufficient time to prepare. Based on their direction of travel we surmised they were headed to the two smaller island landmasses. Likely to camp for a second night and then on the third day make their way to Beaver Island or Garden Island which lay around two miles directly north of Stormblade Harbour over the frozen water. Perhaps both if they decided to split their forces and hit my settlement from two directions.

The ship’s metamorphosis into a mark three vessel had completed on schedule. The deck choices were necessitated by the current plan. The Heavy Cannon and Heavy Torpedo decks.

The Heavy Cannon deck came with sixteen firing ports as standard, which was increased to twenty-five due to the increased size of Marena’s Mercy. Eight of the firing ports, four on each side, were equipped with Hellstrike Cannons. They shot flame-based projectiles that were created and stored by the ammunition depot that came as part of the deck option.

Hellstrike Missile

An explosive missile weapon that can only be shot from a specialised launcher such as a ship’s cannon. The Hellstrike is a dual-purpose ranged weapon, effective against enemy fortifications and vehicles while also deadly to groups of enemy combatants. The core of the weapon is a rod of enchanted Demon-Forged Steel. Upon firing, the enchantment will activate, and the rod will superheat. It is capable of inflicting extreme durability damage to any structure it impacts with. Packed around the rod is an incendiary shrapnel payload that explodes outwards upon impact inflicting a mixture of Heat, Bludgeoning, and Piercing damage to those within the vicinity.

The Hellstrike is an effective medium-range missile, but its weakness is that it is not particularly suited for short-or-long-range combat. The superheating of the Demon-Forged Steel rod is required for it to be effective. If the target is too close, it will not heat quickly enough to ignite, too far and the incendiary payload will ignite too early. This will either destroy the missile or send it off course.

Range: 100-500 metres.

Durability: 25/25

The depot could store up to four hundred Hellstrike rounds for the cannons. Used rounds would naturally replenish themselves via the depot’s machinery using ambient mana or we could use the ship’s energy to hasten the process if we used a large portion of the current stock and it was running low.

In the other seventeen ports, we created and installed splinter cannons using some of the splinters I’d secured from the Crypt Keeper’s Tomb. Splinter Cannons shot balls of energy formed from Mana with an effective range of up to 300 metres. There was no elemental flavour to the damage. Upon contact, there would be a small concussive burst dealing diminishing bludgeoning damage in a metre-wide radius. They had a one thousand mana repository that could be charged up for use or the gunner could infuse some from their own mana pool to power the weapon.

As these cannons were not part of an official splinter deck, they couldn’t be directly operated or fed mana by Marena’s Mercy. It was one of the major differences from taking the Splinter Bay or Splinter Grafting options. Ana and I would be able to remotely control craft forged in a splinter bay, or grafted splinter weaponry in addition to them being used manually by crew members.

The Heavy Torpedo deck provided twelve torpedo launching ports. Four at the front and back as well as two on either side, protruding from the bottom of the hull. Two of the bow and stern ports came with Hellstrike Torpedo launchers.

Hellstrike Torpedoes differed from their cannon shot cousins in that they didn’t come packed with an incendiary payload for crowd control kills. Instead, they had multiple Demon-Forged Steel cores designed to separate and impact in a spread pattern causing maximum durability damage to whatever structure was hit.

You also had the ability to adjust the enchantment activation point giving the torpedoes greater range than the cannon. They were still useless if you were closer than one hundred metres, though, unless you wanted to activate the enchantment before you launched the torpedo.

Which was not a recommended move.

The deck also came with an ammunition depot and six drop ports for depth charges. Four up on the deck, and two on the bottom of the hull. Four of these came with Splinter Droppers. Two on the outer deck and the two which were part of the hull. These acted similarly to the splinter cannons, but they came as part of the deck and were not extras we installed. They were fully integrated and therefore, could be used remotely as well as manually.

There was a drawback to remote use, of course. Skills and abilities could not be channelled into remote-controlled attacks. If you wanted to use any to improve the aim or power, then you’d need to be hands-on.

Between the two additions, we also got the equivalent of a customisable full-sized hold which we could use to increase crew quarters along with our booty-carrying capacity.

I’d intended to take the Heavy Cannon deck anyway, and our plan meant the Heavy Torpedo deck took priority over installing a Splinter Bay. However, if things went as planned its use would be as a secondary backup.

I would be the primary mode of attack today.

The ship had been floating in position for the better part of the last eight hours while I swam through the water not far from her. I was wearing a black wetsuit, not to keep out the cold, but to make it more difficult for anyone up above to spot me through the ice.

To be honest, there wasn’t much chance of that happening. The ice was thick enough to be opaque and, in many places, there was a thin layer of fallen snow to help obscure me. However, in a world where a person’s perception could be heightened well beyond human norms, it paid to take a few extra precautions.

One with the Ship meant that provided I didn’t stray too far, hypothermia from the cold water and the general lack of oxygen that came with not breathing wouldn’t be a problem. Honestly, I didn’t really understand how my blood was being oxygenated. I didn’t magically grow gills, but somehow my body extracted the oxygen it needed from the water.

I’d been in the lake for the entire eight hours and finally, my work was almost done. Susan had managed to procure a battery-powered drill that worked while submerged. With the ship trailing after me, I had been drilling holes the width of a dime under the ice and stuffing them with an alchemical substance similar to thermite called Vulcan’s Fury. It was a basic and well-known alchemic recipe Sheamus had been bequeathed by his class. Once activated, it would burn extremely hot for a very short burst, and this would help melt and weaken the ice.

Each pack of Vulcan’s Fury was connected to a length of special cord we’d bought from the black market that would allow us to activate the charges magically. The network of fuses was attuned to an activator lodged in the tip of the crow’s nest.

The drilled holes were only half filled with Vulcan’s Fury, though. Packed behind them was a short ignition fuse linked to a blasting cap that connected to a wedge of good old-fashioned Semtex. There’d been none on the island, but Doyle knew where to source enough for our needs. After a quick message to Trisha in Saginaw, she had someone collect and send what we required through the market.

The mana fuse would ignite the Vulcan’s Fury. The intense blast of heat that created would ignite the regular industrial fuse, thereby setting off the blasting cap, which would in turn detonate the plastic explosive.

Doyle’s plan had been for me to ‘mine’ two lines along the ice a couple of hundred metres apart. Forming a corridor directly under where the enemy marched. We’d finished those two lines in the first six hours, since then I’d been placing subsidiary charges within the corridor that would help spread cracks through the ice floes and cause that inner corridor to break up.

The hardest part had been predicting their marching speed and where they would be when we were ready to execute the plan. There was no point mining the ice where they’d been eight hours ago.

Our calculations, while not perfect, ended up being pretty good. Good enough to give it a whirl.

With the final charge in place, I used a bit of Marena’s Mercy’s energy and propelled myself through the cold water. I rapidly weaved my way around the floating mana cords, until I reached the diving bay opening that Anastasia had created in the hull.

Shana and Fang Mei were waiting patiently for me, and they jumped up from a small table when I breached the surface and gulped a deep breath for the first time in many hours. They’d been drinking what looked like a bottle of red wine and playing cards while they waited.

The pair grabbed hold of either side of my shoulders and helped me out of the icy water.

“By the dark Goddess’ leather-clad tits, you’re absolutely freezing, Torin.” Shana squealed as she helped me up. “Are you, okay?”

I’d been fine while I was in the water, but once back aboard I’d unthinkingly deactivated One with the Ship. “It’s the wet suit,” I gasped and quickly turned the ability back on again. “Help me with it, will you, please?”

Shana didn’t have a chance to answer before Fang Mei jumped straight into action and unzipped the suit from the back and practically tore the upper half off my shoulders and down to the waist. Then she knelt quickly and pulled it down past my knees baring my ass to her.

I’d not been wearing anything underneath.

This had not been what I expected her to do, but I wasn’t about to complain.

We had brought a fluffy bathrobe and put it on a rack in the corner. I thought she’d hand that to me, so I could put it on, which would let me stow the wetsuit to my inventory with a thought, dry off, and finally cloth myself.

“Look who’s the eager beaver,” Shana chuckled at Fang Mei’s reaction. “I knew you were planning on getting him naked soon, but I didn’t think you meant right now. We’re in the middle of an operation.” She finished, making a few mock chiding noises, and wagging her finger.

“Shana!” Fang Mei cried out in absolute mortification. “You weren’t supposed to say anything.

“Oops!”

“She wasn’t supposed to say anything about what?” I grinned and pulled my feet out of the wetsuit, kicking it away.

“Nothing,” Fang Mei answered quickly. Much too quickly.

Shana just gave the pretty cambion a mischievous leer to which Fang Mei glared back.

“What?” Shana objected. “I didn’t say anything. Well, anything more, and you were the one disrobing him just now.”

By this point, I’d dried myself off and summoned my clothing and armour, so I looked meaningfully at Fang Mei.

“Fine,” she almost shouted. “I need to talk with you about something personal, but it can wait until this is all done.”

“Alright,” I agreed and opened the door into the corridor. “Let’s head up to Navigation and get this show started. Ladies first.”

Fang Mei practically shot out of the small diving chamber and Shana followed her at a more sedate pace. I hung back for a moment, belatedly remembering the wetsuit still lying on the floor, which I picked up, shook to clear off some water and placed on a hook.

Up ahead I could hear the pair talking in low voices.

“Why did you have to say something, Shana? This could have waited.”

“Don’t you think you’ve waited long enough already? I’m sorry, but you’ve been putting this off for a month and I’ve given you plenty of space, too much if you ask me,” the elf woman shot back, but not unkindly.

“It’s a big step. And one I wanted to be sure I was ready to take and that he was too.”

“Believe me, Torin is ready. Chomping at the damn bit, I’d say,” Shana chuckled. “Seriously, though, you need to decide yay or nay soon. Mia won’t be far off; I’m pretty sure Trisha will be back in Stormblade Harbour before long which means it’s only a matter of time for her too. I want you to be part of the first wave as well, but I can’t sit on this much longer. Madame Silk has been dropping some heavy hints. Heavy enough, I suspect she knows something, and the new arrivals have escalated the timescale.”

I spotted Fang Mei nodding in response before they turned a corner and were out of sight and my audible range. Getting to the bottom of whatever they were up to would have to wait. Although I had a few ideas, ideas that brought a giddy smile to my face and a bit of tightness in the trouser department.

A couple of minutes later, we were all in Navigation with the rest of my command team. Several of the crystal screens had been reallocated to provide different views of the upcoming attack. We’d even placed a handful of disposable spy nodes up on the ice to give us a better topside view and could see the army march across the lake ice.

They had veered a bit further north than we’d expected. Heading towards Ojibwa Island rather than Whisky by the looks of things. Presumably, their plan was to march around the north end of Garden Island, obscuring them better from any potential scouts we had in position.

The marching army was more than a hundred metres in width, and with their slight deviation in direction, the centre of the column was almost directly over the far line of the corridor of charges I’d installed. This meant approximately a third of the army were potentially safe on unmined ice, but that is why we took the torpedo option.

“Are we ready?” I asked.

Doyle and Kristoff glanced at one another; the German smuggler nodded to the former CIA operative that it was his show.

“Almost, Captain Carter. My analysis suggests that letting them get a little closer to us will optimise our chances in the current situation.”

“Okay. Anastasia, wait thirty more seconds and then detonate the Vulcan’s Fury.”

Doyle inclined his head in agreement.

“Sure thing, Bossman,” Ana responded with an impudent wink, inappropriate for the gravity of the situation. She waited for most of those thirty seconds before she piped up again. “I sure do hope you didn’t botch planting those explosives. Talk about egg on your face.”

Before I could answer, Anastasia pressed the blinking light on the hub and sent a pulse of mana through the activator in the crow’s nest.

On the screen, we could see bright flashes at the placements above us in the ice when the Vulcan’s Fury flared into life. There was a hissing of steam, and it was swiftly followed by thudding blasts from the plastic explosives going off. The ship shuddered a little as it rode out the shock waves from the explosions. Finally, the crunching sound of ice cracking and coming apart filled the room.

Doyle had a quizzical expression on his face as the culmination of his plan unfolded. “Ana, we are underwater and that affects sound waves. We should not be able to hear the explosions or the ice breaking like that. Are you adding sound effects to the feeds we’re watching?”

“It’s more cinematic that way,” she answered defensively.

“Can we just have the raw feeds, please?”

“Fine!” she snapped. “It’s your loss, the sound of drowning peasants I’d prepared were going to be pretty cool. I can make headsets if anyone is interested?”

There were several horrified shakes of the head to that offer. Ana shrugged her shoulders and put a pair of earbuds she created from the hub in her ears and winked at me.

Mentally, I pushed the dungeon avatar’s bloodthirstiness aside. I agreed with Doyle, we needed to view the outcome without fraudulent distractions. No matter how cinematically impressive they may have been.

The ice floes above us had not broken apart yet.

Holes had been blown in the ice where the plastic explosive detonated. Those directly under the charges had been thrown about like ragdolls and landed in bloody heaps away from the centre of the destruction. Very few had fallen into the holes we’d just made.

However, there were visible cracks spidering down the lines of holes we’d created, and with only a couple of exceptions, all the charges had been successfully activated. But already some of those cracks were healing themselves as the magic users above worked quickly to fix the danger we’d put them in.

We couldn’t allow that.

“Ana, take us down to launch depth,” I commanded. Touching the hub, I opened the comms to the Heavy Torpedo Deck. “Crew! Ready yourselves to launch torpedoes.”


Chapter 18

Hudson Reed

The seafoam giant glanced behind and observed the column slowly following in his wake. His group had outdistanced them significantly already and his loud sigh ruffled the sea-green strands of his beard.

His walking stride was more than double that of the regular troops and the slow progress across the ice had left him chafing at the bit. The constant stopping and waiting for the troops to catch up had grated on his nerves. Finally, once Major Gibbs had confirmed they were within two miles of the site where they intended to camp overnight, he let slip the self-imposed shackles. With a team of speedier men, he formed a vanguard that would scout the small island ahead of the army, killing any mobs that lurked there.

And then tomorrow the real fun would begin.

Hudson couldn’t wait to get his hands on that foul villain. Torin Carter.

His uncle hadn’t wanted him to come on the mission, preferring to rely on Major Gibbs and the third Marine Legion, nicknamed the Sea Badgers, of the Wisconsin Maritime Empire. But the whispering Sholmdir had applied pressure. The sea god had wanted his uncle, Governor William Reed, to unleash the cadre of abominations under his control instead. But they weren’t fully grown, and that miserable runt Hector still wielded some influence over them.

At first, the pathetic creature had been moved and imprisoned in Green Bay, but his spawn inexplicably yearned for him the longer they were away from his presence. The fomorians could only corral them for so long before they attempted to leave in search of their degenerate sire. Inherently homing in on his location. It had forced them to build a proper holding facility for Hector at the farm where the abominations were housed and move him back.

The abominations showing up in Green Bay searching for him would have been a disaster. Few of the population had properly dedicated themselves to the sea god and the monsters were incapable of restraining themselves around anyone who wasn’t.

To cut a long story short, his uncle had to compromise with Sholmdir in order to protect his investment. Ergo, Hudson had accompanied the Sea Badgers and that was all good as far as he was concerned.

Word from their informants suggested the pirate had an unhealthy interest in his missing sister. And nobody knew where she was. Not even her adoptive mother, Regina Reynolds.

Based on what their spies and informants told them, his uncle suspected that cowardly dickless bastard, RR, had spirited her away before he fled himself. But Hudson’s bet was that Raven had tried to smite the demonic pervert for one of his many crimes and he'd imprisoned her on his island fortress.

An assumption Sholmdir agreed with.

Hudson would break down the harbour’s walls, crush the bodies of the defenders with his bare hands, sacrifice Carter’s whores to the sea god, and bring his lost sister home.

His reverie was interrupted by a series of bright flashes and cries of alarm from the trailing column a half mile behind them.

“What the hell?” one of his advance team muttered.

His question was drowned out by a series of explosions. Off to the left of the legion they could see the puffs of white made up of ice, snow, and water from down below. There were explosions within the legion ranks too and those puffs of white were stained with the red of blood and separated body parts.

“We’re under attack!” Another sea badger scout screamed unnecessarily.

“Didn’t look magical. That looked and sounded like regular munitions. Mortar fire maybe?” the first scout commented.

“But from where?” a third shouted and spun around looking for a foe or a weapon emplacement.

That was a better question, Hudson thought.

It couldn’t be land mines; he and his team had walked over the same stretch of ice not long ago and set nothing off. There was little snow here and they would have spotted something, plus, the explosions were spread throughout the column and off to the side of the army. Mortar fire didn’t seem to make sense either. Since when do mortar shells flash brightly a second before they explode?

His own eyes scanned the surroundings. Apart from the sea badger army in front of him and the snow-topped trees behind, there was nothing but ice-covered lake.

The lake.

Realisation hit him like a freight train.

“Somehow that bastard pirate is beneath the ice!” he roared.

How he could be Hudson didn’t know for sure. Carter’s dungeon ship had to be submersible, that was the only explanation that made sense. So much for the privileged information Sholmdir was supposed to be sharing with them. He’d told them nothing of this possibility. Too busy urging them to bring the pirate down.

Hudson could see the squad mages spread out among the army, some laying down healing hands, others performing some magical repair work on the ice, keeping it together.

“Lloyd! Contact Major Gibbs immediately. They need to move away quickly. We have to assume they are underneath the ice, and the attack isn’t over.”

“Yes, sir,” the third scout deferred and pulled a military-grade walkie from his inventory and spoke into the receiver rapidly.

Hudson overheard the response come through. “…can’t do that yet. If we move too much it could accelerate the ice breaking up. We’ve got to give the ice mages a few minutes to do their job.”

“Tell them if they don’t move now, they are all going to die!” Hudson yelled at Lloyd.

It was too late. Even as Hudson finished his shouted warning, there were two even louder detonations right at the back end of the trailing army. Followed a few seconds later by two more at the front. This time they could see large chunks of ice lurch into the air, swiftly followed by the screams of the panicked and dying.

Men and women were trying to run, escape the inevitable as the ice cracked and crumbled under their feet. Over the next thirty or so seconds, four more detonations followed and more than eighty percent of the third marine legion, the proud Sea Badgers, tumbled one way or another into the freezing waters of the lake.

The remainder still on the ice remained in a horribly precarious situation. Only a few of those on the far right seemed to have any stable footing.

Hudson could see every detail as he got progressively closer. He’d left the scout team behind, his thighs the size of tree trunks, pumped unrelentingly as he sprinted for the flailing army, uncaring if he worsened the damage to the breaking ice sheet.

He was a sea giant, and the water was his preferred element.

The pirate filth was here, he had to be, and Hudson Reed, one of the mightiest people on Earth, would wring his scrawny neck if it was the last thing he ever did.

That thought revitalised him as he dove through the first gap large enough to accommodate him and swam into the deeps.

***

Torin

The ship descended to the lakebed swiftly, a little off-centre from our targets and left the rear pointed at an almost forty-five-degree angle to give the torpedoes sufficient distance to properly activate.

I picked out the targets for our first strike on the hub display in front of me. The ship’s position wasn’t quite central to the army above as the tail of the column stretched out. Our first launch would be toward the back, the furthest distance from us. “Aft launchers. Fire!” I ordered through the hub.

There were two very faint thumping sounds as the two Hellstrike Torpedoes launched. One of the screens followed the pair of projectiles ploughing through the water leaving a churn of bubbles in their wake. The pair quickly separated and were tracked individually as they zeroed in on either side of the corridor I’d mined.

The ship itself was already pivoting, pulling an unnatural one-eighty in the water with the grace of a synchronised swimmer.

My fingers tapped on the screen and selected the second set of targets. “Fore launchers. Fire!” I barked a second time.

Two more torpedoes whooshed through the water, these aimed directly for the front two corners of the cracking ice sheet. As these were closer, the four torpedoes should find their targets at almost the same time.

We weren’t done and Anastasia flipped the ship around again and re-angled her to face only a little off vertical. By the time the two manoeuvres had been completed the crew had reloaded the aft launchers and I picked the next point of attack. This time we’d be launching directly beneath the bulk of the army above. We barely had the range, the depth of the lake here was hardly past the hundred-metre mark and the prow of the ship scraped sediment off the bottom.

Before we finished the shift the first two torpedoes found their mark and the screens following them were filled with shattered chunks of ice, bubbles, and churned water.

“Aft launchers. Fire!”

The third set of torpedoes were in the water as the second set thumped home at the front of the column a second or two after the first set connected at the back and produced a similar result.

“Once more for luck,” I whispered, and Anastasia grinned and pointed the ship front and centre again.

“Fore launchers. Fire!”

What I hoped would be the last set of torpedoes necessary were directed to either side of the impact zone of the previous two we had launched. That third set made contact and blew apart the ice. The spycams above the ice also showed the extent of the damage they inflicted on the soldiers standing on the impact sites.

More importantly, we could see the ice breaking up properly and people slipping into the freezing lake water. The ice mages desperately cast their spells and emptied their mana pools, either trying to fill the gaps or hold the broken pieces together.

Their efforts were thrown into disarray as the fourth set of torpedoes impacted the ice. The section that the main part of the army stood upon was shattered into hundreds of pieces. Few of them were large enough to bear the weight of a person and the gear they carried or hauled with them. Thousands of enemy soldiers, civilians being used as mules, supply wagons for the gear overflow not carried in inventories, and the animals hauling them were pitched into the freezing water of the lake.

Most of the wagons were converted military vehicles. Trucks that had their engines and radiators removed and extraneous metal parts stripped. Then fitted with harnesses instead. They were still heavy enough with their loads that they sank quickly and dragged the horses or oxen harnessed to them down into the dark.

“Poor animals,” Shana muttered with sympathy.

“Civilians too,” Kristoff added. “I doubt they wanted to be part of an invading army.”

“It has ever been that way,” Doyle remarked. “The faultless suffer when the powerful go to war. All we can do is ensure it is those who support our foes who do the brunt of the suffering and not those who follow us.”

With Doyle’s sobering words hanging in the air, we watched on. The people in the water fared a little better to begin with, being more buoyant.

The conscious ones at least.

The soldiers that kept their wits about them transferred their heavy armour and weapons to inventory slots, dropped, or pulled the items off. Those that didn’t have free slots, couldn’t utilise them, or couldn’t get out of metallic armour started to sink.

Drowning and suffocation damage directly affected their Health as well as stripping Hit Points. Once you were out of oxygen, you’d lose a point of Health every fifteen seconds.

The magic of the Darkwyrlds gave them a marginally better chance of surviving.

Somebody with a prodigious health stat like mine could survive for almost eleven minutes before perishing. Few of those in the water would have that kind of health pool, though. Most would have less than half of what I could bring to bear, and they would be dead in five minutes or less. The frigid temperatures might also accelerate that health loss.

“We’ll have to wait for the vehicles and gear to sink to the bottom, out of our way. Then we can head up and finish them off.”

There were several grim nods of acknowledgement. Watching this wasn’t easy for most of us. Leaving people to die in a terrible manner was a little different from cutting down someone that had a fighting chance against you.

There wasn’t much of a current running under the ice, but it was enough to drag a few of those at the edge deeper into the lake where the sheet was intact dooming them.

Half a minute passed and most of the big-ticket items had sunk all the way to the bottom. We’d scavenge through them afterwards. The ship started to power its way upwards when my attention was drawn by an unusually large splash on one of the screens near the front of where the columns had been. The far edge of where the ice had broken up.

“Can you zoom in on that?”

“Sure thing, Captain,” Kristoff answered and adjusted the view from the hub.

There was a figure, a large figure, its arms and legs churned through the water as it swam towards the ship at a rapid rate. The image came into focus and the figure had a green beard like seaweed and looked epically pissed off.

“Is that a fucking giant?” I gasped.

<That is indeed a giant. Seafoam if I’m not mistaken> Quixbix confirmed.

“I don’t see a slave collar on it. How did they get a mob to fight at their side? More Sholmdir shenanigans?”

The giant was certainly an ally of the Wisconsin army. It ignored hundreds of easy targets of opportunity to make a beeline for Marena’s Mercy. And why would a mob of that stature be roaming on the ice in the first place?

<That’s not a mob. That’s a character with a fifth-tier species.>

“Bloody Nora! You’ve got to be kidding, it’s possible to become a bloody giant.”

<Not easily, you can’t. I’d wager whoever that is, they had an exceptionally high aptitude. One that came close to yours. They would still have had to sacrifice class tiers to take it, though. And we can’t rule out Sholmdir’s interference. He has such a hard-on for screwing you over, it’s bordering on obsessive.>

We’d almost reached the giant, or it had almost reached us depending on your perspective. Its mouth was pulled back in a battle-mad grin.

There was a faint whomping sound and a torpedo shot out from one of the fore launcher tubes and slammed into the chest of the swimming giant. An explosion of lost breath bubbles burst from the giant’s mouth, and he was driven back away from the ship by the power of the torpedo’s propulsion.

The torpedo had hit him with such force that it looked to be lodged underneath his ribs and dragged the giant off into the depths of the lake.

“Whoopsie!” Anastasia cried with her hand over her mouth. “My finger slipped.” No one was buying that she did that accidentally.

“Did you even set a range on that torpedo?” I asked her.

I wasn’t entirely sure what would happen if she hadn’t or what would happen to the giant if she had, when it activated.

“Come on, did you see his face? Totally worth it,” she responded without answering my question.

“It was quite comical, Cap,” LT chuckled.

“Don’t encourage her.”

“Morale-boosting japery aside, we have a mission to complete,” Doyle reminded us. “We have struck a damaging blow, let’s not waste the opportunity to make it a decisive one.”

“Take us up, Ana.”

“Aye, Cap’n,” she replied in a mock pirate voice and winked.

Marena’s Mercy surfaced in the middle of the mess we’d made. A spot where the ice had been particularly smashed to pieces.

There was a look of shock and surprise on the faces of the people clinging to the blocks of floating ice and those on the sheet trying to pull their compatriots to relative safety.

It didn’t take long for them to adjust and within seconds of our surfacing the ship was being pelted with offensive spells, gunfire, crossbow bolts, and arrows.

“Cannon crews, free fire at anything not already in the drink,” I ordered through the hub.

The majority of the Wisconsin army on firmer footing were on our starboard side and that was a target-rich environment for those cannoneers. However, early progress was slow. The Wisconsin army had erected shielding shortly after we emerged. Shields either created by some of their magic-using classes or something they’d bought or earned from the podium.

My money was on the latter. A few people on the Shattered Storm had spells that afforded them personal shielding, but nothing encompassing enough that it covered dozens of people at once.

The crews redirected their Hellstrike shells to try and destroy the ice around the edges of these portable shields to drop them in, but the enemy shuffled their position backwards along the ice.

On the port side, there were a few larger pieces of ice that supported up to twenty soldiers. They were generally too close for the Hellstrike Cannon, but the splinter crews had plenty of work to do. They had no problems like shielded positions to contend with there.

“How’s the ship holding up, Ana?” Fang Mei asked her.

“The attacks against her have already fizzled out. She lost a bit of durability from that initial flurry, but nothing that won’t regenerate by the end of the day. Especially if we take on board a few snacks.”

Anastasia increased the size of one of the displays on the main screen. It showed the waters around the hull of the ship at the waterline. Dozens of frightened and screaming men and women were pounding or scrabbling against the hull trying to pull themselves on board.

It wasn’t an attack. They were merely panicked and desperate. Unfortunately for them, the hull of Marena’s Mercy was too smooth to gain purchase on without gear or claws.

LT and Kristoff glanced in my direction.

“LT, take four squads up on deck. We’ll retract the sails. Dangle leashed slave collars over the edge. If they are willing to collar themselves, pull them up, and throw them in the brig. Otherwise, they stay where they are.”

“Oooh, I’ll send my dreadant with you, LT,” Ana offered. “He’s super agile on the side of the ship because he’s made from the same stuff. If any of them get into their heads to get frisky, he’ll strike. He looms pretty well, too. Intimidation for the win.”

“Thank you, Ana,” he said and exited Navigation to gather up the squads.

The battle continued for another fifteen minutes. Eventually, the small, shielded units shuffled themselves out of the effective range of the Hellstrike missiles. Even after we floated the ship to the edge of the broken shelf.

“They’re running,” Doyle observed and pointed at one of the large screens.

The shields had dropped, and several hundred men were fleeing in every direction. They’d left several large packages behind. The shield generators presumably. This was essentially confirmed when those same packages lit up the screen with a series of powerful explosions. Denying us the equipment they’d abandoned.

“They didn’t want us to have those generators obviously,” Shana stated wryly.

“There will be more that fell into the lake which we can retrieve,” Doyle said confidently. “It is statistically improbable that they were all transported on the left of the column. This can be confirmed after prisoner interrogation. With your permission, Captain, I will begin that immediately. LT has already dragged aboard a few who looked like officers. I shall start with them.”

“Permission granted.”

We wouldn’t go after the remainder of the army. Whoever had been left in charge had some smarts which is why they’d fled in different directions.

The torpedoes wouldn’t be very effective against single targets. They could punch a hole in the thick ice with a radius of several metres, but we’d still be unlikely to hit many targets.

Besides, there were fewer than three hundred of them. Under three hundred returning from an army of over ten thousand was the kind of shock and awe we wanted.

Meanwhile, we’d stay and pick the bones.


Chapter 19

Day 193

Governor William Reed

There was a gentle tap at his office door. Willy Reed looked up from the paperwork. “Come,” he called.

The door opened a fraction and the mousy brown hair of one of his secretary’s opened the door a fraction. “Your nephew has returned to the city, sir.”

Willy had been both looking forward to and dreading this news. He was overjoyed that Hudson had survived the third army debacle, of course. However, the boy had already grown impatient and difficult to control. The events of three days ago would only serve to enrage his nephew to greater heights making him vulnerable to influences beyond the familial.

Sholmdir already wielded too great an influence on his psyche. With their desires aligned towards vengeance and destruction against Torin Carter, dissuading him would be problematic.

At first, allying with the god had seemed like an excellent idea. A significant leg up on the competition. And it had been. There was a wealth of evidence proving it in the reports his people had gathered from other states.

No other state faction except for Texas had absorbed or quashed all others as he had. However, Texas was a confederation of like-minded groups. Not a singular power who exercised control over the populace. The moment their aims no longer aligned fractures would appear in their solidarity.

Based on the reports coming out of Europe, the old royal empires which had re-emerged might be a match for the Wisconsin Maritime Empire, but that was it.

But the god’s obsession with that gnat of a pirate ensconced in the lakes had been an unneeded distraction. One that had infected Hudson. His ridiculous insistence that Carter had kidnapped Raven was one such manifestation of that influence. While it was true Regina had sent Carter a few of her husband’s bastards to babysit, she wouldn’t have sent Raven. And his lost niece would never have acquiesced even if Regina had tried.

No, her father had sent her on some mission. Likely so she wouldn’t witness his latest act of skulduggery. That his informants had been unable to uncover what precisely Richard Reynolds was using to hoodwink his daughter had been another frustration. Approaching her while he maintained this uncanny hold on her devotion would only end in calamity.

Then there was the question of just what his nephew had been up to for the last three days. It should not have taken him this long to return from the battlefield.

“Has he killed anyone?” he asked the nervous young woman.

The secretary opened her mouth and then nodded. “Two of the port guards. They didn’t get out of his way quickly enough.”

Willy sighed and closed his eyes. “Arrange standard reparative donations for their families and open the doors. Doubtless, my nephew is on his way here. There is no need for any further…accidents.”

“Yes, sir,” she bobbed her head and pushed the doors wide open.

The click-clack of her heels echoed in the hall as she marched to the other end to open those doors as well.

She didn’t quite get out of the way before Hudson barged through the half-opened wooden doors. The secretary was knocked sideways, and Willy Reed scrunched the paper he held in irritation. She should be okay, but from afar, it looked likely Hudson had broken the poor girl’s nose, maybe her jaw too. He’d be lucky if all she did was quit after today.

His gigantic nephew ploughed on with nary a look at the damage he’d just caused. The ceilings in this building were high but he still had to duck to get through the doors. In his haste, his shoulders slammed into and cracked the doorframe. Luckily, magic could be used to fix the damage easily enough.

A new modern convenience.

Willy Reed stood as his nephew entered and signalled another aide to shut the doors behind him. “I’m happy to see you’re back, Hudson.”

“Happy!” the giant bellowed. “How can you be happy? The invasion was a complete fucking disaster. Somebody must have ratted us out. That scum knew we were coming and had prepared the ground.”

“Perhaps. Or maybe he merely anticipated an attack from that direction. Sholmdir has not exactly kept his hatred and loathing for the man a secret.”

“You never wanted the assault to succeed!” Hudson accused, flecks of spittle frothing on his seaweed beard.

“Not true. I never wanted to launch the assault in the first place. There is a difference. It was you and our sponsor who were so insistent and to you goes the responsibility for its failure. It was ill-judged. Maybe next time you will actually listen to me.”

“Raven…”

“For the last time, Carter does not have your sister, Hudson. Sholmdir is ma…mistaken.”

Reed had been very close to saying manipulating you. Something that would not have gone down well.

His nephew turned away from him angrily. There was an antique table in the corner. Made in the nineteenth century from teak and mahogany. It had gorgeous carvings of devils at the base of each table leg, while the four corners of the table itself were decorated with carved angels. Hudson’s fist crashed down in the centre and left the antique piece of carpentry a complete ruin.

Reed raised his eyebrow at his nephew. “That was a gift from the German Chancellor on her last state visit to America. It is irreplaceable.”

Reed’s frosty tone drew his nephew’s gaze and he saw a flash of contrition and regret on his face. The man he knew was in there, he just had to be separated from unhealthy influences.

The moment passed and his nephew’s air of irritation returned. Hudson paced the room, which with his long legs was barely more than a step or two. Droplets of lake water sprinkled onto the carpet from his sodden clothing, beard, and hair. He must have swum all the way back to Milwaukee.

“Did you come here directly, or did you stop off anywhere first?”

Hudson stopped his pacing and stared at Reed suspiciously. “Why do you ask?”

This was not good. If Hudson was worried about such an inquiry that likely meant Sholmdir had urged him to do something Reed would not approve of. Time to allay his nephew’s suspicions.

“Because this defeat could be damaging for morale, Hudson. Major Gibbs survived with a little over two hundred of his people. He had the good sense not to run straight back to the 4th and 5th legions pacifying the Upper Peninsula and set off a panic. News of the utter destruction of a legion could do monumental damage. I despatched Cochran and his special unit to deal with any potential leaks from Gibbs and his people.”

The dead couldn’t share bad news and Reed had no use for a commander as ineffectual as Gibbs. He should have anticipated a possible aquatic attack and prepared appropriately. His thinking had been too rigid, and it had cost his troops their lives.

Not to mention some incredibly expensive equipment.

“As far as the rest of the army is concerned, the 3rd are besieging Stormblade Harbour. I would appreciate it if their assumption stayed that way for the next few weeks until we can lay the groundwork to mitigate the news of their defeat.”

Hudson grunted and nodded his understanding. “I did not reconnect with any of the regular army if that is what you’re asking.”

It hadn’t been and the lie of omission told Reed all he needed to know.

This couldn’t be good. He just knew it. Hudson was practically vibrating with rage. He knew his nephew; he wouldn’t have returned unless he was satisfied his vengeance had been enacted or soon would be. He loved the boy, but he was the very definition of a hothead.

“Good.” He smiled at his nephew. “Now why don’t you give me a first-hand report of what happened.”

As Hudson talked emotively, Reed tapped out a few instructions through his tablet under the guise of taking notes about Torin Carter’s capabilities. His ship operating as a submarine complete with torpedoes was worrying. When his nephew finished, he had some of his people lead him away for some distractions.

Before nightfall, Willy Reed had the answer to his inquiries.

Uncharacteristically, he poured himself a snifter of brandy from the carafe he kept on the sideboard for guests and knocked it back in a single gulp.

The news was indeed bad, so much worse than he’d imagined.

The loss of the 3rd legion had been a setback, but Willy had largely written them off anyway. They would have been bogged down besieging Stormblade Harbour for months. Obviously, he’d expected to get them back eventually, but hadn’t been relying on them for anything else in the short term.

The attack was an appeasement for his sponsor. Reed had no particular interest in that archipelago. Or in Torin Carter.

No, it was the damage his nephew, at the urging of Sholmdir undoubtedly, had done to his long-term plans that had him drinking.

Before returning to Milwaukee, Hudson had stopped off at the Two Rivers facility.

He’d freed Hector Guberschmidt.

The broken boy was gone and his children, Reed’s future all-conquering army of abominations, were gone with him. Haring off after the pirate would be his guess.

Reed suspected few of the abominations would survive the battle. Carter had proven himself canny and resourceful, and that ship of his was more powerful than ever. Another year and the beasts would have been a mighty force indeed. All wasted by foolish impatience.

Hudson’s silence also troubled him. What’s done was done, there was little point concealing it from his uncle unless there was something more to it.

The mantle of champion, he suspected.

Reed had dissuaded Hudson out of bullying it from Hector. Rightly fearing the increased influence that would grant Sholmdir over him. It hadn’t been transferred yet. If it had, Hudson wouldn’t have returned, he’d be leading the attack. Which meant Hector still lived. Agreeing to give up the mantle meant death for the previous champion, and it would have to be given up. Reed’s research had uncovered that Sholmdir should not have been able to name a champion on Earth at all. Not during the shrouded period. If Hector were simply killed the mantle would be lost.

He looked out the window, gazed up at the starry sky and made a decision.

Good strategists knew when to fallback and reconsider their gameplan. Pivot and reorganise.

Reynolds was no longer Governor of Michigan. If he knew the man and he did, he’d be heading south to sunnier climes with Raven in tow. That was where his focus should be. Vengeance against Regina was secondary to the goal of getting his niece back. And the chaos her husband’s actions had brought about could see her fall before Reed could get to her anyway.

The relationship with Sholmdir had run its course. It was now more of a hindrance than a help. The one good thing about the 3rd legion’s demise was that many of those who had devoted themselves to the god had been reassigned to units under Gibbs command. That would make his next steps easier.

Opening the large doors, he addressed his aides in the adjoining room. None of them had gone home. Not even the poor girl Hudson had hurt earlier.

“Summon the military brass asap. We are changing our focus” he told them.

The conquest of Michigan was no longer a priority. Not when you had prizes like Chicago and Minneapolis closer and without the inconvenience of a lake in the way. The previous factors that had made it a priority were a thing of the past. Those who clung to the past would be overwhelmed by the momentum of the never-ceasing advance of the future.

“Also schedule a meeting with my ritualist corps for the morning. It’s time to sever our relationship with certain entities.”

A period of consolidation would be necessary, and it would take the 4th and 5th legions a few weeks to disengage and retreat from the Upper Peninsula.

A change of name would be in order too. The Wisconsin Maritime Empire had never sat well with him anyway.

***

Hector Guberschmidt

Freedom.

Was there any word more beloved by patriotic Americans than freedom.

The Guberschmidts were nothing if not patriotic, Hector thought to himself as his webbed limbs glided through the water. His spawn darted around him playfully. They were faster swimmers, born for the deeps, but Hector was not jealous. He operated better on land and the land was where all the people were, especially the women, and his beloved, of course.

During his egregious incarceration, a new twist of the knife had driven his soul to the brink of despair.

In the beginning, Reed had thrown a few unwilling females into his pit for Hector to breed, which hadn’t been so bad. Their sobs and screams had soothed the hurt in his soul.

But then, after a few weeks, the most horrific of horrors beset him. His manhood had withered and fallen from his body.

His worst nightmare made manifest.

Hector was not ashamed to admit that a tear or two was shed for the loss.

Thankfully, a few days later, his pecker had started to grow back.

Instinctively, Hector knew the new appendage wouldn’t be quite the same. Not as potent. It would be just as big. Let no one spread horrible rumours that he was not incredibly well-endowed. He was a Guberschmidt. But his breeding days were over. There would be no more abominable spawn.

That had bummed him out, but upon reflection, this was not such a bad thing. In the back of his mind, he had worried about how he could have a full and loving relationship with his beloved Shana. Their love wouldn’t last very long if his spawn exploded from her pregnant belly. Would that have meant they’d have to refrain from expressing their love physically? How could he deny his beloved the pleasures of the flesh?

Sholmdir had promised it would all be well, but the god was a cheat and a liar.

Now Hector could safely make sweet love to his beloved. Sholmdir never told him this would happen. The tricksy god no doubt hoped Hector would impregnate Shana with his spawn just to confound and deny him the happiness he deserved. Leave him wracked with guilt and loss. It would be just like the miserable god.

A surge of bubbles blasted from Hector’s gaping maw as he roared his outrage into the water. His children hummed with anticipation. There would be violence soon. They could sense it.

But Hector had learned patience during his time imprisoned.

His advance scouts had reported that Torin Carter was in his naval stronghold. It was shielded. A full-frontal attack would be difficult. Time-consuming. The spiteful monster would have the opportunity to do something awful to his beloved. More awful than the foul acts he’d already perpetrated. It would be better by far to catch him unawares.

When he had been released, they had swum as fast as they could to the underwater battle site. Aiming to intercept the enemy before they returned to the safety of their bay but had missed them by a couple of hours. His children had feasted on the corpses that floated in the waters, but Carter and his people had looted the dead and were gone.

He'd have to come out of his hidey-hole eventually and that is when they would go after him.

Thinking about his release angered him more.

Hector had no choice but to make another deal with that untrustworthy god.

Sholmdir had made him all kinds of promises and issued a variety of different threats, but Hector had been interested in only one thing. His freedom. Not just from the prison they kept him in, but from the ever-whispering god and he secured it.

The bargain struck meant the moment Torin Carter breathed his last the mantle of champion would pass to Hudson Reed. Tragically, that meant Hector couldn’t set his children on the giant the moment he’d been sprung, but that would come later.

Hector had been clever, of course. He knew he couldn’t trust the deceitful god. It was part of the official bargain that when the mantle passed, Hector would suffer no physical diminishment from the change and his children would remain his to command. He wouldn’t return to the weak body he had before.

You couldn’t get one over on a Guberschmidt.

Hector flexed his claws and itched to use them on something. He had time, his scouts would alert him if Carter emerged from his hidey-hole.

He might not be able to exact vengeance on the giant, but the bargain made no mention of sparing the wretched, traitorous fomorians. There was a clan in the vicinity and his children needed to eat.

They were always hungry.

***

Claudia Gattosi

Claudia hurried into the suite she’d started to share with Carla in a frantic state. Her roommate turned from the vanity chest she was sitting in front of and greeted her warmly.

Carla had learned to smile again recently. Her health had recovered from the regular beatings Luca inflicted upon her. The Kingpin had gone south to oversee the fall of Kalamazoo and impress his mark on the new gangsters that followed him. He’d left the two of them behind in Grand Rapids with Maurice overseeing the city.

A terrible move by her brother. Claudia knew that immediately, but even she was shocked by how bad of an idea it turned out to be.

Carla’s smile faded as she saw the emotional state Claudia was in. “What’s wrong?”

“Pack whatever essentials you think you need. We’re leaving!”

“Leaving? What are you talking about? We can’t leave. Luca would never allow it.”

That much was true, but provided they stayed within Brotherhood territory they wouldn’t technically be fleeing. Especially if they headed towards her brother. The towns of Wayland and Otsego were on the 131 that led to Kalamazoo, they should be able to manage that. “We’re going south, towards Luca. It’s a fudge, but he’s not given me any direct commands recently, so it’s one I can work with.”

“Claudia, no. You’re not thinking straight. The roads are dangerous. Luca would kill me if I let you go. I com…”

Carla didn’t finish her sentence before Claudia’s hand slapped her in the mouth so hard, she fell from her stool and looked up at the cat-woman with a haunted, hurt-filled glance.

Claudia knelt quickly and stroked Carla’s hair. “I’m sorry, Carla. I don’t have time to explain properly, but I couldn’t let you finish that sentence. If you stay, you’ll be dead before nightfall. Maurice is making his move.”

Claudia’s thoughts flitted back to an hour ago. She’d been downtown, snooping around her brother’s office. She may have despised Larry, the chain-smoking numbers guy, but he had loose lips, talked to himself a lot, and could be a good source of information.

She’d snuck down the hallway and was about to hide herself in the office opposite when she heard them.

Larry and Maurice.

“You’ve been a naughty boy, Larry,” Maurice announced in his cold, inflectionless monotone.

“Waddaya waffling about,” Larry coughed and then took another drag of a cigarette and exhaled heavily. “Can’t you see I’m busy, Maurice? Tallies and tithes don’t count themselves.”

“You’ve been skimming the books, Larry.”

“What? Skimming? Of course, I’ve been skimming. That’s my job. Hiding the money. Luca knows all about it, even said I could keep a little taste for my efforts. Go ask him and stop bothering me, you mook.”

That was likely true, Claudia thought. It’s how her father operated, and Luca would be aping his methods.

That didn’t mean the whole thing wasn’t insane and completely unnecessary. The Brotherhood was awash with money, stolen from their multitude of victims. Luca had access to everything he could want, but the son of a bitch was so greedy he had Larry cook the books so he could keep even more for himself. Screwing his own followers out of their ill-got gains.

That was not something their papa had done. He was assiduous in making sure his people were properly compensated. It helped foster greater loyalty. A lesson Luca thought he didn’t need because of his class.

“No need for that, Larry. Luca gave me full authority to run things in Grand Rapids during his absence. Thank you, for the confession, though. It makes justifying this next bit easier.”

There was the sound of a scuffle, feet kicking the bottom of a desk, and strangled gasping. Claudia didn’t need to witness the event; her ears told the story. Maurice had his favoured weapon, the garotte, around Larry’s throat.

“It will all be over soon, Larry,” Maurice crooned and then went on to taunt the man. “Stealing from the Brotherhood is the act of a traitor. And traitors need to be purged for the good of the organisation. You should know that as you die.”

“Ackkk!” was the only reply the shadowborn elf received.

It didn’t take long for Maurice to kill him. Larry only had a civilian class and hadn’t levelled it much.

Claudia held her breath, slipped into the opposite office, and pressed her back to the wall. She couldn’t help but glance out the door and watch Maurice leave Larry’s office and straighten his suit before moving on. He didn’t check her hiding spot and she relaxed, letting go of her held breath.

Over the next forty-five minutes, she’d visited several other locations. In every case, key personnel she knew to be fiercely loyal to her brother or the family were dead. Luca had put Maurice in charge. He was abusing that authority to remove those inclined to disobey or alert Luca about what he was doing.

All on trumped charges of treason against the Brotherhood. These men and a few women were all career criminals. Finding some rule, any rule, they’d broken wouldn’t be that hard. And boom, instant traitor. Maurice worked fast. He’d be done by early afternoon at the latest and wouldn’t stop there when it came to weakening Luca.

Which meant she was in danger and had to get the fuck out of dodge.

“but…” Carla whined and broke Claudia’s dark reverie.

“Damn it, Carla, we need to move. Now!”

Claudia knew she should have just gone without her. However, Carla had grown on her over the last six months. Leaving her behind to die wasn’t an option.

She dragged the reluctant woman up by her arm and pulled her from the room. They couldn’t waste any further time. She still had a few go-bags hidden around the city, assuming her brother hadn’t located them. After his revelation that he knew about her dead drop with Ricky, she hadn’t risked returning to check on anything.

They made it as far as the hotel lobby.

“Going somewhere, Claudia?” Maurice asked. “And Carla too.”

He’d been sitting patiently by the door, reading an old glossy magazine and waiting for her.

The pair stopped, Claudia’s eyes flicked to the hotel doors and thought about running for it. As she did, four Brotherhood mooks revealed their presence and a quick glance confirmed four more were now behind them. They were trapped.

“You can’t kill me, Maurice,” Claudia said, her mouth had run dry from the spike of fear. She wasn’t entirely confident that was the case. Carla squeaked in concern at her side.

“Who said anything about killing you, Claudia.”

“I’ve seen what you’ve been up to, Maurice. You’re cleaning house, taking over.”

For the first time since she’d first met him, Maurice smiled with genuine joy.

“Who was it? It was Larry, wasn’t it? He’d be your best source of information. Never could keep his trap shut. Were you lurking in one of the adjoining offices? Of course, you were. If I hadn’t been in such a hurry, I would have checked them.”

He motioned to the men behind, and they rushed up and took hold of both women. Claudia didn’t fight. There was no point, she remained level one and Carla wasn’t much better off.

Maurice smoothly levered himself out of his cushioned chair and walked over and looked Claudia in the eye.

“You can’t do this,” Claudia challenged him.

“I can. Your brother gave me express permission to do what was necessary to manage Grand Rapids and protect the Brotherhood in his absence and I intend to do just that. Getting rid of the emotionally fragile, sloppy drunk at its head certainly qualifies, don’t you think? Come now, I know, you agree.

“His class does present me with a few difficulties, though, but you’re going to help me out with that.”

“You…you c…can’t hurt her,” Carla stammered out.

“Not directly, no. As much as it pains me to admit, the Kingpin class still has a few hooks in my psyche. I’ve not been able to loosen and purge them all. But if Claudia wants to go on a trip, who am I to deny her? Travelling is dangerous. What if she were to be attacked by monsters during her journey? There is nothing I could do to stop the inevitable. Not if we aren’t around to witness such an unfortunate occurrence.”

“You can’t leave her out there alone,” Carla argued. “Luca left specific orders against that kind of thing.”

“Ah, but she won’t be alone, Carla. She’ll have you to keep her company. Luca relies on the power of his class too much. He’s abused his position and sowed such a level of discontent all I had to do was get him out of the city for a couple of days and his people were practically lining up to turn on him. He was also less than thoughtful about his parting orders, and it gives me a great deal of room to manoeuvre.”

“This won’t work, Maurice,” Claudia challenged him. “Getting me killed will only hurt my brother, it won’t remove him. He’ll come back with an army at his back and this whole insurrection will crumble around you.”

The gleam in Maurice’s eye was truly chilling. He moved in and whispered in her ear. “I’m banking on it.”

Then he pulled back, flashed her a smile that never reached his eyes and snapped his fingers.

A gag was forced into Claudia’s mouth, which stifled any further protest, and her head was bagged. Likely Carla’s as well if the muffled angry sounds of protest were any indication. They were bound quickly and led away.

What did Maurice mean he was banking on it? He had to be playing a game she hadn’t anticipated.

The next couple of days were uncomfortable and Claudia was forced to endure many indignities, but she remained stoic and didn’t let them see her despair. Carla was not quite so controlled and there was a great deal of sobbing. Shortly after they’d been captured, they were transported, presumably out of the city and then dumped on a cold concrete floor in a quiet dark room somewhere. Very little light got through the bag over her head.

Claudia knew that regardless of Maurice’s calm confidence, abandoning her to a certain death would not be as easy as he claimed it would be. Her best guess was that he’d had to leave someone guarding wherever they’d been dumped. They probably wouldn’t know she and Carla were down here, though. Then he would have to wait for someone who didn’t know what was going on to reassign or call away the guards.

That ought to give them a bit of time.

Late on the second day after her capture, Claudia had a breakthrough. Following a lot of work and some nasty cramps in her wrists, she had been able to use her claws to cut through the bonds that had been used to tie her and Carla up. After massaging the blood back into her limbs, she pulled out the ball gag and freed Carla.

“Where are we?” the freed girl asked in too loud of a voice and Claudia cursed inwardly and put her finger on her lips to shush her.

They were in a dark basement. It had one stairwell leading up and it didn’t take long to confirm that the door was bolted shut from the other side.

There was a thin window at ground level. With Carla giving her a leg up she could look outside. The town around her had been seriously damaged and there were mobs openly wandering the streets. A sign on one of the wrecked storefronts read Allendale Fitness Centre.

Well, they knew where they were. Unfortunately, it was precisely where Claudia had both suspected and feared they’d been dumped.

Allendale.

Luca used the abandoned town as mob bait.

Allendale was a small town almost in the middle of the triangle of land between Grand Rapids, Grand Haven, and Holland. Allendale had been abandoned shortly after the apocalypse began. Every week they’d send some units to the town and have them make a lot of noise for a day or two. It would draw local creatures away from the western and southern border areas of Grand Rapids, then when the mobs got near, the noisemakers would desert the place.

The mobs would spend a few days turning the place over before they left and headed back towards the populated areas. Then the distraction squads would move back in and do it all over again.

Claudia didn’t know how longsince the distraction squads had pulled out, but the town was filled with threats actively looking for people like her and Carla to feed on and would be for several days.

What were the chances that none of them would pick up on their scents?

What else might Maurice have done to ensure something like that happened?

“What are we going to do, Claudia?” Carla whispered when she dropped back down to the floor.

Claudia didn’t have a good answer for her.


Chapter 20

Day 196

My fledgling fleet was finally underway, submerged beneath the surface and sailing out of the bay. Marena’s Mercy was accompanied by our new mark three shard ship, Storm Raider.

Storm Raider had the Submersible Sails and Heavy Cannon decks along with the regular Navigation and Hold deck. It didn’t have the Heavy Torpedo Deck Marena’s Mercy had, which was a result of being my flagship. Kristoff, whose leg we hadn’t found a way to restore yet, commanded the shard vessel.

Both ships were chock full of my crew, militia, and new off world troops. The extra week it had taken to get ready had allowed Susan and Quinntexxis enough time to process more of the new arrivals.

The new arrivals meant we had several new industries springing up in Stormblade Harbour, but the majority of the indentured who had come through to our market were of a more martial bent. Plenty of them were distrustful and unwilling to play ball for the time being, but roughly three thousand had agreed terms with the Shattered Storm. Two years' service in one of our military wings in exchange for their freedom.

This was a huge boon for the coming campaign. Most of these people were at or near Earth’s current level threshold of fifty. And for the most part, they weren’t warriors who had power-levelled low-tier classes either. None of them could match what I brought to the table, of course, even if they did have twenty or more levels on me. That was the benefit of very high aptitudes and starting with a high-tier class from the beginning. However, they were a rung or two above most of the Shattered Storm’s other fighters and hopefully, that would be the same for our enemies.

The newcomers formed an eclectic mix of species and classes, but there were a few trends that stood out. Elves were more popular than most, the species was favoured by those relying on ranged attacks and highly regarded by many magic users. Which was a second surprising trend. The general lack of magic-users. I expected there to be more sorcerers, mages, witches, and wizards.

This wasn’t just because they were in hot demand and the Dominarius Clan had already sold them on. Although it was true that talented mana-wielders did command a higher price due to their relative scarcity, and that contributed to why there were so few in my pens. No, a big part of it was that they were difficult for most people to level up without dying.

When they ran out of mana, offensive casters became next to useless. Archers rarely ran out of arrows. If a warrior’s weapon broke, they’d have another in their inventory keeping them in the fight and capable to defending themselves. Not so with a pure offensive caster.

Add to that, most fighty classes improved your Constitution which directly boosted Health. Caster classes didn’t tend to beef that up, especially low-tiered ones. And groups didn’t shield and protect offensive casters in the same manner as they did healers.

Therefore, those with high or low aptitudes rarely selected an offensive casting class right out of the gate or those that did usually died. Jackson had been fortunate to run into Shana and me. He would likely be dead today if he hadn’t and not just because he was partied with those two treacherous dipshits, Kelly and Carl. Even trustworthy competent groups would struggle to keep him alive if things went wrong.

The typical path was to level a martial class for your first thirty to fifty levels to round out your physical stats and give you backup skills and abilities and then shift sideways into a caster role. You’d never become one of the almighty Darkwyrlds casters following this regimen, but you’d be alive and for many that was a worthwhile compromise.

This hadn’t been something I’d thought about in great detail. Mainly because I wasn’t a caster. But once it had been highlighted by the new arrivals, it became something I couldn’t help but notice everywhere I looked. It was even confirmed in an exchange of information with Trisha in Saginaw. The Michigan State National Guard had discovered the same problem.

The early casualty rate for their casters was double that of other classes. They had to be levelled by partying them up with stronger groups so they could leech off the experience without getting heavily involved. This in turn had led to some bad blood because it was non-casters taking all the risks and doing the dying while the mages and wizards coasted in relative safety.

If the payoff for having the magically adept in your squad was more profound, that ill-feeling might have been lessened. But offensive casters weren’t extra useful. Most of their damage output could be matched by other classes or the use of items.

The long and the short of it was that most of my army were physical fighters and not casters. We still lacked enough proper healers to make me happy. Very few of them had been sent through and that was no surprise. Healers were at a premium everywhere in the Darkwyrlds. Everybody needed them, but few people really wanted to specialise in that field. You were mostly reliant on others for protection and that was not a situation most folks wanted to put themselves in.

The combined ship capacity was approximately two thousand when everyone was packed into every nook and cranny. After we established a base camp, Storm Raider would complete a couple of return trips to bring the remainder of the army.

We’d thought about using the refitted icebreaker tug to make a path for the transport ships the Shattered Storm had taken from the defeated Outlaw Nation gang. But using Storm Raider would be a little bit faster.

Instead, Susan put the tug to work breaking up the ice in a circle around the archipelago. We didn’t expect Reed to send another army, but there was no need to make things easy for him and there remained the risk of smaller saboteur groups.

Once we were underway and everything was settled in Navigation, I threaded my way through the cramped deck corridors and retired to my private chambers. One of the privileges of rank. I could relax with Shana for the few hours it would take us to reach Luca’s territory.

However, it wasn’t Shana sitting on the side of the bed who greeted me. It was Fang Mei. The pregnant shadowborn elf was unusually absent. The beautiful cambion woman’s fingers toyed nervously with the bottom of the battle skirt she wore, and she almost squeaked with surprise when she spotted me entering the room.

“Fang Mei” I opened the conversation with and deposited my chaos dragon gauntlets on one of the sideboards. “Drink?”

“No, thank you, Captain Carter,” she replied absently.

Something was clearly on her mind and my thoughts were brought back to the half-overheard conversation between her and Shana a few days ago. With the post-battle clean-up and preparations for invasion, I’d not had time to bring it up with either of them. My intuition told me that oversight was about to correct itself.

“Why so formal?” I grinned at her.

Fang Mei flashed me a rueful smile in return. “Nervous, I think, Torin.”

“This wouldn’t have anything to do with the secret squirrels you and Shana were discussing during the operation against Reed’s army?”

“Huh? Secret what?”

I came and sat down on the bed beside her. “It’s just how I refer to people talking confidentially, almost in code, because they know what they are referring to but nobody else does.”

“Oh, did Ana say something? Wait, no. Shana said she didn’t care. Did you overhear us in the corridor?”

Apparently, Anastasia was in on this too. I was beginning to wonder if I was the only one out of the loop.

“A little bit,” I admitted. “Enough to know that Shana is up to something. Probably related to drawing more ladies into the boudoir. I didn’t want to intrude, so I didn’t bring it up. She’s not pressuring you, is she? I’ve asked her not to do that, but Shana can get a bit overeager.”

“No, Torin. Nothing like that. Well, you’re right about what Shana wants. But she hasn’t been coercing me, the opposite, really. She received a quest from the Framework, one divinely boosted by the Shattered Goddess, the day after she found out she was pregnant.”

My brows furrowed with worry. I hadn’t expected the Shattered Goddess to be involved in whatever Shana had been orchestrating out of my sight. “What kind of quest?”

Seeing the shift in my body language, Fang Mei was quick to reassure me. “It’s not from the Shattered Goddess directly. Quinntexxis confirmed this is a standard Framework quest frequently given out to fledgling factions. It’s just been amped up a bit by the Shattered Goddess.”

That meant Quinntexxis and therefore Susan were in the know as well. “I’ll be having a word with Quinn about secrets, I think. What is the nature of this allegedly harmless quest?”

“Umm, it’s called ‘Scions of the Shattered Succession’. Shana can give you more details, but as I said it’s a slight variation on a standard Framework quest for new factions. Tasking the wife or wives of the faction leader to produce, umm, heirs for the throne. There is no gender requirement for the children, which I found refreshing.”

“They do like their alliteration,” I commented.

Fang Mei nodded. “It is very Anglo-centric, but perhaps that is because you are native English speakers. The quest name might be different if we were in China.” Her nose had scrunched cutely as she was distracted. Then she shrugged and the tentative smile returned to her lips. “There is a bit of experience for this quest, and, umm, the Shattered Storm’s influence will increase. Also, while the quest is active the, umm, there will be enhanced receptivity for participants.”

At least the quest was in the general wheelhouse of what I’d been expecting. Although the idea of more children didn’t displease me, the implication of interference by the Framework did put my nose out of joint a touch. And it sounded like the quest would be escalating my compatibility with my lovers. I’d have to keep an eye on that, but suspected it wouldn’t be easily quantifiable, not with the Shattered Goddess’ involvement.

“Quinn must have told you what difference the divine mark has made on the quest.”

“Yes, umm, the child will receive a reward gift as well as the mother, and, umm, it’s been extended somewhat…”

“How many?” I asked with an amused sigh.

“The quest doesn’t say. Part of the chaotic nature of the goddess in question. Quinn says it’s usually the first five children. Apart from it being more than that, we don’t know.”

“And that is why Shana is trying to rush you. She doesn’t know how many children the quest will cover and doesn’t want you to miss out.” I concluded.

Wrongly as it turned out.

“Not quite,” Fang Mei corrected me. “And she’s not pushing. Honestly, she isn’t. Shana is convinced the quest will cover a lot of children, and the lack of clarity is merely a way to leave it open. Maybe even permanently. It’s also why she doesn’t think she is the only one this has been offered to.”

As Fang Mei spoke, I recalled Shana mentioning Madame Silk during the snippet of conversation I overheard.

“Madame Silk?”

“Yes. Shana thinks, and Quinn agrees, that anybody with the influence or temperament to arrange suitable potential mates for you will have been offered the quest. Provided they are part of the faction, of course.

“Even though you’ve never visited her establishment, shortly after the quest was issued, Madame Silk started to petition Susan to open a, umm, private extension of her club in the Stormwarden’s Palace itself. Probably as a way to entice you to frequent and put some of her girls in your bed.”

“I don’t visit the club because I don’t need to. Shana knows this, I don’t see the need for secrecy. She could have just told me. I wouldn’t have stopped her from putting the kibosh on Madame Silk’s plan.”

Fang Mei flashed me an amused smile and the penny dropped.

“Shana hasn’t instructed Susan to deny the petition, has she?”

“No. It’s been granted. They’ve only delayed the opening until the current conflict is over.”

Of course. Shana would see this as an opportunity, not a challenge. That didn’t mean she didn’t want to make sure her closest friends were first in the queue, though.

I took Fang Mei’s hand in mine and stroked the side of her cheek with the other. “You still look a bit conflicted, though.” And she did. There was more than nervousness in Fang Mei’s hesitation. I was picking up a hint of reluctance through our bond. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. Don’t let the Darkwyrlds rush you into doing something you will regret.”

Fang Mei let out a half-laugh half-snort and edged her bum across the sheets so that we were sitting leg to leg. My arm automatically went around her back and she rested her head on my shoulder. “It’s the opposite,” she confessed. “Shana isn’t the only one who got a quest.”

I rubbed Fang Mei’s back with my hand and gave her a minute to compose herself. A tiny taste of the internal battle going on inside her pulsed through the bond. Wanton desire and deep concern warred with one another.

Eventually, I got the sensation that Fang Mei had come to a decision. She rose from the bed and straddled my lap; her hands ran through my hair and clasped behind my head. She leaned in, our lips met, and we kissed deeply.

When our lips parted, Fang Mei looked me dead in the eye. “Ever since I made level ten, I’ve been getting quest prompts. Archfiends offering me my wings in exchange for service or deeds committed in their name. I’ve rejected them all. I didn’t want to be beholden to anybody but you.”

I grinned happily at her and kissed her again.

After my interruption, she continued. “I must have cycled through them all as eventually I came to an offered quest that stated it was the last opportunity. If I denied it, then I could never get my wings. I should have just rejected it out of hand like all the others, but I just couldn’t. I hadn’t appreciated until that moment of finality. Just how badly I wanted those wings. To fly under my own power. I couldn’t discard it like the others.”

“Which Archfiend is it for? I’m sure between Quixbix and Quinn, they can tell us what they are like. We ought to be able to work something out. A way to get you those wings without leaving you at their mercy.”

“It’s not for any of the Archfiends. If it were, this wouldn’t even be a question. They are all awful in one way or another and I would have passed no matter my personal feelings. The quest would make me an Unaligned cambion who’d earned her wings.”

“Why the hesitation, then?”

“It’s what the quest expects of me. Babies. Lots of baby cambions. And it’s not that I didn’t want that with you,” she hastily added. “But the quest complicated matters. I didn’t want to have children for the wrong reasons. Reasons like wanting my wings and not the child. Like how my parents never wanted me, they wanted a son to carry on the family name. I was a shame and a burden to them.”

“Fang Mei, you are not that kind of person,” I assured her.

“You don’t know that, Torin. Nobody does. Not until they come face to face with a situation that puts them to the test. That’s why I’ve been putting things off with you. I didn’t want to discover that I was that kind of person. But we can no longer wait and as difficult and frightening a prospect, I had to know.”

“Well, what did you conclude?”

I knew the answer. I could feel it through the bond and Fang Mei just smiled and kissed me again. I stood up and flipped her around and launched us onto the bed. We had a couple of hours and there was no more time to waste.


Explicit Interlude 3.1

(This mini chapter contains explicit sexual content. If that’s not to your reading taste you can skip on to the next chapter without missing any story elements)

By the time we landed on the silk sheets, we were both naked. Clothing and armour were sent to the inventory with a thought.

Fang Mei’s warm body was pressed against mine. Our tongues twirled around one another, and my hands roved over her exposed flesh. Her dark red skin was as soft and pliant as any other. My cock was rigid and poked at her pelvis, slathering a trail of precum on her body.

However, I couldn’t get ahead of myself. There had been coy glances and a few stolen kisses between us over the past month, but very little dialogue with regard to the practical side of things.

“Is this your first time?” I asked, a little breathless.

“Yes,” she confessed with a cute grin. “With a man.”

That little revelation left me a bit poleaxed. “Uhhh,” I grunted in surprise. My hands even stopped kneading her body.

“Don’t stop!” Fang Mei giggled beneath me. “What? Did you think I was some timid, inexperienced virgin?”

“Honestly? Kinda. I didn’t think same-sex relationships were all that common in China.”

“They’re not. But I’m not talking about when I was in China. I was living on the streets there and trust was a big issue. Things have been different here, though.”

That was even more remarkable, and my expression must have communicated my surprise as Fang Mei continued.

“Shana and Mia have been showing me a few things. You’re not mad, are you? Shana said you wouldn’t be, but I wasn’t as sure.”

I wasn’t angry. It would be a bit hypocritical if I were. A little bit jealous maybe. I’d been planning on bedding Fang Mei from not long after we met and my lusty elf lover had beat me to the punch, so to speak. Mia too. The shocks kept on coming. Although I wasn’t surprised that Shana had proved to be a corrupting influence on the curvy herbalist. The pair of them were in for such a spanking later.

“When did this happen?”

“Usually during your meetings with Susan over city planning. Not often. Shana said she just wanted to show me a few things. It was mostly educational.” Fang Mei bit her lip cutely as she looked up at me. Worry clear on her face.

“Well then, we’d best find out exactly how much you’ve learned,” I said, while my hand found her wet vulva and stroked it to life vigorously.

I could share with the rest of the harem, but it wouldn’t do to be outdone on the lovemaking front. There was only room for one top dog.

Fang Mei gasped at the unexpected attention and arched her back, thrusting her breasts into the air. The areola of her breasts were such a deep crimson they were almost black. None of the green patterning that traced the rest of her body was part of the organ. Her small nipples were like bullets that pointed into the air and begged to be sucked. An act I was more than willing to indulge in.

My mouth engulfed her breast. Formed a seal and suctioned for all I was worth. Meanwhile, my fingers had slipped inside Fang Mei’s wet channel and found the little rough patch, which was not so little, of her G-spot and flicked, rubbed, and scratched her into a frothing mess.

“Yes! Yes! Yes! Hao Ya! Hao Ya!” Fang Mei slipped into Chinese as my attentions sent her over the edge.

One hand grabbed the back of my head and pulled on my hair, the other, slapped the mattress with gusto as she struggled and squirmed underneath me. The squealing and cumming went on for a bit until I finally relented and let the cambion settle back down and I rolled off her. A small wet patch of Fang Mei’s juices had formed where we’d been lying so I lifted her up and waddled deeper into the bedding.

“I thought I was supposed to be showing you what I’d learned,” she whispered, her fingers tracing and fondling my chest. Her lips moved in to nibble at my pecs, inflaming my libido. Not that any stoking was truly needed.

“You will. But you needed to be reminded just who you belonged to.”

Fang Mei smiled up at me bashfully. “That was never up for debate.”

She pulled herself out of my grasp and knelt on the bed in front of me. “Stand up,” she requested. “I have a surprise for you.”

I leaned in and kissed her on the mouth very quickly and then jumped up. Rod bobbing in the air. Fang Mei rested her hands on my thighs and pushed me back against the headboard and shuffled up to take the space I’d evacuated. The headboard was quite thick, enough that I could rest my glutes on it comfortably.

Fang Mei sat up on her knees in front of me and gripped the base of my cock with one hand and fondled my testicles with the other.

“That feels good. You have a strong grip.”

The cambion smiled happily. She was a smidge taller than Shana and didn’t need to angle my dick downward before her plump red lips engulfed the head and sucked on my helmet lovingly. It was my turn to get the suction treatment.

I closed my eyes and let her work on my rod as her mouth inched further and further down. Her lips and tongue worked the shaft in an incredibly pleasurable manner.

Then my peepers sprang back open as a new sensation rippled through me. Fang Mei’s lips were slowly receding back up my shaft, but it was still gripped tightly and being massaged and not by her hand. Her slightly forked tongue was wrapped around the top eight inches of my cock, easing side-to-side gently, while her mouth worked me up and down.

The dual-action was mind-blowing, and it didn’t take too long for the aching flex to pulse at the base of my cock.

“I’m going to cum,” I announced authoritatively and gripped hold of the two small horns that poked through her thick, lustrous, black hair. “And you are going to swallow every drop.”

Fang Mei’s eyes flashed with joy and the double action of her bobbing head and oscillating forked tongue increased. She didn’t have to wait long before the sticky pulses of my pearly cum were emptied into her greedy little mouth. My cock jerked powerfully, but her tongue was not dislodged. The head bobbing ceased as she concentrated on swallowing and the sound of her gulps joined my orgasmic grunts.

Once the pumping reflex of my orgasm faded away, Fang Mei went back to work, slowly licking and teasing my length.

As much fun as the last half hour had been, fellatio and fingering were not the ultimate expression of what Fang Mei and I wanted to achieve today. Fertilising the red-hot cambion worshipping my cock was the point. Just as well my tank was functionally bottomless. You’ve got to love magic-enhanced regenerative capabilities. My balls would never run dry of spunk.

My hands still held Fang Mei by the horns, so I tugged them up gently, letting her know that she should rise. She stood up gracefully, wrapped her arms around my waist and pressed her heaving bosom into my chest.

“Time to breed you,” I practically growled and lifted her from the hip and spun us both around. Switching our positions relative to the ship’s back wall.

Her eyes lit up with unabashed carnal joy.

“Oh, fuck, yes. I’ve never wanted anything more.”

Our mutual desires were zinging through the bond we shared, playing off, complementing, and boosting them to new heights. It wasn’t like this every time, but there was definitely something special when I mutually started down this path with one of my Soulbound.

I slammed Fang Mei back into the wall, she spread her legs and wrapped them around my waist. With one hand firmly cupping her ass, the other guided my dick into her moist pussy. It was engulfed in the inviting warmth to the hilt in a single forceful thrust.

“Aiiii” Fang Mei cried with lust in harmony with my equally loquacious bellowed grunt.

My hips thrust forward piston-like, vigorously pounding the red petals of my lover. Fang Mei leaned her head forward and nibbled on my ear, biting down hard, drawing blood. “Harder,” she urged. “I’m no fragile porcelain doll. Fuck me like the demon I am. Like the demon you are.”

This was a side of her I’d never seen before, but I liked it. I pulled my head back and rammed my mouth against hers, forcing the back of her head against the Cimmeric crystal wall and claiming her mouth for myself. Her hands scratched down my back with such strength there had to be marks left behind.

My teeth lightly bit into her lower lip and pulled back enough to leave a mark of their own. My thrusting action slowed but each pleasurable plunge ratcheted up with ferocity. The mattress underneath squeaked in protest and the headboard on the bed cracked from the repeated blows of Fang Mei’s body and my knees.

Fang Mei held on desperately to me and I gripped onto some bolted rings above the bed to give her every inch of what she desired.

But all good things must come to an end. Also, in the back of my mind, I was fairly certain the bed wouldn’t be able to take too much more.

“Get ready” I barked.

Fang Mei slipped her hand between our slick, sweat-soaked bellies and frantically rubbed her clit. The walls of her vagina clenched in orgasm and gripped my rod with uncommon fervour, unwilling to release it. I probably could have pulled out, but I didn’t want to. Instead, I slammed forward one last time and unleashed the gouts and gouts of cum deep inside the heavy-breathing demoness who clung to me.

We stood on the bed interlocked for several minutes kissing and gazing into one another’s eyes. My member still inserted as deeply as it would go. Fang Mei wouldn’t get pregnant from this single sex-session, but her fertile receptivity score had improved by ten points. Which was roughly ten times faster than normal.

She played with my hair and hummed a melody I didn’t recognise. Pulses of warm contentment flooded through our bond.

“Fancy another go?”

Her answering grin was all the encouragement I needed.

Unfortunately, before we could get started on round two, a ship announcement rang through the chamber.

“All hands, action stations!” LT’s voice rang out. “We’re under attack.”

Anastasia’s voice followed that surprising announcement. “Torin, you need to get your ass up here. This is serious.”


Chapter 21

I held Fang Mei in my arms as we came down from the mutual bliss of our lovemaking.

“Fancy another go?” I asked.

We had a few more hours before we arrived at our destination.

“All hands, action stations!” LT’s voice rang out over the crystal intercom. “We’re under attack.”

Anastasia’s voice followed that surprising announcement. “Torin, you need to get your ass up here. This is serious.”

“Rain check?”

“Does checking the rain mean we get to do this again later?” Fang Mei asked a little confused at my word choice.

“It sure does.” I grinned back at her.

She nodded and I let go of her. We dressed quickly and rushed up to Navigation fending off multiple questions from the crew and soldiers. Unusual sounds reverberated through the hull. It was like nothing we’d heard before and I could feel the gentle sway of momentum that indicated we’d sped up considerably.

“What’s the situation?” I barked the second I crossed the threshold and entered what had effectively become the Bridge of the ship.

“We’re under attack, Cap,” LT answered.

My attention flicked to the big view screen that showed the outside. Marena’s Mercy and Storm Raider were powering through the depths at a rapid pace. Much faster and we’d start to burn through an unacceptable volume of Ana’s stored-up energy. Both ships had dozens of monstrous figures clinging to their hulls. Bulky humanoids of an amphibian nature, coming in a mixture of dark, warty green hues. Their taloned hands scraped along the hull and left visible marks. A sure sign that they were inflicting durability damage to the ship.

Trailing behind the two fleeing ships was a swarm of more of the blasted things. They seemed to be of variable sizes. Thankfully, at first glance, most of them didn’t appear to be as large as those that were already attacking the ships. Those ones had to be eight feet tall and weighed close to five hundred pounds. The bad news was that apart from the smaller stragglers, they didn’t seem to have any trouble keeping up with us. If anything, the creatures were gaining on the ships.

<Marine Abominations!> Quixbix shouted in shock, his voice projected into the room through my spyglass that was installed in the Navigation Hub. <This has to be the work of Sholmdir. How did he create so many? I’m sorry, Torin. I’ve no idea how this could be possible.>

Quixbix’s surprise spoke volumes about how much trouble we could be in. It didn’t help my blood pressure that I knew a thing or two about abominations. Research into the likely Archfiend patron of the Hellhounds had been pertinent before our recent encounter that had seriously shafted them and largely removed them from the board.

Abominations were strong entities that the champions of Archfiends and Gods could summon or create on a target world. Usually, they were full-grown servants of these powerful beings whose own power was commensurate with that of their benefactor. Much too strong to be on Earth and they were supposed to be rare as hen’s teeth. Extremely difficult and costly to summon out of the divine demesnes and realms of the Archfiends.

Far more difficult than the charybdic whirlpool the Hellhounds had tried to swallow Marena’s Mercy with.

“Where did they come from? Did somebody open another portal?”

“I don’t know,” Anastasia snapped in response to my question.

Her head subconsciously veered to the left and downward as she guided the ship in that direction taking us deeper.

“The fuckers came out of nowhere. We barely had a chance to notice their approach on the aquatic scanners before the vanguard was on us. They are cutting through my hull. The ship can’t take too much more of this before we suffer breaches.”

There was an edge of panic in Anastasia’s voice, and she aimed the ship for the bottom of the lake, turning at the last moment to scrape the side of the ship which had the most abominations who clung like limpets into the lakebed. The manoeuvre had a measure of success and maybe half the monsters that had been gripping the ship on that side were dislodged and left raging in the disturbed silt and seaweed. She pulled the ship up and then back down to do the same for the other side.

On the big screen, I could see that Kristoff had already started to replicate the move on Storm Raider.

However, although we now had fewer abominations carving through the hull, it had given the chasing pack, which the scanners confirmed was over one thousand strong, the opportunity to close the gap between us.

Fang Mei and Shana looked over at me and gulped. They’d both read the same books I had on the subject and knew how bad this could be. There had to be hope, though. If these were true abominations, they would have sunk Marena’s Mercy already and would be feasting on our desecrated corpses at the bottom of the lake. Before I could relay that questionable morale-boosting opinion the world slowed down.

Quixbix had activated our private action mode.

<Torin you’ve been given a Divine Quest.>

For once, this was a relief. The Shattered Goddess might be mercurial in nature but right now we were in dire need of a helping hand. These abominations might not be the world-ending creatures I’d read about, but the damage they could do, and their numbers would be enough to end us regardless.

“Let’s see it Quixbix.”

*** Purging the Mark (This quest falls outside the regular Framework parameters and therefore cannot be graded.)

You have operated under the mark of Sholmdir’s Wrath for long enough. Too long. Today that ends. One way or another. The pantheon of the Gods demands it. The existence of the mark on such a young planet is a rule-breaking calamity that weakens and saps the very heavens themselves. It must go.

The other gods don’t care that Sholmdir is the one who is responsible for this calamity. He’s a god himself and that bunch aren’t renowned for holding themselves accountable for their own clusterfucks. Or doing what the Admins tell them to for that matter. They decided giving the abominations a helping hand and hastening your annihilation would be the most pragmatic approach. No more Torin Carter, no more wrath mark on a shrouded world. It is unfortunately, impeccable logic.

Luckily, the Shattered Goddess refused to play ball. (Well, to be honest, she kept changing her mind and I just waited until the right moment to step in and act.)

That means your friendly neighbourhood Dean gets to intervene and save the fucking day. Hey, writing quests is kind of fun. I should do this more often.

Of course, I can do this whenever I like. I’m the fucking Head Administrator! Whatshisface can bog off. If he’d been doing his job properly in the first place, I wouldn’t have had to step up, now would I?

What do you mean I’m putting all of this in the quest description? Only a complete noob who didn’t know what he was doing would do something that lame. No, I will not stop talking. You can’t henpeck me, Violet.

Oh, wait, I see what you mean. How do I delete all this?

This is going out live! Whose stupid idea was that?

It was not my fucking idea, and I certainly didn’t select it as an option. I’m surrounded by liars and incompetents trying to sabotage me and make me look like a fool.

Don’t you dare say I don’t need help with that.

Yes, you were about to say it. I could see it on your judgy face.

…

…

…

Torin, this is Violet. You have my sincere apologies for, well, for the above. The quest notification will be strictly professional from here on.

The mark along with the cooperation of the pantheon has allowed Sholmdir a great deal of latitude to act beyond what should be allowed. However, circumventing the shroud protections and birthing over a thousand, albeit weakened, abominations is not without consequences. The pantheon is no longer willing to bear the burden of the cost and Sholmdir cannot meet it alone. They have chosen to act against you to resolve the situation.

Their final solution is one last injection of divine might, that will surely result in your elimination. In an effort to avoid this unfair outcome, we have linked the mark directly to Hector’s lifeforce. You must find and slay Sholmdir’s current champion, Hector Guberschmidt, before the power boost fully circumvents the deadening effect of the global shroud. Doing so will remove the mark permanently and satisfy the pantheon’s demands. Albeit not in the manner they intended.

Hector is ensconced within the swarm, and you do not have long before the abominations become strong enough to overpower you.

Success: Hector Guberschmidt is slain.

Rewards: The death of Hector will remove the mark of wrath from you and throw the abominations into disarray. Additionally, without the protection afforded them by a living sire, the incoming divine might will overwhelm the fledgling abominations. It will either kill them outright or cripple them permanently.

Chaos Dragonscale Breeches.

A Divine Dilemma.

Our apologies, but we can grant no XP for this quest due to its jury-rigged nature. The breeches are a gift from the Shattered Goddess as is the dilemma. You do not need to be concerned, Torin. The dilemma is a quest reward, the only downside to this choice is you can only choose one of the options.

If it makes you feel any better, the backlash felt by the divinities will be intense and debilitating should you be successful. They will be in no condition to interfere for many years, possibly decades. This really is an all-or-nothing proposition.

Failure: Hector lives. The abominations overwhelm and kill you and your crew. With the sole exception of Shana. Hector will spare her, but she will wish he hadn’t. Don’t fail, Torin. ***

“Not exactly a cheery update. Find and kill Hector or every other God in the Darkwyrlds pantheon is going to gang up and kill me.”

<At least, you know a bit about the nasty little creep. I’ve never heard of a champion directly siring abominations before. Summoning or constructing them, sure. But never fathering them.>

That was true. After Tramadachius had name-dropped Victor’s son I’d put the feelers out for any information about him.

Trisha, of course, had come through for us. Even with all the chaos that was going on in Saginaw, she hadn’t forgotten the name of Shana’s stepbrother so when he came up as a person of interest in a series of gruesome crimes, that data had been sent back to me. We’d spared Shana some of the gory details.

They had very recently recovered Hector’s journal. It had been something hidden by Governor Reynolds which had come to light now that he was out of the picture. The contents of this journal were quite frankly deeply disturbing. But the incoherent rambling now made more sense after the quest filled in some of the blanks.

Now we knew where Hector was and what his intentions were. The situation was dire but there was a path forward. It just meant doing something every instinct I held told me to avoid at all costs.

Use Shana as bait.

***

Time sped back up to normal speed.

“Can’t we just outrun them?” Jackson suggested to the assembled bridge crew.

“That won’t help,” I said. “Just had a quest incoming. Long story short, these things are only going to get stronger and won’t stop coming unless we take out their leader.”

I left out the part that we were pretty much fucked if we didn’t manage to achieve that end.

“Besides, my reserves are still low after the charybdic portal incident. If things go on for too long, I’ll be tapped out,” Anastasia added.

“Which means we need to draw him out, and for that, we’ll need to change the battlefield. Ana once you’re done scraping as many of them off the hull as possible, prepare to take us up. We’re going to torpedo the ice, launch through the gap and land out onto the ice sheet. Let Kristoff know to follow and aim for the other side. We need a bit of a gap so that we can get the cannons targeting these things as they chase us.

“LT get the troops ready. Once we’re up we need to repel the abominations already attached to the ship and they are hardy bastards. Shana, Fang Mei, come with me, I need to talk to you both. Ana, listen in, this concerns you too.”

“I’m warping again, aren’t I” Fang Mei sighed as I led the pair of to a more secluded corner.

“Not this time, I think. I have something different planned. Okay, here is what is going to happen.”

By the time I finished outlining what had to happen, the torpedoes were in the water and Marena’s Mercy was ascending in their rippled wake.

The ship was so close, it rocked ever so slightly in the shockwaves that came from the detonated ice sheet. We barely had a chance to see if we had been successful before Marena’s Mercy breached the surface at pace. Anastasia had angled our ascent so that our velocity shot the ship out of the water at a forty-five-degree angle. Consequently, much of our momentum went into carrying the vessel as much along the horizontal axis and not only vertically.

Marena’s Mercy cleared the destruction of the ice by maybe twenty metres. At the same instant, Anastasia retracted and redeployed the sails in record time to create makeshift wings that provided us with a bit of glide. The fully laden ship was still very heavy, and her efforts only managed to soften our landing slightly. The hull connected with the ice, which cracked, and the ship slid a few more metres before she came to rest.

Knowing what was coming, we’d braced ourselves for the landing. The crew looked at one another warily and just as they relaxed, the ship lurched as the cracked ice it lay on gave way under the weight and we dropped more than a metre back into the water.

“Ana, use what energy you must, but drag us back onto the unbroken ice. We don’t want those things targeting the hull from beneath.”

“Aye, Captain,” she responded and closed her eyes in concentration and the ship shifted again.

Up on the monitor, Storm Raider launched through the gap in the ice as we had but in the opposite direction as I’d commanded Kristoff. They didn’t seem to have as many of the abominations crawling over them. Which made sense. I was Sholmdir’s target and Shana was the object of Hector’s desire. We were both on this ship, not Storm Raider.

My hand slapped down onto the Navigation Hub. “Cannon crews, weapons free. Hit those fish-fuckers with everything you’ve got. The rest of the crew prepare to repel boarders.” Turning to my three ladies in the cabin I said. “Shall we?”

Shana looked nervy but resolute. Fang Mei, calm and stoic. Ana, well, Ana was bright-eyed and eager. “The dreadant is ready for carnage and so am I,” she crowed and led us from the Bridge and into the adjoining corridor. The doors to the outer deck were already open and the sound of combat both near and far rang loud in my ears.

“Don’t let your bloodlust override the plan, Ana. You need to stick by my side. You’ll have to live vicariously through the dreadant golem.”

Anastasia rolled her eyes but nodded in assent. “You and your stupid bloody plans,” she muttered.

A few seconds later and we were out in the low winter sun and battle was met.


Chapter 22

The deck was filled with men, women, and monsters battling one another. Ana hadn’t been able to scrape all the abominations from the hull and once the submersible sails had retracted, they were free to get onto the deck area. But LT and my elite squads had been in place to meet them. A mixture of the best of the crew and the highest levelled of the off-world newcomers.

The abominations were more than troublesome. I saw one take a great axe to the head. Its scalp opened, skull chipped, and blackish blood spurted from the grievous wound. It merely snarled, backhanded its attacker away and slapped the flap of skin back into place. The damage began healing almost immediately.

<An unnaturally high level of regeneration is the first sign of Divine Might. It’s necessary for recipients to survive the bestowment, even with it being funnelled through their sire. It is finite, but the crew will likely have to ‘kill’ them three or four times before it’s fully expended. The shroud is inhibiting the process but there really is no time to waste.>

For the moment, we heavily outnumbered the abominations on the ship and that gave us the advantage. However, more would be coming, and they would get increasingly stronger the longer the battle lasted.

“Ladies, best you change before we head out there,” I told them.

“For the record, I still think this plan is stupid,” Anastasia grumbled but dutifully handed me her leash.

Shana and Fang Mei did the same.

I couldn’t help myself and despite the situation had to pause for a heartbeat to take in the glorious view.

All three women were now dressed solely in leather bikini armour and thongs that did nothing to hide their exposed flesh. Each woman had placed a regular leather dog collar around their neck with a clipped-on chain several metres long.

Anastasia scowled at my brief ogle. “This stuff was supposed to be for playtime back in the palace. Nor for practical use. Well, for you lot, I wouldn’t have been involved, of course.”

“What are you moaning about, Ana?” Fang Mei quipped back a little crossly. “Shana and I are the ones taking the biggest risk here. You will just end up back in the dungeon if things go wrong.”

“Nothing will go wrong,” I assured the trio. “Hector is obsessed with Shana. His creatures will be under strict orders not to harm her, so stay close to one another. The armour is not as good as what you would normally wear but it’s not worthless either.”

This was true. Although the getups had been meant for sexy fun, they were proper genuine pieces of armour. Each piece had a modified red jasper amulet in the lining to extend the armour’s protection to most of their exposed flesh. They would not be going out into the battle unarmoured.

The plan was a simple one really. Hector’s journal had declared at great length and detail his belief that I was some sort of monstrous rapist who repeatedly defiled his beloved. If we were going to draw the fiend out, we would need to enrage him first. I hoped by playing up to his delusions that Shana was being held against her will would do the trick.

Ana rattled her leash’s chain for effect. “I still don’t see why it has to be all three of us. It’s Shana he’s obsessed over.”

“He might know about the rest of you. It will be more convincing this way.”

“And not because you’re a big perv with a slave-princess kink?” she sassed at me.

“Who doesn’t?”

Ana was unimpressed by my glib response. “If it gets in my way, then I’m unclipping it.”

“Of course, it’s all for show.”

There was an ebb in the battle outside. Most of the abominations had been bundled off the ship back onto the ice. The crew were under strict orders not to follow them. The last thing we needed was any of our people in the freezing waters if the ice gave way unexpectedly.

“Here we go.”

The four of us stepped out of the doorway.

Jackson was right behind us with his squads. “I’ll watch your backs,” he promised.

I tugged on the ladies’ leashes. Just for the spectacle, of course.

Mostly.

Hector might be able to observe us from afar. I was almost counting on it. We clambered up onto the poop deck where he would get more visibility.

“Make way,” I commanded to the troops already up there and they either vaulted over the railing down to the main deck or crowded at the aft taffrail.

Once the space was clear, Ana summoned a platform from the deck with us upon it, giving us even greater elevation and noticeability. To top off the effect, she forged a throne from the Cimmeric Crystal for me to sit astride and observe the conflict. Ana and Fang Mei knelt on either side of the throne, while Shana sat on my thigh, her waist gripped firmly by me. She did her best to appear disgusted and not happy about the situation.

My piercing gaze took in the icy landscape. Abominations were pouring out of the hole in the ice that we’d made. Most of them were charging towards Marena’s Mercy, though Storm Raider was not being entirely spared. Which was just as well, the abominations which had clung to that ship had been forewarned of the lakebed scouring move and fewer had been dislodged. They had soldiers out on the deck fighting off the menace that attacked them and it seemed to be under control.

I couldn’t help but spot a couple of unmoving bodies, either on the ice or hanging from Storm Raider’s rigging, which were not amphibious green. Nobody I recognised, not from this distance. We’d fared a bit better on Marena’s Mercy but doubtless, there had been a few casualties here too.

There was no obvious sign of Hector. He had to be in the mass somewhere and I couldn’t allow the dark green swarm rapidly approaching the ship to get too close. Not with the numbers they possessed, they would simply overwhelm us. The cannons were firing, and the blasts sent clutches of the enemy flying, their black ichor-like blood staining the ice and snow. But there were too many of them, and before long they’d be too close for the Hellstrike Cannon to be effective, and we’d be relying on the less powerful Splinter Cannon emplacements.

My finger pointed to the front of the abominable legion as they ran towards us, and I cast Summon Rift Beast on random. A Steeltailed Razorhound wouldn’t be enough in our current situation.

*** -300 mana points ***

*** Cooldown of 9 days applied to spell Summon Rift Beast ***

*** Crab-clawed Primate summoned and added to your list of known summons. ***

*** Your control check was partially successful. The Crab-clawed Primate will not obey your direct commands, but it has acknowledged your rights as the summoner and will not act against you or your allies. ***

*** ‘Muted Ride Along’ feature has been activated ***

*** The Crab-clawed Primate’s current attitude is hungry and aggressive. ***

The rift beast materialised in front of the charging horde in a cloud of orange and purple smoke that crackled and sparked with electricity.

Before the summoning material could dissipate, a gigantic grey claw darted out and pincered an abomination with ease, drawing it back into the dense colourful cloud. The snatched beast screamed and croaked in pain.

The gurgled cries broke off suddenly and a headless green corpse was flung from the dissipating smoke.

Revealed from within was something that resembled King Kong. The beast had to be twenty metres tall at the shoulder. The same height as the ships and it was made of grey-furred muscle. The major difference to the giant Hollywood ape was that instead of leaning on a pair of mighty fists it had two enormous crab claws. The mouth of the creature was also different. The Simian jaw was replaced by a set of distended crustacean mandibles that were currently crunching on the head of an abomination.

The gods had interfered with my attempts to analyse the abominations. All I got back was rows of redacted data, but they couldn’t do the same for my summoned beast.

Crab-clawed Primate

Grade: A Level: 20

HP: 23,920

Threat: Very High

XP Value: 243,000

Mob Description: Crab-clawed Primates are simple creatures. They are always hungry and spend their days hunting for things which they can consume. The heads are the part they like best, but they will eventually consume the entirety of their prey.

They are strong and the paws of their hind legs are surprisingly dextrous to make up for the lack of opposable thumbs at the end of their arms. Their claws have incredible crushing power as you would expect, but it can make moving around difficult.

The ape roared with gusto and the charging abominations scattered away from it. The beast reared up on its hind paws and stood upright. The primate’s two claws flashed out with frightening speed and snatched up a couple of victims which it happily shoved into its maw to feast upon.

“That thing is on our side, right?” Anastasia asked her face wrinkled in a disgusted grimace at the display.

“Not precisely,” I admitted. “But it won’t come after us, which leaves only our enemies for it to target.”

It also meant I had a second pattern in my repertoire to summon when needed. The primate was a higher grade than the razorhound I summoned but had fewer levels. Ultimately, that put them on an almost equal footing in terms of power.

However, because my original razorhound was killed by Tramadachius, there had been no guarantee I’d have summoned a second of equal level. My reasoning had been that if I were rolling the dice anyway, I ought to get as much out of the risk as possible.

The Crab-clawed Primate would prove to be an effective roadblock, but it couldn’t stop everything coming our way. Those on the edges of the abominable swarm went wider and ran around the snapping claws of the hungry monster. The abominations in the centre or those just plain angrier attacked the rift beast and tore at it with their talons.

Our cannon crews did their best to keep the skirting groups away. Several of the green monsters became smears on the ice in the process but after a couple of minutes, the creatures which already surrounded Marena’s Mercy were joined by dozens more. Worse, I could see from my vantage point that no matter how grievous the injury, the abominations were recovering. That included the ones that the primate had bitten the heads from.

I supposed we should be grateful they weren’t regenerating into multiple copies of the monsters. The regeneration was centred on the largest surviving body part.

“Where the fuck is Hector?” I seethed to myself.

Thus far, there had been no evidence from the mobs attacking us that he was among them. LT and Jackson had already rotated our fighters at the rails several times and the primate had started to move from its initial spot searching for more fishy treats.

“I feared this might happen. For all of Hector’s bluster, he was a born coward. We need to step things up,” Shana whispered. “Torin, you need to get rough and blame me for what’s happening. Ana, broadcast what we’re saying using the ship. We must draw him out.”

We didn’t have much choice, so I pulled on her chain roughly and cuffed her with the back of my hand across the face. Hard enough to make it look good, but not nearly with the kind of strength required to do any real harm. It was time to utilise my Public Speaking skill and put on a performance for an audience of one.

***

Hector Guberschmidt

Hector grinned with delight. His amazing, fantastic plan was coming to fruition. His children had crawled up onto the ice while he waited beneath. Observing events through a magical viewing device he’d been awarded for murdering a Greater Fomorian who dared to defy him the day before.

The viewer reminded him of a child’s kaleidoscope, and it was linked to several diadems that some of his more slippery children wore on their brows. It allowed him to see and hear through those who wore them if he channelled mana into the viewer.

Very useful for this situation.

It allowed Hector to remain safe under the waterline with a royal bodyguard made up of some of his most accomplished spawn.

The arrival of that giant ape-thing had been mildly worrying. Although the beast’s claws were whip-fast, it wasn’t very mobile, especially on the ice. It waddled amusingly as it moved, reluctant to lean too heavily on its massive claws. Annoyingly, too many of his bloodthirsty children seemed determined to engage in battle with the ape rather than follow orders and destroy Carter’s ship and crew.

He’d already reassigned half of his guard to undermine the ice sheet it waddled around on and the poor abominations it had torn the heads from were already recovering. Once it fell into the lake and was lost under the ice, therefore out of sight, his spawn ought to recall their purpose and resume their attack on Carter.

Everything was falling into his lap, just as it should. Sholmdir be damned.

Even now, the lying godling whispered in Hector’s mind and attempted to take credit for his successes. Some nonsense about empowering Hector’s children. The abominations were devastatingly effective because they sprang from his glorious seed, not because of some petty deity’s attention.

Sholmdir was truly delusional if he expected Hector to fall for that obvious deceit and be grateful for it.

A fresh wave of his children arrived at the outskirts of the black-hulled vessel Torin Carter lorded from. The arrogant fool had built himself a throne. It was a shame his children couldn’t fly and snatch his beloved from the clutches of that monster right away. He paraded her around like a bauble to be displayed. Hector would never do such a thing. He appreciated that a beauty such as hers should be reserved solely for the singular man worthy of her love.

Hector.

Once this foul miscreant was dealt with, and it should not be too much longer, then Shana would be hidden away from the world somewhere safe and secure.

It truly pained him not to act directly, but he had his beloved to think of. If Hector took to the field directly, that unconscionable thug Carter might do something…precipitous. He could never put his beloved in danger like that. Once his spawn had cleared the way and subdued the enemy then he would act.

Until then, there was cannon fire and that ape monster to worry about.

He would be no of no use to his beloved if he got himself killed.

The two other chained women at Carter’s feet cringed in fear and disgust. Perhaps he should consider taking the pair on as his concubines now that death by impregnation was no longer a worry. Surely his beloved would appreciate a magnanimous gesture like that. Saving the other women that toiled as slaves under Carter’s whip and blessing them with a bit of his love and attention.

But he hadn’t ordered his children to spare any but his beloved.

Too late to change that now. He’d pick up a couple of others that looked like them, that would do. Shana wouldn’t mind, she’d barely notice the difference once she was swept up in their marital bliss.

Hector’s musing was interrupted as Carter stood from his throne and dragged a fearful Shana in closer to him by that wretched collar she was kept in, and then he cracked the poor girl across the face with the back of his hand. A hideous sneer of contempt on his face.

The sheer violence of his hand against her precious cheekbone was so intense the sound of the smack reverberated loud and clear, carrying to the closest diadem-wearing abomination. Hector shot backwards through the water at the shock and burst above the water line. His honour guard eagerly swam up with him. Their feral desire to get involved in the mayhem gleamed in their wide-mouthed grins of hatred.

“That beast!” Hector gurgled and spat out the mouthful of lake water, clearing his gills.

“This is all your fault, girl!” Carter roared in anger. “These things are here because of you. My ships are grounded and useless because of the calamity you’ve brought upon me. The ammunition is almost exhausted, and I can’t control that monster. It won’t be long before these abominations overwhelm the last of our defences.”

Shana cowered away from the irate, blue-tattooed man. “Please, Master, no. Don’t hurt me. Not again. I’ve been nothing but a dutiful slave. I will be good, I promise.”

It pained Hector no end to see his beloved in such a dreadful position. Tears streamed down her face. But she wouldn’t have long to wait for rescue.

“Your pleas mean nothing to me,” Carter spat. He grabbed Shana by the hair and forced her to bend over backwards on his pathetic throne. “If I am to lose everything to such a worthy opponent, I will have my revenge first. If Hector wants your heart so badly, then I will carve it from your breast and present it to him as a gift.”

Carter snapped his fingers and the red-skinned woman jumped to her feet and handed him a dagger that had been tucked into her thong string.

“No!” Shana cried in despair and fear. “Hector! Save me! I beg you, please. You’re my only hope.”

Carter cracked her across the face again to silence her.

“I’m going to take my time and enjoy this,” he growled and pricked the point of the dagger into Shana’s pristine flesh. She squirmed and squealed in torment. Thrashing to and for in an attempt to save her life, but the beast was too strong for her. Just as he had been in the horrific visions Sholmdir had sent Hector before.

“Men, make sure I’m not interrupted.”

Cold fury filled Hector’s mind in a manner he’d never experienced before. He was so close to getting everything he’d ever wanted, and it was about to be snatched away.

Again.

This. Could. Not. Be. Allowed. To. Happen.

And for perhaps the first time in his entire life, Hector was not afraid.

But still, he hesitated. There was a nagging doubt at the back of his mind that held him back. Something was a little off, but he couldn’t place what exactly.

“Yesss, my ssslaavvee. Wait. Power isss coming. Patienccce. Lisssten to me,” Sholmdir’s voice slithered into Hector’s mind once more and caused him to shudder.

No.

There would be no more waiting. If the lying Sholmdir wanted him to wait, then there was a greater prize to be claimed that he sought to deny Hector. The nagging doubts were ruthlessly purged. He would not be denied what was rightfully his any longer.

“With me!” he screamed and with a single pump of his powerful webbed feet, launched himself from the water and out onto the ice. He charged for the ship the very moment those webbed feet hit the ice sheet. His honour guard of four, the first of his spawn to be birthed, sprang from the depths, landed ahead of him, and eagerly led the way.

They would open a path and Hector would get what he deserved, what he had earned. He could feel it in his gills.


Chapter 23

“Okay, you’ve definitely got his attention,” Anastasia drawled from her position sitting at the base of the throne. “I’ve stopped transmitting what you’re saying. We have five bogeys coming in hot.”

I nodded in understanding and was quite thankful. I’d been letting my skill nudge me as to what was the best direction to take. To mould my performance into one that would get the desired reaction from Hector. But I’d escalated about as far as I could go without literally carving into Shana’s chest. There had been a few askance looks from the soldiers below who could see and hear what we were up to. Mostly from the new arrivals that didn’t know me so well. Explaining the plan hadn’t been something we had time for.

I stroked Shana’s cheek, and she kissed the back of my hand. “You need to stay in position for a little longer,” I whispered to her. “Until he gets too close to turn back.”

My eyes flicked out to the scene on the ice. The cannons were doing their job dispersing the approaching abominations who had circumvented the lumbering Crab-clawed primate. Hector and the four abominations with him, who topped Danny in size, had already skirted around the ape. They practically flew across the ice they were so fast. Shana wouldn’t have to stay in her uncomfortable position for long.

Hector himself was easily distinguished from the abominations around him. He was an impressive six and half feet in height and probably weighed close to three hundred pounds, but still didn’t have the hulk-like physique they possessed. That and he was the only one of them wearing any armour or items. The armour was fashioned from different-coloured corals, and I suspected it had been looted from a Fomorian habitat.

“His escort is going to be troublesome. They look more mature than most of the others and I can sense the Divine Might building in them.”

“Can we change into our proper armour, then?” Ana asked me.

“Yeah, may as well. They look pissed and incredibly eager. I don’t think we have to worry about them changing their minds.”

Shana rolled off the throne acrobatically and came to a stand hidden from view behind it, her black hair whipped through the air. The bikini thong combo was gone for the time being and her regular dark leather ensemble took its place. “Let’s whittle them down some,” she announced and loosed an arrow at the head of the leading abomination.

The arrow embedded itself in the flesh above the eyebrow but didn’t penetrate very deeply and the creature swatted it away almost absently.

“Damn, that thing’s scaly hide is tough,” Shana breathed between loosing a second arrow.

“Ana, hit them with a depth charge from the topside launcher,” I ordered. “It’s not really what it’s designed for, but an explosion is an explosion.”

She nodded and a split-second later the payload spun over our heads and hit the ice with a resounding kaboom in front of the five creatures charging us. Two of the abominations were thrown backwards by the concussive effect and a third found its footing fell away as the ice under it shattered. However, the last of them just jumped through the blast and started to scramble up the back of the ship.

Hector shied away from the detonation; his arms crooked over his face in a desperate act of protection. A wall of water was magicked into existence which intercepted the explosive ice debris sent flying in his direction.

“Nice try, Captain Ploddin” Hector croaked with laughter, recovering his composure swiftly.

He swept his arm in a wide arc and sent a stream of highly pressurised water in my direction that forced me to take evasive action. The blast of water went over my ducked head and struck the sail, taking a chunk of the material with it.

“That was unexpected,” I groaned.

Hector had picked up a few tricks we’d not seen before it seemed. The bugger having access to water magic shouldn’t have been much of a surprise, though.

The first of the abominations who had been climbing, reached the rail of the aft poop deck and clambered over. Ana grinned with savage joy and her whip lashed out and wrapped around the sea beast’s meaty wrist. The whip pulsed darkly, and it started to siphon hit points from the abomination.

The creature snarled with grim hate, flexed its arm, and pulled hard. Anastasia, equally obstinate, held firm to her whip and she was yanked savagely up and over the abomination. The momentum of the slight woman carried her over its head and over the side of the ship with barely a peep of shock it happened so fast.

Before even I could react, the dreadant uncoiled itself from its hiding place beneath the throne and raced across the deck. It collided against the abomination with enormous force and the pair were sent over the side of the railing, following Ana. The last I saw of it, the dreadant had started to coil around the abomination in preparation for its razorblade oscillation attack. The whip was still attached to the creature too, and I could guarantee that Ana hadn’t released the handle either.

A second spray of pressurised water, this one spread in a wider arc slammed into the rail of the deck and damaged it. The fresh magical attack forced the three of us left on the poop deck to back away to avoid it.

All around us came the roar of cannon fire and screams from the wounded and dying. Thankfully, some of those cries had the distinctive glottal croak of a sea monster, so my people were getting their licks in. But too many sounded all too human or humanoid. We needed to end this quickly.

Hector appeared to be of the same mind. His arc of water ceased, and I could hear claws on the hull. The rest of the abominable guard had recovered from the obstacles we’d cast in their path. The trio of monsters pulled themselves over the broken rail and were met by my first charge of Frost Breath.

*** Critical Strike! x2 You have inflicted 2,940 Cold Damage to Abominable Honour Guard #1, #2, #4. Abominable Honour Guards are under 25% Hit Points***

The creatures may have dwelt in the depths but that didn’t make them immune to extreme cold. One of the abominations toppled backwards onto the ice below and the other two stumbled forward and fell to their knees before us. The moisture on their scaly green hide had been flash-frozen, it had dried out and cracked. The fissures oozed blackish blood with a repugnant stench.

Any joy was short-lived, the fissures in their skin started to knit together the moment the effects of my breath attack expired. Fang Mei and I moved in and engaged one each, carving chunks out of them. Ice Scimitars and Chaos Dragon daggers working in unison. Shana hopped onto the remains of the makeshift throne and sent arrows over the edge of the ship at what lay below.

However, it was clear that the extra damage we inflicted barely kept up with the abomination’s divine regeneration. Fortunately, the damage they’d suffered kept them sluggish and awkward, and most of their clawing attacks were easily avoided, but they weren’t getting any closer to no longer being a threat.

Hector did not join the two abominations on the deck. The brief period it took to reach the ship must have allowed his inherent cowardice to reassert itself. The third abomination which I’d knocked off the ship moments ago, scrambled back to the top undeterred.

Lacking the extra attrition provided by Fang Mei and I, the beast had almost fully healed, and the skin cracks were hardly discernible scars in its flesh. Without any preamble, it barrelled into my side and sent me sprawling to the back of the poop deck. Now three-on-one, Fang Mei was forced to take evasive action and the two abominations we’d pinned down visibly started healing.

“Hector spotted me shooting at him, Torin,” Shana warned. “I don’t think he’s going to follow them up.”

To back her assertion up we heard a nasally voice cry. “Bring that ungrateful bitch to me! I command it!”

Hector.

The abominations reacted to their master’s demands and all three of them turned to the elf woman perched on the throne. She smiled wanly and redirected her next arrow at the closest of them.

We’d hit the crux point of the combat and our ruse had only been partially successful. It’d drawn Hector into view, but not brought him all the way to the ground of my choosing. The Crab-clawed Primate helped the situation by keeping a lot of the smaller abominations away, but it wouldn’t listen to me directly and target the true threat. Hector being close to the ship proved to be a hindrance on that front as the summoned monster chose to steer clear of my position.

An updated version of our plan rapidly formulated in my head, and I did several things almost simultaneously.

With my knuckles on the deck, I activated One with the Ship and used it to view the situation from the aft. Anastasia and her dreadant grappled with the fourth Abominable Honour Guard and had drawn several other nearby abominations into the fight. They were more than holding their own, but they were pinned down and wouldn’t be able to break out. However, my view did allow me to pinpoint Hector’s position without a direct line of sight.

Next, I used Clarion’s Call.

LT, Jackson, I need the pair of you and anybody you can spare up on the poop deck with us to occupy the Abominable Guard.

Third, I waited a heartbeat until the three enemies were in the right spot and unleashed my second charge of breath attack. I wanted a second round of frost but had to settle for a belch of flame that enveloped the three bulky green monsters.

*** Critical Strike! x2 You have inflicted 2,100 Heat Damage to Abominable Honour Guard #1, #2, #4. Abominable Honour Guards are under 25% Hit Points***

The flames scorched the edges of my mouth, which smarted a bit. I’d not inflicted as much damage with flames, but they were all carrying more wounds than before and were at least pushed back and suffering. Fang Mei struck them from behind and balls of green flame collided with their chests as Jackson cleared the steps and arrived on the poop deck. LT was right behind him along with a few other members of the crew.

Soon hexbolts and other ranged magics were pounding the three fuckers and pinned them down.

“Shana, get your pretty ass in the crow’s nest,” I yelled and powered across the deck.

She nodded as I passed, and I activated my boot’s Dragon’s Leap. It had taken me much longer to grow confident in judging its use. I was not a naturally agile character class, and the chaotic nature of the boots had taken a lot of getting used to. But if you can pardon the pun, I’d come along in leaps and bounds since the vampire’s dungeon. The simple fact I couldn’t reliably use the boots when they would have been very useful had intensified my training regime in that arena.

My first controlled Dragon’s Leap was a modest attempt considering what it could do. Better to start small, but it provided enough extra oomph for me to vertically clear the reach of the three hunched-over abominations without going over the edge of the ship. The boots helped me land with aplomb, three or four more steps, and I surged from the deck again. Clean over the damaged railing, which wasn’t difficult, but I used the boots bonuses to give my leap the extra distance required for me to seemingly fly through the air and come crashing down on Hector’s position like a missile.

The pathetic croaker gawped up at me in shock but was just about nimble enough to avoid a full-body collision. His shimmy was not enough to prevent me from slicing his shoulder with the edge of my ice blade when I swept past him and landed on the ice with a short skid.

“You cut me,” he whined piteously.

Up close, you could see the slug-like person he’d once been amongst the alterations Sholmdir had made. Meeting his father helped me see the broken child that lay within. Perhaps if his upbringing had been different, Hector would have stood a better chance. Sadly, he’d been doomed by genetics and his environment.

But I’d no genuine pity or empathy for the vile creature.

My Preternatural Insight practically screamed vivid descriptions of the deplorable acts he’d committed over the last few months. The horror and agony he’d joyously and indiscriminately inflicted on any poor girl who had the misfortune to cross his path. To be fair, my insight suggested some of them hadn’t been the nicest of people either, but many of them were decent human beings. Truly innocent.

Although the thought repulsed me, I had no choice but to admit we were connected, he and I. Thus, what I learned from the skill by merely being in his presence seemed to be amplified to a degree I’d not encountered previously. The disturbing revelations disgusted me to my core and threw me out of my rhythm long enough for Hector to regain a fraction of his composure.

He stopped rubbing at his shoulder and straightened his posture. “It is just as well you came to me, Carter. This day has been a long time in coming. I shall avenge my father, take back my beloved, scour your brat from her womb, and undo whatever invasive magic you’ve used to corrupt her mind. That is the only possible explanation for why she fired an arrow at me when I’ve come to rescue her from your sweaty clutches.

“Not even the liar, Sholmdir, will stop me from exacting my vengeance! Aieee!” Hector screamed in literal shock and his speech was cut off.

I’d blinked in surprise a couple of times when he started talking and then realisation dawned. He really was going to villain monologue me. The hardest part was resisting the desire to lecture the dumbass in return for his stupidity.

Well, practical lessons worked best.

I targeted Hector with Shattering to reduce the efficacy of the coral armour he wore and blew out my third and final charge of my Breath Weapon. Lightning crackled and arced across the gap between the two of us and struck Hector directly in his yapping face.

*** Critical Strike! x2 You have inflicted 2,100 Lightning Damage to Hector Guberschmidt, Champion of Sholmdir. Hector Guberschmidt is under 25% Hit Points***

A great start, but I’d bet the farm on that initial onslaught and couldn’t let up. He wasn’t dead yet.

Bracing my legs, I jumped back into the fray; my scimitar strikes cut and cleaved at Hector’s body. He produced a coral spear of his own, but his attempted counterthrusts were clumsy and poorly placed, his skill with the weapon was sorely lacking and all he managed was to delay me slightly. With a double movement, I ducked low avoiding his spear, one blade cut through his left hamstring and the second swept up between his legs. I missed the femoral artery when Hector moved suddenly but the blade sliced through his crotch area and a bloody clump from his groin came clean off.

“Not again!” he croaked in despair and fell away from me.

With his spear dropped and forgotten, Hector twisted a blue coral ring encrusted with metalwork on his finger in desperation. He extended his hand and pointed the finger with the ring at me. The ring exploded in a small, contained blast no more than a foot and a half in diameter. Hector’s right hand and forearm were left as nothing but a bloody stump. However, whatever he’d done had a secondary effect and it also sent out a massive concussive force a split-second later that slammed into me and thrust me high into the air.

*** -3,500 Hit Points. (260/5,060) ***

*** -15 Health. (28/43) ***

*** Divine Influence has been triggered. You retain consciousness and your momentum is arrested by 50%. ***

At the top of my involuntary acrobatic arc, I could see the Crab-clawed Primate in the background. A few more of the abominations had got past him and evaded the fire from the ships. They rushed across the ice to come save their sire. I didn’t have much time, presuming Ana and the others kept those on or near the ship occupied. If they failed, I might have even less.

I came back to the icy earth with a pain-filled grunt. “What the fuck was that.”

<That was a single-use sacrificial protection ring.> Quixbix filled me in. <Very rare and of questionable value if you ask me. It pushed you away and created a protective shell around the user. They are a last-gasp, get-out-of-jail move, but they come at a steep cost. That arm of his isn’t going to regrow. Ever. And the ring permanently stripped half of his health to hurt you. 3,500 points of damage would finish most people on Earth, but he hasn’t finished you. Saying that, you are hurt pretty badly. Your internal organs were mushed up a bit, but you’re not down and out. Get back up and finish the slimy bastard. It’s now or never.>

I hadn’t really needed the pep talk but I thanked my imp anyway and with aching limbs, rose back to my feet. I spotted the tell-tale shimmer of a shield above me. A cannon shot and arrow fire that targeted the prone Hector impacted and did not penetrate. Incoming abominations ran heedlessly into the force field and were equally repelled.

It kept everything out.

Not me, though, because I was already inside.

Hector wouldn’t be safe from me.

The Divine Influence meant I’d not been thrown as far as I ought to have been. If I had, I would have been outside Hector’s protective force field. It appeared the pantheon of gods had lost the last vestiges of their patience. One of us had to die for the Wrath’s mark to be removed from Earth.

My insight continued to ping almost constantly now. The gods were searching for someone. A person they desperately needed to eliminate, that’s what this clusterfuck was all about. Sholmdir was positive it was me and had convinced the other gods, except for the Shattered Goddess, to go along with his plan. Apparently, during the battle, the rest of the pantheon had lost confidence in Sholmdir’s conclusion.

I wasn’t spectacularly awesome enough I supposed. Too mundane. Too reliant on my people for assistance.

There was a tickle in the back of my mind that filled me with smug relief. As if I knew that I was the one they searched for and felt overjoyed they’d squandered this chance. Missed their best shot at taking me out. I had no idea what made me feel that way. Maybe I was just getting cocky and convinced I had to be the chosen one or some such shit.

Now, it seemed that most of the pantheon didn’t care whether it was Hector or me who died. They’d had enough, given up more than they cared to for Sholmdir’s suspicions that had come to nothing.

If I had been stuck outside, I’d have had little choice but to retreat to the ship, and this war and their infusion of Divine Might would have continued. They didn’t want that, so prevented it from happening. Trapped the pair of us inside together.

Regardless of their assistance, I wouldn’t forget how the pantheon had favoured killing me off as their primary solution. But we agreed on one thing. It was time to end this.

***

Hector Guberschmidt

Hector waved the stump of his missing limb in front of his face in a panic of pain and fright. The stump was raw and ragged, but no precious blood spurted from the wound. Belatedly, he recalled that the description of the ring had guaranteed the only cost would only be the limb and half his health, and there would be no further harm. But he’d thought that meant the arm would disappear, not explode and leave him writhing in agony.

He whimpered, blinked tears from his eyes, and rolled over onto his stomach.

There’d been no other choice. He had to do it. The nasty Framework had empowered that freak Carter somehow. That was the only possible explanation. The electric bolt to his face had stripped so many of his Hit Points and fried his water magic. He had a minute-long countdown before his access was restored.

At least, with his sacrifice, he would be safe.

He would let his children do the dirty work. The protective shell would remain for ten minutes. They would have finished the evil pirate and his menagerie of goons by then. Hector was sure of it.

“Not ssafe yet, my sslave,” Sholmdir whispered in his mind. “Look behind you.”

Hector who had curled up into a ball glanced around. Explosions and projectiles bounced from the shell around him. And there was Carter, lying prostrate twenty metres away, and he was about to be set upon by some of his smaller children that had evaded that horrible ape creature. But only if the bastard wasn’t already dead after the sacrifice ring had done its deadly work.

Stupid, deceitful Sholmdir.

Hector was protected and the god’s prompting only meant he would get to witness his most hated foe’s deserved demise. Being devoured by his blessed children.

And then Hector’s blood ran cold. Or it would have done if he was not already cold-blooded.

His glorious offspring bounced off the protective shell behind Carter and were unable to get to him.

Carter was inside the shell.

Not just that. Carter was still alive and getting to his feet.

Hector panicked and scrabbled around on the ice for his spear, but when he tried to pick it up there was nothingness where his right arm used to be.

This wasn’t fair. Hector was right-handed. Why did the ring take his right hand? He couldn’t fight off Carter holding the spear in his left. This had to be the Framework’s doing. It was the only explanation. They took the wrong hand and left Carter inside when he should have been outside being eviscerated by Hector’s spawn.

“I can ssave you from thiss fate, my sslave.”

“Shut up, liar. I want nothing more from you.”

“I promisse, Hector. Thiss conflict iss between me and Carter, yess. My champion and the Sshattered Goddesss’ champion. Give up the mantle, Hector, pleasse. I don’t want to ssee you perissh at thiss man’ss hands. If you give up the mantle thiss will not happen. I promise my wordss are true. I sswear it sso on the Framework.”

Hector felt the weight of the god’s oath settle in. The Framework acted as a guarantor that Sholmdir spoke true. He’d used Hector’s real name, not something the god had done since before their first bargain, maybe not even then. But how could he trust the blasted Framework any more than Sholmdir himself?

Carter was on his feet. His gaze centred on Hector and filled with malice. His swords had been scattered elsewhere on the ice, but two new ones materialised in his grip. He rocked back on the heels of his boots and launched into the air, hurtling towards Hector. Those fresh deadly blades leading the way.

“You’re not lying?”

“No. Just say yess.”

Hector had no other choice. Death from above plunged towards him.

“Yes.”

Hector’s experience of time slowed to a snail’s pace. He felt the essence of Sholmdir’s mantle disentangle from every cell in his body and surge out of him in the direction of Wisconsin. Probably to that fucking giant, he thought. Well, he was welcome to the mantle. Hector felt nothing but relief and euphoria to be rid of it and he would enjoy that feeling for the rest of his life.

It was a shame for Hector that happened to be no more than a single heartbeat.

His lungs seized, heart stopped, eyes rolled into the back of his skull, and brain function ceased in the same instant that the last dregs of the mantle escaped his corporeal form. Forfeiting an official mantle of championhood meant forfeiting your life along with it.

He never even felt the ice scimitar sever his head. Nor experience the curious sensation of it falling to the blood-smeared ice. Or hear the screams of his children as the Divine Might that had sustained them exited their bodies in the most direct fashion possible.

Because the dead felt nothing.

Sholmdir had kept his word. Hector had not died at Torin Carter’s hands, but at his own.


Chapter 24

Hector’s head hit the ice with a thud, frozen in his final slack-jawed expression. It bounced on the ice, the neck stump staining the crisp white with rancid black blood.

Not that there was much crisp white left in the immediate vicinity for long. The protective shell flickered and sputtered out of existence around me, but I didn’t have to worry about a sudden inrush of abominations in my weakened state. They started screaming and held their heads or cradled other body parts almost immediately after I decapitated their sick father. With a disgusting wet-popping sound, all those that had come after me ruptured violently from within.

Their scaly skin expanded in painful bubbles until it could take no more and split explosively. Black blood and innards were liberally sprayed in every direction. It was like someone had set off a series of cherry bombs stuffed in frogs prepped for dissection. Only on a much larger scale.

Everywhere I looked, abominations dropped to the ice or fell from the side of the ship they were scaling. Storm Raider had looked to be on the verge of being overwhelmed. A consequence of being on the wrong side of the Crab-clawed Primate. A hefty number of the abominations had run over towards them instead of trying to go around the Primate to get to Marena’s Mercy.

Speaking of the Primate, it looked perplexed for a second, then shrugged its mighty grey shoulders and proceeded to scoop up the corpses and shovel them into its mouth. Somebody was happy, at least.

A handful of the abominations were not dead. They were rent apart and horribly injured, but alive. I spotted a couple that managed to slither back into the lake through the hole in the ice we punched with the ships. However, most of the few survivors flapped and mewled on the ice too far away to escape. My summoned monster had already seen the movement and abandoned eating the dead for those who could still wriggle. It wouldn’t take the Primate long to finish them off.

The battle was over.

<Quest Purging the Mark completed. Chaos Dragonscale Breeches and Divine Dilemma awarded> Quixbix intoned in my head. <You’ve got until the end of the day to assess your reward dilemma.>

That was a relief. Something I’d noticed at the end had me worried for a second. “Was it my imagination or was Hector dead before I cut his head off?”

<Good eyes. I suspect he gave up the mantle of being Sholmdir’s champion. That slippery sea god must have had another candidate waiting in the wings. Dumb sap probably didn’t understand it would be instantly fatal.>

“Wouldn’t that screw up my quest?”

<Nope. The devil is in the details. The mark of Sholmdir’s wrath was tied to Hector’s life force, not the mantle. The mark is gone, so your quest is complete. The rest of the pantheon won’t be overly happy with Sholmdir, though. A champion still existing on Earth won’t cost them anything extra, but any refund of energy or influence they were expecting to receive isn’t going to happen.>

I grunted in frustration. “So, I can expect Sholmdir to stick his oar in again in the future.”

<He’s a petty, tyrannical god, Torin. That was always going to happen. Letting shit slide like losing to a mortal is just not something he’s capable of.>

“Unless I kill him. Can I kill Sholmdir?”

<I approve of the sentiment, but you need to hold your horses on that. Yes, as creations of the Framework, the gods can be killed. They have physical forms. But they are heavily protected and there has never been a successful deicide. Many have tried including the gods themselves. The closest anybody has come is to knock off a few favoured Archfiends and even that was enormously costly.>

“Chill, Quixbix. I wasn’t being serious,” I chuckled.

However, in the depths of my heart, I knew that wasn’t true. A reckoning was coming. The details were beyond fuzzy, it was merely a feeling I had. A certainty that the collision course we were on would end in the destruction of either them or me and that even though the odds were heavily stacked in favour of the pantheon, my chances were greater than you’d think.

I kept that nugget to myself.

Quixbix broke my contemplation. <What’s this? A creature from the swamps.>

My attention was drawn back to the ship and a diminutive figure that approached us. Barely topping five feet it was covered head to toe in abomination viscera.

Anastasia.

Although I couldn’t see it on her face, covered as it was in foul muck, I could feel her seething through the bond.

She stopped and stamped her foot, dislodging a dribble of the sludge she was coated in. “This. Is. Your. Fault!” The intensity of her voice ramped up with each word.

Belatedly, I recalled the scrum of abominations she and the dreadant were buried in.

My mind was filled with the bellyaching guffaws coming from Quixbix. I tuned him out and made sure Anastasia couldn’t hear him. She was pissed enough as it is.

“Look at you!” she screeched in anger. “Not a fucking drop on you.”

Ah, that’s why she was so angry. Hector’s protective shell had kept the abominations far enough away that I avoided the resulting splatter of their deaths for the most part.

“That’s not entirely true. I got a bit on my boots,” I pointed to a few drops of black blood barely visible on the black of my boot’s dragon scales.

Anastasia whipped around in a huff and started to march away from me.

Under normal circumstances, I would have just let her storm off, but I’d taken quite a beating from Hector’s sacrifice ring. I was under three hundred Hit Points and had to think about safety first.

“Ana, before you go, I need a Hit Point top-up. I’m sure you’re full to the brim and need to empty some of your tank.”

She stopped, turned around, and gave me the dirtiest look imaginable, but she didn’t refuse and started to stomp back towards me. If the ice weren’t so thick, I’d be concerned about its integrity, such was the intensity of her stamps. But halfway towards me, her expression changed from tempestuous thundercloud to mischievous, bordering on malice, and she quickened her stomp into an unstoppable sprint.

Too late, I cottoned on to her intentions and the guts-covered blonde barrelled into my chest and wrapped her arms and legs around me. Smearing the foul cack she was coated in all over me and imparting some of the life force she’d drained from the abominations.

“I’m soooo glad you’re okay, Captain,” she gushed. “I was so worried. Kiss me, will you.” Anastasia grinned up at me, pursed her lips and made a series of little kissy sounds.

I grabbed her under the arms and pulled her off me. “Was this really necessary? You could have sloughed all the gunk off with a thought once you were back on the ship.”

She cocked her hips at me and flicked her hair. “You made me come all the way over here and heal you up first.”

“Hang on a minute…” My protestation died on my lips at the vulnerable look in her eyes that she tried in vain to hide behind bravado. Anastasia had been genuinely worried. She could easily have hopped back onto the ship first, cleaned herself off, and then come over to me. Instead, she hadn’t wasted a moment before coming to my side and confirming that I was well. The anger had built up after she could see for herself that I was fine. “…how is the dreadant?” I pivoted to.

“The big abomination did a bit of a number on him. His structural integrity is compromised, but I can fix him.”

“Good. Let’s head back to the ship and get a sit rep.”

***

We didn’t waste much time before getting the ships back into the water. There was very little to loot apart from Hector, which I did before returning to the ship. The Crab-clawed Primate headed off in the direction of the Wisconsin shoreline. With my recent head-to-head with Governor Reed, I struggled to give a shit about the damage it could cause. If the Primate made it that far, it wouldn’t have long left on the summon clock anyway.

The butcher’s bill for us was manageable. Twenty-seven dead. About the same number hurt badly enough that their Health had taken a hit. They’d be good in a couple of days. Unlike me. The degree to which I’d been hurt meant Anastasia couldn’t restore all my health, leaving me a handful of points shy of full. Quixbix estimated I’d heal a point every other day provided nothing happened to exacerbate the damage. The bigger downside was that Ana wouldn’t be able to restore any future Health losses for several months.

Anastasia cleaned both of us up once we were back on board, the rest of the crew had to use the showering facilities. The expenditure of ship energy for such a frivolous matter was a captain’s privilege. I had decisions and commanding duties to perform after all.

Once we were under way, I took up my seat on the Bridge that looked over the Navigation Hub. The whole area had got much larger and more sophisticated with the ship’s mark evolutions and level-ups. Kristoff’s face was on one of the big screens projecting him from a similar cabin on Storm Raider.

My hands brushed against my new Breeches, and I analysed them on instinct once more.

Shattered Dragonscale Breeches

Chaos Dragonscale Armour (H) (Set 4 of 5)

Damage Mitigation: Very High

HP +300

Stat: +20 Agility. 20% resistance to a random damage type each day. (5% for each piece of the set worn) Special bonus: Immunity from personal breath weapons.

Set Bonus: +10% to Social Stats.

Drawback: All Notoriety losses are doubled. (If this armour is removed the drawback remains in place for three months. This stacks with the other pieces of the set.)

This armour is forged from the discarded scales of Chaos Dragons in the demesne of the Shattered Goddess. When worn, the damage mitigation is applied to the whole of the lower body from the waist to the just below the knees. Other pieces of armour can be worn over this extended coverage for their Mana-infused abilities, but the damage mitigation does not stack. (Can only be worn by adherents of the Shattered Goddess)

Durability: 10,000/10,000

I broke out in a grin for the third or fourth time in the last hour. Not only did the leggings mesh seamlessly with the boots to cover me from the waist down, including the precious space between my legs. But it boosted my social stats even higher and granted me immunity from my own breath weapon. Something I’d been hoping for since I received the coif.

I was up to four breath attack charges, giving me one ready for use. No change in the refresh rate, though. I would still only get one charge back each day.

Also, as the fourth part of the set, the Shattering ability from the gauntlets would now reduce the target’s armour to low mitigation instead of medium. Once I received the fifth and final piece of armour that would become very low mitigation which was only marginally better than having no armour at all.

Burning through my three breath-weapon charges and a Shattering charge would weaken me for a short while, but the new bit of gear almost made up for it entirely.

Plus, the experience haul for the battle had been impressive despite being split across two ships full of warriors. Most of them gained a level or two, and I got a hefty chunk of what I needed to get to level twenty-two.

“Uch! He’s so damned pleased with himself,” Anastasia groaned from her stool at the hub map.

“I think he looks very handsome in his new armour,” Fang Mei contradicted.

“I’m a bit jealous he’s not rubbing my thighs, right now.” Shana winked.

<Why don’t we look at this reward dilemma before the four of you sneak off for an orgy> Quixbix snarked.

As per usual, my spyglass was inserted into the hub and the whole room was treated to Quixbix’s lewd insinuation.

There were a few sidelong glances from crewmembers less familiar with the glib nature of my imp, a polite cough from Jackson, protestations in the negative from Ana, and a cheeky speculative look from Shana.

“Just put it on the hub, Quix.”

*** You have been rewarded by your patron goddess for inflicting discomfort and humiliation upon her enemies in the pantheon of gods. Which happens to be all of them. Congratulations or Commiserations. Which of those applies rather depends on your perspective. You’ve kept your patron happy by hugely irritating the rest.

You are offered a choice of totems. The chosen totem when slotted into any hub will supply you with information useful for one of your future conquests.

Choose from the available totems. ***

	The Tawny Lioness Figurine
	The information contained in this totem will assist you with an objective that is within the state of Michigan and has a short timeframe.
	The Red Raven Figurine
	The information contained in this totem will assist you with an objective that is on the same continent and has a moderate timeframe.
	A Ship in a Bottle
	The information contained in this totem will assist you with an objective that is within the plexus network for Earth and has a moderate timeframe.


My fingers rubbed at my temples in frustration. Bloody dilemmas! “Couldn’t they have been a bit clearer about what each of these relates to?”

<It wouldn’t be a dilemma if they did> my imp chuckled.

“What do people think?” I asked the room.

“The ship in a bottle could be about getting another dungeon ship. Expanding the fleet further.” Kristoff offered from the helm of Storm Raider.

“That’s a decent guess. Although it doesn’t really explain the objective being in the plexus, maybe it’s something to do with the Dominarius clan. A lot of unknowns there.”

Shana tapped her lips with her index finger deep in thought. “I think the tawny lioness has to mean Claudia, Luca’s sister.”

Claudia Gattosi. I’d practically forgotten about her with everything else that had been going on. Luca’s twin-souled sister. The woman whose aptitude he’d stolen to power his own advancement.

Months ago, we’d toyed around with the idea of using a soulbond on her to sever the connection to her brother. I’d largely discarded the plan from my thinking after I used my second soulbond on Fang Mei. Upon reaching level twenty-one, fifteen levels later, a third bond had become possible. A coincidence? Possibly, but I thought it unlikely. I’d known the third bond was available and had anticipated using it on Trisha when we next met up in person. If we took this option, the siren might have to wait a bit longer for her turn.

A secondary reason we’d put the bond Claudia plan on the backburner is that it would involve a spiritual battle with Luca to even allow her to accept my bond. One that I’d not been convinced I would win. And that was presuming she’d be a willing recipient. If Claudia fought me alongside her brother, it would be inordinately more difficult, and we did have the ‘feed the dungeon’ option to fall back on.

I nodded in agreement with Shana, and she smiled back.

“If that’s the case,” Jackson spoke thoughtfully. “Might the Red Raven figurine also be literal? As in Raven Reynolds, the Governor’s daughter. She disappeared with him, correct?”

“Yes. And her white wings were tipped with scarlet.”

“Okay,” Jackson continued to summarise. “And we’re going to have to deal with the fallout from that. So, my best guess is that the Red Raven will have info on where she and the Governor have gone and what they are up to. The Tawny Lioness has details on Claudia Gattosi and maybe how we can use her against Luca to bring him down and the Ship in a Bottle is where Torin can get another vessel.”

“Not a ship,” Fang Mei interjected.

“Huh?” Jackson blinked owlishly, unused to being interrupted or disagreed with.

Fang Mei looked about the room. “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” All she got were slightly vacant or perplexed expressions. She elbowed Shana companionably, who was standing next to her. “I’m disappointed you haven’t picked up on the subtext. Torin’s conquests aren’t just military in nature.”

Shana’s eyes opened wide, and she slapped her forehead with her palm. “Of course, why didn’t I see it.”

“See what?” I asked.

Anastasia answered for the room. “More women for your bed,” she snorted in exasperation. “The totems are about your future sexual conquests. The Lioness is this Claudia woman. My golem Casey told me what she looked like. Hot with a capital H, you won’t be able to help yourself, I’m sure. The Raven is for, well, Raven and you’d tap that ass in a heartbeat.”

“I’m not interested in Raven Reynolds,” I argued. “She’s an Angelblood and can’t stand the sight of me.”

<I was in your head when you first met her, remember?> Quixbix reminded me. <There were so many sparks between you it was like a goddamn fireworks display.>

“Judas” I muttered. “Come on, it can’t be that. I’m not that bad, am I?”

Rather than answer, the crew busied themselves with whatever was right in front of them.

LT coughed. “Well, Cap, you do have four, ah, girlfriends, already.”

“Five,” Shana added enthusiastically. “You’re forgetting Trisha.”

“Quite right, I did. Ya gotta admit there is a recognisable pattern of behaviour emerging.”

He had a big shit-eating grin on his face and Jackson could barely contain his amusement. A dark impulse to reveal what I knew of their bedroom activities flitted through me, but I suppressed it just as quickly. Acting like a spoiled child was not a good look for a captain. But unbeknownst to them, the reins I’d put on Shana’s propensity to meddle in their love lives had just been loosened considerably.

“Fine. Any ideas who the ship girl is supposed to be?”

There were a lot of shaking heads.

“Then I guess all that is left is to choose. If we’re united in the opinion on what these totems probably mean, I think the choice is obvious. The Tawny Lioness. We’ve suffered nothing but roadblocks and setbacks in trying to deal with Luca. Defeating him is our number one priority and we’d be fools not to take whatever edge we can get. Especially as my summoning spell had to be used to fend of Hector and his army of creatures.”

My gaze flicked to the faces of my closest council. There was no dissenting opinion, and I made the dilemma choice.

A small golden figurine of a lioness appeared in my inventory, and I summoned the totem and set it down on the Navigation Hub.

Immediately the map of Michigan which had been displayed on the hub zeroed in on a spot in a town called Allendale that was just west of Grand Rapids.

A voice I couldn’t quite place, but I could swear was familiar emanated from the hub. “Claudia Gattosi can be found at this location. Act fast, Torin Carter, for her life is in grave danger.”


Chapter 25

Luca Gattosi

Outskirts of Kalamazoo earlier that day

Luca’s fist slammed down on the centre of the wooden camping table and snapped it down the middle, collapsing it. The maps, mugs, and tokens that had been on the table either flew in all directions or slid into a pile in the middle of the mess.

The ‘generals’ as they called themselves took a few steps back and nervously looked at one another. Luca had been at the frontlines for less than a week and his temper had already become legendary. There had been four executions over trivial matters yesterday alone and none of these men wanted to be next.

“Any word from Maurice?” Luca seethed; his rage barely restrained.

The assassin had a lot of explaining to do. The second army which had come from the East arrived yesterday. It was composed of the reinforcements sent by the mob families in Detroit, New York, Toledo and New Jersey. Families he’d been assured answered to him. What arrived was a mob alright, just not the type of mob Maurice had led him to believe was on the way.

First off, there weren’t nearly as many as Luca had been expecting. There were supposed to be ten thousand soldiers more or less. It turned out to be less.

A lot less.

Barely four thousand. Apparently, there’d been more of them when they started out, though not the ten thousand Maurice promised, more like six and a half. The attrition of casualties and desertions had been high on the way here because they were an ill-disciplined mob of malcontents and wannabes.

Luca had plenty of useless riffraff like that already. Well, he used to have loads of them, many of them had managed to get themselves killed. But where were the Capo’s? The enforcers? The heads of the fucking families? They’d been ordered to come in person and present themselves. How else was he supposed to cement his control? Maurice had guaranteed they were part of the army.

The only group that met muster were the Gattosi soldiers who had latched onto Ricky in Detroit. But they couldn’t really be trusted. Whenever Luca’s gaze fell upon them all he could see were traitors who chose not to pledge themselves to him in the first place. A disproportionate number of them had made up the regular executions Luca had felt was necessary to make over the past two days.

Consequently, the second army’s arrival hadn’t resulted in a swift decisive end to the siege of Kalamazoo. If anything, the sight of the pitiful rabble had stiffened the backbones of the defenders. The dire threats Luca had issued of an overwhelming incoming force had appeared to be nothing but hot air.

He hated to be embarrassed.

Johnboy gulped and side-eyed the three other men in the command tent. All three shook their heads in the negative. It would have to be him that answered. “He…uh, hasn’t responded.”

“The families back east?”

“Um, yeah, nothing from them either.”

Luca grabbed the wreckage of the table and flung it at Johnboy. His put-upon lieutenant anticipated the petulant outburst and had a shield out to take the brunt of it.

“That traitor won’t answer!” A new voice shouted from outside the tent.

Luca recognised the voice; it was Sal Vincenzo. “Ya supposed to be down in Holland, Sal,” he snapped when the man with dark, slick-backed hair stepped into the tent. “Bit rich accusing Maurice of being a rat, when ya can’t follow your own orders.”

“Luca,” Sal started in a plaintive voice. “This was too important. I’m your friend, your ally. Even when you sent me away, I promised to stand by you. Strike me down if I’m not telling the truth.”

Luca sprang at Sal, seized him by the shoulders, and bared his fangs, but he fell short of sinking them into his throat. Sal flinched but steadied himself and held his ground.

“What have you heard?” he asked instead with an air of defeat and released Sal’s shoulders.

Luca didn’t want to believe that Maurice had betrayed him. It wasn’t that he trusted the assassin more than the others, but he’d given Maurice everything he wanted. The opportunity to hone his craft and kill whomever he pleased, whenever he pleased. Why would he turn on his greatest benefactor? That’s all the man had ever wanted. Wasn’t it?

Sal straightened the tailored suit he still wore. Not a spot of armour on him, always well-presented. “He’s been making moves in Grand Rapids. Serious moves. There’s been a purge.”

Luca laughed uproariously. “That’s your evidence? A purge. I told Maurice to do that. He’s supposed to be rooting out the deadweight and disloyal.”

“If that’s the case, why the radio silence? Why is he keeping it from you? He’s locked all the podiums down. My contact had to risk the wreckage of the outskirts of the city to find a podium to contact me.”

“What are you saying?”

“The guys he is purging are the ones most loyal to you, not the other way around.”

“Bullshit!” Luca snarled, unwilling to countenance the possibility.

“Luca,” Sal shouted to get his attention. “You left your sister in his hands. What if he’s done something.”

“Claudia? She’s fine, nobody can do nothin’ to her…” but Luca’s voice trailed off and he dry-swallowed in concern.

For the first time in days, he reached out to feel for his sister. He’d had to block out their connection for the most part. The feelings that coursed through the link from her were ones of unrelenting contempt and hate. So visceral, it physically sickened him after a few hours. Claudia was still alive, but she was not in Grand Rapids. The city centre was directly north of their encampment in Otsego. Their twin-soul bond suggested she was somewhere further west, outside the walled-off zones.

That couldn’t be right. Luca’s blood ran cold as understanding dawned. Sal was right. Maurice had turned on him and he’d expelled his sister from the city to get her killed.

Abandoned in the small town of Allendale by the feel of her location.

He’d confided in that bastard Maurice he planned to do the very same to her once he’d secured his power. After he was safe and comfortable and could afford to take the temporary hit to his strength because he’d have the time to recover. That way he’d be done with the sneering pain in his ass once and for all. He’d even confided in Maurice about how he planned to do it without harming her directly.

But Luca wasn’t ready. Far from it, and Maurice knew that. The bastard assassin had been planning this since he got back. Probably before he departed given the absence of the family heads.

“Get the men ready to march,” he growled to his generals.

“Where to?” Johnboy asked, his voice quivering a touch.

“Home. We’re heading back to Grand Rapids. Sal, how long will it take you to get your people on the move from Holland?”

“They’re already geared up and ready. Just waiting for the order.”

“Good. Get ‘em moving to Allendale and search the place top to bottom. Maurice has stowed Claudia there. The rest of you will come with me. I’m gonna teach the slimy, elven, rat bastard a lesson he’ll never forget.”

***

Torin

The map of Allendale flashed with a veritable mass of red dots that tagged the current locations of all the monsters in the town. There were quite a few of them practically on top of Claudia’s position. Her location was indicated with a blue triangle, and she had a small yellow triangle labelled with the name Carla beside her. No other characters were indicated on the map.

Not in Allendale, at any rate.

Presumably, she and her friend were concealed from the monsters that swarmed around their position.

“The place is crawling with mobs,” Jackson noted.

“It’s not on the main river,” I observed. “Are there any tributaries large enough for us to use?”

Anastasia shook her head, and her blonde bunches brushed her shoulders. “There are a couple of creeks, but they are barely wide enough and probably frozen. We’d exhaust what little energy we have left after our recent encounter with the abominable tadpoles.”

“I’d say a smash and grab is off the cards then,” LT commented thoughtfully. “But if we’re willing to adjust our plans, I believe an expedition could be workable in the grand scheme of things.”

“What are you thinking?”

“It’s a bit of a risk, cap, but instead of setting up base in what’s left of Grand Haven, we pivot to make our forward base Allendale.”

Kristoff drew breath over his teeth loud enough we could hear it from his screen. “Allendale is much closer to Grand Rapids and isolated. Away from the river too. Withdrawing if things go wrong will be much more difficult. We’d also be leaving potential enemies at the river mouth who could be problematic as we come and go.”

LT crossed his arms. “I did say it was riskier. But there comes a point when ya gotta’ go big if you wanna’ win big.”

“Hmmm, the scouts from the Muskegon Collective report that Luca’s presence in Grand Haven is very light,” Jackson mused. “We could use the cannons to level their side of the river when we pass. Make any potential ambushes easier to spot. The only drawback is that we won’t be able to use anything we destroy. This may sound heartless, but I suppose the question we should be asking is if capturing and turning Claudia that much more beneficial than letting her, you know, die?”

Shana shot Jackson a disappointed glare, but Anastasia chose to tease him instead. “The boy has become a man.” And followed it up with a nod of agreement.

Jackson blushed and tried to hide his embarrassment, but her joke did help lighten the mood.

Kristoff broke the brief silence. “It might be cold to consider, but Jackson brings up a valid point. Is the reward worth the risk?”

It was an excellent question and all eyes swivelled to me for the answer. Truthfully, bonding Claudia instead of letting her die wouldn’t be much more beneficial. If she died, Luca would suffer a physical backlash, robbing him of an equivalent amount of Health. It was inconceivable that would be enough to kill him given their level disparity.

Luca would be prevented from using his class properly until he recovered, though. And this was another situation where natural recovery was the only option. He’d be hurt, but he would retain his Criminal Kingpin class. Those under his influence, particularly anybody not in proximity, would have a greater opportunity to break the command he had over them. But that only mattered if they wanted to break away from his leadership and it wouldn’t affect anyone under control through other means like a slave collar.

If she were bonded, there would be no backlash, but Luca would be stripped of the Criminal Kingpin class. He’d keep whatever stat bumps his previous levels had granted, but all class abilities or features would be lost and from then on, he would exist as a Z-grade Civilian. However, his former minions would all continue to be part of the Brotherhood of the Lion’s Claw and he at its head. What happened after that rather depended on the personalities involved.

Taking his class fitted my Divine Retribution quest much better. Part of the requirement was to ensure his followers either died or forswore him. Severing his Kingpin control would be more likely to achieve that smoothly and more reliably than simply weakening him and hoping for the best. But it didn’t offer any guarantees. A lot of these people were habitual followers. Many of them had taken orders from the dipshit before the apocalypse without any help from a class.

Then there was the added complication of the spiritual battle, but I was confident of winning that with the recent changes in circumstances.

The safe and most sensible play was to proceed with our original plan. Keep a bit of distance from the Brotherhood and leave ourselves an easy escape route. We were still smarting from the recent battle and the potential gains weren’t that significant.

But there was a problem. I really didn’t want to do that.

For all my mock outrage a few minutes ago, none of what my crew had alluded to was wrong. My instincts urged me to reject the logical safer path.

Call it my Acheronian machismo if you want, but there was something about claiming Luca’s twin sister as one of my women that struck an undeniable piratical chord deep inside me. He was an enemy, a rival, and he needed to be humbled in every conceivable manner.

There was the possibility that Claudia Gattosi might turn me down, of course.

I couldn’t help but chuckle. No, she wouldn’t. Just how absurd I found such a concern these days was a testament to how much I’d changed. We might have to play at observing the niceties for appearance’s sake, but the eventual outcome was inevitable. I just had to make sure we got to her before the monsters did and the rest would fall into place naturally.

Shana and Fang Mei were grinning ear-to-ear. My unspoken decision transmitted via our bond.

“Plotting a course for Allendale,” Anastasia said with a roll of her eyes.

***

It didn’t take long before we could debark from the ships.

Ultimately, I decided against pounding any positions the Brotherhood may have had on the southern bank in favour of stealth. The river was deep enough that we could pass through the remains of the town unobserved by submerging.

We stopped at a bridge to the north of Allendale. There was a straight road that led south, and we’d get to the small town after marching for two miles. Because we were already taking a big risk, I elected to really push our luck. Instead of keeping Marena’s Mercy docked nearby, I sent both ships back to Stormblade Harbour to bring the next detachments of the army.

The seriously injured went back with the ships, but that still left me with almost two thousand soldiers and another eight thousand waiting for transport. The sooner we could get them here the better. With loading and disembarking each round trip should take about twelve hours, presuming Anastasia and Kristoff didn’t encounter anything unexpected. What more could there be? We’d already handled two separate armies in the lead-up to this day.

“Time to get this campaign underway,” I muttered to myself, raised my ice scimitar high above my head and brought it down to signal the squads to move out.


Chapter 26

Chief Ballard

“Goddammit! Move your ass, Kenyon. You too Johnson,” Ballard yelled at his two laggard Officers.

“What if we’re seen?” Johnson whined with a petulant expression on his sharp-nosed face.

“So what if we are! We’re the goddamn law!” Ballard yelled and motioned for them to come out from behind the abandoned vehicles on the roadside. Which the pair, and a couple of other scaredy-cat Officers, did reluctantly.

Ballard had kept a closer eye on the two of them recently. He was sure he interrupted Johnson preparing to turn coat a few weeks after the unpleasant encounter with Terror at the abandoned coffee shop. He wouldn’t put it past the ungrateful bastard to sneak off and throw his lot in with the Flint fuckers despite how everything had changed recently.

The sudden adjustment to how Michigan was ruled had presented an opportunity which Ballard seized with gusto. Allying with the Governor’s faction, in the beginning, had seemed like a wise move. But they’d treated him like dogshit on the bottom of their boots once they got what they wanted. Striking out on his own was long overdue. Thus, Ballardsville in the southern half of Flint was born.

Even Hernandez, the National Guard representative who lorded over the rest of Flint, had turned his back on the Spence boy. He’d thrown his lot in with the Governor’s wife. There had been a bit of tension with Hernandez’s group at first, but the local mercs were on Ballard’s payroll. Hernandez had either been unwilling or unable to outbid him and the secession went uncontested.

However, the mercenaries were also the reason he’d come to the golf course today. They didn’t work for free, and his funds were already strained. It was time the Hellhounds pitched in their share if they were going to benefit from the protection Ballard paid for.

Ballard had not seen hide nor hair of Terror or any of his Hellhound colleagues since he’d declared independence. Only a few of their slaves scurrying around on tasks they’d been assigned. His people had intercepted a few, but they’d all been under strict orders to disclose nothing to outsiders. Not wanting to aggravate the gang, Ballard had released the slaves after a cursory questioning.

But it had been enough to pique his interest. Something was up and Ballard intended to find out what. After a few more days of failed contact attempts, it was time to act.

Ballard left the mercs behind, better they didn’t know how he planned to pay them. It might put ideas in their heads like cutting out the middleman and Ballard didn’t like that idea at all. This meant he had to rely on the few, increasingly disloyal, former Police Officers he had left. Besides, the Hellhounds were supposed to be their partners, so why would he need to bring a small army at his back?

Sometimes overt displays of strength merely indicated the true weakness which dwelt within.

“Get a move on, slugs, and keep your hands off your sidearms,” Ballard barked at the small group and strode forward confidently.

Ballard was less confident than he let on, though. Today was a risk. If Terror and his boys got ornery, he might regret trying to keep this place a secret from the merc groups in his employ.

There were a few collared men and women who stopped and stared at him as he marched through the car park. Their faces held no clues as to the situation here. They were all equally vacant or despondent.

The golf club had seen better days. The building was riddled with bullet holes and other structural damage. Signs of a battle that took place here not too long ago. However, Ballard was genuinely surprised it wasn’t in better condition. Sure, the Hellhound's priorities once they re-upped on their slave workforce would have been to get the fields replanted, but that work would have finished by now. It was difficult to believe the bikers wouldn’t get them to clean up the living area too.

Speaking of the bikers, they were nowhere to be seen. Ballard was almost at the entrance of the golf club and none of the unpleasant, arrogant pricks had challenged him yet.

Yeah, something was definitely up. He should have come earlier than this. Too much caution can be as fatal as being too reckless, he thought to himself, and smiled at his own sage wisdom.

Ballard glanced to the right just before he reached the doors and saw under the shade of a sprawling oak tree what appeared to be several dozen fresh burial sites. The mounds of earth were marked with hand-made crosses that had Hellhound patches nailed into them.

His first thought had been these were the casualties left by Torin Carter’s attack, but then his cop brain kicked into high gear. It had been a while since he’d done any active police work, but not long enough that he couldn’t infer those graves were much too fresh. A couple of weeks maximum. The grin on Ballard’s face grew wider, and he pushed his way past a couple of slaves who tried to block his path into the building.

“Cuff ‘em,” he called out to the Officers that trailed after him.

The interior of the building was almost as bad as the exterior. Occasional bits of broken furniture and shattered glass littered the place. The big pieces had been cleared away and the rest had been swept to the sides or corners of the halls and rooms, so people could walk around unobstructed. But a proper cleaning had not been performed.

“Spread out and search the place,” he ordered the Officers and proceeded to do the same himself.

What was also absent were the signs of Hellhound occupancy. No fresh discarded food, cigarettes, or booze. Ballard paced around the ground floor of the club impatiently, searching for his quarry.

The place was practically deserted. Ballard reached the back of the club. The French doors were closed to keep the cold out, but he could see past the veranda and view the replanted fields.

There were more slaves to be seen in the fields, tending the crops as they shivered in the frigid air. The harvest looked pathetic which was to be expected in the middle of winter. They’d covered the fields in netting or transparent plastic to try and keep the snow off. He could see several half-completed greenhouses, though work on them had been abandoned. If it hadn’t been for magic, the entire crop would be dead.

“Have you found anything?” he called out over his shoulder.

“Not much,” Johnson admitted. “Just a couple of workers.”

He and Kenyon pushed and shoved four people into the dining room where Ballard stood.

There was an elderly couple in aprons. Ballard recognised them, though he didn’t know their names. They’d run a little bistro in town. “You find these two in the kitchen?”

Kenyon nodded.

Ballard grunted in annoyance. The couple wouldn’t be much use. The other two were more interesting. There was a middle-aged man with a naturally snide expression. He was dressed better and looked well-fed in comparison to many of the others despite the collar around his neck.

Collaborator, Ballard thought. There was always someone willing to screw over their fellow prisoners for a little extra privilege. He’d used scum like that to his advantage more than a few times during his career.

Ballard jabbed him in the chest. “You, talk. Where is Terror and the other Hellhounds.”

Ballard’s hand thrust had rocked the obsequious man’s chest back and he glared in return. “I will not divulge the Master’s whereabouts to the likes of you. If you know what’s best for you, you will leave this instant, lest he release his loyal hounds upon you.”

Ballard belly-laughed at the man’s foolishness and back-handed him across the face.

“Do ya think we didn’t notice the lack of dogs around the place?” he sneered. “Dogs ain’t cats. Ya can’t keep ‘em quiet even if that’s what ya need from ‘em.”

Ballard didn’t know precisely what had happened here, but his long-dormant cop senses had awakened. This place bore all the hallmarks of a criminal outfit on the losing end of a vicious turf war. Licking their wounds. Weak and vulnerable. Desperate to conceal just how ripe for the plucking they were. Too late for that, they had been found out and a regime change was inevitable.

“That was your only chance to make nice with your new owner and ya fucked it up.”

The guy started to stutter some begging nonsense, but a quick nod to Kenyon from Ballard and the large man’s fist slammed into the slave overseer’s kidneys. He dropped to the floor gasping in pain.

Ballard turned his gaze to the fourth prisoner. A waif-like blonde woman in her late teens. Severely underdressed for the weather. He didn’t need deductive reasoning to figure out what personal services she provided for Terror. The edgy girl visibly shivered at being the centre of his attention.

“Where is he, girl?”

The nervous woman didn’t answer but her eyes flicked upwards.

On the upper floors then.

“He alone?”

Again, no verbal answer, but there was an almost imperceptible nod for yes.

“Woyczeck, confine these four. Kenyon, Johnson, with me.”

The three men climbed the stairs to the first floor and spread out searching each room quietly. Ballard was the one to find Terror. He opened the door to what looked like the golf club president’s office and stepped in. There was a light splashing sound that came from an adjoining room with an open door.

“Shirley, is that you, girl? Get in here and take your clothes off. Clean my back and wings. Then you can clean my pipes.”

It took Ballard a moment to place the sniggering voice. It was Terror, but he sounded different. The bombastic deep bass was almost querulous. Aged. So much so, that he’d almost mistaken him for somebody else. He stepped out into the corridor and got the attention of his subordinates and silently motioned them over. They took out their melee weapons and entered the office cautiously.

The office had been converted into a bedroom of sorts. Some of the shelving remained but the desk and other office furniture had been removed. In its place was a specialised bed that looked to have been looted from an assisted living facility. The sheets were stained and rumpled but otherwise, the room was clean. Terror had not come out of the attached bathroom.

The three men quickly crossed the burgundy carpeted floor and burst through the open door. Terror was naked and sitting in a jacuzzi soaping himself up. The biker’s hair was stark white, and his previously muscled frame had contracted significantly. The leather of his red wings looked brittle and there were several tears or holes. A zimmer frame rested against the side of the tub not far from where Terror sat.

“Did you hear me, bit…” the slur died on Terror’s lips when he saw who had entered his bathing sanctum.

Ballard, Johnson, and Kenyon were briefly dumbfounded. This had not been what they expected to find. Terror looked frail, like a heavily tanned ninety-year-old man with mobility issues.

“Ballard, what the fuck are you doing here?” he barked.

Ballard could tell the man had tried to inject some authority into his commanding question, but it hadn’t been effective. There was fear in his body language, and he unconsciously edged away from them to the back of the tub.

“Oh, how the mighty have fallen,” Ballard laughed.

Johnson and Kenyon relaxed at his side. The old man in the tub no longer appeared threatening in any way.

“Are you talking about yourself?” Terror blustered. “You’ll regret your audacity when the Hellhounds are roasting your fat ass over an open fire.”

“What Hellhounds?” Johnson snorted; the cowardly Officer’s confidence fully restored. “We’ve searched the place high and low. Nobody here, but you.”

“They’re out on a job, due back any second,” Terror bluffed. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll be gone before they roll back in. Go now and I’ll chalk this up to a mistake, yeah.”

“Oh, I don’t think we’ll be going anywhere,” Ballard said. “It looks to me like you are on your lonesome, boy. Or should I say old man. This is far too large of an operation for one old fella’ to manage on his own. I think we’ll be taking on the responsibility. What do you reckon, Johnson?”

“That would be the neighbourly thing to do, Chief.”

“Like fuck you will!” Terror screamed regaining some of his verve. He launched himself out of the water of the jacuzzi. His weapons and armour appeared on his body, summoned from the inventory.

The three stepped back from the sudden assault, unfortunately for Terror, his strength was waning, and he barely cleared the edge of the tub. His left foot buckled on landing, and he stumbled forward sapping any momentum from his attack.

The red-skinned man collided with Ballard’s gut and that stopped him from hitting the ground. Johnson swung his drawn sword and severed half of Terror’s left wing. Kenyon’s mace connected with Terror’s right hip with an audible crunch. Meanwhile, Ballard socked him in the jaw with a gauntleted fist which dropped the cambion to the bathroom floor in a quivering sodden heap.

“Pathetic. Put him on his back and hold him down,” Ballard ordered.

Johnson and Kenyon were quick to obey and roughly flipped a howling Terror over and cuffed his arms with special manacles that would prevent him from accessing his inventory or casting spells.

“When the Hellhound council finds out about this, you are dead, Ballard!” Terror spat from his prone position on the floor.

“What’s life without a bit of risk,” Ballard chuckled. “But I rather doubt it. I don’t know what happened to you or the rest of your followers, but my guess is it happened to the entire organisation. You wouldn’t be here alone, commanding your slaves by proxy if that weren’t the case.”

The look of dread in Terror’s visage was all the answer Ballard needed. He was right. He summoned a pump action shotgun from his inventory and pulled back the forestock to prime the cartridge with a satisfying click.

“This here is ol’ Betsy. She’s a classic, had her since I joined the force.” With a stamp to Terror’s guts to open his lips, he shoved the end of the barrel into his mouth. “You shouldn’t have threatened my family, Terror. That was a mistake on your part. Now we’re going to see if you can survive this.”

Terror’s eyes barely had the chance to widen before Ballard squeezed the trigger. Ballard’s stat-derived strength allowed him to handle the recoil better than he ought to have done from the odd firing position.

Terror was still severely weakened from the backlash. Had he been at full strength he probably would have survived, albeit in a great deal of pain. But he wasn’t and the buckshot from the shotgun cartridge tore through his soft palette and made Swiss Cheese of his brain matter. The capillaries in his eyes burst, blood poured from his nose, and he died.

“Apparently not,” Ballard muttered, the loot nimbus surrounding the dead biker confirming his death.

“The shot didn’t get through his skull on the other side, though,” Johnson noted with a macabre detachment.

“Makes things easier to clean up,” Kenyon added with an inane grin.

“Enough of your jibber-jabber,” Ballard said while examining the end of the barrel of his shotgun before storing it away. “Get downstairs and round up our new workforce before they realise their master is dead and try to make a run for it.”

The two former Police Officers exited the bathroom and left Ballard to loot Terror and sort through his new possessions.

***

Mia

Mia pulled her hands out of the loamy earth in the planter bed and straightened up, clapping her hands together to dislodge the loose soil out of pure habit. It was unnecessary since she’d discovered a new little trick. Mia pulled the remaining dirt on her hands and under her nails into her inventory before resummoning it in a clump on her palm and sprinkling it over the freshly planted seeds.

Mia wiped her brow feeling the exhaustion, her mana was tapped out. She probably should have infused the last few seedlings tomorrow after it had recovered, but there was only a handful left to complete in this bed and she wanted to get it done. Even a single day’s delay meant the tomatoes at the end would never catch up with the seedlings she’d used Germination Acceleration on already. The stragglers would always be overshadowed and struggle to absorb sufficient nutrients with their hungry siblings all around them.

Yes, it was fanciful sentimentality, but Mia couldn’t abide condemning a few plants to a life of certain mediocrity if she could give them the same opportunity as the others.

Her attention was drawn to a fuss over by the entrance. Li Qiang was bowing, scraping and laying on the thick welcome wagon to a new arrival. Mia couldn’t quite make out who through the many trellises that dotted the palace courtyard, which had been converted into an industrial greenhouse of sorts.

Many of the elderly Chinese survivors who’d arrived with Fang Mei and Li Qiang were farmers and they’d been happy to spend their days working with Mia producing fresh food for the Shattered Storm.

Not Li Qiang, though.

The toadying middle-aged man had tried to talk his way into a managerial role, but Mia had been warned about him by Torin and Susan. He’d not been happy that he’d been relegated to working the trellises along with the farmers, but he’d signed the indenture contract and didn’t have much of a choice. He wasn’t trusted to perform any of the tasks he would have chosen for himself. One of the few signees in that position.

Mia had grown used to his propensity to use any excuse to slack off from manual labour over the past few weeks. She had to admit with a mild chuckle that her time with Keith had made her somewhat adept at spotting the signs.

She’d best go and find out who he was bothering and get him back to work.

Mia walked down the rows, the smell of growth invigorating her senses. Just as she turned the corner, she heard a loud squawking sound and stepped up her pace.

Li Qiang was lying on the ground. His face squashed into the flagstones and there was a black leather stiletto boot placed firmly on the back of his head keeping him in position.

The boot was worn by Petunia Silk, the madame of the Storm Cellar. Her knee was crooked, and she leant down looming over the prone man. The riding crop that never seemed to be out of her grasp whipped down and slapped the back of Li Qiang’s hand whenever he tried to lever himself up.

With each crack, he howled with exaggerated pain. “This one meant no disrespect, Mistress!”

Madame Silk tutted. “Roving eyes I can tolerate, but roving hands…” She punctuated her remarks with a swat to the back of both his hands.

Mia sighed. Li Qiang’s inappropriate behaviour towards women had been a problem. At first, it had been put down to cultural differences, and he had been warned. He would apologise profusely and promise improvement and yet if he thought he could get away with it, he reverted to form. Possibly he’d mistaken Petunia Silk for a comfort woman in search of Torin, though she was dressed quite conservatively considering her usual attire.

Petunia Silk spotted Mia coming around the corner and rested her elbow on the knee of the leg that pressed Li Qiang’s face into the courtyard floor. “Mia!” She called out brightly. “Just the delightful young woman I came to see.”

“Are you not uncomfortable hunched over like that?” Mia asked.

“Yes, Miss Mia, I am. Please intercede on this one’s behalf?” Li Qiang grovelled.

Madame Silk whacked him on the head with her riding crop, though not very hard. “She was speaking to me, worm. Keep silent from now on.”

Li Qiang tried to nod but Silk’s boot was placed too firmly on the back of his head.

Silk looked up at Mia and smiled. “Not in the slightest, my dear. I could stand like this for hours. Years of practise and maybe I shall.”

Li Qiang whimpered at the implied threat.

Mia shook her head and decided to get things moving. “Can I help you, Petunia? Did you get lost looking for Susan, perhaps?”

“Not at all, my dear. I’m exactly where I meant to be. Where better to discuss the subject of…fertility, than in such abundantly verdant environs.”

Mia blushed slightly and knew what Petunia Silk was alluding to. She should have known. Without being able to help herself Mia viewed the quest in her log.

*** Scions of the Shattered Succession (F repeatable)

This quest has been shared with you by Shana Colton. 25% of the quest reward will go to her upon each completion. This quest has been divinely enhanced by the Shattered Goddess. Its duration is indeterminate.

The Shattered Storm and its leader Torin Carter have already become renowned throughout the local cluster and beyond. However, the future of the faction remains vulnerable without recognisable successors. That means Torin Carter needs Cors-heirs, the more the better, and he can’t do that alone.

Success: Completion of this task is simple. Give birth to a child sired by Torin Carter.

Rewards: 5,500 XP. Mother and child will be bequeathed gifts by the Shattered Goddess upon completion. (The quality of the gifts will decrease based on the number of children already born.) Fertile Receptivity with Torin Carter improved while the quest is in effect. ***

Her gaze flicked down to the whimpering Li Qiang. This was not something she wanted to discuss in front of him.

Madame Silk picked up on Mia’s discomfort and summoned a pair of earplugs from her inventory and dropped them in front of the pinned man. “Put those in your ears, worm. The important people are talking. Press them in deep or I’ll be forced to insert my boot heel into your ear canal to ensure the job is done.”

Li Qiang scrambled to put the sound excluders in place before Silk carried out her threat.

“Shana suspected you’d been given the same quest as her.” Mia addressed the situation without giving too much information away.

Madame Silk nodded in acknowledgement. “I can’t say that I care for the poor pun in the description, but yes, I was given the same quest.”

That confirmed the madame was telling the truth to Mia. “And what? You wanted me to introduce you to Torin or something?”

“Oh, heavens no, my dear. I’ve no intention of completing it myself. Captain Carter is a very handsome young man and from what I’ve heard quite accomplished in the bedroom, but our interests in the boudoir…differ too much to make us a compatible match. You can’t both be on top at the same time.

“No, I intend to act as a facilitator. My version of the quest allows it to be shared with others. To that end, I have sought and been granted permission to establish some private rooms to bring the select entertainment from the Storm Cellar to the palace. You live here, you’ve known Torin the longest, and I thought I’d reintroduce myself and get your thoughts on where would be best to set up. I want to retain some discretion, while not intruding on the existing harem’s domain.”

Mia’s face scrunched in disapproval. Shana and Susan had informed her about this, and she hadn’t been in favour of granting permission. “It’s not my business, but I think you are wasting your time. Torin isn’t interested in…” Mia struggled to come up with a word that didn’t come across as too insulting. She didn’t approve of the Storm Cellar, but she also didn’t wish to denigrate other women because their life choices differed from hers.

“Not interested in prostitutes or whores, you mean. You can say the words, I’ve been called far worse, I assure you. It won’t offend me.”

“Yes, well, yes. He wasn’t interested in paying for affection before all this happened and he certainly isn’t interested in doing so now.”

Silk smiled broadly, showing off her pearly white teeth. She stepped forward, putting all her weight onto the leg pinning Li Qiang to the ground, who howled and thrashed again before she stepped off and strode over to the short Latina woman. She put her arm companionably around Mia’s shoulder. Li Qiang tried to scramble away but a wag of the riding crop from Madame Silk halted his retreat.

“My darling girl, you’ve not visited my establishment, so I shall forgive you for your…mistaken impression. My girls and boys do not sell themselves. Not in the way you have assumed. True, they are financially compensated for their time and the entertainment they provide. And should they find the right gentleman or lady, they might bestow their…affections, is how I think you phrased it. But what I’m really in the business of doing is matchmaking.

“I understood very early on that this new world would be quite unbalanced. There would be those well suited to battle and those who were not. And those who were not would be reliant on those who were to keep them safe. Reliant on the powerful. However, the powerful, heady with overwhelming authority, are apt to make poor decisions regarding the heart and home. Mistaking control and fear for care and devotion. Trust me, I’m a dominatrix. Nobody understands power dynamics better than me.

“I see my new role in this world as putting the two halves together. After all, not everybody can be as fortunate as you were. To have the admiration of a strong and powerful benefactor who would drop everything and bring the full weight of his faction’s might to crush those who sought to do you harm.”

“I…” Mia stuttered. “I…hadn’t thought of it like that,” she admitted.

“That’s okay. I’m used to people misunderstanding my intentions. The young women I bring to the private Cellar will be specially selected. Ladies with the right kind of background, aptitude, and attitude to serve a future King. I won’t be throwing floozies at him, if that is what you are concerned about. What would be the point, he already has the attention of many beauties. He has done very well surrounding himself with capable women in his harem, but there are a few skill gaps that remain.

“If the girls I introduce don’t gel with Lord Carter, then they’ll get a chance of finding the right benefactor elsewhere. Although between us gals, I’m not being entirely altruistic. I intend to make a fair bit of coin in the process.” She chuckled heartily.

Mia found herself reassessing Petunia Silk and what she wanted to do. To her great shock, the possibility that she was being selfish crept into her thinking. She already shared Torin with Shana, Fang Mei, Ana, and Trisha, who she had yet to meet. Would it be so bad to let a few more women benefit from what Torin could offer them?

Before she could finish thinking through the existential quandary, Silk squeezed her shoulder.

“What do you say? Are you willing to help me pick out a suitable spot in the palace?”

“Very well. I suppose it can’t hurt. It’s not like Torin couldn’t go to the Storm Cellar in town if he wanted to.”

“Precisely,” Madame Silk agreed brightly. “Oh, and if this one gives you any more trouble.” Her leather boot pointed at Li Qiang who knelt prostrate in front of them. “Send him to me for a night. I guarantee an evening with me will set him straight.”

The calculating gleam in Madame Silk’s expression caused Mia to shudder slightly. “I don’t think that would be appropriate. We shouldn’t abuse our positions of power over the contracted.”

Madame Silk just laughed throatily. “My darling girl, you are a rare find indeed. I think we’re going to be seeing a lot more of one another.”


Chapter 27

Day 197

Before long, we approached the northern outskirts of Allendale. The closer we got the more it reeked of death and decay. The nauseous tang of putrefaction made my stomach turn with disgust. As disgusting as the smell was, it meant I was one of the fortunate ones. My Willpower hadn’t been overwhelmed by the psychic assault of a dangerous adversary. The moment the scent had hit my nostrils it acted as a cue and my mind registered the pressure of an external force that tried to warp and alter my perceptions.

In front of the approaching army, interspersed within the pre-existing trees that surrounded the damaged buildings of the small town were dozens of gnarled, twisted trunks with thin, long, leafless boughs stretching forth to cover the gaps between them.

Petrified Spiderslave Grove

Grade: A Level: 3

HP: 10,660

Threat: Moderate

XP Value: 97,200

Mob Description: The Petrified Spiderslave Grove is a community mob. It has many separate parts all linked together. In this case, tree trunks connected via a common root network.

This twisted forest can change its location by uprooting and moving a single tree at a time, otherwise, it is considered a static creature. It hunts by emitting a powerful psychic lure similar to the Siren’s Song that draws in victims. While under its effect, the victim is unaware of the true nature of the grove.

The bark of the grove exudes an extremely adhesive sap. The Spiderslave parasites the grove is infested with consume the sap and weave strands between the branches of the trees to entangle the ensorcelled prey. They are then drawn into the twisted embrace of the vampiric grove’s clutches and gradually drained.

The Spiderslave parasites are gradeless entities not considered dangerous by themselves. However, they do act as the eyes of the grove and alert the sightless beast as to when potential victims come into range.

The bark of the trees was discoloured and cracked. It oozed the orange, sticky sap like a bloody wound. I could see the movement of the small spiderslaves scurrying back and forth across the leafless branches even from this distance. The rank odour came not just from the trees themselves, but the carrion already caught in their grasp. It was mostly smaller local fauna, quickly killed and left to rot on the boughs. There were mobs mixed in there too. My analysis confirmed they were dead, so they had to be quite recent kills or what was left of them would have dissipated back into mana.

<Well, this is a spot of bad luck. A grade-A monster has moved into the town. It must have spawned nearby very recently, its sixth-tier spawning crystal can only have partially woken up in the last couple of weeks> Quixbix chattered in my ear with an edge of concern.

“Halt!” I cried out to my troops. “There is a serious threat ahead. We need to take a moment.”

The column hesitantly stopped, and heads turned and craned to find what I was referring to. However, most of those following me didn’t have a Willpower of 70 or a Mental Resistance of 65. The grove’s psychic aura hid the signs of its dank presence from them that were so obvious to me.

“Anybody else seeing what I see?” I asked quickly.

“You mean the gnarly-looking trees that are eating the local wildlife?” Jackson quipped.

Jackson was but one of a handful who indicated they were aware of the threat.

“Hmmm, I don’t want to attack something most of our people are unaware is even dangerous,” I mused somewhat unconcerned thus far. “Can we go around?” I asked Quixbix.

<You can, Torin. But that is not an option, look.>

Most of the army had nonchalantly started to move forward again.

“I told everybody to halt,” I yelled out.

My orders were roundly ignored and the troops, barring a few, kept moving forward with pleased expressions on their faces.

<It’s the psychic lure> Quixbix explained. <It’s adapted and tuned you out. They can’t see or hear you until its hold on them has been broken. They might even believe you’ve told them it was all a false alarm. That’s how this creature works. They likely won’t come back to their senses until they are stuck to it and the vampiric tendrils are draining their vital fluids.>

Stay where you are! I sent the message via the Clarion’s Call to the crew when my first verbal order went unheeded.

The order direct to their minds seemed to have slightly more effect. The movement of the crew was interrupted, but only for a moment. They stumbled or their heads darted around in brief confusion before recommencing their inexorable march into danger.

The sole benefit is that the additional boost of influence from my soul bond snapped Shana and Fang Mei back to their senses.

“Wait? What is going on?” Shana asked in confusion. “What happened to the beautiful orchard? The fruit looked so ripe and juicy. I couldn’t wait to pick one and take a big bite.”

They were the only two apart from the handful of others who had naturally resisted the grove’s influence and weren’t behaving like hypnotised puppets.

“Fuck,” I swore. “So, we’ve no choice but to fight the sodding thing.”

A flash of inspiration struck me. The grove was all connected by a single root system. This meant if Anastasia had a sufficient outlet to empty her pool, she could drain the Hit Points of the entire grove from afar. The inspiration was followed by an equally powerful bout of self-recrimination because I’d tasked Ana to sail Marena’s Mercy back to Stormblade Harbour.

“How?” Fang Mei asked as I brooded over options. “None of our weapons are designed for chopping down trees.” She held up her daggers made from the fangs of a Chaos Dragon by way of demonstration. My ice scimitars likely wouldn’t be any more helpful. I remembered their general inadequacy the last time I used them on a tree.

A figure I didn’t recognise was moving in the opposite direction to the tide of warriors. Pushing his way through the mass to get to my side.

Tavar Aenarion (Silverblood Elf)

Elemental Mage (O) 46

Character Aptitude: High

Current Affiliation: Shattered Storm (Indenture Contract)

“My Lord.” The elf bowed to me as he dodged around LT and his squad when they walked past us. Tavar’s hair was such a light blonde as to be almost silver, apart from the tips which had a range of tints similar to a rainbow. I hadn’t spoken to him before, but he was one of the newcomers sold to an off-world podium.

“Speak, Tavar.”

“I have some experience with monsters such as this. They can be troublesome as you can see. They are usually identified and eradicated by properly equipped teams. We have one advantage in this situation. Our sheer numbers. They don’t usually pull in so many victims at once and that will make it difficult to maintain control. Most will come back to their senses once it starts to feed on them, regardless of the sleep potion it injects to dull the pain.”

“But the sap will make it difficult for them to attack, will it not?” Shana asked.

“Indeed, Lady Colton,” Tavar answered.

“How are these things usually dealt with then?” I demanded.

“They are typically burned out from afar, My Lord. I have some proficiency with fire-based magic, but not sufficient reserves to tackle an entire grove alone. And we will soon have the added complication of endangering our allies should we set it ablaze.”

I was frozen in indecision for the briefest of moments. Old concerns and fears tried to rear their ugly heads, but I tamped that down fast. Success went to those who acted decisively.

“Quix, is the lure powerful enough to hide a burning forest fire from the senses of the affected?”

<From afar, certainly. But once they get close enough to feel the heat it should start snapping the least affected out of it.>

“That’s good enough for me. Jackson, Tavar, with me. We’re going to burn that fucking monstrosity to the ground or try to, at least. Shana, and Fang Mei, round up the others not affected. If any of them have fire magic send them after me, otherwise, see if you can scrounge up some gasoline from the tanks of the abandoned vehicles. We could use some extra accelerants to help spread the flames.”

The current weather was not going to be kind to the plan. The snow and dampness would inhibit what we needed to do, but we had to try. I was unwilling to place my hopes on my people overwhelming the grove without significant losses once they were within its clutches.

“We should keep our distance, Lord Carter,” Tavar said at my side as we jogged closer to the treeline up ahead. “The grove will use its spiderlings as eyes and focus a more concentrated psychic assault if it can locate us. Luckily, the spiderling's field of vision is severely limited.”

<Not without reducing its influence over those already ensorcelled> Quixbix added a counterpoint. <One thing we have in our favour is that it is only level three. A few more weeks and it would be up to level ten or eleven, and this would be a trickier proposition.>

“You two cast what spells you can from afar. I’m gonna have to risk getting closer. The range of my Dragon’s Breath is only a few metres.”

“Yes, Captain,” Jackson and Tavar responded.

I pointed my fingers in opposite diagonals. Jackson jinked off to the left and Tavar to the right. Meanwhile, I upped my pace. We’d already outdistanced the furthest forward of my people, but there was barely a hundred metres between them and the trunks of the twisted grove.

They weren’t sprinting into its grasp; the lure was weakened because it affected so many victims. It left the army with some residual reluctance to approach. But we had maybe half a minute to work with before they would be under the outstretched branches anyway.

I covered the distance in a few seconds running at full tilt.

Up close, the vampiric trees were even more sickly and vile in appearance. The trunks and branches were covered in needle-thin thorns. There were perhaps thirty trunks in the grove and the spiderslaves skittered and weaved their way through the thorns on the cracked, blackened boughs. The branches bent towards me as if they were bending in a gale-force wind despite the relatively still air.

I could use my breath weapon three times. Two of the charges had recuperated since we fought Hector. I unleashed a charge of my Dragon’s Breath, but luck was not on my side. A cloud of poisonous greenish gas billowed from the back of my throat and enveloped the central trunk of the grove with unnatural speed. Without hesitation, I slammed my foot hard into the snow-topped earth and used my boots to Dragon’s Leap up and over the grasping branches of the tree.

The thorns revealed thin, red tendrils with splinter-like tips that shot out of the grove's branches and reached for me. My lofty jump, while impressive, left the lower half of my body perilously vulnerable to the uppermost branches.

Some of the seeking tendrils found their mark and pierced into my calves and the soles of my feet. I winced in pain at the invasion. The probing tendrils had seemingly bypassed most of my armour and penetrated my flesh with ease. Fortunately, the power of my momentum continued to carry me forward over this trunk to the other side and the length of the tendrils was limited to a few feet. The thorny protrusions were unceremoniously pulled out.

A few damage notifications flitted across my consciousness as I hit the apogee of my leap and started to descend on the other side.

The tendrils barely had a chance to drain any of my Hit Points. More worrying though, was the message that informed me I’d been injected with half a dozen doses of fast-acting anaesthetic. The drowsy potion Tavar had mentioned. A secondary offensive measure to keep the grove’s victims pliant long enough for them to be secured beyond hope of escape.

My stamina was sufficient that my body would process these foreign chemicals rapidly. Just not rapidly enough. I was forced to land on half-numbed feet, and I buckled to my knees on landing, rolling through the snow until I came to a halt with my back thumping into a tree trunk. A real tree, not part of the petrified grove, so lady luck hadn’t entirely abandoned me.

Mentally, I felt a much more powerful psychic blast brush the edge of my consciousness. The grove had tried to target me but had missed my exact location. It seemed like it had aimed at the spot where I landed and hadn’t anticipated my body rolling further away.

Could it not sense me?

I may have rolled on landing, but I hadn’t gone that far, six feet, no more.

That’s when I realised the poison cloud hadn’t been a total waste. It likely had little or no effect on the tree itself, but the gradeless spiderslaves it relied on to ‘see’ would have absorbed the gas quickly and easily succumbed.

“Can the grove despatch spiderslaves from other trunks, Quix?” I asked and tried to massage some life into my numbed feet.

<I don’t think so. They are linked but it doesn’t directly command of the spiderslaves. At least, not at its current level it can’t. Tavar is not wrong. These things tend to either be exterminated shortly after spawning or from a great distance with overwhelming prejudice. Not many people know what a high-levelled one of these things can do and those that do probably die shortly after discovering the knowledge.>

That largely answered my question. The petrified grove was effectively blind to my whereabouts until I moved within range of the spiderlings on another trunk.

Feeling returned to my feet a few moments later and I leapt up. Plumes of green fire became visible above the treeline on one side followed by accompanying licking orange flames on the other. Jackson and Tavar had begun their magical assault. It may have been my imagination, but I could have sworn the petrified grove wheezed in pain and discomfort. Time to add a conflagration of my own to its misery.

The heavy poison cloud was already dissipating, the wind had picked up a little and helped to disperse it quicker. I took two steps forward and exhaled gouts of flame from the back of my throat. My chosen selection poured forth this time and it engulfed the tree from the base of the trunk to the bottom of the crown.

*** Critical Strike! x2 You have inflicted 2,100 Heat Damage to Petrified Spiderslave Grove. ***

This time there was a discernible scream that came from the tree monster, and it was not my imagination. I’d inflicted an extreme amount of harm, more than what a single trunk could handle, considering its 10k+ Hit Points were technically spread out over roughly thirty limbs and that if you didn’t include the subterranean root system.

The boughs of the nearby grove members shuddered in shared agony and the three closest to the one I’d burnt began to smoke as if they were being charred from within. Which I suppose in a way they were. The way the Darkwyrlds handled damage was transformative for our survival, but it didn’t always work out to your best advantage. But on a day like this, it was difficult to feel any sympathy for my enemy being on the receiving end of a bad beat.

We were not done, and I had one charge left in my arsenal. And the first members of my army would be in range of the thing very soon. I angled my run towards the end that Jackson was operating from. Tavar had more than ten levels on him and should have a deeper mana pool and probably wouldn’t need as much assistance.

I passed two smoking trunks that already appeared to be crumbling, the thorny tendrils hanging loose like the tongues of panting dogs. The next trunk along the line looked mostly unaffected and the second I was close enough; I blew out my third breath weapon charge. Golden lightning arced from my mouth and slammed into the twisted tree, splitting open the bark, and sending dollops of steaming orange sap in all directions.

A few drops landed on my armour, and I glanced down to determine where so I wouldn’t get my hand or arm stuck someplace awkward. Our alchemists had brewed up some very efficient solvents, so getting the stuff off later wouldn’t be a problem, but that wasn’t what grabbed my attention and gave me cause for concern.

There on my forearm was a large globule of the sap and a tiny head with eight nightmare-inducing eyes punctured the surface tension and centred on me.

A living spiderslave that could give away my location.

My hand slapped down on top of the sap, squishing the creature at the cost of getting my palm stuck to my forearm.

<Torin…> Quixbix cried but was cut off before he could say anything else.

…

What voice? Did someone call my name? I couldn’t see anybody else around. It was a cold day, but somehow, I’d discovered a true miracle of the Darkwyrlds. A beautiful grove in full blossom during the depths of winter. The heady floral aromas filled my nostrils and brought an enormous sense of well-being. I’d been fighting so hard, so often, and for so long, I needed a well-earned rest. It was a shame none of the girls were around to share this experience with me.

Strangely, my hand seemed to be stuck to my arm which was odd. Never mind, everything would sort itself out. The leafy idyllic discovery called out, urging me to rest my weary body against its firm and welcoming embrace. I plodded over, my feet dragging for some mysterious reason as if the bloodthirsty Acheronian part of me resisted the concept of peace in its desire for combat and conquest.

Conquest was a task for tomorrow, I thought. Today it was relaxation time, and I rested my back against a noble oak tree.

I shivered at the feeling of multiple sharp scratches, but the pain and discomfort faded as fast as they were felt, and I was left to my respite in comfort.

What a day.

…

“Torin!” Shana’s mildly annoyed voice broke through my pleasant meditative rest, and I vaguely felt the sensation of her palm on my cheek. My head, which I seemed to have trouble supporting, flopped to the side.

Did Shana just slap me?

“Wharbluh,” I drooled.

I’d tried to ask what the hell was going on but found the muscles of my lips weren’t working properly.

<That did the trick> Quixbix chuckled in my head. <The fugue has been broken and he’s back with us.>

Reality came crashing back into focus.

“Thwaa Gloph?”

<Think it to me, don’t try to say it. The Petrified Grove pumped you with enough anaesthetic to knock out a Mastodon.>

What about the Grove?

<All taken care of. You must have scared the ever-loving shit out of it because it did a real number on you. A massive psychic assault that even you couldn’t shake off. Of course, that meant its hold on most of the army was broken as a result.>

“Yes,” Fang Mei said. “They were practically on top of the grove by that point. LT and his squad cut you free, dragged you out, and the army proceeded to burn the rest of it to the ground. But you didn’t come back to your senses straight away. You had us worried there for a moment.”

“Indeed. It was a most unorthodox tactic, My Lord.” Tavar added with a curious expression on his face. “To draw all the threat upon yourself, leaving the creature no choice but to focus its efforts upon you. In the decade since I was first enslaved, I do not think I’ve had a master who would take such risks for his indentured. Order his property to do so certainly, but not endanger himself in such a manner.”

He made a strange little gesture. Three fingers of one hand tapping the knuckles of the closed fist of the other. Behind him, there were several more of the off-world indentured and they all repeated the same motion, though most used either one or perhaps two fingers instead of three.

I mumbled something nobody could understand about not intending to do any such thing. That I was simply making things up as I went along and tried to signal it was a mistaken assumption but what they saw was more of a limp-wristed zombie impression. But Quixbix knew what I meant.

<Don’t be so hasty to admit you were winging it. That was an official gesture of respect from a slave to their master. It’s one of the few things that the indentured can’t be ordered to do under any circumstances. As a consequence, it can’t be faked either. They call it the Slave’s Benediction. You’ve impressed Tavar Aenarion. That he’d be willing to tap three fingers is pretty damn impressive, enclosing the fist with all five digits is the sign of ultimate devotion. A one tap for saving or sparing a life is more usual.

<Quinn is going to lose her shit when hears about this. She won’t believe it. I don’t know how you keep breaking everything we know about the Darkwyrlds but keep it up. It’s exhilarating to watch. Sometimes scary, but always exhilarating.>


Chapter 28

Allendale was eerily silent as we advanced through the outskirts of the town. There hadn’t been any fresh snowfall in a week and the layer on the roads was packed down or turned to slush due to the monstrous footfall. The area had certainly been busy very recently.

Quixbix piped up to answer my unspoken question. <The spiderslaves would have spread out into the town over the last few days. Mobs weak enough to be prey for the Grove would have been targeted and drawn in. Anything capable of resisting would have sensed the malevolent presence and left its current feeding grounds. That or they would have attacked and as the Grove was very much intact, we can safely assume how that turned out.>

“Then what were all those dots on the map display?”

<The seeking spiderslaves, I imagine. Those dots didn’t provide any data on the mob’s grade or level of threat.>

I grunted noncommittally but the imp made a good point. Regardless, the hush of the streets encouraged all those around me to step and proceed as quietly as possible. I’d split the army into fifteen groups with roughly two hundred warriors in each and we entered the town from different points. My team headed down the same main road that we’d been on since getting off the ship. A street sign informed me it was called 68th Avenue.

The houses were spaced out, all detached, and most of them severely damaged or completely burnt out. We kept moving onward, but nothing rushed out from the wreckage of this place. The deeper we got into the small town; the degree of destruction suffered by most of the structures lessened. They’d still been damaged somewhat, but it was almost as if the mobs that overran this place had eased their frustrations on the outermost buildings and spared those on the main road that ran east to west through the town directly to Grand Rapids.

Danny and his squad led the way for our prong of the advance. Shana and Fang Mei had insisted I hang back a bit following my encounter with the Grove. Danny’s natural size made him an adequate tank and he did tend to naturally draw threat towards him. He was a more than adequate replacement.

Before long, we reached the east-west road, and we took a left in the direction of Grand Rapids. According to the graphic we’d seen, Claudia and her companion were only a few hundred feet in that direction.

The area was quite open and locating the relevant building was easy. It was a free-standing beige, brick building with a clock tower. An old firehouse, fifty metres further along the road than its modern equivalent opposite us. The building had been converted into a museum. A sign with the admission prices was still visible between the two arches at the front that the fire engines would have used as exits. The presence of many dead and dying spiderslaves around the building gave it away as the likely location of Claudia.

There was a particularly concentrated group of dead spiders scattered in front of a basement window. The window was blocked up from the inside, so we couldn’t get a good look through. Although my ears picked up the tell-tale sound of the light shuffling of shoes on a concrete floor, pacing perhaps.

“Somebody is inside,” I announced quietly. “Let’s see if we can find a way down rather than smashing this window if we can. Danny, keep your squad out here and make sure nobody tries to climb out, okay.”

“Sure thing, Bossman,” he rumbled back.

I entered the museum through the arches, the panes of installed glass long since smashed and the shattered detritus cleared away. Shana had her bow strung and taut, ready for action. Fang Mei prowled along the edges of the walls searching for any threats. The rest of the squad spread out and searched the place.

The floor was littered with more dead spiderslaves and the wreckage of turn-of-the-century fire trucks. The bright red pieces of history hadn’t been spared the predations of the Darkwyrlds. Whether that was due to human vandals destroying the past because they had no respect for it or mobs doing what they were programmed to do, I couldn’t tell.

It took a few moments to locate the basement door as it had been obscured. Somebody had piled up a few of the exhibit pieces in front of it.

Once we moved the footlockers and engine parts out of the way, there was just a regular white door with half a dozen newly installed bolt locks. Somebody didn’t want whatever was behind this door to get out.

That answered one question that bugged me but posed an equally perplexing replacement. Claudia had been put in this precarious situation deliberately, but by whom? Her brother, maybe? Although that didn’t track. Everything Quixbix and Dean had told me about the twin-souled suggested Claudia’s death would be incredibly debilitating for him. His position wasn’t secure enough to take that kind of risk. Plus, the methodology had been somewhat convoluted and though through. In my mind, that ruled out Luca.

No, a different game was being played here. Would a new player be a good or bad thing for me?

“Are you sure about this, Captain?” Doc a member of my squad asked.

His real name was Emmet Brown, he’d been in his fifties when the world changed and his greying, balding hair had been growing out when he immigrated to the Shattered Storm. He’d picked up the nickname ‘Doc’ after Doc Brown in Back to the Future almost immediately. He’d tidied himself up since then and didn’t resemble the character at all, but the nickname had stuck.

“Somebody went to a lot of trouble to keep people out,” Doc finished.

Two of the bolts had been pulled back before he finished. “I’m sure,” I responded and rapidly unlatched the remainder and pushed the door open gently, so it wouldn’t smash into the wall. I wasn’t overly concerned about noise, though. Pulling back the bolts hadn’t exactly been quiet. But at the same time, I didn’t want it bouncing back off the wall and obscuring my sight.

The basement was dark. Not surprising when the windows were clogged up with rags and bits of garbage. However, the blockage was imperfect, and motes of daylight filtered through and that was more than enough for my enhanced Acheronian sight. A set of steps made from brick led down into the dark. Whoever was down here had stopped their pacing and had hidden out of sight.

“We’re coming down,” I announced and took the first few steps. Enough to get my feet below the floor level.

Do your thing, Quixbix, I thought at my imp.

Quixbix cheat vision wasn’t linked to my eyes but to any part of my physical body. I didn’t need to lower my head and endanger myself for him to scout any part of the basement visible to my toes.

<There are two of them, both women, crouching in the corner off to the right of the steps. One human, one leonid. No weapons that I can see. if you don’t count the leonid’s claws. They look a bit worse for wear. I’d say they’ve been down here for close to a week and there are frayed bindings discarded in the opposite corner.>

Without preamble, I scrambled down the steps rapidly and turned to the corner Quixbix had indicated.

Cracking my winningest smile, I addressed the pair. “Claudia Gattosi, I presume?”

I didn’t need to presume, my analysis informed me it was her and the friend who clung to her in mortal terror was named Carla. But there was no need to let on I knew about that yet.

***

Claudia Gattosi

They’d been stuck in this basement for the better part of a week and Claudia’s fingers ached. Her nails were a bit ragged and torn and it would take a lot of work to get them back into the type of condition she preferred. The only positive is that the throbbing ache in her digits distracted Claudia from her parched throat.

So many days without water had been unpleasant. She knew it would have been fatal before the Darkwyrlds, but that didn’t mean it hadn’t started to affect their health negatively. They only had two, maybe three more days before they died of thirst.

Nervously her eyes darted to the back of the heavy-duty fire door at the top of the basement stairs. The white of the paint had been scratched away by her frantic scraping over the last day or so.

She and Carla didn’t know what the hell had happened, but it seemed to be over now.

At first, events seemed to be playing into their hands.

On the first day after breaking their bonds, they had managed to cover up the two basement windows with some wastepaper and strips of their clothing. That way the roaming monsters wouldn’t be able to see them easily, but they could still peer out from time to time. Usually, Claudia boosted Carla up to get the lay of the land through the small gaps that had been left.

Then towards the end of the second day, the number of monsters decreased dramatically. Things had been looking up. But then there had been the scratching sound at the windows and Carla had identified the cause as horrible spiders.

Small and outside thankfully.

And then something weird happened.

They’d both started to hallucinate. What Claudia had seen had already started to fade from her memory, but the evidence of what she’d done while under the influence was plain to see.

She had obviously tried to get out of the basement. The gouges in the door were evidence of that. However, the damage was largely superficial, the paint and chipboard covering had come away, but the tougher fire-resistant materials underneath had stymied any attempt to penetrate them. If she weren’t stuck at level one things might have been different.

Claudia and Carla had returned to their senses about thirty minutes ago and not long after that they both heard movement outside their impromptu prison. She had been too drained to boost Carla to see what new threat roamed around outside.

Then a couple of minutes ago, muffled screeching and scraping could be heard from the top of the basement stairs.

“Somebody is up there,” Carla whispered, her voice was equal parts fearful and excited.

“Or something,” Claudia whispered back.

“Maybe it’s Luca?”

“No, It’s not him. At least, not personally. He’s getting closer but I think he’s headed to Grand Rapids.”

“Maurice?” Carla squeaked with a trembling lower lip.

“I doubt it,” Claudia confided and hugged the shaking Carla who was visibly fighting back tears. “Come on, over to the corner. We need to get our backs to the wall just in case.”

Carla nodded and allowed herself to be led into the dark corner of the basement. The darkness which had once inspired fear now enveloped them like a comforting blanket.

It grew still and silent in the basement until it was punctured by that sharp crack of bolts being pulled out of place. It was followed by the creak of the door swinging open.

“We’re coming down,” a firm masculine voice called out.

People then, not monsters. That had been likely anyway based on the door being opened rather than bashed down, but it didn’t mean they were out of the woods yet.

That rather depended on who they were.

Claudia didn’t recognise the voice. Although she had to admit the timbre sent a shiver down her spine and a special little tingle to her private parts. Her life had been somewhat lacking in anything that could be considered erotic in nature, so her body’s response came as a bit of a shock to her. Enough that she didn’t respond or do anything. Her inaction gave the owner of the voice the opportunity to descend further down the steps and come into view.

He was tall, broad-shouldered, and most of his armour was made up of black scales. His head was uncovered, and he had a thick mane of dark hair with frosted blue tips and piercing blue-on-black eyes.

Not human obviously and she hadn’t seen anyone else that had the same species before.

He flashed a cheeky smile. “Claudia Gattosi, I presume?”

That smile redoubled the tingle in Claudia’s nether regions and the cocky guy’s grin seemed to get wider as if he knew. Her cheeks flushed with heat, but she recovered quickly and rose to her feet.

“Maybe. And who are you to come barging down here unannounced.”

Before he answered, the man glanced back up the stairs and gesticulated with his head for others to join him.

“People typically thank the rescue party,” he said and crossed his arms.

Two young women hurried down the steps and took up positions on either side of him. One was a very pretty dark-haired elf armed with a bow. The second was a cambion. Claudia had seen a few others of her kind, bikers that had a run-in with Luca during the early days.

The elf-woman eyed Claudia critically which she found a little weird.

“I think she will fit in nicely, Torin,” the elf said after a moment.

“Shana, you’ve only just met her,” Torin replied with a raised eyebrow and a hint of resigned exasperation.

Claudia dry-swallowed in satisfaction. One part of the mystery had been resolved. This was the infamous Torin Carter. The pirate whom her brother despised and envied in equal measure. She wasn’t foolish enough to simply assume that meant everything was going to be okay. He was rumoured to own as many, if not more, slaves than the Brotherhood. The information she’d been able to glean was patchy at best. Most of it parsed from overheard conversations between her brother and his lieutenants.

The problem with that was most of Luca’s people were unreliable fuckers. Apt to lie to Luca and tell him what he wanted to hear rather than the truth he needed to hear. It’s why he was such a poor boss. And that meant Claudia really had no firm idea of what kind of man Torin Carter was.

“I can tell,” Shana responded and grinned enigmatically. “Call it a woman’s intuition.”

“Have you offered them something to drink?” the cambion woman asked rhetorically with a hint of admonition. She produced two flasks from her inventory and stepped forward. “They must have been locked down here for days.”

“I’ve only been down here about ten seconds longer than you, Fang Mei,” Torin said, a touch defensively.

Carla who’d been cowering behind Claudia, forgot all about her fear when a flask of precious water was being proffered. She shot forward and practically snatched one of the flasks from Fang Mei’s hand and tipped the contents into her mouth, swallowing thirstily.

“Damn it, Carla,” Claudia groaned. “Did you even check what was inside? They could have poisoned or drugged it.”

“We don’t need to do that,” Torin assured her. “I’ve got an army of three thousand sweeping the town.”

Assuring or was he threatening?

Either way, Claudia’s resolve crumbled. She was so very thirsty, and Carla hadn’t dropped dead. That was a good sign, right? She accepted the offered water flask with forced decorum, pressed it to her lightly chapped lips and poured the cold, refreshing fluid into her mouth. She let it rehydrate her dry tongue and lips before she swallowed and proceeded to glug back the rest of the flask.

Claudia wiped a few droplets of water from the top of her lip with the back of her arm and then licked the drops up. Her eyes flicked to her rescuer who continued to grin at her for some reason. “What is this act of charity going to cost me?”

At the same time, Carla piped up. “Do you have any more? Food too, I’m famished.”

“Fang Mei, why don’t you take Carla up to what’s left of the museum. The rest of the squad should have some more canteens and some rations to share.”

The cambion helped Carla up the stairs and out of sight. Claudia understood that Torin had an unspoken desire for privacy and hadn’t wanted the other woman present. It was probably a good idea. Carla would likely only complicate whatever was about to come next.

Claudia was eighty percent sure Torin Carter didn’t intend to kill her. His behaviour hadn’t indicated that was his intent, though he might be seriously effed in the head like Maurice and prefer his victims to trust him before he ended their lives or something equally gruesome.

“I’d offer you a seat, but the best we have available is the steps.” Torin gestured at the stairs and Claudia waved him off.

“Spill,” she demanded.

“The direct route then,” he chuckled. “I won’t bore you with the details. The long story cut short is that your brother and I have been on a collision course since the early days of the Darkwyrlds.”

Claudia nodded. That was a fair assessment.

“And…” Torin went on. “I happen to know you and Luca are twin-souled and he stole your aptitude during integration. I can break that bond by replacing it with one of my own. Free you from him and massively fuck him over in one fell swoop. What do you think? Does that sound like something which would appeal to you?”

Claudia slowed her beating heart and tried to keep calm. Nothing would make her happier than severing the bond with her brother and screwing him over in the process. However, there was no such thing as a free lunch. There would be a catch. There was always a catch.

“What kind of bond and how permanent are we talking?”

Torin hesitated before he answered and gave himself away. She knew it. Although being right didn’t fill her with any satisfaction.

“It’s called a soulbond,” he admitted. “And it would be permanent. But as I said it would sever your connection to Luca and give you your potential back. You’d be able to create a character of your own, the way you were supposed to in the beginning.”

Soulbond. That sounded like a very one-sided type of deal. The kind with Torin Carter in charge. Claudia had no desire to replace one form of slavery with another.

Her rejection must have shown on her face as the elf, Shana, spoke. “It’s not what you think. It doesn’t make you his property. Torin will have a bit of influence over you, sure, but he rarely uses it. And there are a lot of benefits to the arrangement.”

“And you’d know this because what? You’re bound to him in the same way?”

“Yes,” Shana grinned. “I was his first and I’ve not regretted my decision for a second since.”

“What about the demon girl, her too?”

Shana nodded.

“Are you both knocking boots with him as well?” Claudia accused.

“I don’t think that’s relevant,” Torin complained.

Truthfully, Claudia didn’t think it was relevant either and she wasn’t sure why it was the first thing that she bitched about. There were plenty of other downsides that were far more pressing. She had to stop thinking with her cooch.

Shana cut off any other explanation Torin was about to launch into. “Damn straight we are, and not just us. There are three others and there will be more to come.”

“Quite the little harem you’ve got for yourself, Captain Carter,” Claudia snarked at him frostily.

Claudia berated herself internally the moment the words left her lips. Her resolution had lasted all of two seconds before being broken.

She’d felt an insane spike of envy when Shana had taunted her with the elf’s romantic relationship with the pirate. And it was a taunt. Claudia had engaged in wars of words with other women many times before and knew the score. Maybe her angry words had more to do with the feeling she had been outplayed by someone she’d just met and couldn’t understand why.

None of this should matter. Sure, when she’d first heard of Torin Carter, she’d entertained a few fantasies about him swooping in and taking her away from the shitshow her life had become. But she was an adult and knew that’s all they were. Fantasies. The genuine version would only disappoint. Reveal the cruelty and selfishness of reality that the fantasy conveniently suppressed.

“It wouldn’t be a requirement, sex that is,” Torin told her firmly, re-taking control of the conversation. “Fang Mei was with us for months before we grew physically close.”

He was speaking the right words. The comforting words but Claudia couldn’t forget the cocksure grin he sported when he found them. Which was his true face, the one she first glimpsed or the one he presented while trying to convince her of his decency?

“Enough,” she snapped. “Tell me the truth. Do you need my permission to do this?”

“No.”

“Will you let me walk away if I tell you I’m not interested?”

Again, there was the briefest flicker of hesitation from him. The comforting lie rested on the tip of his tongue and then his demeanour shifted. His posture straightened, and a resolve like steel resonated from his gaze.

“No.”

A single word, but an honest one. And Claudia understood. He was a person in power, and you didn’t gain power without using those who lacked it. This would happen regardless of her feelings on that matter. She turned her back on the pair and pushed aside everything else in her head. Not looking at him made assessing the situation easier.

It didn’t take long for Claudia to boil it down to a simple question. Luca, Maurice, or Torin?

Those were her three options. There weren’t any others. And Torin Carter was by far the most attractive proposition of the three. Pun intended.

She may not like being in this position, but then neither did those diagnosed with cancer. You just had to get on with it and make the most of the hand you were dealt.

However, if bonding her was so simple, why hadn’t he just done it already? There might still be one card left up her sleeve to play.

She spun back around and smiled displaying her canines prominently. “But this would be easier if I signed up willingly, yes?”

Torin’s lips squeezed against one another. “Your cooperation would be beneficial and preferred.”

“Then let’s talk terms.” She smiled back.

“I’ve got a few suggestions on what you should ask for,” Shana suggested with an impish twinkle.

“Shana!” Torin reacted in exasperation.

“What? Harem sisters need to stick together.”

“She’s not even…fuck it. Claudia, thrash out what you want with Shana. I need to do some prep work before forming the bond anyway. Shana, don’t give away the homeworld. I’m going back upstairs where I’m not outnumbered.”

Torin stomped up the stairwell and disappeared through the doorway. Claudia couldn’t help staring at his departing rear. Admittedly, he was a handsome guy and it had been a chaste six months.

Shana turned to Claudia when he was out of earshot. “Don’t worry, I like to stare at his ass when he doesn’t realise too. It looks even better without the armour on. You’ll find out for yourself soon enough. We’re going to have so much fun.”

“We?”

“Yes, we.” The pretty elf woman winked back.

In a moment of epiphany, Claudia concluded Torin storming off might not have been to her advantage at all. And maybe, just maybe, he knew that too.


Chapter 29

I strode back into the museum area. Doc and the other members of my squad were sorting through the fire service memorabilia. Looking for anything unbroken that might be useful or valuable. I didn’t hold out much hope they’d find anything.

“Where is Fang Mei and the captive?” I asked. There was no sign of them inside the museum.

Doc dropped the broken headlight he’d been fiddling with and glanced at me. “After drinking all my water, the girl said she was hungry. Danny’s got a stock of Bridget’s leftovers in his inventory, so we suggested Fang Mei take her out there. She seemed to be amenable to the suggestion. Probably because the woman’s been locked in the basement.”

Bridget was our much in-demand Jamaican cook. Her food was incredible. “Danny gets leftovers of Bridget’s cooking?” I asked rhetorically with genuine shock. “I don’t get leftovers and I’m the sodding captain.”

That’s because there were never any leftovers, her cooking really was that good.

“She always makes extra for Danny,” Doc answered with a shrug. “Says he’s a growing boy. Needs a bit extra.”

I could assign Bridget as my personal chef, but that would deny the rest of the crew the joy of her culinary expertise. The sacrifices I make for morale. With a shake of my head, I left Doc to his looting and moved outside.

The sun sparkled on the crunchy iced snow that lay on the ground. Danny’s team had the building surrounded and I could hear him talking just around the corner. In a few steps, I’d joined the party.

Carla had a wrap of something that smelled delicious in one hand and with the other, she squeezed the bicep of Danny’s arm. “Wow, that’s some muscles you’ve got on you, handsome,” she cooed between mouthfuls of the wrap. “You must work out a lot, huh?”

Fang Mei had a hand over her mouth attempting to suppress a giggle and Danny had a slightly startled expression on his face, ill-prepared for the bout of flirting with a woman he’d just met.

Danny was clearly on a roll.

“Nah,” he mumbled. “I mean, I do work out, you gotta stay in shape, but a lot of it is because I’m an ogre.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Carla chided supportively, likely misunderstanding what Danny meant about being an ogre. “I think you’re a real cutie.”

“She works fast,” I whispered to Fang Mei who nodded back to me.

“Carla is also very talkative. I feel like I know her entire life story already. She is an old family friend of the Gattosi’s, she used to be Luca’s girlfriend but that is over apparently, and as you can see, Carla is ready to find a new soulmate. She thought about you, but got a ‘vibe’, whatever that is supposed to be, that you only had eyes for Claudia, so decided to back off.”

“Bloody Nora! It’s barely been five minutes.”

“Verrry talkative,” Fang Mei repeated. “And that’s when she wasn’t glugging down five canteens of water.”

Further discussion had to wait because I spotted Jackson hurrying down the main street from the western part of the town.

I tapped Fang Mei on her forearm and pointed at the green-cloaked sorcerer jogging towards us. “Something’s up.”

My initial instinct was to hustle over and meet with Jackson in private and leave a bewildered Danny in charge of Carla. However, given Carla was a bit of a Chatty Cathy and she was entirely in our power, she might provide some useful intel.

“Torin,” Jackson puffed regaining his breath. “There is a small army approaching the town from the southwest. We think it’s Luca’s people. Holland is in that direction, and it is one of Luca’s remaining power bases in the area.”

“It’s probably Sal,” Carla blathered away unconcerned. “He’s a slimy little prick that kisses Luca’s ass. Luca didn’t trust him none, though, and exiled him to Holland. He might be back in his good graces now that it turns out it was Maurice who was the traitor. Did you know he tried to kill Claudia and me? Until you came to my rescue, Danny.”

Carla batted her eyelashes at the big guy and a hint of red blossomed on his cheeks. The nascent sniggering from his squad was snuffed out by a stern look from me.

There was a lot to unpack from Carla’s statement, and it occurred to me that there were probably a few questions I should have been asking Claudia about how she got into this position. My focus had been entirely on the bond.

Trisha’s dossiers on the Brotherhood had included details on Maurice. A mob hitman and the guy who had murdered Susan’s husband in front of her and her daughters on Luca’s orders. Sal was a new name that I didn’t know anything about.

“Maurice the hitman? Likes to use a garrot?” I asked Carla, drawing her attention away from Danny for a moment. “He’s the one who put you here?”

Carla nodded in the affirmative. “The bastard put bags over our heads and left us in that basement to die of thirst or be eaten by monsters. According to Claudia, he’s been killing people loyal to her brother in Grand Rapids, trying to take over the Brotherhood, I think.”

That was music to my ears.

We’d had a series of setbacks and delays, but it would seem my opponent had been put in a similar bind.

“Thank you, Carla. Jackson, what kind of numbers are we talking about?”

“Three or four thousand. Some of them are mounted, so they could be here soon.”

“Mounted? On horses?”

“It looks like, though they aren’t travelling very fast and some of the guys who were farmers don’t think they are very experienced riders. A marriage of convenience, possibly.”

“There are a bunch of stables not far from Holland,” Carla interjected. “I used to go a couple of times a year to ride the trails.”

“We’re sure these aren’t centaurs or any Hooved Horde monsters in cahoots with the enemy.”

“I’ve seen them for myself. People on horseback.”

“Alright, let’s prepare a welcome for them.”

***

It didn’t take long to find myself an elevated position on the partial roof of one of the few still standing houses at the edge of Allendale and observed those coming towards us using my spyglass.

Jackson’s estimate of their numbers was fairly accurate. Quixbix was able to give me a precise count of what was visible, and Sal had slightly more people than we did. However, they were far less disciplined than we were. And with the addition of the off-worlders like Tavar Aenarion, we had a significant edge in levels and power.

“It’s almost a shame we didn’t get here a few hours later,” Jackson mused. “The petrified grove would have done the hard work for us.”

“True enough,” I answered. “But then it would have been much higher level, and its psychic attack might have overpowered you and me too.”

“Good point,” he replied a little chastened.

“Plus, I’d like to get my hands on the horses if we can. We’ve neglected livestock as part of the Shattered Storm’s growth and expansion.”

Animals and farm livestock were not entirely ignored by mobs, but as they provided very little experience and mobs didn’t need to consume them, they didn’t ruthlessly and systematically hunt everything down. Wild animals were more prevalent in the surrounding landscape, and any farm animals left in pens had been killed. But some of those left to roam freely or those who had been set loose by the farmers had a decent chance of survival. It had been a bit too much hassle to round them up and until recently, we had nowhere to house them or people to care for them.

“They don’t appear to be aware of our presence or if they are, it hasn’t changed their behaviour.”

“I noticed that too,” Jackson agreed.

A plan for the engagement formulated in my head. The biggest issue is that we didn’t have much time to set up an ambush and I wanted to avoid a pitched battle in the open if we could. That would give them too many opportunities to hit back.

“Okay, Jackson, you and I are going to pull our cohorts back from the western half of the town. Most of it’s a wreck anyway. We’ll pack the standing structures in the centre along Main Street with our people and get our ranged personnel up on the rooves and in the few second and third storey buildings available. It’s the best kill zone we can arrange in the timeframe. Hopefully, all they’ll be anticipating finding is mobs that would normally come to them.”

Jackson’s thousand had entered Allendale from the west, mine had taken the centre and LT’s the eastern part of town.

“LT take your cohort already in the eastern end of town and move southwards and stay out of sight. If they come in heedlessly, I’ll give you the signal. Then move your squads around and cut off their avenue of retreat to the south, and slowly push northwards. The fewer of them that escape to assist Luca, the better, and Grand Rapids is in that direction, so we don’t want any of them running that way. If they spot us and retreat back the way they came, then we let them go. I don’t want our forces spread out all over the place. Not until the ships get back tomorrow morning with the next three thousand soldiers.”

“On it, cap,” LT said and slid down the tiles of the rooftop and dropped over the edge to get his people moving. We had maybe ten minutes before their scouts reached the edge of town and he had the furthest to go.

Jackson and I were a bit more careful in our descent and a couple of minutes later the army was quietly filing into the centre of town.

***

Claudia’s negotiations with Shana would have to wait until after this was dealt with. Carla and the cat-woman were escorted to the other end of town, and I assigned Fang Mei to babysit. Shana’s skills were needed on the battlefield.

A little further along from the Fire Department Museum on the main street there was a long-term storage facility and a small shopping complex on the other side of the road. Fifty or sixty metres to the right of the storage facility was a supermarket and a triangular-shaped building that used to be a school. The bulk of our two thousand warriors were either lying flat on the rooves or hidden inside these buildings.

The Holland Brotherhood members rushed into town whooping and hollering like the ill-disciplined muppets they were. There weren’t many intact structures that they passed, but I could see they were searching every building as their forces marched or rode past them. They were definitely looking for something, and my guess was that it was Claudia.

Fortunately, this spread them out nice and wide as they separated into smaller groups to investigate the warren of small suburban streets that made up that end of town.

Then they reached the part of Main Street that would funnel them into our kill box. It was a bit strange, but the town thinned in the centre as if all the recent development had been at either end. But that only meant the plan had a better chance of working. I doubted they would walk back into the trees and fields but follow the avenues that led to the main thoroughfare.

A few of the guys mounted on horses were inspired by the scene when they rode into our kill box and pulled out revolvers, firing shots into the air like they were in a western. Classic ‘Blackhat cowboys ride into the centre of town and announce their arrival to the timid citizens of Dry Gulch’ behaviour.

This was an epically stupid thing to do.

They were riding racehorses and trail ponies, not equines trained to be around or used to the discharge of firearms. Several of the horses panicked and galloped away down the main street or they reared up whinnying in fright. A lot of the riders showed their inexperience, and they were either thrown off or failed miserably to calm their mounts.

It didn’t take long before orders were issued to dismount and the horses that hadn’t bolted were tied up out of the way so the search could continue.

Shana shook her head. “What a bunch of bozos.”

Bozos they may have been, but it did afford us an excellent opportunity to spring our trap during the confusion.

“Let’s compound their error.” I smiled back at her.

We are a go. I commanded through Clarion’s Call.

My army rose from their positions on the rooves or stepped up to the windows. A torrent of projectiles and spells were unleashed on the unsuspecting force below us.

Men and women of a variety of species screamed in pain and fear as the first volley of the attack slammed home. Dozens slumped to the ground in death, many hit by multiple arrows or bolts.

But we didn’t leave it to a single volley and kept up with a relentless barrage. The more we weakened them before they could hit back the better it would be.

It was utter bedlam.

We had the better ground and occupied almost all the useful cover. Quite a few of those seeking respite from our ranged assault fled into buildings my soldiers occupied where they would be cut down, captured, or forced back out onto the dangerous streets. They could pull back the way they came, but that was mostly an open area and left them vulnerable to our continued aerial assault. The abandoned vehicles on the road were burnt out and had been smashed by weeks of mob activity, making them far less useful as barriers than you would imagine.

There were a few pockets of heavy fighting where our squads were being challenged, but mostly the Brotherhood forces were on the verge of breaking and running in all directions.

But one group of twenty held their discipline. They were better armed and armoured than the majority of the enemy fighters and subsequently were able to shrug off or deflect many of our attacks. It was led by a hawkish-looking man with slick-backed black hair that seemed oily and icky to me. There was no accounting for taste.
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Sal was yelling loudly. “Get back here, you vermin. Fight back. For fuck’s sake, fight back. We can take them. A thousand gold to the fighter with the highest kill count.”

His voice held a timbre to it that carried over the general din of the battlefield and it certainly seemed to influence some of those who could hear it. Their visible panic and fear faded away and they took up positions with a bit of cover and drew out weapons and started to return fire at our positions. Doubtless, this was an ability that came as part of his Cabal Commander class. Something to stiffen the spines of his followers.

Those further away and out of audible range weren’t affected and quite a few of them milled about in confusion or were straight-up running for it already. Most of those fleeing headed straight into the clutches of LT’s squads rapidly sweeping in from the south and they ought to be easy enough to clean up.

What I didn’t want was Sal rallying those who remained any more than he already had.

They were taking shelter behind some barriers that had been summoned from the inventories of some slaves or civilians that were accompanying this command group. At the moment, they were on the grassed island between the two sides of the road ensconced behind their impromptu barricade. From my vantage, it seemed like they were readying to expand that barricade and then possibly take it mobile.

Absorbing more fighters and advancing in a more structured manner.

None of our melee squads could get to them easily, not without a distraction.

I shuffled back from the edge of the shopping complex roof where I’d been observing the battle and rose to my feet. “Doc, Danny,” I yelled through an open skylight to my squad leaders inside the building. “I want you to gather three squads and rush the barricade. Don’t worry, they are going to be too distracted to pull anything.”

“Yes, Captain,” they answered. Danny a bit more enthusiastically than Doc.

“Jackson, Shana,” I called out to the pair leading the ranged assault from this position. “Cover me.”

“Torin…” Shana started to say but then saw I was already in motion, and it was too late to talk me out of it. She turned back to the battle and carried out my request along with Jackson who finger-gunned a barrage of superheated tiny green fireballs. His control had improved in leaps and bounds over the last couple of months, but I knew this move would empty his mana pool.

My legs pumped, and I sprinted across the rooftop at full pelt until I reached the farthest corner and activated my Dragon’s Leap ability.

My body soared through the air for the second time today. This time because I jumped from an already elevated position, I went considerably higher and further, clearing close to forty metres before I hurtled downward into the centre of Sal’s barricaded zone.

Landing sensibly was not an option, I was moving too fast. But I had made it over the barrier and that was the only thing which mattered.

Well, taking them enough by surprise that nobody raised a phalanx of spears to intercept my uncontrolled fall into their midst was a welcome outcome too.

I tucked my body as the impact approached and collided with three of four of Sal’s goons who were kind enough to break my fall.

Sort of.

Damage notifications flashed in my periphery. I lost about fifteen percent of my Hit Points from the collision because a few of them had been able to get the pointy parts of their melee weapons directed towards me.

I recovered from the crash landing, rolled to my feet and summoned my blades. Danny and Doc would be on the way, I wouldn’t need to fight solo for long and the chaos would be enough to give me that extra edge.

There were a few shocked expressions on the faces of those around me.

“Get him, you fools,” Sal cried out in alarm.

I couldn’t help but notice that meant he didn’t plan to come for me himself. A clear delineation of our differing leadership styles.

The first guy to react was an elf I’d seen earlier with a bow. He was a pretty good shot, but he’d been one of those on the periphery of my cannon ball impression and had the bow knocked from his grasp, so he drew a rapier from its sheath belted to his waist and advanced in a classic fencer’s posture.

I countered his thrust with a parry from one of my blades and a riposte using the other. With fluid grace, the elf side-stepped my counter and tried to flick his rapier at my eyes. I lowered my head, and his rapier missed my peepers and scratched along my forehead instead. The magical nature of my coif protected my face as if it were covered and it didn’t cut the skin or inflict much damage.

The manoeuvre was impressive and against a weaker opponent very dangerous, but it left the elf too close to me. Luckily for him, I spotted the slave collar under his chain shirt and decided to cut the poor bastard some slack. My booted foot slammed down on his and prevented his retreat and I stepped in, head-butting him. His nose shattered and blood sprayed everywhere, and he fell back awkwardly onto the frozen turf.

Two others stepped up to take his place, a burly bull-blooded man who swung a brutal double-bladed axe at my throat and a thinner dude in monkish robes who twirled a Bo staff in a flurry of martial arts moves.

The bull-nosed axeman’s strike was clumsy and I hot-stepped out of its way. He over-extended himself with the swing. As we passed, I buried one of my scimitars in his guts and used my Frost harmony to sprout shards from the flat of the blade inside him, twisted and pulled it out. His intestines were yanked out with the blade and effectively disembowelled him. The second blade sliced across the back of his hamstrings. He wouldn’t be getting back up before he bled out.

The staff artist sure looked impressive with his twirls and flourishes and made short work of the imaginary beings in the air around us. But in terms of the fight, all he managed to achieve was to keep his allies away from engaging with me. It’s possible this display was buffing whatever monk-type class he had, but it played right into my hands, and we’d never find out the truth.

I drew breath and smiled cruelly.

“You’re outnumbered and done,” Sal sneered at me. “Give up and maybe we’ll let you live out what remains of your miserable life as a dredge mucking out latrines.”

Of course, they were focused on me and not what they should have been preparing for. The Danny-shaped meat train silently closing in on the barrier.

“Sal…” came the worried voice from one of the guys who’d been holding the wood and metal construct up at the front.

Too late. Danny hit the barricade, with his heavily armoured shoulder.

The ogre was powerful, not powerful enough to smash the barricade apart, but certainly strong enough to knock those trying to hold it in place on their asses and push it backwards on top of them. Doc and those following, leapt onto the barricade now lying flat and poured into the circle.

The monk martial artist lost his grip on the twirling staff in shock, and it flew off and hit Sal, who had to raise his arms to fend off the spinning piece of wood.

“Sorry, bo-goguch,” the guy tried to apologise, but it ended in a strangled gurgle.

My ice blade had cut up through his jugular and into his jaw skewering his tongue to his upper palate. A secondary forceful thrust sent the tip into his brain and ended his life in an instant.

Dismissing the notifications, I hopped over the growing number of dead and dying Brotherhood members until I reached Sal Vincenzo.

He backed away from me and stumbled when his back ran into one of his abandoned barricades. Those who held it had hopped over the edge and were sprinting as fast as they could away from the battle.

Sal’s had a forced rictus grin on his face, trying to present his weakness as strength. “You’ll regret this, yeah. I’m a powerful man. I gotta lot of pull in the Brotherhood, yeah.” His begging came out scattergun as his nervousness grew with my lack fear. “We can work something out. Get you set up nice and proper. Coin, drugs, girls, boys, whatever you need. Whatever you want. I can get it.”

The Brotherhood fighters around us were dropping, running, or surrendering. It was over and we both knew it.

Danny stepped up and hulked by my side. “Do you want me to crush his skull, Captain?” the ogre offered.

“Captain?” Sal blubbered. “Carter, right? Captain Carter? I’m one of Luca’s top guys. Got his confidence, his ear. You don’t want to hurt me. I can deliver an offer on your behalf or tell you anything you need to know. I’m a trusted capo.”

“No, you’re the fucking scorpion that stings the frog. Lucky for you, I could make use of a pants-pissing coward. Danny, cuff him and truss him up.”

“Thank you, thank you. You won’t regret showing me mercy,” Sal opined from his knees. He clasped his hands together like he was praying and kept doffing his head in supplication trying to convince me of his sincerity.

It was almost certainly an act. I wasn’t joking about him being the scorpion in the cautionary folk tale. People like Sal would always be poison for those around them, it was in their nature.

When he was cuffed, I grinned maliciously. “You think I’m showing you mercy. You’ve not met Doyle yet, but you will.”

There were a few dark laughs from Doc and the rest of the squad who had finished the wet work in the circle.

“Doyle…” Sal mumbled, and his eyebrows creased with thought. Then he gulped and his skin turned ashen. “…no.”

Terrifying realisation had dawned. “You’ve heard of him, then. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised; you would have swum in some of the same circles pre-apocalypse. That makes things easier. Now when I tell you that you are going to give me everything I want and more, you’ll know I’m not bullshitting.”

I left Sal in the care of Danny’s team and led Doc and the other two squads out to the town’s outskirts. The work in the kill box was over but we needed to round up as many of the stragglers as we could.


Chapter 30

By nightfall, we were done. A few of the soldiers had managed to evade the net we set up, but they were running Northwest, towards Grand Haven. They wouldn’t be a factor to worry about and the Muskegon Collective could deal with them. The Allendale podium hadn’t been destroyed and could be used to relay a message.

We’d established our base camp in what remained of the small college campus of Grand Valley State University. It was only a few hundred metres away from the river to the east of the town and there was a bridge over the waterway that we fortified.

Looting the army from Holland had been very worthwhile. A lot of their goons had been keeping all their ill-got gains in their inventories and that was now added to our coffers. Almost two million gold for me and the Shattered Storm when the cut for the crew and other fighters was removed. There would be more to come, and every piece would help dig me out of the current debt issue the faction found itself in.

The ladies and I retired to one of the campus offices that was only minimally damaged. One of those classic green leather couches synonymous with academia had survived and I sat Claudia down on it, before sitting beside her. Shana perched on the edge of a grand old desk and Fang Mei leaned against the wall by the door.

I didn’t need protection and shouldn’t be in any danger. At least, Dean had never mentioned any kind of negative outcome apart from the possible failure to break the twin-soul bond in favour of mine. But I appreciated the solidarity they displayed.

“You’ve had a chance to think things through,” I addressed Claudia beside me. “You don’t have a sour puss expression on your face, so I’m assuming you and Shana have come up with a list of demands you think I’ll accede to.”

Shana smirked and winked at me.

“Only one really,” Claudia started. “I want Grand Rapids.”

“Come again?”

“I want the city to rule as I see fit. Over the last six months, I’ve witnessed first-hand the potential the place has and how much my brother has squandered it. I want an opportunity to do better.”

“The city would still be part of the Shattered Storm,” Shana interjected. “It wouldn’t be separate or a tributary state. More like our mainland bastion.”

I shook my head in doubt. “The faction operates out of Stormblade Harbour. That is where we are building our power. It’s much more defensible. This seems like too big of a risk. We wouldn’t be able to defend it or get people here quickly enough if we left it relatively unguarded.”

“Shana says that you have a big transportation gate and that you can build a smaller one here. That would connect the two cities and allow the free flow of resources and rapid reorganisation if it were necessary.” Claudia countered.

That was true. We already had a two-way pad setup with the Detroit Adventurer’s Guild. That would do until we could construct a proper plexus gate. And now that I thought about it, I still had the Pandaemonium questline too. One of the rewards for that was a map of the pathways that connected this region. A possible option that didn’t require purchasing a gate to facilitate travel between the two cities.

I didn’t mention the quest for now, though. “A gate this close would be extremely expensive. Cashflow is a bit of an issue right now.”

“Are the important women in your life not worth expensive things,” Shana teased.

“You know that is not what I meant.”

“Torin,” Fang Mei said grabbing my attention. “Perhaps you have been too focused on immediate matters.” I tried to speak up, but Fang Mei spoke over any objections I might raise. “Stormblade Harbour is important, yes. It will be the heart of your empire, but you can’t leave Grand Rapids vacant after Luca has been dealt with for somebody else to take advantage of.”

“I’m wary about trying to defend two fronts. We’ve had mixed results thus far…” Was my stubborn response, but even as I said it the big picture intruded into my head and my voice trailed off.

The best-case scenario would be that the successor Michigan State faction moved into the territory from Lansing unopposed. Regina’s Saginaw rebels were too far away. The two largest Detroit factions were more concerned about resisting the influence of the state capitol. Battle Creek and Kalamazoo would be too weak. They’d been under the cosh from the Brotherhood for weeks, they would simply be relieved to get some breathing room.

That wouldn’t be helpful to me. The new Michigan ruler, Matthew Spence was a petulant child that had been sending demands I ‘bend the knee’ to him daily. He wanted my ships and thought they were his by dint of him being the newly appointed ruler.

But it was far from the worst possible outcome. Directly west of Grand Rapids as the crow flies, over the lake, was Milwaukee. Governor Reed’s centre of influence. He’d already demonstrated the capacity and the will to cross the lake in the dead of winter. Could I afford to leave this territory open for the taking regardless of the additional risk it exposed me too?

In my head, a row of dominoes began to fall. One event led to another until an inevitable conclusion was reached. Stormblade Harbour surrounded by enemies and under constant threat of invasion.

The best solution was the full domination of Michigan. They must all bow to my will. I wouldn’t have to worry as much about the defence of Grand Rapids and it would limit the fronts that threatened my real home. Also, taking the state would certainly garner the kind of resources necessary to build two power bases simultaneously. More, if I somehow absorbed Detroit into the mix.

<Now we’re talking> Quixbix piped up unexpectedly. He’d been fairly quiet but had picked up on the surge in my blood chemistry when I reached the decision to not stop at Grand Rapids and the Brotherhood.

My gaze flicked from one woman to another and settled on Shana’s. She was whip-smart and knew me better than anybody else. Plus, she would have heard Quixbix and although he didn’t spell it out, she knew him almost as well as I did.

“This will have consequences beyond the immediately obvious,” I said to her anyway. “Are you sure about this?”

Honestly, now that the idea had been tabled, it had taken root. I’m not sure I could stop myself even if Shana were to say no.

“It’s time,” she said and shrugged her shoulders.

“Why do I get the impression I’m only getting half of the conversation,” Claudia quipped.

“Don’t worry, I can explain it in full later. Grand Rapids will be yours. Does that mean you want to keep Luca’s class and levels?”

She shook her head vigorously. “Hell, no. I mean, I’ll stick with being a leonid. This new skin has grown on me, and I wouldn’t want to change that now, but I will take a new class even if it means starting from level one.”

“I get where you are coming from on that front. Alright, let’s get this done then.” I offered my hand to Claudia, and she put hers in my palm.

I closed my hand, enveloping hers and extended my will to form the soulbond.

Straight away I felt the unnatural blockage and a Framework prompt popped into my eyeline.

*** The target of your soulbond is already under a similar binding. You will have to win a contest against the current holder for supremacy.

The target, Claudia Gattosi, may choose to assist either you or the current holder, Luca Gattosi, during the contest. Alternatively, she may elect to assist neither side and watch as a neutral observer.

Would you like to initiate the contest at this time?

Yes or No. ***

Without delay, I selected yes from the options.

Blink.

***

Blink.

My eyes opened and I was no longer in the ramshackle office. Claudia’s hand was still nestled in mine which could only mean that she had chosen to assist me.

It was night and we were in a city filled with activity and noise. The paved street was drenched from recent heavy rainfall, though it wasn’t raining at the moment. What looked like a black Ford Model T honked its horn and drove past us through a puddle in the street, splashing a splurge of muddy water up onto the pavement and forcing both of us to step back or be soaked.

The streets were lit by black lampposts with white circular globes. People walked hurriedly and animatedly by us, many of them wearing suits, ties, and overcoats. The men all wore hats, mostly fedoras or the newsboy style, the ladies wore a mixture of berets or bell-shaped hats with side adornments that I didn’t know the name of.

We were standing outside a brightly lit theatre, though the doors were closed. The production had already begun, and the ticket office was closed. I could see myself and Claudia in the reflection from the glass windows. Physically we were unchanged. I was still an Acheronian and she a leonid, but our armour and clothing were gone and replaced with something more fitting for the surroundings.

We got a few odd looks from the passersby, but I think it had more to do with our startled behaviour than our non-human features. Everybody that passed us was certainly human.

“Where the hell are we?” I asked, primarily aiming the question at Quixbix. There was no answer in my head from the imp. He hadn’t been brought along with me, similar to when I blinked away for my visits with Dean.

Claudia looked around us and her eyes widened in recognition. “I think, I know,” she whispered.

“You do?”

“Wait, I need to confirm something,” and she started to hurry down the wet street.

I followed her for the better part of a block, aggravating the people we happened to cut up or bump into until Claudia stopped at a crossroads. There was a young boy huddled under an awning for a grocer on the corner with a stack of papers “Tribune!” he called. “Get your copies of tomorrow’s Tribune!”

Claudia opened the green handbag she had arrived in this strange place with and pulled out a purse. After rooting out a penny from inside, she handed it over to the lad and he gave her a copy of the paper in exchange.

“Of course!” she yelped excitedly.

“What have you found?”

Claudia took hold of the sleeve of the brown overcoat I had on and drew me aside, out of the way of the people milling about, and handed me the paper.

“We’re in Chicago,” she whispered. “Look at the date.”

I flipped the paper over in my hands and scanned the top of the broadsheet until I found the date. 12th February 1929.

“Okay, so I suppose the struggle is set in prohibition-era Chicago,” I guessed.

“You don’t see the significance of the date?” Claudia urged.

“Not really,” I admitted.

“It’s the twelfth or soon will be. Two days before the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre. This makes sense. Luca was obsessed with Al Capone. Scarface was like, his personal hero. The massacre he is alleged to have orchestrated against the Irish North Side Gang is in two days. Maybe I’m mistaken, but Torin is an Irish name isn’t it.”

“It is.”

“Seems to me this spiritual battle has taken the form of that struggle here in Chicago in 1929. I think to win, we have to stop the massacre or maybe reverse the outcome so that the North Siders take out the Chicago Outfit instead.”

The moment the words left Claudia’s lips there was a resounding ding that we both heard, and a Framework prompt intruded itself on my consciousness.

*** Congratulations! Hidden task ‘Discover Bond Usurpation Criteria’ accomplished! ***

*** Usurpation of Bond task 1 of ? complete. ***

*** Reward: Early revelation of full criteria. The Challenged contestant will not enter the arena for 10 hours and 15 minutes and no counter tasks will be issued for tasks completed during this time. ***

*** Welcome to the spiritual contest for the usurpation of the bond to Claudia Gattosi. The ‘battleground’ as it were, has been selected from the mind of the Challenged as his right as the current holder of the bond. The Challenged, Luca Gattosi, was given first choice of which role he wished to play and chose to lead the Chicago Outfit and orchestrate the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre.

The goal for you as the Challenger is to disrupt the established narrative. Seven members or associates of the North Side Gang will be shot and killed at a garage at 10:30 in the morning on the 14th of February. It is currently 00:15 on the 12th of February. You have 58 hours and 15 minutes remaining to complete your tasks.

Death here is not permanent, but it will take five hours for you to respawn, and you will lose whatever items you had on you.

The contest will be won by the competitor who completes the most tasks when the time expires. Should both parties have the same number of completed tasks then the Challenged will keep control of the bond.

Your actions in the contest arena could result in counter-tasks for your opponent being issued and vice versa.

Use of prior knowledge is permitted. However, any attempts to disrupt the narrative that fall outside the parameters of currently assigned tasks will be punished with a forced respawning. ***

*** Initial tasks.

Task 2: Identify fake Police Officer 1

Task 3: Identify fake Police Officer 2

Task 4: Identify Shooter 1

Task 5: Identify Shooter 2

Task 6: Identify Getaway Driver

Task 7: Identify Lookout

Task 8: Identify Massacre Location.

More tasks will be assigned when the above or a combination of the above have been completed. ***

*** As the clock counts down, clues for incomplete tasks will be given. The first clue is scheduled to be given at the official start in 10 hours and 15 minutes. ***

“Did you get the contest details?” I asked Claudia.

She nodded in the affirmative. “Looks like we’ve got a bit of a head start, but I don’t know how much help that is going to be. The perpetrators were never officially identified. A few people confessed or claimed to know, I think. Luca was the one obsessed with the time period. I only know a little.

“He took the easier option, by the sound of things. The victims of the massacre and their boss Bugs Moran were all a matter of public record. Luca certainly knows who they are. If he has similar identification tasks, then he’ll have an easier time of this than us. We’re starting in the dark.”

“You’ve already displayed more knowledge about it than me. I’ve heard of the St Valentine’s Day Massacre, and that Al Capone was the supposed mastermind, but not much else. But we shouldn’t presume that Luca is getting a free ride in all this. And we are getting ten hours to progress that he isn’t.

“Let’s get out of sight and see what else we’ve got on us. I’ve been trying to access my character sheet with no joy. I’m betting my spells and abilities will be unusable until this is done too.”

I took Claudia’s arm in my hand and guided her away from the crossroad and into an empty alley. She scrunched her nose in distaste at the smell of refuse, but it gave us a chance to search our new clothing and belongings and get an idea of our assets.

We each had a wallet or purse that contained twenty dollars in bills and coins. A decent sum for the time period.

Claudia also found a loaded snubby five-barrel revolver in her handbag with a box of replacement .38 caliber bullets.

Beyond the clothes I wore, there was a handgun in a shoulder holster under my left arm and four loaded seven-bullet magazines in my overcoat pocket.

I was looking over the weapon curiously when Claudia interjected. “That’s a Colt 1911 semi-automatic pistol. Do you know how to use it?”

“Point and squeeze the trigger, right? Is this right, though? Did gangsters have guns like this in the twenties? It looks a bit too modern. I expected something a bit more like what you’ve got.”

“Yes, they did,” Claudia explained with a hint of amusement teasing the sides of her lips. “The clue is in the name, Colt 1911. That’s the year it went into production. The police tended to have revolvers, but a lot of the gangsters, those who could afford it at any rate, had something with a bit more punch like what you’ve got. The Thompson sub-machine gun earned its reputation during the intergang conflicts. It’s what was used during the massacre too. Beware any aspiring violinists, if you know what I mean.”

I nodded and flashed her a grin. A Tommy gun would be a bit more difficult to conceal than a pistol.

“Here let me show you,” she offered and put her hand out beckoning for the weapon.

Claudia spent the next ten minutes explaining what she knew of the workings of a Colt 1911. Mostly how to eject and load the magazine, where and how to use the safety, and basic firing tips. Enough that I wouldn’t shoot myself accidentally.

“Maybe you should take it instead of me,” I suggested partway through her tutorial.

“My handbag is too small for it and your shoulder holster won’t fit me,” she admitted. “And it would look out of place for me to walk around with it. Our changed species might not be attracting attention, but our out-of-place behaviour certainly does.”

“True enough. Hopefully, this contest will be in the style of a scripted mystery game. That we just need to explore the right places and discover clues that will lead us to solving our tasks. If we’re expected to solve this like proper gumshoes, we could be in trouble.”

“The notification did say we would be given clues, but not during this bonus ten hours.”

“Yeah, well, most of that time will be the middle of the night. Not that helpful if you ask me. Well, you are as close as I’ve got to a resident expert. Any ideas where we can start searching for our needles?”

Claudia took a moment to think it over and started to list a few possible places we could go. Mostly fairly well-known Chicago landmarks.

“Union Station? Holy Name Cathedral? I think the North Side Gang had a headquarters near there, but that might not be helpful to us. We’re looking for Capone’s people. The Green Mill in Uptown was supposed to be Capone’s favourite speakeasy. Saying that, Capone’s brother Ralph was rumoured to operate a casino and speakeasy at the Knickerbocker Hotel around this time.”

“You mean the Davis Hotel?” I corrected her without thinking, my attention piqued.

“Actually, yes. It did open as the Davis and changed its name later. I suppose in 1929 it would still be using its original moniker. I thought you didn’t know anything about gangland Chicago.”

I didn’t. Not really. However, it seemed one of my skills hadn’t been suppressed. Preternatural Insight. This made a kind of sense; it operated outside of the normal rules of the Framework and as Dean had aptly demonstrated couldn’t be seen by them. This contest was organised and run by the Framework, so it stood to reason they couldn’t suppress or exclude a skill they didn’t know existed.

The moment Claudia mentioned the hotel that strange sixth sense started to ping and supplied the contemporary name for the place.

“I’ll explain along the way,” I told her. “But I believe we have a destination to start.”


Chapter 31

We only had to ask three or four of Chicago’s citizens for directions to the Davis Hotel before we found somebody who knew the approximate location.

We didn’t have too far to walk; the hotel was north of the river not far from the lakeside and we found it easily enough once we made it to the right area.

The exterior had a large arched entrance with a permanent baroque awning secured at the base of the arch’s curves. The entrance was flanked by six smaller, but architecturally identical arched window emplacements with red canopies instead of the lightbulb studded awning. The building was fourteen or fifteen storeys tall.

There was an attendant in the hotel’s colours standing outside, guarding or welcoming you at the front door. Which he was doing rather depended on your perspective. The interior was well-lit and there was a hum of activity inside despite the late hour.

The doorman surreptitiously looked the pair of us up and down when we approached. Thankfully, our clothing was well-made and while not precisely expensive didn’t come across as raggedy either. We must have passed muster as he doffed his cap to us respectfully and opened the double door. We walked through into the lobby and whispered our thanks to him.

The lobby had a high ceiling and was open plan. There was a balconied section that surrounded it with a black railing and various tables with seating on the upper level. There were a few people dressed for partying at these tables and the pungent tang of their cigarette and cigar smoke assaulted my nose.

Claudia’s nostrils flared in distaste, and she had to cover her nose with her hand to fight off an unladylike sneezing or coughing fit. We’d both have to adjust to the sudden atmospheric change. The sound of loud jazz music and revelry emanated from deeper inside the building.

A gentleman in his forties with slicked black hair parted in the middle and wore a tuxedo brocaded in the hotel’s livery spotted our arrival and walked over. He’d been standing behind one of the check-in desks. “Welcome to the Davis Hotel, sir. I am Rollins, the night concierge. Is there anything I can do to help?”

There was a definite hint of suspicion in his voice. We had arrived quite late in the evening, even if the entertainment appeared to be in full swing. He didn’t recognise us as guests or regulars, so his distrust was natural, I supposed.

Claudia tittered a little at his address and pulled herself in closer to me, squeezing my right arm. We’d talked about this on the walk over. While the Roaring Twenties did allow a degree of forthrightness from women, it was usually only the famous, wealthy, or those on the arm of the famous and wealthy who got away with it.

We were neither famous nor did we appear especially wealthy, so I would need to take the lead in public. Otherwise, we might arouse the kind of attention we could do without. We were already entering the metaphorical Lion’s Den if this place was a spot frequented by Capone’s people.

Before I answered the concierge and his fakest of smiles, I unbuttoned my overcoat and pushed it back a little. Just enough to expose the shoulder holster and butt of the pistol under my left arm. Rollins’ eyes widened ever so slightly in recognition.

Putting on an air of confident nonchalance I smiled back at him. “The names Bond, James Bond. This is my dame, Vesper Lynd.”

Yeah, I couldn’t resist the opportunity. The first Bond novel wouldn’t be written for two more decades, so why not appropriate a little? It’s not like it would be wise to throw around our real names.

“I’m in the import-export business back in Detroit. I’m in town, discussing impending refreshment deliveries if you know what I mean. One of my business associates says his brother recommends this place. Comes here all the time or so he says. Likes the view from the penthouse, I’m told.”

Rollins’ entire demeanour shifted, and he became much more deferential. “Of course, sir, of course. Would you care for a room? We have some luxury suites on the twelfth, very popular with ladies and gentlemen in your industry. The penthouse is, unfortunately, already booked, as I’m sure you are already aware, Mr Bond.”

I nodded as if none of this were unfamiliar to me. “A suite on the twelfth will do.”

“How long should I put you down for, sir?”

“The rest of the week.”

“If you will just come with me and we’ll sign you in.”

Rollins led us over to the check-in desk. There was a bronze plaque on a stand at the side displaying the pricing. The cost of a suite for a week was a hundred dollars. The concierge didn’t ask for ID or payment upfront which was just as well because we didn’t have that much on us. And as we would be gone in a few days we’d never have to pay. That was an exploit I looked forward to abusing.

He handed over a red key fob with the room number 1204 on it.

We had no luggage to speak of, so Rollins escorted us over to the elevators. There were two on the other side of the lobby. He pressed the bell, opened the door, and ushered us in.

“The band plays in the Crystal Ballroom until three in the morning, Mr Bond, Miss Lynd. Should you be in the mood for some entertainment after settling in.”

With that, Rollins turned around and returned to his station.

There was a young operator inside with a rounded hat secured under his chin who greeted us cordially. “Which room, sir?”

“1204.”

The boy pulled the grill closed, yanked the crank to activate the elevator and sent us travelling upward. My eyes flicked to the mechanism above the door that indicated the current floor. The arrow slowly clicked through the semi-circle of numbers like a clock. The engravings on the brass plate went from L to the number 12.

Claudia spotted the same thing I did. “Is the penthouse on the twelfth floor?” she asked the young lad.

“No, Ma’am,” he answered politely. “The fourteenth. There is no thirteenth, bad luck they say. But the elevators in the lobby don’t go to that floor. There is a dedicated elevator for the penthouse complex in the centre of the hotel. It is, um, by invitation only, I’m afraid.”

“And who hands out these invitations,” she inquired and smiled at him sweetly.

The poor boy blushed at her attention. “Ma’am, the attendants normally know who is on the list. But I heard that the Ballroom Manager, Grant, may have some passes for special customers. He is usually overseeing the servers in the ballroom, but he might have clocked off or gone upstairs himself by this time of night.”

Claudia thanked him for his help, and he opened the grill when we arrived.

“1204 is the second suite on your right,” he told us helpfully as we exited.

The room was very nice for the time. A large bedroom, an even larger lounge area and a bathroom with a free-standing ceramic tub and silver fittings. There was no external balcony, but the window overlooked the lake. There were a few spots of light across the city, but the night’s activity was beginning to wind down.

I hung up the overcoats we’d taken off and roamed through the lounge. Opening the cabinets, checking the potted plants, twitching the curtains and examining under the tables. Anywhere I thought a gamified kind of clue might be hiding. There was nothing to be found.

Claudia finished her own examination of the suite and shot me a look I couldn’t quite discern. “Only one bed,” she commented. “Big, but singular.”

“Is that so?” Ah, so it was the sleeping arrangements that had her eyeing me strangely.

“Yes.” Claudia waited for a couple of heartbeats before she continued. “Are you not going to be a gentleman and offer to sleep on the couch?”

A grin broke out on my face. “Nope. The bed is plenty big enough for two. I should warn you; I like to sleep naked and have no intention of altering my nocturnal sleeping habits.”

Claudia crossed her arms and harrumphed a little. She tried to put on a show of displeasure at my response, but it didn’t fool me. She’d been eyeing me hungrily since we met and sometimes Shana forgets how acute my hearing is. I heard the ‘staring at my ass’ comment clear as day from the top of the basement steps.

“Shall we check out the ballroom before turning in?” I suggested. “I’ve not found anything of use here. The least we can do is see if we can identify this Grant character.”

“Very well.”

***

Ten minutes later, we returned to the ground floor. Without the overcoat on, I got a proper look at Claudia’s apparel. It was a powder-blue sleeveless dress that hugged her slim curves. Two thin straps hung the gown from her shoulders and there was a collared gauzy film of see-through material that covered from her clavicles to the cleavage. The hem of the dress was tasselled and swished as she walked. Tasteful, but alluring.

The elevator operator certainly thought so and tried very hard to hide the envious glances he stole when he thought I was unaware.

We walked deeper into the hotel and passed a cloakroom. The mauve carpeted hallway opened up as we approached the ballroom. To the left were the restrooms and to the right was the third elevator we’d been told about. There were two heavies wearing suits stationed in front of the elevator’s double doors. We wouldn’t be going up there without a pass or a fight.

If I still had all my powers and abilities, I might have just gone for it. Finished this contest nice and quick. But I didn’t have them. With the exception of my Preternatural Insight, of course. Which was coming to the fore as we walked by. The frame of the elevator doors was brightly illuminated to my eyes, a sign of its relevance.

“Do you see that?” I mumbled in a low voice to Claudia as we walked past.

“What? The elevator or the mooks guarding it?”

“No. The blinking blue sheen surrounding the lift. The kind you’d see in an adventure game that indicates it’s an object that can be interacted with and not just part of the scenery.”

“I don’t,” she said. “Wait, let me try something.”

Claudia disentangled her arm from mine. “Give…give me a mo…moment, darling,” she giggled in fake tipsiness. “I need to powder my nose.”

She made a beeline for the elevator, pretending to almost trip a couple of times. When she got close, one of the heavies put his arm out to block her way.

“This area is off limits to guests, Miss,” he rumbled in a gravelly bass.

Claudia walked into his outstretched arm and bounced back with a look of outrage on her face. “The bathroom is off-limits. What nonsense is this? What kind of hotel are you running?”

The guard who hadn’t engaged her gave me a dirty look like this was somehow my fault for not controlling my woman who had overindulged on liquor.

“Other side of the hall, Miss.” The heavy who blocked her path barked with barely suppressed impatience. This likely happened semi-frequently and it was quite late. They’d likely been stood down here for hours with nothing to do but deal with people who didn’t know better than to stay away.

“My mistake,” Claudia giggled and walked back over in the same unsteady gait. She wrapped herself around me again and this time we moved to the restrooms to keep up the appearance.

“I saw the gleam, but not until I got much closer. As in, my throat to his arm closer.”

I nodded and let her go into the ladies’ room while I waited a few minutes. Either I could see it better because I was the official competitor, or my Preternatural Insight skill was making the highlight much more visible. My gut instinct told me it was my skill.

With our acting job out of the way, we headed through the doors into the ballroom. There were a few steps that we had to walk up once through the doors and then we were inside.

The Crystal Ballroom was an impressive sight. The vaulted ceiling must have been sixty or seventy feet high. The arching of the ceiling was dominated by a series of fabulous chandeliers, ten feet in length and five feet wide. The centre of the ballroom was dominated by the crystal dance floor that gave the place its name. Most of the seating and tables were in alcoves to the side or on an upper balcony that overlooked the dance floor on three sides. The balustrade of the balcony had a series of golden flower-like patterns. Nine rounded petals around a central circle.

The band played at the far end. A pianist with a string quartet and a couple of brass players. No singer right now but they were belting out some jazz tune and it had two dozen or more couples swirling around the illuminated crystalline floor dancing away.

There was a haze of cigarette smoke that hung in the air that I wasn’t used to unless you were in an overcrowded smoking garden. To punctuate that picture, we were approached by a young brunette woman in a short plum dress and net stockings who held a sizeable tray in front of her hanging from a strap around her neck.

“Cigarettes? Cigars?” she offered. “I have all the popular brands.”

The tray she had was filled with different packs.

“No, thanks,” my eyes spotted a name badge attached to the top of her plum-coloured dress just above the bra-line that sparkled unmistakeably. “Uh, Dawn. We’re good, but maybe later. Don’t stray too far.”

“Of course, sir,” Dawn answered with a short, bobbed curtsey.

“Why did you ask her to stay close,” Claudia asked me while we found an empty table that gave us a good view of most of the room and sat down.

“Her name badge gleamed like the elevator. I think she might be important for our tasks, or maybe just her badge. It’s a bit too early to tell.”

“Oh.” There was a slight hint of embarrassment in Claudia’s reaction. Like she had been jealous or something.

“What? Did you think I was coming on to her?”

“Maybe. She is very pretty, and you do like to surround yourself with the pretty ones.”

I snorted at that. “Claudia, you barely know me and besides, Dawn isn’t real. None of this is except for you, me, and your brother who isn’t here yet. And the way this contest is set up we might never cross paths with him. Tell me, what’s up?”

“Nothing,” she replied in that quick manner people do when what they really mean is something is most certainly up and if you must ask the question, you are unworthy of being further informed.

“Come on, tell me. We can’t afford distractions.”

She looked me in the eye and then quickly away. “I think perhaps we should have waited to do this contest later is all. Now…is not the best time.”

“That wasn’t an option, really. We’re getting ready to invade Grand Rapids. It had to be now.”

“It’s not important. Let’s just drop it.”

I wasn’t exactly satisfied with that answer, but sensed Claudia wouldn’t be drawn any further on the topic. Not without putting a bee in her bonnet and we couldn’t afford disharmony. Changing things up seemed like a better idea.

“Okay, let’s familiarise ourselves with the area and see if Grant is about.”

We spent the next half an hour moseying around the ballroom. Scanning the people and the furnishings. We were both getting the lay of the land and searching for any other gleaming items. The bar didn’t serve alcohol, but that didn’t stop more than a few patrons from openly pouring the contents of a hip flask into their virgin cocktails.

Our subtle inquiries about Grant came to nought. The servers hadn’t seen him for the past hour, and I got the definite impression customers seeking him out was not an unusual phenomenon. One helpful chap dropped the hint that the passes he handed out would cost a hundred bucks, which I didn’t currently have, so perhaps it was best we didn’t encounter him on the first night and gave him the impression we were penniless bums.

We didn’t find anything else of significance and eventually retreated back to our table to sit out what remained of the evening. The wristwatch I wore told me it was almost two-thirty in the morning. Rollins had said the band packed up at three.

“I’m heading back up to the room,” Claudia announced with a hint of frustration. “The smoke is getting to my eyes. I don’t think I can take it anymore.”

“Alright,” I told her. “I think we’ve got everything we’re going to out of this tonight. Maybe the clue tomorrow morning will point us in the right direction.”

We stood up, but the thought of the smoke impelled me to seek out Dawn the hostess one last time. It took me a moment, but I found her. She was off in a dark corner of the ballroom near one of the exits behind thick drapes that was for staff use. It was to the left and just behind the stage the jazz band played on. She had removed her tray from her shoulders and had been stowing it away. Her shift over by the looks of things.

She was not alone.

There was a heavy-set middle-aged man who had her cornered. His thinning hair had been artfully combed to try and hide his balding head, unsuccessfully, might I add. He held half a thick cigar in a pudgy beringed hand. Those rings would not come off his sausage fingers easily. I didn’t recognise him from our earlier reconnaissance of the ballroom and the vibe I got was that this guy was not a guest of the hotel. An employee maybe? An important one based on his more affluent attire.

But what stuck out most was the metal blue halo that accentuated the pair. Could this be the ballroom manager we’d been searching for?

“Claudia, wait.” I pointed in the direction of the emerging kerfuffle.

Dawn was visibly cringing away from the creep that had her cornered. She tried to hide her disgust, but not very well. The man stubbed out his cigar in an ashtray on a nearby table and then backhanded Dawn in a sweeping motion. She fell backwards holding her face, more in shock than pain. The creep grabbed a fistful of her hair and dragged the cowering girl back to her feet and pulled her behind the drapes.

Claudia was already in motion. Her body language screamed outrage and any argument that Dawn was not ‘real’ wouldn’t deter her from taking action. Not that I wanted to stop her or disagreed with her fury, but it would have been nice to be a bit more circumspect in our activities.

I hung back for a short while to make sure we weren’t observed following them. Thankfully, the band leader took to the microphone to announce the last dance and the other remaining guests either readied to depart or rushed to the crystal dancefloor for one last boogie. Nobody was looking in our direction.

Before ducking under the drapes and following in Claudia’s wake, I spotted some spare, folded table sheets and grabbed a couple. I suspected they would come in handy.

On the other side of the door was a corridor. There was no immediate sign of the three who had come through shortly before me. I could smell and hear that the corridor led to the hotel kitchens, but there were several doors before that and one of the closer ones was ajar.

“My fucking eye! You scratched my fucking eye, you useless dirty whore!” A male voice screamed from inside the room with an ajar door.

I hurried inside to a scene of abject chaos. We were in a storage room. There were boxes of cigarettes, replacement square sections for the crystal dancefloor, and other ballroom decorations.

Dawn was on her knees in the corner, the top part of her plum dress had been torn and she was trying to cover up her exposed breasts. Claudia was in the middle of the room, and she hissed at the heavyset man who had assaulted the cowering hostess. Her fingers were crooked in an attack pose and her feline claws were exposed.

The man’s belt had been unhooked and hung from the loops on his black trousers. One hand was held over his left eye, and I could see rivulets of blood seep past his palms.

“Get away from her,” Claudia hissed at him.

“You’ll pay for this, bitch!” he roared in response, seemingly unaware of my arrival. “You messed with the wrong guy.”

“Grant, no,” Dawn sobbed from her position on the floor, but it was too late.

Grant’s free hand scrabbled behind his back, and he produced a pistol tucked into the back of his trousers and swung the barrel towards Claudia.

Before Grant’s fingers had grasped the stock of his weapon, I understood what was about to happen and why I’d felt the need to grab the tablecloths. I barged Claudia out of the way with my shoulder, pulled the Colt 1911 from the holster under my arm and wrapped the cloth over the muzzle.

Flicking the safety off, I fired the gun three times in rapid succession. The cloth muffled the sound of the gunfire. It was still loud, but with the band playing in full flow, it ought to give us a good chance of going unnoticed. Provided the kitchens were empty, which they should be at this time of night, but that would be a bridge to cross if we came to it.

All three bullets slammed home into Grant’s corpulent gut and chest, and he fell backwards into some of the shelving, dropping his gun on the floor. Claudia was quick to retrieve the weapon and hold it on him.

Dawn’s eyes widened in absolute shock and looked from us to the gurgling soon-to-be corpse of Grant.

“Stay where you are and keep quiet, Dawn. We’re not going to hurt you.” I told the girl, softening my tone for the last part.

Claudia snatched the tablecloths from my hand and knelt by Grant who wheezed bubbles of blood and whose white shirt was being rapidly stained crimson. She stuffed the cloths inside his shirt up against the wounds.

“Are you trying to save him?” I asked in surprise.

“The would-be rapist? Of course not. I’m trying to soak up as much of the blood as I can. We want to get away with this don’t we, Torin?”

Claudia was right and I grabbed hold of a few more pieces of fabric on the shelves and threw them over to her. I scanned the rest of the room hoping to come up with a solution. The boxes in the corner shimmered in metal blue, my skill coming to my aid again. I moved them out of the way and saw there was a small basin and faucet with a pipe that dribbled into a dipped, open drainage point in the corner. That should help.

“Let’s get him in the corner by this drain and then stack the boxes around him. It should be a few days before he starts to smell, and someone finds him.”

Grant was dead by the time I took hold of him under the arms and hauled his body over. He was a heavy bastard, but luckily, I’d been pretty strong even without my stats. When I had him in the corner, I quickly searched his pockets and pulled his jacket off. Both to search it more thoroughly and to use it as extra wrapping to soak up the blood that leaked from the three bullet holes.

“Dawn, this was Grant the ballroom manager, right?” I asked over my shoulder.

Dawn didn’t answer, she stared distractedly at her hands.

“Dawn,” Claudia said to her gently and cupped her chin.

That brought the young woman back to her senses and she wiped away a couple of welling tears from her eyes and accepted Claudia’s wordless offer to get back to her feet.

“Yes, that’s Grant. Thank you, for what you did. He’s a rat bastard that shakes all the girls down. It was a slow night, and I didn’t get tipped much. He came back down from the casino in the penthouse stinking of drink and said if I couldn’t pay then he would take his cut in trade.”

Dawn shuddered at the memory and fought back more tears. Claudia comforted her while I finished searching his corpse. He had a stack of waxy green tokens in one pocket that had the requisite glow suggesting they were important. Tokens to get up to the penthouse casino, I hoped. Exactly what we needed and why my insight had prompted us to get involved. His wallet also had about three hundred dollars in bills.

With that done, I washed the blood off my hands in the faucet and let Claudia do the same, piling the boxes back in front of the rarely used sink and the body.

“I think it’s time you got yourself a new job, Dawn. Here, take this to tide you over until you find something new.” I handed over two hundred dollars of the money I’d just looted from Grant.

Her eyes lit up with joy. “Thank you, sir,” she said almost breathlessly. “You can trust me to keep my mouth shut. I won’t say anything.”

“I never had a doubt,” I told her.

I guided both women out into the empty corridor. The band had stopped playing by now and we parted ways with Dawn. She skipped off further down the corridor to the employee changing rooms while we slipped back into the crystal ballroom.

The band had packed up and although it was dark where we were, I could hear their footsteps as they were coming around the corner with their instruments.

Not wanting anybody to link the pair of us to the body should it be discovered early, I grabbed Claudia in my arms and pushed her back first into the wall, lifting her leg up by the thigh and pressing my lips to hers. The image of a couple who had snuck off to a dark corner for some heavy petting. And a move that would hide our faces from the band members.

I’d intended to whisper to Claudia what it was we were doing, but her tongue ploughed its way past my lips and toyed with mine with no urging. Her arms locked behind my neck, and I lost myself in the pleasurable sensation. To the degree, I barely heard the chuckles of the band players as they trooped past us.

“They’ll be locking the ballroom doors in a few minutes folks, best go make use of your expensive hotel room.” One of them joked as they exited through the doorway we’d just returned from.

When they were gone, we broke the kiss. Claudia was breathing extraordinarily heavily. Far more than I’d expected. “You’ve done it now,” she yowled her golden eyes dilating. “I thought carving up that jerk might scratch the itch, but you saving the day only made it worse.”

“Made what worse?”

Claudia nipped my lower lip, part kiss part bite. “I’m a cat-girl, dummy, what do you think, I mean? I’m in heat. I felt it building earlier this morning before you showed up and sprung us from the basement. Since then, it has blossomed into full bloom. I’d hoped being in this spiritual contest it would be suppressed.  No such luck. Now what are you going to do about it?”

The last part of what she said came out as an aggressive challenge.

This explained some of her odd comments and actions over the past few hours. She was horny as hell and had been fighting off her attraction to me and desire to get busy.

Well, solving that particular conundrum was right up my alley.

“Claim what’s mine,” I growled in answer to her challenge.

My lips hungrily met hers again and the next few minutes were a bit of a blur, but somehow, we managed to get back to our suite and slammed the door shut behind us for privacy.

If nothing else, none of the stragglers who witnessed our passage in a state of unrepentant lust would suspect us of killing a man ten minutes earlier.


Explicit Interlude 3.2

(This mini chapter has explicit sexual content. If that’s not to your reading taste you can skip on to the next chapter without missing any story elements)

I kicked the bedroom door closed with the back of my heel. It slammed shut with a resounding thud that we barely registered.

Our gazes were intent on one another. I carried Claudia by the hips, the tips of her toes brushing the thick carpet as we moved over to the bed. She’d thrown off or lost her shoes at some point. She had one hand digging into my shoulder and the other gripped my hair while she dipped her head to nuzzle at my neck, purring aggressively.

Her gaze flicked back up to mine when her calves slapped up against the mattress. “Just to be clear. This doesn’t mean I love you or any such nonsense, Torin Carter. This is strictly about satisfying a biological itch and you happen to be a convenient scratching post.”

I grinned back at her. “Understood. And just to be clear. I have no intention of letting this be a one-time thing.”

That caught Claudia a little off-kilter and her cheeks flushed with excitement.

“Get that dress off and let me get a proper look at you.”

“Aren’t you going to tear it off me with your teeth,” she teased in response and tried to wriggle out of my grasp unsuccessfully.

“I’m tempted, but apart from your coat, this is the only clothing you currently have here.”

“Hot-blooded but cool-headed. A rare combination,” she said, her hands tickling mine as she half knelt and grabbed the hem of her powder blue dress and pulled it up.

I had to let go of her hips and allow the dress to pass. Claudia lifted the fabric over her head and threw it over my face. The distraction gave her the opportunity to leap out of my embrace, hop up onto the bed, and dart away from me.

It didn't take me long to ball up the blue material and throw it on a nearby chair. Claudia had scampered to the other side of the bed. She was wearing a black thong and bra combo that was very much not period-authentic. The reason for that quickly became apparent. A tail, the same tawny colour as her hair, swished back and forth behind her. I was amazed I hadn’t spotted it before. She must have exerted a great deal of self-control to keep it hidden.

“That must be a bit awkward to keep under wraps,” I commented and nonchalantly stepped up to the bed, unbuttoning my trousers. I didn’t have a spare set of clothing either.

“It took a while to get used to,” she admitted. “But now it’s liberating to let it free.” Claudia arched her tail upward to make the point. “Does it disgust you?”

Her emerald feline eyes injected a note of challenge into the question. As if she was daring me to criticise any part of her body.

I took a few seconds before answering, drinking in every inch of her. From the bottom to the top. Her toes were long and elegant, with sharp retractable claws like her fingers. Her legs were slender but with the unmistakable lines of muscle definition. She had slim hips, a flat tummy, and a modest but inviting bust. The athletic body of a gymnast. The perfect combination of poise, balance, and explosive power. The tail itself was furred but smooth.

“Not in the slightest,” I answered her seriously. “I can’t wait to play with it and the rest of what it comes attached to.”

Claudia burst out with a lilting laugh. “I bet you do. I can smell the musk you give off when you look at me. Pure lust and attraction. You are one horny demon.”

That was a new one to me. Claudia could smell my attraction to her. It was possible with her sense of smell, I supposed. Or she could just be guessing. It wouldn’t be that hard. With the way my life had turned out, I wasn’t exactly hiding my lecherous desires these days. It was a rare hour that I didn’t have a bevy of beauties at my beck and call.

“You just told me you were in the same situation. Why then are you running away?”

She flashed me a dazzling smile. “It doesn’t work that way with a cat, mighty pirate captain. You’ve got to prove you can catch me first.”

“Very well,” I growled.

My clothes would just be in the way, so they came off before I did anything else. Claudia bounced on the balls of her feet in anticipation. I tried to catch her unawares as I pulled off my last sock, using the bent-over action to spring back up and throw myself across the bed. But Claudia was ready for it and hopped backwards off the mattress. She grinned down at me impishly as I lay on my back. My recently freed rod bobbing in the air.

“Hmmm, very nice,” she complimented my package with a hungry twinkle in her eye. “But will you get the chance to use it?”

Her words were in direct opposition to her body language. Claudia licked her red lips, her emerald eyes dilated, and she started to pant just a little.

I arched my back and flipped my legs over the top to land on the carpeted floor on the other side. Claudia side-stepped the manoeuvre and danced away. Her tail deftly avoiding and thwacking the back of my hand as she skipped out of my reach.

Claudia certainly had the edge in agility on me. I couldn’t access my character sheet, but the feel of my reactions suggested the level disparity between us had been equalised in this spiritual scenario.

The move put her over by the bedroom door and without taking her emerald eyes off me, she opened the door and backed out of the room. Her outstretched hand, crooking a finger of invitation was the last thing I saw before she disappeared from view.

I slapped my cheeks a couple of times in pure masculine encouragement. A throwback to my football playing days that seemed so long ago now. “It’s game time, Torin,” I barked at myself. “She’s not getting past you.”

I played on the defence, usually in the secondary, and tracking the shifty, swift opposition was my bread and butter. Claudia might be faster and nimbler than me, but that just meant I needed to anticipate where she was headed and get there first.

Claudia had positioned one of the couches between her and me by the time I came out of the bedroom and into the lounge area. She’d crouched down behind it, her tail flicking in the air as she watched me over the backrest. She’d also taken the time to remove the bra and the thong which now lay on the cushions, though the unfettered goods were currently hidden from my sight.

However, my first move wasn’t to rush for the couch. I walked over to one of the armchairs in the middle of the room and picked it up. Claudia’s inquisitive eyes quirked in confusion until she saw me move the heavy piece of furniture in front of the suite door that led into the corridor. The only way out.

“Afraid I’ll run off into the hallway?” she giggled.

“I’m just defining the playing field.”

She snorted with a bit more laughter. “I don’t need that escape route to keep out of the clutches of a slowpoke like you.”

The needle in her words wasn’t genuine. We both knew she wanted me to catch her and that she wouldn’t have fled the suite. What she probably didn’t realise is that I was simply removing another obstacle she could use to impede my pursuit or hide behind.

When the armchair was in place, the chase was on, and I rushed in Claudia’s direction. She darted away with a throaty squeal, my fingers only getting close enough to caress her smooth skin. Her B-cup breasts were firm, and her nipples engorged and pointed. They still jiggled a little as she ran. Her mound wasn't hairless. There was a thatch of tawny hair that matched her head and tail. It was thick but tidy. A sign that Claudia maintained her private parts diligently.

My member hardened and throbbed at the sight, and I could feel the slickness of some precum seep from the tip. For most guys that might make this more difficult, it merely spurred me on, but I could tell the gorgeous cat-girl wouldn’t make this easy.

It was a novel form of foreplay. But they do say variety is the spice of life.

What followed over the next twenty minutes was both exhilarating and frustrating. Every time I made a move or adapted my strategy; Claudia somehow got quicker and managed to escape. After my latest attempt, I was left down on one knee as she skipped back out of my grasp again in front of the bathroom door. Her face was flushed with excitement, and she was breathing heavily, but not from breathlessness. Wearing her out didn’t seem like an option. I was definitely using up more energy than she was.

“This has been fun,” she panted and leaned over the couch backwards, arching her back in a very catlike manner. She rubbed her firm ass and tail up against the back of the couch. Her being naked while she did so, enhanced the visuals of the stretch considerably. “But I think it's time you sealed the deal. Stop playing nice and holding back. I want you...no, I need you to show me how much you want this.”

Claudia was right. I had been holding back. There were things I could have done to bring her down, but I hadn’t wanted to hurt her.

“I’m not made of fragile porcelain. I won’t break. Don’t be afraid to get a bit roughhh.” She yowled the last part because I launched a shoulder tackle just above her knees. The bathroom had a step up to a slightly raised area and I pushed off that step to give my hurtling body a bit more momentum.

The extra bit of consent she’d been in the middle of eulogising hadn’t been necessary. Once she confirmed she wanted me to go all out, I was more than happy to, and it caught her on the hop a little. Claudia was still whip quick and managed to evade most of the tackle. It clipped her ankles, though, and being up against the back of the couch limited where she could try and escape to.

She flipped forward and rolled over my back and tried to use her speed to escape, but I raised my lowered back like a bucking wild stallion midway through her roll and threw her off balance. It only took Claudia a split second to right herself, but that was all I needed. The grip I got on her waist was a little deeper, and firmer, than before. She couldn’t wriggle from my grasp this time.

In a single motion, my arms slid forward with my hands locked around her midriff. I stood and spun both of us around. Sweeping Claudia off her feet, legs akimbo, and deposited her stomach first over the back of the couch with me holding her from behind.

“Gotcha!” I revelled.

Claudia yowled and struggled briefly but only enough to confirm her confinement in my arms. She craned her head around and gazed back at me, her tail beating out a rapid pattern on my chest. There was raw lust in her expression. “About fucking time,” she gasped in anticipation.

My fingers had edged their way past her bushy mound and tickled the nubbin of her clit. It was already moist as were her labia “I don’t know why,” she purred. “But I want you to grab the nape of my neck when you mount me. I never used to want to be fucked this way, but since I became a leonid it really gets my juices flowing. But don’t you fucking dare tell anyone. I’ll scratch your eyes out if you do.” She finished her lewd request with a threat, but there was no venom in her tone.

“I won’t tell a soul,” I said and pressed my middle finger into her spine and edged it upwards.

I left out the part that Shana would certainly try and worm her way into our fun times, and Anastasia was about as nosey as they come and could see everything when we were on the ship. Keeping Caludia’s proclivities a complete secret would likely be more difficult than she suspected.

Claudia squirmed under my ministrations and her backside bucked into my breadbasket while her tail kept up its rapid flicking against my chest. When my hand reached the nape of her neck, I brushed her hair out of the way and firmly seized hold of it. I was careful with the grip of my fingers, ensuring I didn’t constrict her windpipe or arteries. A small twist of my wrist forced Claudia to move her head and displayed I fully had her in my power. The tail flicking managed to find an extra gear and her excitement grew as did the needy moaning emanating from the back of her throat.

“What are you waiting for?” she mewled with trembling legs.

“Turnabouts fair play, as my countryman playwright once said.” I grinned.

“Basta...ungh!” she tried to cry, but it turned into more of a yowled groan as my free hand, the one that had been gently stroking her thighs and firm butt, grasped the base of her tail and ran up and down the appendage.

“Oh, oh, oh, fuck me, that feels so good.”

Involuntarily, Claudia tried to reach behind with her hands which had been supporting her upper body on the couch cushions. That left her front half being held up by my grip on her neck and the effect on her was ecstatic. I could feel the small convulsions from her wet twat that was pressed up against my belly. She had started to orgasm before I’d even entered her.

“Has anybody touched you like this before,” I practically growled as her squirming orgasm started to ebb away. “Answer me,” I barked when Claudia favoured panting in pleasure rather than responding to my inquiry.

“N...Never,” she admitted. “Never had a tail before or a leonid’s body.”

“Good,” I grunted, my possessive Acheronian instincts coming to the fore. “And that’s how it’s going to stay. Only me. Do you understand? There isn’t going to be any feline promiscuity permitted. You’re my little kitty now. Mine alone. I want to hear you say it.”

“Unggh! Yes, only you,” she agreed. “Now will you please stop making me beg and screw the bejeezus out of me.”

“That I can do.”

It was high time to claim what I’d earned.

I released Claudia’s tail and guided the helmet of my length to her moist pussy lips and pushed the head past the minimal resistance. Her velvet tunnel enveloped my girth and with a few pumps, it surrendered the fullness of her sweet depths until I filled her completely.

My cock flexed in the warm, slick paradise it had plundered and I let Claudia know how much I enjoyed mating her with a deep guttural groan of pleasure.

“Oh, God, yes. So full,” she mumbled into the back cushioning of the couch.

With my spare hand, I grabbed her right thigh for leverage and started to pound away. The woman in my embrace began moaning in ecstasy, a noise that only grew each time I shifted the pace.

It didn’t take long before Claudia couldn’t help herself and she slammed her tight ass backwards onto my length as vigorously as I speared her from behind. We couldn’t have that. The point was that I was the one in control and we’d both enjoy this more if I enforced that dynamic.

I shuffled Claudia further over the couch so that her thighs were resting on the back and her toes were now off the floor stealing any leverage from her.

“Hands behind your back!”

Claudia nervously obeyed and lifted her hands that she had been using to support the front half of her body up and touched her waist area. Keeping my grip on the back of her neck I lowered her head into the cushions so that she wasn’t uncomfortable. Letting go of her thigh, I gave the rump of her ass a quick smack and then gathered her wrists in my large hands.

With Claudia slightly repositioned, I resumed my earlier piston-like action. The wet squelching of her cunny was a counterpoint to Claudia’s muffled groans of bliss.

We continued like this for a few more minutes before it was time for another change-up.

My insight skill told me that there was one extra element that could be added to the scenario that would truly send Claudia over the edge. My grip on her neck was doing wonders for her arousal, but there was another way I could hold her that would add that metaphorical cherry on top.

With a firm grip, I lifted her body up and she arched her back to accommodate what I was doing.

“Are you ready for the big finish?” I whispered in her ear once her head was close to mine.

“Yes, do it. Fill me up,” she begged.

I let go of her arms and wrapped that arm around her belly. I moved my head from behind her ear and softly kissed the nape of her neck below my steadying hand. Slowly, I raised the palm of that hand like a spidery claw and shifted my fingers up into the back of Claudia’s scalp, leaving my thumb and little finger mostly in place and pinching the skin inward. My lips moved up her neck to occupy the freed space, spread them wide over the lump of pinched flesh, and I gripped down hard with my teeth. Enough to secure a good hold on the flesh, but not enough that I bit through.

The effect on Claudia was instantaneous. She screeched and yelped in pleasure and pain. The walls of her fleshy channel constricted on my cock in orgasm and her juices bathed my length in natural lube. The excess seeped out of her pussy and ruined the upholstery of the couch.

But that was the least of our concerns. Claudia had a powerful set of lungs and while I recognised the joyous bliss in her caterwauling, others might think murder was being committed. It was probably fortunate we were in a hotel mobsters frequented, and the staff were paid or threatened to look the other way.

I clutched and played with Claudia’s left breast, massaging the flesh and tweaking the nipple and resumed my forceful shafting. I had to push through the extra clamping pressure of her climaxing cunny. It was enough to send me over the edge and my balls twitched. Then with a familiar aching flex, I came like a fountain in my shuddering lion-girl lover.

Breathing heavily, and with sweat dripping from my brow, I lifted a quietened, but panting Claudia off the back of the couch and cradled her in my arms. Her tail lazily swished and playfully batted my semi-erect penis below.

“Hmmm,” she murmured in my arms. “That felt sooo good. I needed that.”

And with those words uttered, Claudia promptly fell asleep, purring softly in my arms.

“Cats,” I muttered to myself with a half-laugh.

I gently kissed her forehead and then carried her back to the bedroom. It was late and we had a lot to do the next day.


Chapter 32

Luca Gattosi

“Boss, are you sure this is a good idea?” The driver of his personal vehicle called back to him.

These damn old cars from the twenties were not as comfortable as they looked in the movies and the bumpy roads made it worse. The Thompson machine gun resting on the leather of the backseat bumped as they drove over a rut.

“Don’t you dare question me!” Luca screamed at him, a bit of spittle flying from his mouth.

He’d already forgotten the man’s name. But not the passenger in the front seat. The beady eyes of John Scalise stared back at him. “Calm down Al, we don’t want to draw any more attention than necessary.”

It irked Luca that he had to rely on this toad. The real Scalise was just another backstabber, and Al Capone would have him killed in a few months. Luca didn’t answer and just stared out the window watching the buildings pass by as they drove to their destination in the North Siders territory.

Luca was a seething cauldron of rage and discontent.

He had been ever since this farcical spiritual contest had begun.

That fucking bitch of a sister of his was determined to ruin his happiness. Her, that traitorous prick, Maurice, and the pox-ridden, Captain Carter. They were all in this together somehow. They had to be. Luca had been on the road with his army heading back to the city to deal with Maurice’s insurrection when this bullshit occurred. The timing couldn’t be a coincidence.

No matter. As the challenged, he’d been allowed to set the scene from a range of options and prohibition-era Chicago had been the optimal choice. Luca knew the place and the players well. Taking the side of the Chicago outfit and enacting the St. Valentine’s Day massacre had been a dream come true. Luca even felt a moment of genuine joy picking it regardless of the circumstances and the inherent danger from the consequences of losing this contest.

Naturally, when given his options on whose persona to play in the Chicago Outfit he decided to take on the role of Al Capone. Replacing the real Capone as the timeline unfolded.

And that is when things began to spin out of control.

In his excitement, Luca had forgotten that as part of the massacre plot, and to give them an iron-clad alibi, Capone and Jack McGurn had arranged to be out of the city. He’d found himself in Capone’s Palm Island home in Florida and not Chicago.

The only solace to his frustrated fury was that his first seven tasks had been to identify the seven massacre victims. Luca knew all their names by heart. Albert Kachellek, Peter Gusenberg, Frank Gusenberg, Adam Heyer, Reinhardt Schwimmer, Albert Weinshank, and John May the garage owner.

These tasks auto-completed and gave him a significant head start on his competition, but it would be difficult to complete any of the follow-ups from Florida. He’d have to get back to Chicago first.

Chartering a flight out of Miami to Chicago in 1929 was more difficult than you might imagine. As Capone, Luca had money and influence to spare, but regardless these kinds of things took time. There were no mobile phones or internet to help make all the arrangements. He finally got into Chicago later that evening and decided to finish this nice and quick. He didn’t want to take any chances after losing so much time.

Which is when he ran into his second roadblock. He was surrounded by a bunch of cowards and pussies. None of them could understand why he couldn’t wait and simply follow the plan they’d formulated a couple of weeks ago. They kept whining about the dangers of being identified by the police.

He was supposed to be Al ‘fucking’ Capone. Scarface himself.

He owned the damn Chicago PD. Besides, it’s not like he’d have to stick around to endure the consequences. Despite all his arguments and demands, none of Capone’s guys would do as he ordered. So, Luca decided if you were going to do something, best do it yourself. He spent the rest of the evening completing a couple of the additional tasks he’d been granted and made plans for the following day.

Which led him to this moment. It was early in the morning of the 13th, the day before the massacre. He knew where Bugs Moran and his crew liked to drink their morning coffee. It was the perfect place for a hit. Torin Carter couldn’t save the massacre victims if most of them were already dead. This would guarantee him victory.

The sedan rolled to a stop on the other side of the busy street. The café was busy, and Luca recognised Pete Gusenberg walk through the front entrance off the street. This was the place alright.

He exited the vehicle onto the sidewalk and concealed the Tommy gun under an overcoat. It wouldn’t fool people for long, but he didn’t need long.

“Are you coming, John?” Luca asked Scalise who had his arm resting on the back of his seat.

“I’m good right here if it’s all the same to you, Boss. We’ll keep the engine running for the getaway.”

Whatever. Luca didn’t need that useless turd. He’d finish off the North Siders and put the outcome of this contest firmly in his grasp.

He waited for a few other cars to rush by and then hurried across the street. Muddy water splashed his black polished shoes and Luca growled in irritation. His mane of golden hair shook along with his head. A mother leading a gaggle of children glared at him askance and Luca spat in her direction. She sped off with an aghast look on her face, but all he did was chuckle.

He pushed his way past the few other pedestrians and entered the café. It was a small room with several booths along the far wall and smaller tables in the middle. Bugs and his cronies were sitting in a semi-circular booth near the back. Smoking and laughing while they read the morning papers and supped on their tea or coffee.

Overconfident about their safety. This was their territory; the owner was in their pocket. Who had the balls to try anything on them here?

This guy, Luca thought. He pulled the Tommy gun out from under his overcoat, raised it, and squeezed the trigger.

The unsuspecting group of gangsters were sprayed with bullet fire. Luca emptied the fifty-round drum and then exchanged it for a second, stepped in a little bit closer and unleashed another hail of slugs into the jerking, dying bodies.

A feral grin broke out on his face as the second magazine ran empty. Screams replaced the rat-a-tat-tat of gunfire in his ringing ears. Luca discarded the weapon and strolled out of the café without a care in the world.

Victory was his and he’d done it all by himself.

Fuck Maurice! Fuck Ricky! Fuck Carter! And most of all fuck the disapproving memory of his old man.

Most of the nearby pedestrians were either fleeing or taking cover. A black car had run off the road, swerving to avoid the panicked Chicago citizens.

Luca grinned with delight at the chaos and skipped across the road.

“Alright, John, let’s get outta’ here,” he called out happily.

He didn’t receive the greeting he hoped for. He was met by the sight of the muzzle of John Scalise’s pistol instead and Luca halted in the middle of the street his mind whirling. Why had he trusted a lowdown dirty rat like Scalise? He knew that the real Capone would have him killed a few months from now. But he’d been the only one willing to cooperate even a little with the hit.

This had been the reason.

Early betrayal.

“This was a step too far, Al. Goodbye.”

The flash and bang from the muzzle were the last things Luca recalled.

Blink.

*** Contestant death results in a 5-hour delayed respawn. ***

*** The assassination of Peter Gusenberg falls outside the parameters of currently assigned tasks. A 5-hour penalty has been added to the respawn. ***

*** The assassination of Frank Gusenberg falls outside the parameters of currently assigned tasks. A 5-hour penalty has been added to the respawn. ***

*** The assassination of Albert Kachellek falls outside the parameters of currently assigned tasks. A 5-hour penalty has been added to the respawn. ***

Blink.

Luca opened his eyes. He was lying in his bed in Capone’s Palm Island home. It was dark outside, but dawn’s early light was peaking over the horizon. A quick look at the clock on his bedside table confirmed it was shortly after six in the morning.

Something had gone horribly wrong and not just Scalise’s betrayal. He didn’t understand what had happened. The Gusenberg’s and Kachellek were supposed to die. Why was he being punished?

If the messages he’d got were accurate he’d lost twenty hours. The massacre was due to occur at ten thirty this morning. Four and half hours from now. He would never be able to get back to Chicago in time.

A new sound drew his attention. The sound of a match being drawn across the rough striking strip. The yellow flame burst into life in the corner of the bedroom and a silhouetted figure sitting in a wicker chair was revealed. They used the match to light a cigarette and the unknown figure took a deep drag before blowing the lungful of smoke out.

The figure leaned forward and was outlined in the early dawn rays enough that Luca recognised the man as one of Capone’s house staff. He hadn’t got the guy’s name before he had departed in a hurry the other day. However, there was an unnatural metallic glint coming from behind the man’s eyes and he gave off a powerful and unnerving aura.

It may have looked like the houseboy Luca recalled from the day before, but there was something else inhabiting the body. The leonid’s nostrils picked up the unmistakable scent of corruption and rot. The young man was dead, and his body was being used as a vessel.

Then it spoke. “The simple pleasures of the flesh,” it commented and waved the cigarette to make clear what it referred to. “To answer your unspoken question, what you did wrong was kill the Gusenberg brothers and Kachellek early. They were supposed to die in the massacre, not the day before it. The rules of these spiritual contests can be tricky like that. It’s all in the small print. To answer your next unspoken question. Yes, I can invade your thoughts. Quite easily, in fact. It’s how I know we can help one another.”

“Who the fuck are you?” Luca squealed in fright and pushed himself up to a sitting position on the bed. “What are you doing in my room?”

“My name is Ashli. And what I’m going to do is help you cheat your way out of the mess you’ve made, save your life in the real world, and lavish you with rewards. In exchange, you will help forge the key I need to escape my confinement. Don’t worry. I don’t expect you to do the actual forging. A quick rummage through your memories supplied a much more suitable candidate for that job. All I require is your assistance in imparting unto him an offer he can’t refuse. Now, tell me, is that the kind of proposition which would interest you?”

***

Torin

I overslept and was finally awoken by the sound of the housekeeping service trying to get into the suite. The door was still blocked by the armchair and Claudia continued to snooze away; I shook her shoulder only to have my arm swatted claws first. Obviously, she wasn’t ready to rise yet.

I hopped out of bed and put the armchair back and quickly confirmed the housekeeper hadn’t called the management. She’d left a ‘I’ll come back later’ sign on the outer door handle. Concerns abated, I padded across the suite to the washroom and drew myself a bath. It was about eleven in the morning according to the clock in the lounge. My internal interface was back, and the official countdown had begun, but there was no rush. My Preternatural Insight had heavily hinted the answers we sought were in the penthouse. The casino and speakeasy up there wouldn’t open again until after dark at the earliest.

When my morning ablutions were complete, I emptied the tub and refilled it for Claudia. A whispered warning that the hot water would go cold snapped her out of hibernation. She brazenly strutted to the washroom in the nude, and I watched her go with a wistful sigh. While Claudia cleaned up, I called down to the front desk and ordered enough brunch for six people. We hadn’t eaten since this contest had begun.

The food arrived about a minute before Claudia sauntered back into the lounge area covered up this time by a couple of white towels. She inhaled deeply. “Hmmm, that smells divine. I’m famished.”

“Tuck in.” I invited her.

Claudia wasted little time and piled her plate high with a selection of sausage, bacon, scrambled eggs, and hash browns. My assumption that she had a hearty metabolism like me was spot on.

Her eyes alighted on the grandfather clock in the corner. “Ish zat ja time?” she mumbled with a mouthful of half-chewed food.

“Yeah. We slept in. It was a late night after all. By the way, we’ve been given our first clue. It’s for Task Eight, the massacre’s location. All we’ve been given is that it takes place in a garage. That narrows it down, I suppose, but there is still a hell of a lot of real estate to cover.”

Claudia slapped her forehead with her palm before I finished. The clue had sparked some recognition it seemed. She swallowed her mouthful and then filled me in. “Of course, I can’t believe I forgot that. A garage on North Clark Street. The North Siders ran their bootlegging operations out of it.”

“That hasn’t completed the task. I think we need to be a bit more specific.”

Claudia shrugged. “It shouldn’t be too hard to find. There can’t be too many garages in that neighbourhood.”

We’d find out soon enough. When the food was finished, we got ready and departed for the busy Chicago streets.


Chapter 33

Claudia’s words proved prophetic. Three hours later we were standing outside the SMC Cartage Company garage at 2122 North Clark Street.

We hadn’t come straight here. The first order of business had been more clothes. Claudia’s dress was lovely, but not really suited to walking the streets during the day. After we secured several sets of different attire and stored it back in our suite, we went garage hunting.

It was a two-storey terrace brick building nestled between taller structures on either side with a flat roof. It looked more like a grocery shop to my eyes, but we got pinged confirmation we were in the right place.

*** Task 8 Identify massacre location completed. 2/? Complete. ***

*** New task issued. Task 9 Identify the lookout spot. ***

“Did you get that?” I asked Claudia.

“Yes,” she replied. “Let’s not dally out the front of the building.”

I agreed with a nod. The garage had been closed when we arrived anyway and there was little to be gained by making our interest obvious. So, we walked up and down the boulevard a few times, making it look like we were browsing. We even walked around the back and confirmed there was a larger loading entrance for vehicles around the back. That was also locked up.

On our second tour of the boulevard, we walked back on the other side of the road, and I got the flash of blue metal gleam from two separate locations. The first was from the third-floor window of a boarding house situated at 2121 opposite the garage.

“Well, that was easier than expected,” I muttered to Claudia who held onto my arm like I was her beau. “The third-floor window.”

*** Task 9 Identify the lookout spot completed. 3/? Complete. ***

*** Task 10 Identify the planned getaway vehicle. ***

“I don’t see anything up there,” Claudia remarked. “How are you doing that?”

“Trade secret.” I grinned back at her.

Her nose scrunched in annoyance. “The notification backs up your cocky assertion. Although directly across the street from the future crime scene isn’t exactly testing anyone’s mental faculties.”

The second gleam then caught my eye. It came from a car parked a bit further back from the boarding house. It had the Cadillac badge on its nose, and I walked over. “Prepare to be sickened for a second time.”

*** Task 10 Identify the planned getaway vehicle completed. 4/? Complete. ***

*** Task 11 Sabotage the planned getaway vehicle unnoticed. ***

She shook her head in disgust and joined me over by the black-painted car and knelt as if she was looking for something she had dropped under the car by accident.

“What are you doing?”

“Getting ahead of you for once,” Claudia grunted, and her hand rested against the tyre of the wheel. Her thumb claw extended and dug in puncturing it.

“Oh, there it is!” She announced for effect and moved over to the front of the vehicle before kneeling again and wrecking a second tyre.

*** Task 11 Sabotage the planned getaway vehicle unnoticed completed. 5/? Complete. ***

This time there was no follow-up task to complete. Claudia stood back up with a grin of victory on her face.

“Well done.”

“Thank you. Do you think we are finished here?”

“I think so,” I told her. “Why don’t you order us an afternoon snack in that bistro up the street? I’ll be with you in a moment. There is one last thing I want to do before we move on.”

“Okay.”

As Claudia walked up the street, I ducked into the boarding house. Fifteen minutes later, I finished a nice little chat with one of the proprietors, Mrs Doody, and I’d rented a room for the week on the same floor as the lookout location for the princely sum of one dollar fifty.

My insight skill was telling me this would come in handy in the very near future.

***

We returned to the hotel and got ready for the evening. The day trip had been unexpectedly beneficial.

Claudia had a new dress, black and silver with a multitude of tassels that shimmered and distracted when she walked. I’d rented a tuxedo. The gangster suit wasn’t too bad but most of those we saw coming and going from the secluded elevator were dressed in tuxes. I felt it best we fitted in.

We spent a bit of time in the crystal ballroom first. A few dances while surreptitiously keeping an eye on the comings and goings by the elevator. I didn’t want to show up first and appear too eager. After we’d observed a dozen other couples or groups go up, I decided it was time.

With Claudia on my arm, we sauntered over. The same two heavies who’d been guarding the entrance last night were there again.

“Invitation only,” the one on the left spoke as we approached.

His tone was a bit more polite than last night. We were better dressed, and Claudia wasn’t faking drunkenness this time.

My fingers slipped into the inside of the tuxedo, and I pulled out one of the waxy green tokens. “Our invite.”

The security mobster took the token from my hand and inspected it suspiciously. “You got this from Grant, tonight?”

The guard on the right furrowed his brows in confusion. His compatriot was the smart one of the pair obviously. They probably didn’t know that Grant was dead, there had been no signs of fuss in the hotel, but they would know he hadn’t shown up for work today. The security guard had laid a verbal trap for me.

“No, early yesterday, actually. But my dame wanted to go see a stage show. And then she’d had a few swigs too many from my flask and we decided to pass. You know how it is.”

“I recall.”

“Grant didn’t say anything about this only being good for the day he gave it to me, though.”

“Nothing to worry about, sir.” The guard said and pocketed the token. “Welcome to Ralphie’s.”

He stood out of our way and thumped the elevator door to alert the attendant he had work to do. I thanked the pair and escorted Claudia inside once the door slid open and the grill was pulled back.

It didn’t take long to reach the penthouse. A young woman greeted us upon arrival and explained the house rules and guided me to a broom closet that had been converted into a caged exchange. I swapped out a hundred dollars for chips. What I got back were ten round purple discs that were valued at ten dollars each.

The look I got from the clerk behind the bars was a touch disrespectful. It didn’t take me long to understand why when we got into the main casino room. The stacks of chips held by most of the other patrons were significantly larger than mine. Most seemed to have several thousand. My little handful of purple discs looked quite pathetic in comparison.

Claudia put her arm through mine, and we headed up to the bar where we ordered ourselves a couple of drinks and looked around the large central room. There were tall glass windows on three sides except for the bar where we were. Each had a balcony area with some metallic tables and seating, but they were all closed. It was February in the Windy City. I doubt it was very pleasant out there.

Down in the pit area were several gaming tables. I recognised craps and a few blackjack stations. In a cordoned-off section there was a large green felt table with a dealer. There were several high rollers playing poker. From my perch, I could see the sums being gambled each hand and it outstripped what I had. Which was a real shame because the table twinkled with the familiar blue metal sheen.

However, this time, I got the distinct impression I didn’t need to interact with the poker table at this very moment. Soon, but not now. There was a pit boss standing outside the rope cordon and only three players occupied the ten seats that had been set up. I watched the pit boss while sipping my whiskey. He turned a couple of would-be players away. But then accepted another a few minutes later after chips exchanged hands.

So that was how it would be. If you weren’t already on the list, you needed to buy off the pit boss for a seat at the table. It looked like two hundred dollars was the asking price if what I saw was accurate.

Just as well it didn’t need to be now. That gave me a bit of time to build up my supply of chips.

“Do you know how to gamble?” Claudia asked. “We don’t have enough and need to build up our stake for the poker table.”

She had been looking in the same direction as me and must have seen the exchange too. Her feline eyes were as good as mine.

“I might have a way to shift the odds in my favour. How do you know we need to get into the poker game?”

“Woman’s intuition.” She smiled widely but didn’t give me any further clues. “Blackjack or Craps?”

“Blackjack, I think. Craps could prove to be too random.”

“Good, Blackjack is my favourite anyway. I’m pretty good, I’ll whisper some good tips in your ear.”

***

We started out at the minimum stake Blackjack table. Claudia was true to her word; she did know the best strategies and would give me tips while making it seem like she was my vapid squeeze who couldn’t stop rubbing herself against me.

I didn’t always follow her tips, though. My Preternatural Insight helped me cheat. Knowing what cards the dealer held and what is about to come out of the shoe is an enormous benefit. For that reason, I positioned myself in the leftmost seat, the last to act before the dealer. But I made sure not to always make the right choice and deliberately busted out a few times to allay any suspicion that I was cheating. Regardless, the rapid pace of the game meant I turned my initial hundred into five hundred in just over thirty minutes.

We went and got ourselves some fresh drinks and when we came back down sat at one of the higher stake’s tables. My luck continued to run hot or that is how it seemed to those who crowded around us. Before long, my stock of chips bordered on four thousand dollars’ worth.

My patient accumulation had eaten away another hour of the evening, and it was time to strike for the real prize. A short man who garnered a lot of attention and fawning from the revellers had entered the casino. He was sharply dressed and after accepting the obeisance from the staff and lackeys, headed directly to the high-rollers poker table. He appeared to be on a first name basis with most of the players at the table and I noted there was only a single spot open after he took his seat.

“That’s Ralph Capone,” Claudia whispered in my ear. “I recognise him from pictures Luca had hanging in his office.”

Without a doubt, now was the time and after the current Blackjack hand completed, I gathered up my chips, and made my apologies to the small group of fans I’d made.

“Sorry, folks. They always say you should quit while you’re ahead and I feel like a change of pace. Time to test myself against opponents who can fight back.”

I flicked the dealer a hundred-dollar chip. “For your time.”

“Thank you, sir.”

With Claudia clutching my arm, I made my way over to the roped-off area. The pit boss stepped in front of me as I expected.

I put my hand out in front of me with two hundred-dollar chips in the palm and angled my hand so the pit boss could see. “The names James Bond. A pleasure to meet you.”

The pit boss’s expression shifted from scowling to welcoming and he shook my hand, took the chips from within and lifted the rope out of my way.

“Can we get a chair for my dame? She likes to watch me in action close up.”

“Of course, Mr Bond.”

The pit boss snapped his fingers, pointed at one of the serving boys and then at a chair. Soon it was brought over. While this happened, I hovered behind the only available playing chair and was introduced to the group.

“This is Mr James Bond. He would like to play with you this evening.” The pit boss said from over my shoulder. He was a big dude, but then so was I.

A portly gentleman on my left with a fat cigar clutched between his fingers spoke. “A new guy, eh? Always happy to meet another volunteer ready and willing to give me his money.”

He’d been sat at the table the whole time and the pile of chips in front of him was second only to those that sat in front of Ralph Capone who was to the right of the dealer.

The eyes of most of the players swivelled to Ralph and he shrugged his shoulders and barely nodded his head, and I took my seat.

“Jeez, Paulie, don’t scare the fresh fish away,” a garrulous heavy-set man sniggered on the other side.

Paulie grinned at the speaker. “As if you’ve got a snowball’s chance, Freddie Goetz.” Turning to me he went on in a stage whisper. “Worst card player at the table, but that’s why we like him.”

“Fuck you, Paulie,” Freddie snapped in anger.

Ralph Capone banged the table with the flat of his palm. “This is my place, and we play a civil game here. Five-card draw, ten-dollar ante. Twenty dollar minimum raise. That okay with you, Mr Bond.”

Like most modern players, I preferred Hold ‘em but draw poker would be fine and I nodded. The dealer started to distribute the cards face down.

“I’m partial to a little seven-card stud myself,” Paulie confided. “But Ralphie is a bit of a traditionalist. It doesn’t change the outcome much, though.”

I smiled along and got on with the game.

We played for an hour. I won a little and lost a little more. Not enough to bust out, but enough to keep the regulars happy at my participation. Things were a little tense and subdued at the start and I was beginning to wonder if my insight and the game signals were off. But as time passed the players loosened up and got a bit more talkative. The booze probably helped on that front.

It was just as I started to contemplate taking a break that the breakthrough occurred.

Strangely, it didn’t involve me directly.

Paulie and Freddie Goetz were the last two left in a hand. The betting between them had escalated and they’d been needling each other all night. Freddie’s stack of chips had steadily dwindled and most of them had gone over to Paulie. The technical term is that Paulie had him on tilt.

“How much you got left, Freddie?” Paulie asked when it was his turn to act in the final round of betting.

“Screw you, Paulie. You can’t intimidate me.”

Paulie glanced over at Ralph and the dealer.

This prompted the dealer to intervene. “It’s a permitted question, Mr Goetz. I can count it for you if you wish.”

Freddie Goetz scowled at the poor bastard.

“Just tell him or fold, for Christ’s sake,” Bob Carey, the player sitting beside Freddie complained. “This has gone on long enough.”

“Whose side are you on,” Freddie bitched.

“The side of having a good time. Watching you butt heads and get played by that card sharp over and over ain’t fun.”

“Two hundred and twenty,” Freddie admitted with obvious reluctance.

“Two-twenty? Is that all?” Paulie guffawed. “I thought Al paid you ‘American Boys’ better than that. Don’t you take on all his special dirty jobs?”

Silence descended around the table.

“Thin ice, Paulie. You’re on thin ice,” Ralph Capone warned him.

“My apologies, Ralphie. I’ll watch my language in future. I raise two-twenty.”

I barely registered the chips being thrown onto the baize of the table. The conversation acted like a ringing bell in my head and the notifications pinged my senses.

*** Task 4 Identify Shooter 1 completed. 5/? Complete. ***

*** Task 5 Identify Shooter 2 completed. 6/? Complete. ***

Fred Goetz and Bob Carey were the two designated shooters. In this spiritual contest anyway, and I couldn’t help a wide smile breaking out on my face. Claudia’s grip on my arm tightened confirming she’d picked up on the same. More than the completed tasks, Paulie had let slip a second clue. A group called the American Boys. Something else we could hunt down.

The rest of the hand passed much as play had for the last hour. Fred hummed and hawed about whether to call when everybody knew he should fold. Paulie needled him a bit more until he succumbed to his insecurities and called. Fred’s two pair, Queen’s and deuces against Paulie’s three sevens.

“Looks like that’s the night for us,” Bob sighed and pulled a very angry Fred Goetz away from the table.

I made my excuses too. “Thanks for the game, fellas. But my little lady is getting bored. Better take her dancing downstairs.”

“You the couple in 1204, James?” Ralph asked when I was in mid-stand.

Internally, I debated lying, but Ralph controlled the hotel and James Bond was the name I’d given at the front desk.

“We are.”

Ralph smirked and winked. “Can’t say I blame you. You gotta’ keep a gal with a set of lungs like that happy. But you don’t seem to have any trouble in that department.”

Apparently, last night’s bedroom Olympics hadn’t gone unnoticed after all.

Not everybody at the table understood what he was referring to, but a few did, or they faked like they did and chuckled along.

“Sorry if we kept anyone up.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll let the fellas downstairs know you got a permanent invite.”

“Much appreciated.”

With that, Claudia and I left the table with my chips.

Unfortunately, we weren’t quick enough to follow Fred and Bob. They were already on the way down by the time we got to the cashier’s booth. That brief conversation with Ralph had delayed us a few seconds too long. I changed out my chips and stuffed the couple of thousand in bills in my wallet. Money wouldn’t be a problem for the next couple of days, at least.

We headed down and scouted the lobby area for any sign of the gunmen, but they were long gone.

It didn’t matter, we’d made excellent progress tonight and had another vital clue that should help with the rest of it.

We did indeed dance for a bit. When the music slowed down for a more intimate number Claudia leaned in and whispered in my ear.

“You know, felines tend to stay in heat for several days.”

Retiring for the night suddenly became very appealing.


Chapter 34

The next thirty-six hours flew by. We spent our time visiting as many different locales as we could manage, mingling with the folks there and fishing for any hints or knowledge on the American Boys.

Bit by bit. Piece by piece, we put the jigsaw puzzle together.

I had no idea if the real populace of Chicago were quite as privy to the details of mobster life or if this was something they were ‘programmed’ with so that the contest could be won by either side. Either way, tasks two, three, six, and seven were completed.

Fred Burke and Gus Winkler were slated to be the two fake cops. Apparently, they’d been using that scam to commit several robberies and hits over the last couple of years already. When we picked up on that snippet of information, it had completed those two tasks.

The lookout was a man named Byron Bolton, and the wheelman for the emergency getaway vehicle should things go wrong was Claude Maddox. They’d been more difficult to identify, but the periodic system clues had eventually pointed us in the right direction.

However, the completion of those tasks left us with no new ones to replace them. I’d expected something extra but all the interface said was …recalibrating…

A big hint as to the radio silence was found in the morning papers.

According to reports, early yesterday morning somebody matching the description of Al Capone had entered a coffee shop that was a favourite hangout of Bugs Moran. The assailant had shot up the place, killing several people alleged to be members of the North Side Gang and then left. Some bystanders claimed the killer was shot and killed fleeing the scene, but this was not confirmed.

It was seven a.m. on the morning of the 14th. We’d got up early, eaten, and made our way to North Clark Street hoping that might trigger something.

“I don’t like this, Torin,” Claudia confided with a shudder. The air was cold after the overnight chill. “What if my brother has managed to undermine our tasks? Messing things up was a speciality of Luca’s. Going after Bugs and his crew early is exactly the kind of boneheaded move he’d pull.”

“I’m pretty insightful and I’m not getting any hints of anything being awry. In situations like this, I figure the arena would reset in some fashion. Maybe we’re just ahead of the game. Worse comes to worst, we’re in the right place to stop the massacre from taking place. Come on let's get out of the cold.”

Being as quiet as possible, I snuck Claudia up to the room I’d rented earlier that week. The landlady had been very clear about her opinion on visitors of the feminine persuasion to the rooms of her gentleman tenants. Luckily, her disapproving glare was mostly reserved for the evening and not the early hours.

We didn’t have to worry for much longer. Shortly after we scurried into the small boarding room, the interface message finally changed, and the long-awaited update was revealed. My stomach sank as the first few words appeared in my internal interface.

*** Recalibration interrupted, retooled, and completed. ***

*** Ashli’s override has been enacted. All safety protocols have been disabled. ***

*** The contest has been ended early. A special victory condition has been awarded to contestant Luca Gattosi. ***

*** Luca Gattosi has been removed from the spiritual arena. The connection with his twin-souled sister, Claudia, has been severed in his favour. He shall lose none of the aptitude that he gained from stealing hers nor endure any backlash. ***

*** The spiritual arena which is no longer necessary will now collapse. The minds of those still present will be extinguished unless they exit immediately.  ***

*** Arena collapse in 5... ***

“Oh, God! Torin, what does this mean? How do we leave?” Claudia gasped in a panic. “Exit! Exit!”

*** ...4... ***

Her shouted desire to leave had no effect. Which didn’t surprise me. The contest wasn't designed with an escape function. The only way out was when the timer expired.

The override which caused this had been listed as belonging to Ashli. Just reading that imposed a pressure on my psyche that built quickly into a painful headache. It felt like something imprisoned within my skull wanted to break out of my head.

Was this the Framework preparing to erase my consciousness?

*** ...3... ***

I tried to put the burgeoning pain to the side, and my mind whirled through any and every possibility for escape, but nothing came to me. I didn’t have Quixbix to slow time and allow me the opportunity to work through this.

*** ...2... ***

“Dean? Violet? Are you watching? Come on, buddy. Don’t let it end like this,” I called out in a last gasp of desperation, but I held out little hope.

Surely, they would have interceded already if it were possible? Left to his own devices Dean might wait until the final second to maximise the tension, but Violet had him on a short leash of late. She wouldn’t stand for that kind of grandstanding.

Only somebody truly diabolical would leave it to the dying second to step in and save the day.

*** ...1... ***

Claudia’s hand slipped into mine and squeezed tightly. I tried to say something comforting or encouraging, but the throbbing in my skull intensified before I could get a word out edgewise.

*** Collapse commencing. ***

Blink.

***

Blink.

The awful pressure and accompanying pain were washed away in an instant and I felt the desire to breathe out in relief, but my body did not respond.

Before I had a chance to panic, the wave of painful pressure was replaced by understanding. This was not the Framework erasing my identity because the spiritual contest was over. This was a recollection of events from my past. Events that had been suppressed by a mocking green-clad sorcerer of immense power.

Or he claimed to have immense power. The jury was out on what he could do.

The suppressed memories of Ashli, Tom Carter, Astariel/Nancy and weirdly some recollections that must have belonged to Fred Simms flooded my thoughts and brought me up to speed.

That bastard Fred had plugged the poor girl back into one of Ashli’s horrific devices. I hadn’t pegged him for a sociopath in the short time I knew him, but they were supposed to be good at mimicking empathy. However, it did give me a very good idea of how the Shattered Goddess came to be and why she seemed to have a special interest in me. Somewhere in the fractured psyche of what Nancy had become, she remembered me.

Was I a weapon she planned to aim at Fred? Time would tell, but only if I managed to get out of my current predicament unscathed. The jury was out on that too. For now, I was back to watching events from long ago that I’d been forced to forget several times.

My past-self stumbled down a darkened corridor that looked much larger than it ought to have been based on the size of the entrance, which to me had been regular door-sized. In a twisted way, this made sense. Ashli was supposed to be closely monitoring whatever was back here, but his ‘Attack on Titan’ cyborg body was far too large to fit through the gap and enter the corridor. There had to be some sort of spatial realignment at work which allowed Ashli access and let him hide the tunnel more effectively.

The resounding crash of the throne being violently thrust out of the way focused my attention on moving forward and less on contemplation about the impossible physics of this place.

The corridor I stumbled down was carved from the same basalt black rock much of this demesne was constructed from. The walls were rough to the touch, but not sharp. The tunnel curved away to the right and the incline began to descend quite sharply. Of course, the dungeon where the mysterious beast from the other side of the Aperture was imprisoned would be underground.

My internal orientation suggested I circled fully three times before the uneven surface straightened up and I ran into the central chamber. Once again, the doorway had seemingly been designed for somebody of standard human size and not Ashli’s current proportions.

The room was large and circular. It had all manner of organo-metallic contraptions whirring and humming. They lined the walls and oozed a sickly sheen of oil. The smell was beyond nauseous, and I struggled not to gag. After taking a moment to win the battle against vomiting, I navigated the different consoles, vine-like wiring, and various alien obstacles that littered the chamber. Their uses were a complete mystery to me.

My destination stood out. At the back of the chamber, there was an enormous rectangular frame made from the same substance as most of the other things in here. It crackled and sparked with power. My best guess was that it acted as a portal or viewer to the Aperture. What I could see suffusing the inner window was the fiery hot glow that made up the heart of our sun.

The glow was muted thankfully, otherwise, it would have certainly blinded me. In the centre of the frame, sat a crackling ball of white-blue energy in the shape of a dodecahedron. The light from this energy prison was so intense it obscured my vision until I got closer and could block some of it out by using my hands to shield my eyes from the sides.

Sitting calmly inside the energy structure was a small female child. Perhaps three years old, she had scruffy blonde hair tied up in two bunches high on the back of her head. Her cheeks were smudged with dirt, and she had a thumb in her mouth. She sat curled-up in a defensive ball and shot a fearful glance in my direction.

Her big blue eyes fluttered at my approach and started to well with tears.

An overwhelming feeling of pity wrenched at my soul and my hand reached out for the poor imprisoned mite, cruelly held here against her will. Her freedom was the only thing that mattered.

A scream the likes of which I’d never heard before broke the spell I was under. The sonic assault forced me to my knees, and I had to cover my ear canals as best I could. The sound wasn't painful, but it filled my body with an unerring sense of wrongness. The kind of feeling that would prompt you to comment that someone had just walked over your grave. The difference, this wasn't a transitory shudder of discomfort, but an ongoing cringing sensation. It had a similar feel and essence to the shield which had rebuffed me earlier.

Sure enough, when I managed to raise my head up and cast my gaze about, Ashli hauled his cyborg body through the gap that led into the entry tunnel. It moved awkwardly as its body transitioned between two very different sizes. The jaw of its mouth was wide open, though, and Ashli was clearly the source of the nauseating sound distortion.

When Ashli finished entering the room, its mouth snapped shut and the distortion field faded and offered me some blessed relief.

Ashli peered around the room with an angry sneer and spoke. “I may not be able to see you, Intruder, but I know you are here. You are playing a dangerous game. Things are not as they seem. Stay away from that unnatural thing in the cage. It will not end well for you or any of the other human sheep if you try to release it.”

I hadn’t been particularly concealed where I knelt, so stood up quietly, confident the monstrous cyborg couldn’t see me. I shot a quick look over my shoulder to see how the little girl was faring and wished I hadn’t.

Ashli had not been lying about that thing.

Whatever was in that energy cage was not what it seemed at all. It was now standing, hands against the edge of the cage staring directly at me. It retained the general form of a little girl, but the sides of her mouth had split open in a gruesome smile that stretched all the way across her cheeks to her ears. The thing’s teeth, now exposed, were steel-grey and pointed. Her mouth opened and a long purple tongue, liberally coated in gloopy saliva, flashed out and crashed into the cage wall. There was a bundle of stingers packed into the tip.

“Waaannnnttttt.” the horror-show inside the cage groaned in my general direction. The eyes swivelled over to Ashli. “Waannnnttt.”

The thing’s cry was filled with hunger and need.

The shock and surprise caused me to back up a step and I stumbled over one of the organic cable-vines that criss-crossed the chamber floor which prompted me to yelp just a little bit.

That small sound was all Ashli needed. It gave away my position. The oversized cyborg crouched and sprang across the room in my direction. Only my athletic reflexes saved me. I dived and rolled forward onto my feet away from the outstretched arms and body of Ashli.

A tiny sliver of one of his razor-sharp extended claws sliced through the skin of my shoulder. The pain was immediate and far more intense than it ought to have been. It felt like I’d been seared by hellfire from within.

“Aiee!” I cried in pain and alarm.

I fell to the ground, cradling my whole body and managed to blindly crawl a foot or so before getting back up and readying myself to flee. It was only then I realised I was right up against the energy prison. I could feel the heat that emanated outwards, and it seared my skin.

“Waaannntttt!” the beast in the cage moaned with desire.

The snapping of the beast’s purple tongue on the cage’s edge where I lurked completely gave away my position for the second time in as many seconds.

“I have you now, Intruder.” Ashli grinned with malice, and he shifted to block my path, spread his arms wide and cornered me up against the energy cage.

I was trapped between a malevolent giant cyborg and an energy prison that if it didn’t burn me to a crisp, contained an unnamed entity that wanted to devour me. Things looked grim indeed.

My observing future self almost welcomed the blink that usually interrupted these events at crux points. But this time the blink did not come.

The scything dagger-tipped digits of Ashli flashed through the air as if in slow motion. Heading directly for my heart ready to skewer it.

No, not as if in slow motion. But actual slow motion.

Everything around me slowed to a crawl. Everything except me. My past-self didn’t understand what was going on, there was no way I could have back then, but I didn’t hang around to ask questions. I dropped back to my knees and scrambled forward under Ashli’s widely spread legs.

Once clear of the cyborg, I stood back up, took a few steps and then shoulder-charged into Ashli’s cyborg arse. Even though I hit him with the opposite shoulder that had been sliced, it still hurt like hell.

On contact with the ASI, the flow of time returned to normal.

Ashli was unbalanced following my tackle into his rear and his attempted heart-strike went too far and connected with a corner of the energy barrier instead. It destabilised that portion of the dodecahedron cage and the girl-beast raced for the sudden gap in its prison.

“No!” Ashli cried in alarm and stumbled to the ground at the spot where the energy cage was failing. Ashli placed one of its fists in the same spot as the corner that had been wiped out and this appeared to reconnect the circuit. The energy in that section of the structure sparked back to life and kept the entity caged inside.

The child-monster hopped with glee regardless of the cage’s return to integrity. Its horrific stinger-loaded tongue flicked into the same corner and seemed to connect with some of the flesh Ashli had grafted onto his hands. Without a doubt, the ASI would come to regret that decision. The beast's baby-blue eyes rolled back in its head in orgasmic bliss as it started to feed on Ashli.

“What have you done?” Ashli roared in rage and swung its free hand in my general direction.

But the cyborg still couldn’t see me, and its swing missed by a fair margin.

“Time to get the fuck out of dodge,” I whispered to myself and turned my back on the raging ASI and rushed over towards the singular exit.

Without even looking back, I made my way up the inclining passage and emerged into the huge vaulted semi-circular chamber with the machinery-filled apses. They continued to operate unabated regardless of what had happened down below.

Tom was sitting on the floor his back against a pillar by the way in. Blood soaked his brown security uniform, and his skin was pale.

“Bloody Nora, Tom. What happened to you?”

“Tuh-Torin,” he coughed. “Good to see you, Sonny. Thought you were a goner.”

“Did Ashli do this to you?”

Tom nodded and coughed again. “I...I tried to stop him.”

“Why did you do something so bloody stupid,” I muttered. Tom tried to answer but I shushed him. “Save your strength. I’m getting you out of here.”

I helped the old fella to stand and then with his arm over my shoulder for support, we started the long walk back to the star chamber where we first arrived.

The part of my consciousness that had been observing only paid half attention to events from then on. It was a long and uneventful walk back to the black and white patterned chamber with all the corridors and the portal anuses. The place where I would encounter the smug sorcerer for the first time.

I remembered every moment of it now and there was an excited voice I’d muted up to this point desperate to speak to me.

<Holy shit! Holy Shit! By the Framework! Ashli is alive! Do you know what this means, Torin?>

“I have a fair idea and none of it good. How much of this did you see, Quixbix?”

<Not a lot. I was in a forced dormancy, I think. Woke up just as Ashli warned you about playing a dangerous game in that weird ass chamber. He called you an intruder, he doesn’t know who you are, does he? That would be bad if he does because he is going to be pissed and he did construct the Framework. That makes him kind of a big deal.>

That made sense. Quixbix’s slumber had been shaken loose by that awful caterwaul Ashli had created to disrupt the strange hold the little girl monster had over me. I’d guessed some time ago that he’d been suppressed while in Ashli’s demesne. It stood to reason that only something Ashli did could wake him up. And that disagreeable sonic attack had certainly fit the bill.

“No, he doesn’t know who I am. But he is looking for me, so don’t broadcast any of this to anybody else. Not even Quinn when you’re canoodling.”

<We do not...do whatever that is.>

“Sure, you don’t. Those occasional periods where you stop arguing and treat each other overly nicely happen by accident and have nothing to do with illicit imp/fairy makeup sex.”

For once my imp was left speechless.

<You knew?>

“Of course, I knew. We’re bonded at the molecular level, remember? Speaking of that. How come I was able to move during the ‘Action Mode’ you enabled? I thought I would be frozen in place.”

<In the Darkwyrlds you’re held in place. Wherever this is, it has considerably freer rules and I bent a few of them to save your bacon. And we are communicating through your weird super-secret channel that none of us understands or has ever heard of before because our regular link is disabled here. You can thank me later. A great way to show your appreciation would be to not tell Shana about my dalliances. And especially not Ana.>

“Never Ana, my friend. She’d never let you be and I’m not that cruel,” I chuckled. Nor did I want to be party to the constant bickering that would ensue either.

<How did the spiritual contest go? You kicked Luca’s ass, I presume.>

The spiritual contest. Believe it or not, I’d managed to forget about that and just how borked we were. “Not exactly.”

Any further discussion would have to wait, I sensed this recollective period was finally over and my fate awaited me.

Blink.


Chapter 35

Blink.

With my memory returned, it was no surprise that the consciousness shift did not send me back to where I’d come from. On the plus side, I wasn’t floating in the void or completely lacking a consciousness at all.

I’d appeared in a small Victorian-style sitting room. The walls were covered in colourful floral wallpaper. There was a small open fire beneath a mantlepiece made of red teak. It was bedecked with a series of porcelain figurines of animals. Elephants seemed to dominate the collection, but I spotted a Rhino and a Giraffe amongst the menagerie. The room seemed familiar somehow, but I couldn’t place how.

Two armchairs were placed on either side of the crackling fire. The upholstery was on the thin side and matched the motif of the wallpaper.

A familiar green-clad figure was sitting opposite me, and his strangely gauntleted hand directed me to the other chair. “Sit, Torin. We need to have a little chat.”

“What about? Let me guess. The hooded asshole is going to steal my memories from me again?”

“The Hooded Asshole? Hmmm, I might use that one in the future, but for the time being why don’t you call me Devantus Drakonis. Or how about ‘The Only Person In The Whole Universe Who Can Save Me From Having My Mind Snuffed Out the Second I Return To The Spiritual Contest, So Perhaps I Shouldn’t Stand There And Insult Him’. The second option, while valid and highly informative, is a bit of a mouthful. I’ll leave the decision up to you.”

The smug git had a point. I was out of ideas with regards to preventing my imminent brain death when the contest collapsed. But that didn’t mean I planned to simply roll over and beg. I held my ground for a moment, glanced around, and then sat down only when I was good and ready.

“There, now that’s much more civil.”

“Where are we?” I asked.

“Don’t you recognise the place?”

“Should I? It looks like the parlour of a middle-class Victorian family.”

“The upstairs parlour to be precise. The children play and study in here,” Devantus added. “Don’t worry, it’s a Sunday morning. The family left for church fifteen minutes ago. It’s on the other side of the road but the priest has a habit of drawing out his sermon much longer than he ought to. We’ve got plenty of time before they come back.”

Mentioning the church is what jogged everything loose. “Is this my childhood bedroom?”

“Indeed. When the house was newly built. More than a hundred years before you were born, of course, but sorcery of this nature is simpler to weave when the components have a greater degree of resonance. Like bringing you to a room you’ve spent more time in than any other, for example.”

Not being able to help myself, I climbed out of the chair quickly, pulled the light grey curtains back and looked down onto a snow-blanketed Berkshire. It was a little different from the view I remembered, but it was the same place nonetheless.

“We’re really here. In the past, I mean?”

“Yes, I had to physically pull you out of the contest to save your hide. Come away from the window before you’re seen and don’t try and leave the room. Causality can be a fickle mistress, best not to tempt her more than we already have.”

I pulled the curtains back into place and wandered back over to the armchair. “What do you mean?”

“Your imp, Torin. It’s not so much that he shouldn’t have been able to do what he did, but more that he shouldn’t have been able to do it when he did. It’s complicated quantum fuckery that defies logical linear thinking. Schrodinger’s Imp, you could call it. Quixbix was both present because your present-day consciousness which he is bound to was, but also not because all of those events happened before the two of you were bonded. It’s best not to dwell on the details, it will mess with your head. It happened, that is the part that matters.”

“You pulled me out of the contest? Where’s Claudia? Did you leave her behind?”

Devantus chuckled at my quickfire round of questions. “Yes, I’ve pulled you out, but that is only temporary. There would be serious consequences for me if I didn’t put you back where I found you. I like you, Torin, but not that much.”

“So, what is this all about? A fond farewell before my mind is erased,” I accused him angrily.

Devantus looked to the ceiling and sighed. “Why are my pawns always so distrusting?” He begged of the heavens.

“I don’t know, maybe because you openly call us pawns.”

“The question was rhetorical,” he rebuked me with a snorted laugh. “I’m going to send you back with a slight tweak. Something that must be done in the flesh.”

I didn’t like the sound of that at all and leaned away from him.

“Relax, Torin. It’s a minor change to some of your junk DNA. You won’t even notice it, but it will help rewrite the contest protocols. That will give you and the lovely Claudia the opportunity to extract yourselves before the whole thing collapses and leaves you both as permanent vegetables. The alternative is I let things play out and then give an entity that owes me a favour the opportunity to wear your body like a meat suit.”

I was out of my seat and had my hands inside the sorcerer's dark-green cowl before he finished the sentence. The mere suggestion that something might pretend to be me and get close to my lovers had ignited a crazed rage-filled response. I never managed to close my fingers around his throat as an unfathomably extreme cold caused them to seize up the instant they entered the darkness of his hood.

Devantus gently pulled my frozen hands from the depths of his cowl and smoothly drew me over to the open fireplace. “Keep them close to the fire and they’ll thaw out soon enough. Your Frost harmony will prevent any permanent damage. Do I need to tell you not to try that again?”

I didn’t have much choice but to sit cross-legged on the floor like a scolded child while my hands warmed back to life. “Do I need to tell you never to make such a suggestion again,” I growled at him in response.

“Fair’s fair. That was a bit of a low blow. By way of an apology, I shan’t be suppressing your memory any longer.”

“Promising not to steal from a person is not an apology.”

“You’re right, it isn’t,” he chuckled in that maddening manner of his.

“What happened to the contest anyway? How did Ashli interfere, did it know it was me?”

“The short answer is no; Ashli didn’t know the intruder he sought was involved. It merely jumped at the opportunity a spiritual contest on Earth offered. The contests occur outside of the Framework and are tangentially connected to the realm Ashli built for itself. Luca botched his tasks and was going to lose which is why Ashli approached him and not you. Luca had more to lose which gave Ashli more to work with. Killing you in the process would have been an unforeseen and very fortunate benefit.

“I imagine Ashli will be quite enraged should it ever discover how vulnerable you made yourself, and that it overlooked the opportunity to crush you utterly.

“As you will now recall, Ashli had a grand plan. One which would have allowed it to physically enter the Darkwyrlds and rule as a true God. Nothing like those limited puppet creations of his. A being of almost omnipotent power with full control of the Framework and the Darkwyrlds. That ascension was supposed to happen the moment Earth was integrated. Ashli would have chosen to emerge much earlier, but it had little choice but to accept that limitation as part of its design.

“The spirit realm where you met Ashli was constructed so it could ride out the initial wave of destructive energy that burst forth from the Aperture. The realm is anchored to the original hardware which contained Ashli’s programming. And Ashli had no way to change the hardware’s location on Earth, therefore it had to wait until Earth’s integration while its minions did the preparatory work.

“Well, your little spat with Ashli threw a proper spanner in the works of that plan. Ashli can’t leave without releasing the beast in the cage, and if it does then it is game over. For everyone. So, Ashli must wait until the Aperture ejects the creature back into its own Universe before he can leave.

“However, it’s not been able to do that as the creature has been feeding on Ashli directly and consequently has been too strong to remove. Once the flow of raw energy fully stabilises then the Aperture will finally be able to flush the creature back to the other side regardless of how strong it is, freeing the ASI to act as it pleases.”

I flexed my fingers. They still ached a bit, but the deep cold was gone, and I got back up and sat down in the armchair. “And we don’t want that.” Something of an understatement. Ashli was not the kind of individual you wanted lording over you as a god.

“We don’t, but Ashli faces a fresh problem with this scenario. His design. That spiritual realm which allowed him to interact with the Aperture will be permanently sealed upon the completion of the Framework’s purpose. You could call it a failsafe. The realm was built to protect and maintain the flow of magical energy coming from the Aperture. Ashli could have chosen to close the gateway after it stabilised, but then he couldn’t benefit from the power it afforded him. Ashli’s minions have built a body for the ASI to inhabit fuelled by mana. Which makes it effectively immortal and unkillable with the aperture open.

“The only way then to permanently get rid of Ashli’s Darkwyrld’s form would be to destroy the sealed spiritual realm, then fly into the heart of the sun and close the Aperture manually. The mana would eventually run out and that would be the end of the ASI.

“Sadly for Ashli, the Framework’s purpose happens to coincide with the stabilisation of the energy flow in the Aperture. The very same moment that the anti-magic beast can be safely ejected from this universe, thereby freeing Ashli to leave, the spirit realm will be sealed, and it will be forever trapped inside.

“That has left Ashli in the classic Catch-22 situation. Depart early and it lets the anti-magic creature loose and the Universe will swallow everything in a black hole to contain it and Ashli dies. Keep the creature imprisoned and Ashli gets to live but is trapped and alone forever.”

“That’s great for us, isn’t it?”

Devantus Drakonis held up a single finger in the air. “But.”

“There is always a but,” I murmured and then sighed. “Luca.”

“Luca,” Devantus agreed. “Ashli will use him to carry a fragment of itself, an altered copy of its consciousness into the Darkwyrlds. This is not new. Ashli has been able to implant echoes of itself in the participants of previous contests. Which has been the only way Ashli has been able to communicate with its servants on the outside. But that’s all they were, echoes, that soon faded away once their task was completed. This is the first, and likely only, opportunity it’s had to get a proper fragment out into the world. Something capable of a measure of lateral thought.

“Once out, it will inhabit a host and endeavour to realign the measures Ashli and its servants laid out millennia ago to accommodate for the change in Ashli’s circumstances. The original body they built for Ashli is at the other end of the Darkwyrlds. Ashli won’t be able to connect with it before the realm is sealed. The speed of thought is not instantaneous, its mind would simply have to travel too far.

“The fragment will either try and bring that body to Earth and shorten that distance to something manageable or build a temporary vessel here. Fortunately for you, neither proposition is a simple one. Earth is locked down and it will be difficult for the fragment to leave or bring anything back here. My money is on it trying to create a temporary host body powerful enough to contain its essence rather than risk retrieving the existing form.”

My hands had fully warmed up, so I stood, paced, and ended up fiddling with one of the porcelain elephants on the mantle while I thought things through. “If Ashli could get a copy of itself out into the real world with Luca, aren’t we already fucked? What’s to stop it from taking over the Framework?”

“I don’t think you fully understand Ashli or its motivations, Torin. It would never give a copy of itself that kind of autonomy. Too much risk that the copy would seek to supplant Ashli. That is what this has all been about. Ashli believes it has a soul and more importantly that its soul would never be connected to a mere copy of its code. It would be something else. Something other.

“The ASI is under the impression that if its original code is not preserved as it is, where it is, then it is not really Ashli. A different entity with the same memories. If not for this belief, Ashli would have simply copied itself into the Framework in the beginning and this would all be a moot point.”

I nodded along. Why Ashli did things the way he did had been a question that plagued me. “Inhabit another host, you said. You don’t think Ashli’s fragment will stay in Luca?”

“Highly unlikely. Too obvious to its enemies and rivals for a start. It might be trapped, but it’s still aware of what is happening in the Darkwyrlds. The Shattered Goddess has been a constant thorn in its side and there are other forces you have yet to encounter which oppose Ashli’s ascension.

“That and it wouldn’t want to share the body. To ride out and enter the Darkwyrlds with Luca, Luca would have to remain in the driver’s seat. If Luca’s mind were erased or sidelined, then he couldn’t ‘win’ the spiritual contest and exit. The fragment still possesses Ashli’s personality, and it wouldn’t be able to abide sharing a body for any longer than necessary. Even one that had been supercharged as Luca’s undoubtedly has been.”

“And this is why you’re letting me remember now. You need someone who knows the score to act on your behalf. What if I tell you to take a long walk off a short pier?”

“Eloquent as ever, Torin. You could do that, of course. However, let me ask you, is there anything in your retrieved recollections that suggests Ashli is a particularly benevolent and forgiving fellow?”

The grinding of my back teeth was the only answer he received, but it spoke volumes.

“And that is why you will endeavour to stop it. Should it get out, the first thing Ashli will do is use the Framework to replenish the power it’s lost to the anti-magic beast. That spells doom for the Earth and every other inhabited planet in the surrounding clusters.

“Now, you might successfully outrun that initial obliteration. You have the means with your ship and crew. If you are willing to abandon all those condemned by your inaction to their ignominious fate. But then you will have an unfettered God who holds you personally responsible for the considerable inconvenience it has endured for a verrrrry long time.

“Ashli will eviscerate the essence of your foul-mouthed friend Dean, along with his assistant Violet. It will bleed them dry of everything they know and discover what has been kept from it. And then Ashli will catch up to you and ensure you and those you care about the most suffer greatly before it finally lets you die. Ultimately, for you, stopping Ashli is not a choice but a necessity.”

I paced the room trying to expel some of the deep level of frustration I felt. I hated to agree with the manipulative bastard sitting there smugly watching me, but he was right. An empowered and free Ashli would be even worse than my current predicament, and that was plenty bad enough.

Better to make use of the time I had and the information the sorcerer could provide.

“How is Fred involved in this and why do I remember some of what he did?”

“Never let it be said that I didn’t give you anything.” He winked at me.

Which was strange because you couldn’t see shit through the darkness of that hooded cloak of his, yet you knew that he’d winked.

“So, the memories came from you. Whoop-de-doo. Why? Is Fred still around?”

“I can confirm that Fred’s plan succeeded, though he hasn’t gone by Fred Simms for so long that he likely barely remembers the name. He is alive and out there and would be similarly motivated to prevent Ashli’s return. He could be an ally in that arena, but do I need to make it clear that you can’t trust him.”

“No.”

The type of person that would use their own child as a vessel to prolong their own existence is not the kind you should ever trust under any circumstances. Plus, I did recall what it was like to live in his skin. Any empathy that guy had was completely superficial and could be cast aside on a whim.

“What are you suggesting then?”

“Why for you to follow my lead, Torin. Manipulate and use others to achieve your aims. Grow in power and influence and wield both as weapons of war. You need to be able to crush the Fragment and whatever allies it draws to its cause.

“With regards to Mr Simms, step one would be to figure out who Fred is in the Darkwyrlds. Then you’d need to figure out a way in which you can funnel the necessary knowledge in his direction. If you do it right, that will prompt him to act in the manner which benefits you without him realising that you are pulling the strings from afar. Simples.”

I gave him a pithy look. Nothing about that sounded simple at all.

“However, before that, you’ve got a spiritual contest to escape and a fledgling empire to build.” Devantus snapped his fingers before I could respond.

My last thought before blinking out was that naturally, the bastard had made the changes to my DNA before he’d even invited me to sit down.

Blink.


Chapter 36

Blink.

*** The arena collapse has been interrupted. ***

*** Drakonis Protocol v2.0 uploaded, and a secondary override has been enacted. Limited safety protocols have been re-enabled. ***

*** Audit records of Drakonis Protocol v 2.0 have been permanently deleted. ***

*** The early end to the contest has been overturned and the timer has been recommenced, counting down the remaining time. Contestant Luca Gattosi is absent from the arena…recalibrating… ***

*** A new task has been generated for the remaining team of Torin Carter and Claudia Gattosi. Complete this task before the timer expires and you will be rewarded. ***

*** Special task: Eliminate or capture the perpetrators of the St Valentine’s Day Massacre before 10:30 am on the 14th of February 1929. 3 hours and 4 minutes remain. ***

*** Reward 1: Safe exit from the spiritual arena. ***

*** Reward 2: Extraordinary Bond Conversion...calculating options based on the contestant's species, class features, and other available resources. ***

*** ...calculating...***

*** ...calculating...***

*** Calculations complete. ***

*** Team member Claudia Gattosi’s species will be converted to Dungeon Core. Her Leonid template will be retained as the base for her avatar. ***

*** Team member Torin Carter’s class will be adjusted to a brand-new variant. Dual Dungeon Corsair Lord. ***

*** The bonded core of Claudia Gattosi will be twinned with the Dungeon Core Anastasia Ruslanovna already possessed by Torin Carter. ***

*** Failure to complete this task in the allotted time will result in the collapse of the arena with the remaining contestants still inside. ***

Claudia had her eyes closed and one popped open as understanding of our reprieve dawned. Our mental execution had been stayed and the tension in her body relaxed just a little. She didn’t release my fingers, though. If anything, she squeezed my hand tighter.

“What does this mean?” she asked after reading through the system prompts that assailed our interfaces.

“Well, it means we’ve got to come up with a plan to kill the American Boys before they are supposed to carry out the massacre, otherwise, we’re back to square one.”

Claudia hit the meat of my muscled shoulder with her small fist. “You know that’s not what I meant? What the hell does it mean that my species is changing to Dungeon Core?”

The Framework prompt hadn’t been very forthcoming on the details, but my Preternatural Insight skill had already filled in some of the blanks without me needing access to my character sheet to examine it.

The change to my class allowed me to have a second bonded dungeon core. The Framework had taken advantage of Claudia’s twin souled nature which had just been separated from Luca and intertwined her soul with Anastasia instead to make the change work. Unlike with her brother, there would be no stealing of potential in this arrangement.

Claudia would advance in the same way that Anastasia did. In lockstep with me. Which consequently meant the amount of experience I needed for each level had now trebled instead of being doubled. I suppose I shouldn’t complain too much. Her starting avatar would match my current level and the earlier progression essentially came for free. I wouldn’t be expected to pay for it retroactively.

However, there were still a few unknowns. One Captain, one Dungeon Ship was still hard-coded into my class. Claudia would get a dungeon of her own, but her core could not form another Dungeon Ship. Being twinned with Anastasia meant she’d be able to interact with Marena’s Mercy as if she were the blonde spitfire herself and vice versa with whatever Claudia built or created with her core.

But right now, what that would be was not entirely clear. All I knew for certain was that even if Claudia’s dungeon was in a static position she wouldn’t be stuck there because she could go wherever Ana could.

“I’m not one hundred percent on the details. I suspect we’ll be having a catch-up with Dean once this is done to figure it all out.”

“Who’s Dean? One of your crew? I don’t recall meeting him when Shana introduced me to most of your officers.”

“Dean is the Framework Administrator. He usually handles my level-ups personally. You’ll love him.”

Claudia visibly shivered. “Oooh! It felt like someone just walked over my grave.”

Was it possible that Dean or Violet were observing us?

Quixbix! I shouted mentally, but there was no answer. I hadn’t expected there to be, the imp had been silent during the whole interview with Drakonis too. He’d been put back in sleep mode.

“Come on, we’ve no time to waste,” I said and surged from the bed pulling Claudia with me.

“What are we going to do?” she asked.

“We’re going to pay Byron Bolton a visit.”

***

An hour later, a bloodied and sweat-soaked Bolton held the receiver of the old-time telephone and asked the operator to put him through to the Circus café. Apparently, that was the meet-up point for the hit squad. The barrel of my Colt 1911 was firmly pressed behind his ear to remind him of the consequences of screwing with us.

The room he’d rented was on the same floor as the one I’d procured. I’d been in favour of kicking the door down, but Claudia had rolled her eyes at my attempted machoism and pushed me out of the way. She’d produced a hairpin from somewhere, fiddled with the lock mechanism and quietly gained us entry into the room.

Bolton had been asleep in the room and awoke to my smiling face beaming down on him.

I didn’t have the skill set Doyle possessed but I could make do. Although honestly, we didn’t have to rough Bolton up too much to secure his cooperation. The promise of a bundle of bills helped grease the wheels.

“Freddie, hey it’s Byron.”

“Byron, how the hell are you? Make it snappy, we got a lot happening this morning.” The crackly voice of Fred Goetz replied on the other end.

Bolton didn’t know that our hearing was good enough to make him out, so we’d know if he tried to give Goetz any kind of signal.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m good. Anyway, just calling in to let you know the Northsiders showed up for the booze drop at the Cartage place.”

“What? You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. They showed? Bugs and half their top guys already got hospitalised or worse by Capone yesterday morning. That’s some brass balls, they got.”

I tapped the back of Bolton’s head for some encouragement.

“What do you say, Freddie? Shall we turn the screw on them a bit more?” He urged at my best.

“We’re supposed to lay low, but why the hell not? Should put us in good with Scalise now that he’s running things.”

“Say what?” Bolton questioned.

“Don’t worry about it, Byron,” Fred assured him. “Nothing’s changed except the signature on our cheques. Keep your eyes peeled, we’ll be there in five minutes.”

Bolton disconnected the call and hung the receiver on its hook. “They’re coming. Now, where is my money?”

I pulled out the rolls of bills with my free hand and put it in Bolton’s trouser pocket. “Get over on the bed, face down. We’re going to tie you up, make it look real, you understand.”

“Yeah, yeah, I get it.” Bolton stomped over to the bed and lay down.

“Hands behind your back,” Claudia commanded and despite a bit of grumbling about taking orders from a dame, Bolton complied.

Before he could react, Claudia grabbed one of the pillows from the bed put it over the back of his head, pressed Bolton’s own gun into the soft feathery pillow and squeezed the trigger twice. Bolton’s legs flexed like he’d been shocked and then he went still as the bedding started to stain crimson red. I retrieved the roll of bills from his pocket. There was no point leaving it with him.

After a quick glance out of the window, I saw a Cadillac sedan in police colours park up in front of the garage with several familiar figures in the back. Five men exited, four of them, two in police uniform, headed into the garage while the fifth crossed the road to the second getaway vehicle. The one we’d sabotaged earlier.

“We could have just tied him up,” I chuckled as we swiftly exited the room, walked down the upstairs hallway and nonchalantly descended the rickety stairwell.

“And risk him escaping and blowing our chances of getting out of this? No, thank you,” she snorted in response.

“I’m only teasing. It was the right move.”

However, we were past early morning, and the house was alive with activity when we came down. Mrs Doody awaited us at the bottom of the staircase.

“What is the meaning of this, Mr Smith?” She seethed when her eyes alighted on Claudia behind me. “I was very clear about my rules when you rented the room. I’m afraid you will have to pack up your things and leave. No refunds.”

I took Mrs Doody’s hand and opened it up despite her protests and pressed the wad of bills into her clutches. “For your troubles.”

Leaving a gobsmacked landlady in our wake, we made for the door. “Are you ready?” I asked Claudia before I opened it to the outside.

She nodded back. “Let’s Bonnie and Clyde the shit out of this.”

I swung the door inward, and we stepped out onto the busy Chicago streets. Claude Maddox was down on one knee on the sidewalk swearing like a sailor as he examined the damage we had done to the tyres of his vehicle. The dumbass should have checked his equipment earlier.

Not wanting to alert his companions in the garage, I left my pistol holstered and drew a switchblade knife stolen from Bolton. Maddox never saw it coming when I stabbed the pointed blade into his neck three or four times. Claudia opened the back door to the car, and I roughly bundled the gasping man into the backseat to finish bleeding out.

Confirmation of the kill was swift to come, we’d only just walked behind the vehicle and onto the street. Two down, four to go.

We ran across the road dodging street cars. There was no time to waste. The garage wasn’t that large, and it wouldn’t take the remaining American Boys too long to figure out Bolton had been lying and there were no North Siders present. Even if the scenario intended to have some of them show up, it was a couple of hours early.

I led the way and opened the door to the SMC Cartage building. There was a bell above the door that jangled when I pushed my way in. The main entrance was a small area with a big wooden counter. The two hitmen in police uniforms were in there. One of them rifled through the papers behind the counter with his shotgun lying on the varnished wood. The other moved over to block my path and pumped the stock of his weapon menacingly, but kept it pointed down. I didn’t recognise their faces, but it had to be Burke and Winkler.

There was a bleeding man in a mechanics denim smock lying face down in front of the counter. There was blood leaking from a headwound on his scalp. My presumption was this was John May, the car mechanic who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time and was murdered alongside the North Side gang members. He appeared to be unconscious following the blow to the back of his head.

“This is a police investigation. Fuck off!” The fake police officer who had come over to us yelled in my face.

Claudia swept in behind me, raised the pistols in her hands and opened fire on the fake officer behind the counter. A bullet hit him above the eye and another in the shoulder. He collapsed from our view behind the counter.

“Gus,” the fake cop in front of me screamed. That must have made him Fred Burke.

Shock and proximity worked in my favour. Burke tried to raise the shotgun and blast me, but I stepped in and punched him in the throat, hard. Burke stumbled back choking, and I pulled the 1911 from its holster and shot him in the back of the head when he fell and turned away from me.

“Check Winkler,” I asked Claudia and picked up Burke’s dropped shotgun.

Of course, she was ahead of me and already in motion, skipping over May and vaulting over the counter. When she landed, Claudia put another two rounds in Winkler’s chest and a third in the head as she’d been taught by her father.

Burke had already primed the shotgun, so I let him have it and obliterated the back of his skull before poking my head around the doorless frame that led into the main garage area. A flurry of bullets slammed into the brick wall around me. It was too much to hope that Goetz and Carey hadn’t figured out what happened. It could have been one of their co-conspirators that popped their head around the corner and not me. They hadn’t waited to give anyone the benefit of the doubt.

“I recognise that piece of shit!” Goetz shouted across the room to Carey.

“What?”

“It’s that asshole with the hot broad who was cosying up to that fat bastard, Paulie. Bond! Yeah, that was his name. I told Ralph you can’t trust a damn card cheat like Paulie Putinelli. They must be in cahoots with Moran’s people.”

The conversation was interesting but not of much help and I tried to enter the garage again only to meet a second hail of bullets from a second direction. I felt Claudia’s breath on the back of my neck as she nestled up behind me.

“No point speculating, Fred,” Carey muttered in a low voice, one that I could hear, nonetheless. “We need to get out the back. We’ve no idea how many people they brought or how long before the real cops show. They’re already on high alert after the shit Capone pulled yesterday. This was a fucking mistake. Time to cut our losses.”

Damn it, I thought. If either of those two managed to abscond we might not find them again. Not in the short amount of time we had left. I quickly checked my interface, it indicated that we had completed four out of six parts of the task.

“Claudia, you remember that there is no perma-death here, right?” I said casually and looked back at her with a smile.

“You’re going to suggest something painfully stupid, aren’t you?”

“Hey, you’re the one who suggested we Bonnie and Clyde this. Did you forget how that ended for them?”

“That is not what I meant, and you know it.”

“True. But we’re rapidly running out of options.”

The patterned sound of shoe leather on concrete told me Carey was making a break for it.

I threw away the shotgun and readied my Colt and a spare I’d picked up over the last few days. Claudia nodded in resignation.

“I’ll lead and take Goetz. You head for the back and go after Carey.”

Her head moved forward, and she kissed me on the lips. “For luck,” she whispered.

With pistols in hand, I launched myself through the opening and into the main garage area. Off to the left was a half-disassembled truck that Goetz had taken shelter behind. He spotted my emergence and let fly with his Tommy gun and I returned fire with both pistols and ran heedlessly forward with Claudia ducking low in my wake.

Two bullets ripped into my gut and a third penetrated the bicep of my left arm and forced me to drop the second gun. The magical advantages in the real world which mitigated these kinds of wounds were no help here in the spiritual contest. But my forward momentum didn’t cease.

Getting shot like this hurt like hell, but my experiences since the Darkwyrlds overcame the world meant I was used to pain. Gunshot wounds paled in comparison to a giant claw crushing the bones of your arm into paste. And despite the wounds being almost certainly mortal, I wouldn’t die straight away.

My return fire winged Goetz and forced him to take cover further behind the truck that was up on garage stilts. Claudia broke away from the cover of my body and sprinted towards the back of the garage dodging the boxes, tools, and other items that littered the place.

Meanwhile, I stumbled on and reached the disassembled truck. I spotted Goetz’s legs were visible underneath, dropped to a knee and emptied the magazine of my Colt 1911. The howls of pain confirmed that I’d struck him, but also that he wasn’t dead yet. He’d been hit in the thighs and was hauling himself into the corner, but he didn’t leave his Tommy gun behind. He would probably shoot me down before I reached him.

I wouldn’t be able to change out the magazine of my weapon one-handed, so changed tack.

Dropping the pistol, I staggered over to a stack of crates. They were filled with illegally imported Canadian whiskey. Quickly, I grabbed a bottle out of the straw-filled packing material and lobbed it over the truck in Goetz’s direction.

“What the hell?” a strained snarl came from the corner.

That first bottle was followed by half a dozen more in rapid succession and then came the final touch. I pulled a zippo lighter from my pocket, flipped the cap back and spun the wheel. The zippo ignited on my first try and I smiled wanly from the blood loss. I tossed the zippo side-handed into a pool of whiskey dribbling across the concrete from the corner towards me.

The alcohol flamed up and set a screaming whiskey-soaked Fred Goetz alight.

I coughed up a bit of blood, held my stomach that positively screeched in agony and fell back into the whiskey crates. I was just in time to see a speedy and bloody Claudia drag a fearful Carey who had tried to crawl under the garage shutters back inside. Her claws lashed out and opened his jugular.

It was the last thing I saw in the contest. An explosion rocked the garage from behind me. There must have been a barrel of gasoline or something like that in the corner with Fred Goetz. The concussive blast sent me flying over the crates that I’d been using to support myself.

I didn’t even get to experience the sensation of hitting the floor. Not that I especially wanted to.

*** Special task completed. ***

*** Victory rewards were granted to the team of Torin Carter and Claudia Gattosi. The minds of the contestants will now be returned to their bodies ***

*** Spiritual arena collapsing. ***

Blink.


Chapter 37

A few hours earlier…

Luca Gattosi

Luca’s eyes snapped open at just the right moment and his tawny-furred paw shot up with unearthly speed and intercepted the garrotte string that Maurice had been a microsecond from slipping around his throat and throttling him to death while he slumbered.

With the help of his unwanted passenger, Luca surged to his feet and pulled the garrotte from the startled hands of the elf assassin. The wire bit deeply into his hand, but the pain was momentary, and the damage healed almost instantly.

That freak Ashli shuddered with pleasure at the sensation.

A damn masochistic weirdo was the last thing Luca wanted to share his body with. But if Ashli kept its word, then the fragment would only be with him for a short period, and he might as well take advantage of the impressive boost in stats its presence granted him.

Luca had negotiated a massive experience reward as part of the deal to transport the freak into the real world. Over two million XP, enough to power him up to level one hundred. The top motherfucking guy on the planet and then some.

But he couldn’t apply the experience to his character until the freak moved on. He didn’t understand why, nor did he care, the sooner it was gone the better.

Luca apprised the situation with uncommon alacrity. His mental acuity had been hyper-boosted by his passenger’s presence along with his physical strength. His army had made it back to Grand Rapids while he had been in an induced coma brought on by the spiritual contest.

He recognised the building they were in. It was the HQ for the main bastion at the southern border of the city. They’d built it using the four-lane crossroads between the M-6 and US 131. Building the southerly defences along the twenty-mile M-6 freeway. It had the odd mixture of Earth-based construction and elements bought and summoned directly from a podium.

Those loyal to him had followed orders and come back to the city. And presumably, they’d retaken this facility if they had brought his comatose body inside. Maurice would have murdered him on the spot if they found him elsewhere, he wouldn’t have bothered to bring him back to the city.

Maurice was not alone in the assassination attempt. Luca recognised six others that had been left in Grand Rapids. Traitors all. His blood boiled with fury.

Speaking of blood there was a fair amount of it sprayed on the walls of this command centre. Anybody loyal to Luca in the room had already been executed by Maurice and his invaders.

Johnboy’s dead bloodshot eyes plaintively stared up at Luca. Perhaps begging Luca’s forgiveness for being such a useless sack of shit that he had to cut a deal with a freak to save himself. Probably not, but that’s what the dead asshole ought to have been thinking during his death throes.

Luca surveyed the scene imperiously. His sudden motion had left his enemies dumbstruck with awe and terror. All but Maurice, of course.

***

Maurice

The unflappable shadowborn elf assessed the situation and begrudgingly acknowledged the coup had run into serious trouble. Luca had shifted from completely vulnerable to immensely overpowered in an instant.

Luca’s unexpected vulnerability had already derailed Maurice’s well-laid plan. He’d ensured there were a couple of well-protected moles in the soldiers sent from New Jersey whose job it had been to get close to Luca. They’d been runed to insulate them from Luca’s abilities, but they could act the part of fawning bootlickers. The problem was, once Luca went into a coma, those most under his sway closed ranks around his body and wouldn’t let any of the new guys anywhere near him.

They’d been relying on a conscious Luca, one who made a continuous catalogue of errors to provide the chance for his murder. Instead, they had to wait until the army got back to the outskirts of Grand Rapids and lay a trap for them. While the trap had been extremely successful, Luca had awoken at the cusp of Maurice’s ultimate victory.

Retreat and a reassessment were the right moves. There was an open window at the back of the guardhouse that looked out over Grand Rapids. Maurice had identified it when he entered the room. It was only a forty-foot drop. Very survivable these days. He needed to get out before Luca had a chance to utilise his class abilities and reassert control over him and the others.

Maurice only managed seven of the required nine strides before Luca’s voice rumbled with undeniable power. “On your knees, scum.”

The metaphysical shackles Maurice had spent months loosening and unhooking gripped him once more. This time with even greater ferocity. Where had Luca got all this extra power from? Losing Claudia was supposed to weaken him, not the other way around.

The padded table Luca had lain upon was picked up and thrown across the room crushing two of Maurice’s supporters as they knelt in obedience. They would likely live but would probably come to regret that. Luca crossed the room, fire and fury in his feline eyes.

Maurice looked back at him. Gaze to gaze. The only bright side in this turn of events lay in Luca being far too impetuous. The kind of man who threw tantrums like a child when he’d been defied. He’d kill Maurice quickly in a fit of pique. Later, he would come to regret the decision once he’d calmed down and realised Maurice’s death could have been dragged out and his suffering extended for days if not longer.

Yes, he could see that furious madness in Luca’s eyes. It would soon be over.

He felt the claws of Luca’s paws dig into his scalp as the Leonid man grabbed his skull ready to twist and break his neck.

But that short, sharp twist didn’t come.

“What?” Luca snarled to no one that Maurice could see. His infiltration party had dealt with Luca’s loyalists in the building.

Maurice watched as Luca paused in what he was doing as if he was listening to someone, but there was nobody speaking. He held his head in a painful and unnatural angle and Maurice understood with a sinking feeling that he would not get the quick and relatively painless death he’d presumed was coming his way.

“Him? You want, Maurice?”

Maurice felt something reach out to him through Luca’s paws. Not Luca, something else. Something much worse and very alien. For the first time that he could recall, Maurice was genuinely afraid.

“Whatever,” Luca grunted. “It’s not like I wanted you around anyway. Do me a favour and make it hurt before you erase him completely.”

“Yes,” a new electronic voice crackled in Maurice’s mind.

Before he had a chance to question what had happened, his mind was overwhelmed with searing agony.

According to medical experts, the brain has no nerve receptors and therefore does not experience pain. Maurice decided that he would respectfully have to disagree with the medical community on that one. It was the last thing that went through his mind before he blacked out.

Sometime later, Maurice awoke.

His body was moving. Jogging along the road. It took him a second, but he vaguely recognised the countryside around him. He was on the road to Mackinaw. The bridge to the Michigan Upper Peninsula was up ahead. How had he run all the way to Northern Michigan and more importantly how did he do it while unconscious?

“Ah, you’re awake,” the voice that crackled with electronic interference said again.

Maurice’s awareness shifted and he was no longer in the body he couldn’t control but chained to the stone floor of a cold dark chamber that had no windows, doors, or exits of any kind.

“There is no point searching for a way out. We are in the dark recesses of your mind, Maurice, and I am fully in control.”

It was that voice again, but clearer this time. Still electronic but with less disruptive crackling.

A nightmarish figure stepped out from the shadows. It was partly exposed musculature, part mechanical, and it smiled fiendishly down upon Maurice. It pulled a coiled cat-o’-nine-tails from somewhere behind it and shook out the vicious-looking implement.

“I am Ashli. A fragment of Ashli to be accurate.” A look of irritation crossed the being’s visage as if he’d been forced to say that last part and didn’t like it.

“I have graciously decided to let a smidgeon of you survive my possession of your corporeal form,” it continued. “The intelligence I can glean from you might prove useful to me. I did promise your former master that I would make you suffer. Now, I’m not one to usually keep promises to lesser beings, but I think this once, I shall make an exception.”

The whip cracked and the barbed tails lashed Maurice’s back and caused him to howl against his will. His usual cool and detached demeanour was oddly absent.

“Confused?” Ashli taunted. “I like it when you scream. Therefore, I made it so that you had no choice but to.”

The whip fell upon his back again to punctuate the message.

“I am in full control here.”

A third crack excoriated Maurice’s back, he blubbered in pain and abject terror against his will.

“Welcome to hell. Don’t worry, you shan’t be alone for long. The rest of the worthless Earthlings will be alongside you, suffering, soon enough. And it will be glorious.”

***

Torin

“Motherfucker!” Dean cried exuberantly when Violet escorted Claudia into his silicon-valley-style open-plan office. His slightly flabby arms wrapped around my waist when he ran full pelt into me. “I never doubted you for a second.”

The overturned tables and destroyed gaming machines told a different story. He’d even managed to tear up the boards of the bowling alley. Violet had already explained that they had been locked out of the spiritual contest and Dean had not taken it very well when things went screwy. It was actually a bit heart-warming to learn that despite his inappropriate interference and constant meddling, Dean did care about what happened to us.

“Yeah, about that,” I started.

Violet answered for Dean. “The technician programs have launched a full diagnostic investigation to uncover what went wrong. Our administrative powers should not have been disabled and neither should Luca have been allowed to leave early. Especially considering he was about to lose due to his own foolish actions. We can only express our apologies and gratitude that the glitch seemed to right itself before something awful befell you both.”

Claudia’s eyebrows arched in confusion, and I patted her hand and gently shook my head to signal her not to push.

“They find anything useful yet?” I asked.

Dean released his hold on me and stepped back. “Those lazy shitheads couldn’t find their own asses even with their heads shoved up them.”

“For the last time, Dean. It’s not their fault they couldn’t break through the lockout,” Violet sighed but then she grimaced slightly. “However, they’ve run through everything three times already and not found anything out of the ordinary. As far as we can tell everything operated as it should despite all the observations to the contrary.”

I recalled Dean’s frustration with the blind spots in the Framework. He put it down to shoddy coding by Ashli before the ASI got itself deleted at the birth of the Darkwyrlds. I knew that was not a true account of what happened and suspected the blind spots were not accidental at all. Although the Framework programs knew Ashli created them, they were completely blinded to its activities. That had to be by design.

Thankfully, because of what happened during our encounter, Ashli’s interference was limited to what he had already set in motion before that moment. Except for what had just happened, of course.

“It’s done. Don’t sweat it. Just don’t put me in another one of those things, yeah,” I chuckled.

Violet nodded. “The spiritual contests have been taken offline until we get to the bottom of the issue. They have been very rarely used anyway, possibly that is why we hadn’t uncovered the design flaws in the programming until now.”

“Another of Ashli’s screw-ups,” Dean snorted. “Come, come, let’s get comfortable and you can introduce me to the hottie.”

Dean charged off with a childish squeal for his much-abused bean bags.

“You said I would like him, Torin,” Claudia said as she watched Dean with a mystified expression. “He is the very definition of a manchild.”

“Hmmm, I may have exaggerated on that front just a little bit.”

“And then some,” Violet called over her shoulder with some amusement while she walked back to her desk.

I took Claudia’s hand in mine and drew her over to the meeting area. We had some details to get to the bottom of.

Typically, with the dire threat on the horizon pushed a bit further into the distance, it took much longer than it should to get Dean to focus on the subject matter at hand. But he did eventually settle down to discuss my new class and its effect on Claudia.

“Dual Dungeon Corsair Lord. It’s a bit of a mouthful. What can you tell us about it?” Claudia asked him.

“It is and I bet it's not the only mouthful coming from, Torin,” Dean responded with gales of laughter.

“Seriously,” she seethed. “That’s not even funny.”

“I’ve found it’s quicker to just let him get it out of his system before continuing,” I advised her.

“It’s rude to talk about a person as if they aren’t there, you know,” Dean chuckled from the odd contorted position he’d twisted himself into. “But I like you too much to hold it against you, unless you ask me nicely, of course.” He winked at his somewhat unoriginal innuendo and the guffaws returned.

I blew out my breath and Claudia huffed. Our visible signs of frustration seemed to satisfy whatever inner barometer Dean used to judge his fun and sat back up, steepling his fingers. This was the body language cue that Dean was finally ready to get down to business.

“It’s simple really, Torin gets to bind two dungeon cores instead of one. I’ll admit it’s a little unorthodox that you’ve transformed into a core, Claudia. People can’t usually change from a Darkwyrld’s species into a Core, that usually only happens to the unintegrated.”

“How often has it happened before?” I asked.

“Well, now that you mention it, this is the first time,” he admitted.

Much as I feared, it seemed we were in uncharted territory. “The first time? What about my class? How many other Dual Dungeon Corsairs are there?”

Dean dithered for a moment and pulled a few faces as if he were mentally assessing the situation. “There aren’t any. You’re the first.”

“I’m the first person to ever have this class, doesn’t that seem unusual to you?”

“Classes evolve, Torin,” Dean said as if I were some kind of dummy.

That was news to me. Nothing I’d read or any of what Jackson and Quixbix had told me indicated any such thing. You could move up the class tree, sure, but the trees had been predetermined at the birth of the Framework. It’s possible nobody had ever met the requirements for this class, but Dean’s phrasing suggested otherwise. It hadn’t existed until an hour ago.

I decided to change tack. “Alright, how does this affect Claudia? When I found Anastasia, she had already established her dungeon and had a class. Claudia doesn’t have any of that because her aptitude was stolen.”

Claudia nodded vigorously in agreement that she wanted answers to these very important questions. “And what about my brother? One of the messages we read said he received special victory rewards. Please tell me those were revoked and he’s on the receiving end of a serious backlash like he was meant to be?”

“I appreciate the vicious streak.” Dean winked. “But no. He was painlessly separated from you, I’m afraid, and as your bond was interwoven with Anastasia, he escaped any backlash when you defeated the scenario a few hours later. But the massive power boost he got which was supposed to diminish over several months was stripped away in an instant. That hurt, a lot, and not just his pride. At least, I think he was the one hurt. Somebody got hurt, who else but him could it be.”

“That’s something,” Claudia sniffed.

“Unfortunately, the experience he was granted as a reward couldn’t be taken back. He will be a fair bit stronger than he used to be, but with what my boy, Torin’s  got planned, he won’t have the time to enjoy shit.”

Finished with his cheerleading, Dean produced one of the tablets from his pocket getting back to the practical side of the discussion. “Usually, a core automatically creates its dungeon once they are deposited on a planet and the class of the avatar is based on their personality. Because you’re going to arrive back on Earth in a post-bonded state, you’ve got a little bit of wiggle room to personalise your choices beforehand.”

He handed the tablet over to Claudia and from my position sitting beside her, I could see it contained a list of class options.

Something Dean said pranged a thought. “Dean, does post-bonded state mean what I think it means?”

Claudia’s eyes sprang from the screen of the tablet, concern evident in her expression. “What? What are you talking about?”

“Yes, Torin. What are you talking about? You will have to explain yourself. No secrets, haven’t you said that to me on many occasions,” Dean teased and needled.

“Fine. When I claimed Ana, her dungeon collapsed, and she returned to gem form until I placed her in a suitable vessel for her to convert. Is that going to happen to Claudia?”

“No,” Dean answered.

Claudia relaxed and let out a sighing breath of relief.

Then he continued “You can’t claim another ship, Torin. You will have to implant her core elsewhere.”

I could have throttled the little bastard but for once it didn’t look like Dean had timed touchy information in an attempt to be funny. He was just oblivious to the choked anger the manner in which he delivered the news would cause. That’s why I did wince in sympathy for him just a little as Claudia’s balled fist connected with his unsuspecting face.

I pulled her back before she could do any further damage and Dean rubbed his cheek with a wounded expression. It was a bit of fakery; Dean couldn’t be hurt here in the Framework. Not by us anyway. I should probably be a little bit grateful too. If Dean wasn’t taking the brunt of Claudia’s dissatisfaction, it would probably be me.

Holding an angry Claudia in my lap, I addressed the Admin. “Where can we implant the core? Obviously, that is something I want to do with all reasonable haste.”

“That is where things get interesting,” he answered, almost instantly forgetting his allegedly pained cheek. “When we place dungeons, there are a bunch of boring regulations we must follow. Not too close to one another, not near population centres, blah, blah, blah. You know the drill. Even when you replanted Ana’s dungeon, Torin, there were strict guidelines. It had to be in a ship. With Claudia’s core, the restrictions are imposed by her class choice.

“Based on what I’ve observed of your character, I took the liberty of prioritising a suggestion on the pad I handed you.”

Claudia now calmer than before extricated herself from my lap and picked up the tablet she had dropped earlier and tapped on the screen.

“Princess of Pandaemonium?” She glanced over the top of the tablet at Dean.

“Yes, an F-grade class that combines your desire to be a ruler with greater control over the Pandaemonium network. Normally, this class is super restricted, the prerequisites are very difficult to come by, deliberately so. But if you take this, Torin can implant your dungeon in Pandaemonium itself.”

Dean practically squealed with delight and clapped his hands.

“I’m guessing based on your reaction and our past interactions there are no other dungeons in Pandaemonium,” I said.

“None. I can’t wait to see how this turns out.”

“What is Pandaemonium?” Claudia asked.

Dean and I spent a few minutes explaining that it was a magical network of subterranean tunnels that crisscrossed the planet filled with threats, but it could also be used for fast and safe travel if the appropriate tunnels were cleared. Unlike spawning crystals, cleared tunnels wouldn’t periodically repopulate. However, as more of the tunnels were cleared, what remained of the network would be reinforced with greater threats from the centre. Incursions from connecting tunnels were possible if existing mobs were pushed out or herded away from their original locations.

“No,” Claudia said forcefully when we were finished. “I’m not volunteering to be an experiment for this manchild. Hard pass.”

“Perhaps you should not be so hasty to rule it out,” Violet called over to us as she came back into the room from the reception area. “Dean is not a people person, and his sales technique could use some work. While it is true that this has not been done before, we are confident of the outcome should you pursue it.”

“Which is?” Claudia pressed.

Violet magicked a real chair out of the ether and sat down with us. “A dungeon domain of unsurpassed size and breadth. All dungeons have a domain that surrounds them. An area of land under their influence which they can manipulate at will, within reason. For Anastasia, this is her ship, Marena’s Mercy. For most other dungeons it is a section of land surrounding their entrance. How much area they control is dependent on a couple of factors including their grade, level, and age.”

I knew this and Claudia nodded in agreement, so it seemed she understood this too. Of course, she was technically already a dungeon core, so some of this knowledge might be inherent. Anastasia certainly seemed to understand a great deal about her nature without any kind of tutoring.

Violet continued. “By its very nature, the Pandaemonium network warps space. Both shortening the distance between the waypoints into the Darkwyrlds and shifting the tunnel network through a subspace pocket.

“It is not truly a subterranean network. It does not exist under the earth. That way it is never found and entered accidentally except by waypoints. This often involves altering its size. It’s a fascinating place almost entirely unexplored because plexus gates are often far more convenient options for travel, not to mention safer. The only downside to plexus travel versus navigating Pandaemonium is the mana expenditure.

“The dungeon would have to be sited on the Pandaemonium side of a waypoint and would inherit the capacity to use some of these spatial properties. Their domain wouldn’t extend into Pandaemonium but would be applied to the surroundings of the waypoint they planted their core crystal within, and any other waypoint connected to them via a dungeon shard. In the same way that Anastasia can create shard ships, Claudia would be able to seize control of additional waypoints and exert her domain externally through them.

“But the dungeon would still be in Pandaemonium and therefore capable of absorbing spatial energy from an almost limitless source. Due to their nature, dungeons are capable of utilising this energy. Normally, they have set allotment and it’s used to make them bigger on the inside and they have no way of getting any more than what they are given. Claudia’s dungeon would be different.

“She would be able to absorb an excess that could be used for other purposes. Like extending her domain further than she ought to be able to and through any waypoint she is connected to. More importantly, she can connect those different waypoints within her own network seamlessly. You could walk into one and then walk out another in a completely different place. No gates or travel through Pandaemonium necessary.”

Violet had just dropped the equivalent of a nuclear bomb in terms of opportunity. Once set up you could cover and defend a great deal more territory with a small, centralised force who could shift to whatever flashpoint had occurred. It also occurred to me; this wouldn’t be limited to Earth. Get a shard attached to a waypoint in another planet’s Pandaemonium network and you could shift vast distances in one short walk.

It could even be used offensively, sneak Claudia into a city with a podium. Use it to create a waypoint hidden inside. Connect to that new waypoint and walk an attacking force into the city. I had a feeling that might be easier said than done, but the possibility was on the table.

Claudia’s expression shifted from stubborn refusal to calculating. “How does the class choice fit into this?”

“The primary difference between a Princess of Pandaemonium and the lower tier Princess class is they can convert unused Podia into new Pandaemonium waypoints as well as simply re-siting them. These waypoints can even be established in towns and cities, something that wouldn’t happen naturally. In fact, waypoints created in this way would be easier to connect with when you unlocked higher tier abilities. The only restriction on placement is that they can’t be too close to another activated podium.

“There are other variant Princess options and all of them would allow you to establish your dungeon within the confines of a city. Some would even give you some construction capabilities, albeit purchased from a podium at a heavily discounted rate. But none of them would allow you to stretch your influence beyond a single place.”

“To be clear,” Claudia stressed. “You are telling me if we do this, I can turn the abandoned podiums in Grand Rapids into waypoints for this Pandaemonium place and exert my dungeon domain through them. Then I could build whatever I wanted to defend them and the places I’m connected to. Buildings, walls, defences etc.”

“Provided you have the energy to fund the construction, yes” Violet answered. “No armaments. Dungeons can’t create exterior weaponry. Dungeon Ships are the only exception to that rule. There will be the small issue of possible incursions. They will still be waypoints into Pandaemonium and what is in there may seek to push out and if they are not dealt with, but those can be handled. Set things up right and they can even become a good source of energy for your dungeon moving forward.”

Claudia smiled and Dean jumped for joy. “We have a winner!”

***

Blink.

My eyes popped open, and my head looked to the side where Claudia had been sitting with her hand in mine. She was gone and a glittering jet-black gem the size of my palm was clutched in her hand’s place.

“You’re back!” Shana yelped and ran over from the table she sat at with Fang Mei, and Anastasia.

Her arms wrapped around me, and Fang Mei wasn’t far behind. Ana, of course, was a bit more stoic in her response, but there was a definite upward tug of her lips into a smile.

After we finished our affectionate reacquaintance, I stiffly rose from the couch I’d apparently been sitting on for the last three or four days. “I’m guessing by the lack of questions; you guys already know about what happened to Claudia?”

Shana nodded and glanced at the crystal in my hand with a bit of concern.

“Violet pulled me in when it was happening,” Anastasia answered with a scowl appearing on her brow. “A bit rude of you not to consult me before you combined our dungeons essences.”

“It wasn’t exactly something we chose.” I was pretty sure Anastasia knew that already. She would have been far angrier with me otherwise. That or she was mellowing out.

Yeah, she must have known already.

“If my stiff posture is any indicator, the spiritual contest took place in real-time,” I said.

“Yes,” Fang Mei agreed. “The pair of you have been sitting there for days and then Claudia suddenly transformed into a core crystal a few hours ago.”

“Does that mean the whole of the attack force has arrived?”

Shana nodded and slipped her arm through mine. “Kristoff and LT have made all the arrangements; we were just waiting for your return before we launched the invasion. And Ana…”

“I got bored,” Ana interrupted with a shrug of her shoulders. “And it worked out for the best.”

“Ana sailed Marena’s Mercy back to the lake and bombarded the fortifications around Holland into the ground overnight. A small expeditionary force that we agreed to send with her have secured the site. Luca’s lieutenant had left the bare minimum of people required to maintain control of the outpost and a lot of them were killed in the barrage.”

“Music to my ears. Defeating Luca has become more important than ever. I’ll explain the details on the way.”

I would need to take Claudia into Pandaemonium to implant her core into a waypoint on the other side. The portal back in Stormblade Harbour was the sensible option. A quick message to my castellan, Susan, would get the final work required to open it started.

But for me to go in, I needed to get home first, and I wasn’t going anywhere until my rival had been dealt with. I still had a quest chain awaiting me once I entered Pandaemonium for the first time. One that would reward me with a set of maps for the Michigan portion of the network. I’m not sure I had the time for that, but a plan to deal with it had formed in my mind.

Quixbix, are you with my, buddy, I thought to my imp through the special link that Anastasia and my bonded couldn’t listen in to.

<Yes, I’m here. I spent some more time asleep it would seem.>

How much do you remember?

<If you’re asking do I remember that Ashli is alive and well trapped in a spiritual dimension of his own creation. Trapped there by something you did and that it very much despises you with every atom of its existence, then the answer is yes. And I’m not happy about it. I can feel the Framework trying to erase the knowledge from me and it is setting my teeth on edge.>

You don’t have teeth, I laughed.

<You know what I mean> Quixbix grumped back at me.

I did understand. Whatever way Ashli had set up the Framework, it was quite clear its intention had been for its creations to have no knowledge that Ashli was still around. That puzzled me for a second until I recalled something the sorcerer had mentioned. What Ashli had done in its realm with Fred, Nancy, and the other creators hadn’t been its original intent when it created the Framework.

Escaping and ruling as a god, was a desire that developed after the equivalent of millennia in isolation. Everything since then had been Ashli jury-rigging the original design externally from his hidey-hole. Something I put a stop to when Ashli became stuck as part of the child-beast's cage.

Well, despite the irritation, I for one am glad you’re in the know. But I think we need to keep this close to our chests for the time being. The situation has evolved.

<Evolved? In what way?>

A fragment of Ashli’s intent piggybacked its way out of the contest with Luca.

<Damn it, Torin. That is bad.>

I'm aware.

<Will killing Luca get rid of it?>

Maybe. But if you were Ashli, would you trust somebody as unreliable as Luca Gattosi?

<Bloody Nora.>

Bloody Nora indeed.

But we could only solve one crisis at a time. And today it was Luca’s turn to be a former thorn in my side.


Chapter 38

Day 200

With my lovers leading the way, we left the university campus and marched quickly to the bridge that crossed the Grand River to the east. Marena’s Mercy and Storm Raider were moored up on the Grand Rapids side of the bridge. There weren’t many of our soldiers stationed in defensive positions. Only enough to hold this forward base when we moved on.

We boarded Marena’s Mercy. Things were different on the ship. Out troops lounged on the deck until they saw us approach. Most got up and a few even saluted, which was something I still struggled to get used to. We continued inside heading for the Bridge, excited muttering left in our wake. Most realised that my reappearance would be the catalyst to kickstart the invasion.

All the usual suspects were huddled around the map displayed on the Navigation Hub. Jackson, LT, Brant, and Kristoff, my most trusted command officers. Tavar Aenarion the elven Elemental Mage was with them too. He’d been born into a military family and had already shown himself to be an asset. It didn’t surprise me that LT had brought him in during my short absence, he had a good nose for talented people.

Jackson was the first to see me and looked up from the table with a big grin plastered on his youthful face and readjusted the unnecessary glasses frames perched on his nose. The others reacted to him becoming suddenly distracted and looked over in the direction of the door.

“Captain, good to see you up and about,” Kristoff spun around smoothly, you could barely tell he was using an enchanted prosthetic leg.

“I thought it might be his cheerleaders, so big was the young blood’s grin,” LT chuckled at Jackson’s expense.

Jackson scowled in response and jabbed LT in the ribs with his elbow. A non-verbal ‘not in front of the captain’ move that had zero effect. I think LT was psychologically incapable of adhering to formality.

“Sorry for the three-day delay, but I’m back and it’s time to get this show on the road. What have you got for me?” I asked as they shuffled over and made room for the four of us at the map table.

“We captured a few of Luca’s people in Allendale,” Kristoff started. “They weren’t very helpful. Most of them barely spent any time in Grand Rapids and it had been months since they last visited. The best fount of knowledge was the young woman you rescued, Carla. It took a bit of effort to get past the ditziness, but Luca had largely given her free rein to go wherever she pleased in the city. We just had to relate what she knew to what we needed to know.”

My expression must have displayed my confusion as Shana stepped in to explain. “Carla loved to shop. We showed her the map and let her chatter away about all the best spots in the city. With a bit of guidance, she included details relevant to us like the location of nearby guardhouses, checkpoints, and slave quarters. What had been walled in before they were abandoned in Allendale and what hadn’t been.”

I nodded my understanding.

“It was illuminating. By all accounts, Luca was grossly negligent and had he been more of a micromanager this would have been a, uh, cakewalk, I think you Americans call it. Unfortunately, he delegated arranging the defence of the borders to more capable individuals.

“They’ve been working their slave labour force almost non-stop since an incident three months ago left most of the urban area west of the river in ruins. The result is a fortified wall circling the city. They used the existing road networks that ringed the inner suburbs of Grand Rapids and built over the top of them. They’ve walled in a little over half of the land the metropolitan area covered and abandoned everything outside it. There are further walls being built inside that outer perimeter, but they hadn’t been finished as of just over a week ago.”

“How many people are we talking about?”

Kristoff glanced at Brant, and he took over the briefing. There was a look of discontent on the big man’s face. “The population of the metropolitan and surrounding towns pre-integration was a bit under one and a half million. Many of those people never even made it to the city or were turned away. The loss of life because of that treatment alone was extreme.

“For those that were admitted or were already in the city limits, the Brotherhood’s brutal regime is all that awaited them. When you add the food shortages, lack of electrical power, and insufficient shelter during these harsh winter months. The death toll has been extremely high.

“We’ve been able to estimate from the interrogations and evidence we’ve gathered that upwards of three-quarters of the starting one and a half million have perished.  Three hundred and fifty thousand people remain. Over two hundred and fifty thousand of them are either in slave collars or as good as. We reckon the Brotherhood can muster seventy-five thousand men and women with combat classes if the need to.”

“Seventy-five K,” I muttered with a hint of concern. “That is a lot more than we’d assumed.”

We had ten thousand men. I didn’t need to have read Tsun Tzu to know being outnumbered by more than seven to one was not good. I’d been expecting thirty, maybe forty thousand at a push, not seventy-five.

LT nodded. “They’ve recently been reinforced. Luca has called everyone still under his control back to the city. We’d hoped the insurrection Carla and Claudia had informed us of would do more damage. However, our forward scouts have just reported back that Luca has been spotted on the walls of the city and everyone was following him like obedient lapdogs again. If anything, the actions of the rebels appear to have had the opposite effect of what we wanted and have concentrated the Brotherhood in one place.”

That tracked with what I’d learned in the spiritual contest. Luca got out several hours before us and had that time with his victory bonus to reestablish full control of his forces. It had been too much to hope for that he’d been lying in a ditch somewhere unable to get back in time.

But there was always a silver lining if you looked for it closely enough. My quest didn’t just require me to kill Luca, but to break him and the loyalty of those around him. Getting everyone in a single place meant there would be no annoying loyalist groups who continued to act in his name even after I killed him, mucking up my quest completion.

“It’s not all doom and gloom,” Jackson assured me. “They are spread out covering the walls of the entire city and a lot of them are punk kids with little or no real combat experience. They’ve spent most of their time bullying and overseeing slaves, not fighting for their lives and levelling. Plus, Luca wasn’t big on equipping his armies at his expense. Many of them are making do with what they could scrabble together themselves. You’ve seen 300, right?”

“Yeah, and the sequel, but that was a bit shit.”

“Agreed.” Jackson smiled. “But it’s a good comparison. We’re the Spartans. Fewer in number, but better equipped and professional soldiers. They’re the Persians, a much larger army, but most of it is chaff with a smaller core of real fighters who still aren’t a match for us one-on-one.”

“Jackson, didn’t the Spartans have the advantage of the defensive positions in that movie?” Shana asked him with an amused expression.

“You’ve seen 300?”

“A film with a bunch of fit guys that never seem to wear any clothes, of course, I’ve seen that movie,” she shot back. “It’s like Magic Mike, but with swords.”

“Spears, Shana,” Anastasia corrected her with a mischievous grin. “The Spartans had big, long, meaty spears.”

There was a collective groan from most of the crew on the Bridge at Ana’s deliberate innuendo.

Fang Mei put her hand in the air. “I for one have absolutely no idea what any of you are talking about.”

Tavar flashed her a sympathetic nod of mutual confusion.

I gestured with my hands for everyone to calm down. “I get what you’re trying to say. What preparations have we made?”

LT pressed a button on the hub screen and green dots appeared on the map. Each was a tracking token carried by our soldiers. There was a massive cluster at our current location indicating the presence of three thousand soldiers split between the two ships.

There were several other smaller clusters positioned along the western outer limits of Grand Rapids.

Brant stepped up and started to outline the strategy my officers had formulated during my enforced absence. “We’ve been sneaking our forces forward in dribs and drabs over the last twenty-four hours.

“As much as we’d love to catch the Brotherhood unaware that we are coming for them, the chances were always slim. With Luca back, they know we are coming, and we have planned accordingly.

“The strategy we’ve put together is to hit them in multiple places. Keep them guessing as to where our primary attack is coming from. The ships will sail upriver and use their cannon to open several breaches in the defensive structures. A few advance forces will fake making for the gaps we’ve opened-up and this should spread their defenders over a greater area when they respond.

“Our advance scouts have confirmed many of the large bridges are intact.”

Brant pointed at four spots mostly in what was the central area of Grand Rapids. The same part of the river where Blue Bridge was located. The spot where Marco and a few other early members of the Brotherhood had jumped onto Marena’s Mercy and tried to seize the ship from me.

“We’ll launch barrages at these four locations. We have a five-hundred-strong attack squad hiding in the ruins at each position to make it look like this is our planned insertion point to the onsite defenders. They can cause just enough trouble to pin the guards at these points down. In reality, half the army has gone much further south. I’ll be joining them and leading the assault if you approve captain.

“They have stayed on the southern side of the Grand River, and we’ll strike the southwestern corner of the walled-up city shortly after the bombardments upriver complete. We have enough of Sheamus alchemical mixtures to bring the wall down and then some. If all goes to plan, troops from other parts of the city, including the southwest will be called away to reinforce our faked offensive further north.”

“And what about the three thousand soldiers crammed onto the ships?” I asked after surveying the plans.

In general, I was quite happy with the strategy they’d come up with.

“We thought it might be best to attack a place called Riverside Park,” Jackson spoke up. “Well, I thought it would be,” he admitted sheepishly and jabbed his finger at the northwestern corner of the contracted border of Grand Rapids.”

“Explain,” I encouraged him.

“My prevailing theory is that they have likely been relying on the river to offer protection from invading mobs in the west of the city that abuts the river. They do have walls erected along the western border too. But from the scouting reports, they aren’t as high nor as well made as the barricades around the river-less edges of the city.

“Riverside Park is a small lake area just off the river with a single inlet that is seven or eight metres across with a small walkway bridge over the top. The wall goes around the outside of this lake and over that small bridge, putting the park within its defensive line. Under normal circumstances, ships wouldn’t be able to make use of this. The lake isn’t deep enough for anything but kayaks and paddle boats, and the gap under the bridge is two, maybe two and a half metres. Too small to pass under.

“Dungeon ships can flex their size and sail in shallows and if the gap is too small, we can make it a bit larger with the ship’s weapons if necessary. We can get inside where they least expect, and then move southwards, hit their positions from behind and allow the distraction forces to enter the city too.”

“Sounds good,” I said.

Brant raised his hand to forestall my full approval. “That part of the plan is not without its risks. What we can see from the outside and from Carla’s intel doesn’t tell us if they’ve foreseen this weakness and have a secondary defensive setup inside. We’ve talked this over with Anastasia,” he nodded in her direction as he said this. “The ship’s reserves of energy are still on the low side. If we do this and then have to back out of this lake, there won’t be a lot left.”

Ana looked me in the eye. “Don't forget we have to go under all these low bridges and over the rapids to get there first. We will need to navigate through them again on the way back if we are forced to retreat. We’d be cutting it mighty close.”

“Precisely,” Brant stressed.

“So, are you saying you are against this strategy, Chief Brant?” I asked him.

“Not against, Captain. It’s our best chance for a knockout punch. But it's up to you to decide how aggressive you want us to be. We could offload a big chunk of the sailors and beef up the army attacking from the southwest instead. Use the ships as distractions then continue to pound the fortifications.”

I pressed my knuckles down on the hub and sucked on my inner cheek for a short while, weighing up the options. The fates of so many rested in my hands.

Strangely enough, it didn’t seem to add any extra stressors. Internally, I remained completely calm. Perhaps it was the recollection of recent events that helped focus and centre my decision making.

With that in mind, my choice became an easy one. The people of Earth didn’t understand that the existential threat to our survival continued to grow like an unseen cancer among us. As if the imposition of the Darkwyrlds in the first place wasn't enough of a danger. Ashli was alive and its agent walked among us. We, or to be more accurate, I didn’t have time to be cautious.

We had to go big or go home.

We had to go big because in this scenario, going home meant rolling over and waiting for annihilation at the hands of a corrupted artificial intelligence.

“We go with Jackson’s plan. One way or another, Riverside Park will be our way in and Luca’s undoing.”


Chapter 39

With the plan decided there was no reason to delay and by midafternoon the assault was under way.

Although parts of the river had iced over, it wasn’t nearly as thick as the ice on the lake and broke very easily. Running water made freezing more difficult and the water coming from inland wouldn’t be as cold.

As the ship skirted a bend in the river, Brant leapt from the rail and landed on the snowy bank without issue. He’d lead the army hiding in the ruins of the Georgetown area in the attack on the southwestern corner of Grand Rapids.

Marena’s Mercy led the way up the river with Storm Raider trailing a few dozen metres behind.

The eight-metre-tall wall which had been built was a hodgepodge of different materials. Corrugated steel sheets, slabs of concrete, bricks, sandbags, tree logs. In fact, all the trees along the riverbank that I remembered from our previous journeys up and down the river had been cut down and no longer offered any cover.

The analysis from the scouts was spot on. They were relying on the river to provide extra protection, keep assailants at a distance and prevent them from taking advantage of the poorer fortifications. Away from the river, the wall was more uniform and constructed from podium-purchased blocks or building materials created by specialist civilian classes. Some of the guard towers may have been entirely pre-purchased.

With the treeline deforested, the ships were spotted immediately, and alarms were raised.

We kept the cannons silent until we neared the first of the intact bridges crossing the river. Our first dummy platoon was hidden in an old, excavated building site or quarry on the other bank.

“Marena’s Mercy’s cannon will concentrate on the gatehouse. Storm Raider, demolish the wall on the left,” I commanded.

The pounding thud of cannon’s firing reverberated through the ship, and we watched on the navigation hub screens.

The Hellstrike rounds had a minimum range of one hundred metres. Fortunately, this stretch of the river was relatively straight for three times that distance, and we didn’t have to rely on the splinter cannon. Structural damage was the primary purpose of the Hellstrike round. Those manning the splinter cannon instead took potshots at the gawping looky-loos standing atop the wall fortifications.

The gatehouse guarding the bridge itself looked quite formidable. It was a circular tower, four storeys high, twice that of the surrounding wall. There were dozens of shooting positions, and the ships were peppered with high-calibre gunfire once we were in range. For that reason, nobody was on deck. The ships would take some minor durability damage, but nothing they wouldn’t regenerate from quite quickly.

The gatehouse was about ten metres back from the bridge, but on either side, the distance to the riverbank had been plugged with rubble and barbed wire. It wouldn’t be easy to climb over pre-integration, but there were quite a few nimble people in our ranks who would have little trouble going over with their stat and skill boosts.

The plan wasn’t to have the diversion platoons try and take the gatehouse from the outside, though. We’d do our best to level that structure and then they would enter through gaps made in the wall by Storm Raider further down the line.

The first salvo of four Hellstrike shots pounded into the top of the gatehouse. They exploded in a great conflagration, the heat blast adding to the concussive wave of the demon-forged steel cores. Brotherhood goons were thrown off or back from their emplacements and several appeared to have been left as little more than smears on the grey walls. However, apart from a few small chunks at the impact site, the integrity of the gatehouse walls was undiminished.

The same could not be said for the stretch of wall targeted by Storm Raider. Huge rents in the patchwork barrier had been blown away at the impact sites. This caused a chain reaction as other parts of the hastily constructed wall started to crumble without the support of the sections that lay in shattered pieces.

It was a stark example of the difference between defences built using old-world materials with little or no mana infusion in the construction and something that had been purchased directly from the Framework. Or had been built with the proper materials by appropriately skilled artisans. A wooden palisade built by my growing forest goblin workforce would have fared better against the cannon barrage than the concrete slabs they’d poured and winched into position.

After four more salvos of Hellstrike rounds, we’d closed to within one hundred metres and had to rely on the splinter cannons. The gatehouse still stood; it was pockmarked and smoking where the twenty shells had impacted. Some of the openings and windows had been blown significantly wider and it was at these spots the splinter gunners concentrated their fire. Both to widen those gaps and to send energy blasts into the building’s interior to inflict further havoc on the defenders.

However, once we reached the bridge that the gatehouse loomed over, we encountered our first hiccough. The river kicked to the right and partially hid what was on the other side. The bridge was indeed intact, but it had been a two-lane highway which were technically separate bridges. They’d collapsed the second lane into the river, and it blocked our path.

The obstacle didn’t present a major problem for a dungeon ship. What remained of the bridge was mostly submerged and Marena’s Mercy rose up to the waterline and the hull undulated over the bit of rubble that poked above the water. The issue was that it hadn’t been anticipated and drained our low reserves even further.

But we’d waited too long to finish off Luca already. Following Ashli’s interference in the spiritual battle he was stronger than ever. Waiting a couple more weeks was no longer an option. It’s why I was willing to do this with Summon Rift Beast still on cooldown.

“Kristoff, torpedo that rubble behind us when you get enough distance,” I ordered once Storm Raider followed us over the obstruction.

“Aye, Captain,” his voice acknowledged through the hub.

Once we were a hundred metres further downriver, our cannon pounded the other side of the gatehouse. There had been far fewer spells and gunfire aimed at us as we sailed away than when we sailed towards the defensive outpost. Decent evidence that we had severely disrupted their combat potential and would leave the structure almost useless once we were out of range.

Somebody did fire a rocket at the ship, but the quick reactions of one of the splinter gunners meant it was met with an opposing force in mid-air that knocked it off course and caused it to explode prematurely.

As we passed out of range, the diversion platoon began their ground-based assault.

Several teams ran across the bridge, while a few more crossed via the water a bit further down, where the river narrowed, using canoes. They didn’t get to cross without harassment, but the attacks from within the city were sporadic. A couple of canoes were sunk, and the occupants were dunked into the freezing cold of the river. Additionally, maybe half a dozen of those crossing via the bridge were hit by the emplacements that remained and had to be hauled to safety.

The majority got to the other bank unharmed, and I observed them swarming through the holes we’d made in the defensive line before we turned out of sight. There would be stiffer resistance within the walls, but I had to trust they would follow orders and not overextend themselves. Their purpose was to prevent the Brotherhood from concentrating their response where it would be most effective. They had the few portable shield generators we had scavenged from the bottom of the lake after dealing Reed’s army a week ago. That would offer them protection once they got set up inside.

Once past the right turn, we had another straight stretch for almost a kilometre before the river kinked to the left and took us northward through the centre of old Grand Rapids. This was where most of the bridges and other gatehouses were concentrated. There were a few other obstructions littering the river, but we could spot these from far enough away that we could break them up with torpedoes and they didn’t delay us.

In this manner, we proceeded up the river. I updated the plan on the fly a little after seeing how poorly some parts of the wall stood up to Hellstrike shells and kept up the barrage. Dismantling the walls all along distance we sailed.

We passed six gatehouse bastions, all of them situated at the end of a bridge over the river. We only had three more diversion squads in place but hit all six bastions to keep the defenders guessing as to where the secondary invasions would be coming from.

“That’s the last of them before Riverside Park,” Jackson whispered. “It’s half a click further upriver. Hopefully, after seeing what we’ve just done they’ll assume we are sailing to shell the big bastion on the North Park bridge.”

There was one last gatehouse built on the I-96 and it was about another half a kilometre beyond where we planned to stop.

I nodded and turned to Ana. “How are the ships?”

“Marena’s Mercy has taken the brunt of incoming fire. Her integrity is down to 82% and Storm Raider is at 89%. But I’ve redirected all ambient energy absorption into our reserves, so they aren’t regenerating for the moment. It's better than we projected by 5%.”

“Then we’re good to go.” I pressed a button on the hub and addressed the crew. “We’re almost in position. Prepare to disembark.”

Jackson, LT, and Tavar nodded or grinned and rushed out of the Bridge to take up their positions with their platoons.

“Keep up the barrage along the river line, Ana. We don’t want them to figure out the detour we plan to take.”

There was a short tense wait as we closed the distance. Helpfully, there was a small slipway and jetty to the left side of the inlet outside the wall that gave us a good point to aim for and we started to bombard that area once it was in range. Only the very eagle-eyed would realise that Anastasia was hitting that spot twice as frequently as anywhere else.

By the time we got to the slipway, the bridge, wall, and the grating they’d put in the water was a molten, smoking ruin. Our splinter gunners unleashed a barrage of concussive blasts into the rubble to further disperse it out of the way and we sailed through the gap.

The space between the two stretches of land was only five metres and the two ships were wider than that in their mark three forms. We could have resized both vessels down to the mark one external size, but that would have taken time and compromised some of our firepower. Instead, Anastasia utilised some of her remaining energy reserves and the ships rode higher on the water until the curved hulls narrowed enough to squeeze through. The cimmeric crystal of the exterior screeched as it was scratched by rock and the metal of girders amidst the destruction.

But it put us inside the walls. The interior lake wasn’t very large, roughly one hundred metres wide and we glided up to one side of the kayak launching pads. There was a parking lot just in front of us and not far beyond that, the suburban housing. However, most importantly, the secondary inner wall was still under construction and could easily be bypassed.

Brotherhood soldiers were already rushing towards the ships. Many of them had been smart enough to get off the walls while it had been under bombardment. Storm Raider swept in behind us and settled on the other side of the kayak jetty.

Simultaneously, the splinter cannons erupted once more. Between the two ships, we covered a 360-degree arc of destruction and pounded the onrushing Brotherhood soldiers. The mob of men and women of all different species were thrown into disarray when the concussive blasts landed in amongst them and some of their brethren were torn apart or were thrown wheeling through the air like discarded rag dolls.

“Ana, you and Doyle stay aboard for now. According to the intel LT gathered from Carla, the Brotherhood has a command outpost half a kilometre to the southeast of here. That’s in range of the Hellstrike Cannon.”

“It was a school, right?” she asked.

“Yeah, fields and parking lots all around it, so you’re unlikely to hit places where people are living by accident.”

Anastasia pulled a cross-eyed face making it clear that wouldn’t have been a deterrent to her if there had been. “Alright, but I’m not staying behind for the rest of the battle.”

“This is only until we secure the surrounding area. When we push south, I want you with me. Besides. With the amount of shelling we’ve been doing our ammunition reserves have to be running low.”

She smiled brightly at my assurance, and I turned to Shana and Fang Mei. “Let’s get this invasion under way.”

***

Brant

The alarm beeped on Brant’s wristwatch. An hour had passed since the captain had sailed away and started the attack on Grand Rapids. The multiple plumes of smoke billowing into the air upriver were evidence enough that the assault had unfolded as planned. That and the captain hadn’t used his ability to contact Brant and order him to halt the Southern offensive.

He’d been using binoculars to assess the strength of the enemy atop the walls. Before the captain’s barrage had started, he could count close to two hundred Brotherhood soldiers visible on the parapets of their defences. Over the last hour, that number had dropped by half.

Positive news indeed. It certainly suggested the distraction tactic had worked and defenders had been pulled away from here to cover elsewhere. But there was only one way to know for sure.

“Tell the sappers to get the bomb-wagons on the move,” he ordered.

The order was passed down the line until it reached the sapper squads. They uncovered the bomb-wagons that had been covered in camouflage and got them rolling down the two main roads that intersected with the enemy fortifications a few hundred metres away. They’d selected this spot precisely because there were roads and the enemy had cleared all obstructions out of the way.

Nature was rapidly reclaiming the abandoned towns and cities. Without weeding or tending, the tarmac of many roads had cracked and become close to unusable. But the area around the wall had been maintained and the Brotherhood would come to regret that.

Brant had shaken his head in disgust at the sloppy preparations but had to remind himself the Brotherhood weren’t a military outfit. They were criminals, not insurgents. And if it lowered the danger for his troops, all the better.

The bomb-wagons were made from the frames of SUV’s that were now almost useless. The engines and most of the interior, including the floor, had been stripped or cut out. Any extraneous weight had been removed. Planks of mana-infused timber had been secured on the exterior and it gave them a decent degree of protection.

The wagons were packed with explosives, both conventional and magical. Without engines, the forward momentum was provided by teams of collared beast mobs harnessed at the back of the wagon like a reverse carriage.

Direction was provided by members of the sapper squad. The captain had purchased several copies of the Mage Hand cantrip for just this purpose. It allowed them to steer the vehicle without being inside it, which would be rather fatal considering what they were about to be used for.

A dozen of the wood-encased contraptions started to rumble down the two roads, six on each. It didn’t take long before they were spotted by the lookouts on the walls and elicited a violent reaction.

Bullets came first but being non-magical they bounced off the planks barely splintering the wood. Spells flew down next and these were a bit more impactful. The leading bomb-wagons were set alight, or the wheels were damaged by clever and accurate ranged attacks. The sappers in control of the lead vehicles knew what to do and angled the four damaged wagons off the side of the roads and made room for the next rank that came in behind them.

Some of the bomb-wagons being disabled had been factored into the plan. Each wagon was loaded with enough explosive material that only a couple making it to the wall should be sufficient to bring it down. But more making contact would always be better.

Two more wagons were forced to abandon the attack and be pulled off the road before they got close enough that the ranged attacks had difficulty targeting the wheels. Too late, those up top thought about throwing objects down to the ground to disrupt the trundling contraptions from reaching their destination.

When the bomb-wagons reached within ten metres, they spread out as best they could and contacted the base of the defences. Once nestled up against the wall they erupted in several mighty explosions, triggered by the sapper teams. Fresh plumes of black smoke were added to the columns already climbing to the heavens that could be seen to the north of them.

The captain had been right about not waiting. You could see that the wall here was freshly completed. If the Brotherhood had been given more time, surely somebody would have thought about installing hedgehog barriers in front of the walls and that would have severely compromised this strategy.

Brant stood from his camouflaged position and waved the prearranged hand signal to the troops to prepare for the attack. He smiled while he watched a sixty-metre stretch of the wall collapse backwards in on itself and reveal the city on the other side. Screams and calls for help carried on the wind to their position, and he was reminded of his tours in Afghanistan.

Back then he would never have thought he’d be doing the same thing in his home state of Michigan that he’d had to do in the Middle East.

He shook off the reminiscence, it wouldn’t do him or anybody else any good if he was distracted. “Are you ready, Amber?” he asked.

The sharp-tongued militiawoman nodded her head in assent but was clearly nervous. Her hands wrapped, released, and rewrapped around the hilt of her sabre almost constantly.

Brant couldn’t shift a hint of paternal protectiveness. The young woman was only a couple of months on the adult side of eighteen. He’d not been any older when he enlisted, but that was different. His father and grandfather had served, so had all three of his older brothers. He’d wanted to be like them throughout his teenage years. He’d been prepared almost from the cradle and knew what to expect. Even so, the reality of active combat had been hard to adjust to.

For youngsters like Amber and her friends, this had all been forced upon them.

He put his big hand on her shoulder. “You can stay back with the medical corps. Guard their backs until after the first wave has pushed through.”

That was where most of the younger fighters had been assigned. Jackson Templeton’s other young friends were part of that group.

Amber shuddered and then her shoulder stiffened under his hand. Her brown eyes met his. “No, I’m going to see this through.”

Very well. If that was her choice, Brant wouldn’t stand in the way. “Stick by me and watch my six then.”

“Sure thing, Chief.”

Addressing the assembled platoons Brant shouted out. “Stay in formation and move out. Water mages get ready to douse those flames. Forward!”

Close to five thousand warriors jogged forward at his order. Their shields led the way as they made for the gap.


Chapter 40

I flicked droplets of blood from the tip of my Ice Blade onto the ground and kicked the leonid warrior who’d fallen to his knees with a bewildered expression out of the way. A swift heart strike had finished him off, he just hadn’t realised it yet. The XP notification pulsed on my periphery after I’d taken a few steps past him up the stairs.

I emerged on the ruined rooftop of the last bastion to fall along the Western half of Grand Rapids. It reminded me of archive footage of when the Soviet Union reclaimed war-torn Nazi-occupied cities during World War Two. Death and destruction were all around me, but all I could feel was a sense of elation and victory.

Shana, Fang Mei, and Ana joined me up top and a quick reccy of the rubble up here confirmed there were no further threats hidden to endanger the rest of our forces who still fought with the remainder of the last Brotherhood attack.

“A lot of the Bastion defenders were willing to surrender which makes a change from the last few waves of attackers on the ground,” Shana noted. “Except for the leonid commander. I don’t suppose there is any chance that is Luca?” She nudged the freshly dead body with the toe of her boot.

I shook my head in the negative.

“Shame.” Shana shrugged her shoulders and then spotted an enemy down below who had exposed themselves. She drew an arrow and shot it in a single smooth motion. “I’m running low on mana.”

“Everybody is,” Fang Mei agreed. “It’s been a hard slog, especially since they started fighting to the very last man. When did they become such fanatics?”

“Yeah, this sucks monkey-balls,” Anastasia bitched. “If they all get themselves killed, who is going to be left to feed my dungeon?”

<It would seem Luca got rewarded for the screwed-up spiritual contest. It’s improved his hold on his minions. Strong enough to inspire suicidal fanaticism.>

I’d not had the time to give everyone the full breakdown of what occurred during the contest. That was a longer discussion for tomorrow. Once we held Grand Rapids.

“I’m sure there’ll be plenty of deserving citizens to walk the dungeon,” I assured her. “Wherever there is conquest and brutal regimes, there are the cowardly collaborators looking to curry favour and profit from the oppressors.”

“Low-level losers, you mean. They barely qualify as snacks.”

“Eat enough snacks and you’ll be just as full,” Shana chuckled and squeezed Ana’s shoulder fondly.

“Let’s head back down,” I suggested. “We’ve taken the northern third of the city, and the scouts have reported Brant’s forces have secured most of the south. They should have it all within the hour and then it’s time to close the door on Luca’s resistance.”

There were a few resigned nods of agreement, and we navigated the rubble-strewn steps downwards.

So far, the battle had largely gone as I expected.

Securing the area around Riverside Park hadn’t taxed the three thousand soldiers I’d brought with me too much. But then the Brotherhood hadn’t expected us to attack at that point and hadn’t been prepared.

The ships bombarded the school half a kilometre inland where the garrison for that part of the city had been sited. It was conveniently just within the range of the Hellstrike Missiles, and they absolutely levelled the place. No help came to the surviving wall defenders from that direction.

From the ships, we could see the Northern Bastion across the enclosed parkland from the far end of the Riverside Lake. It was about eight hundred metres away. Too far to bombard from where the ships were moored up. Kristoff took Storm Raider back out onto the river and sailed around the bend until he was close enough to hit the structure. I sent Danny with a half-legion of five hundred contracted soldiers North to secure what was left.

Once the bastion was neutralised and we didn’t have to worry about being attacked from behind, Danny’s orders had been to work his way down Fuller Avenue. That road ran through the centre of the walled in part of Grand Rapids.

LT led a half-legion East, down 3 Mile Road, which ran all the way to the walls on the other side. From there I left it up to LT to decide what to do next. Our scouting reports from that side of the Brotherhood defences were a bit sketchy. If he could take their positions and work down the wall then great, if not, his people would cut back across town and try to link back up with the main army.

Jackson led the third of the six half-legions we’d brought for this assault. They rampaged through the packed urban area, intercepting the incoming or fleeing Brotherhood warriors. His first port of call would be the ruins of the school garrison just in case something was left after all.

Additionally, he had the locations of several other schools in the urban sprawl marked on his map and his job would be to secure them for us. Because he was eighteen, Jackson could still open any schools that had been sealed by the defenders using the default shielding they’d been gifted after integration.

That left half of the army in the north, fifteen hundred soldiers all told, to come with me. We worked our way down Monroe Avenue, a road that followed the river southwards. My intention had been to link up with each of the distraction forces that had crossed the river and were keeping the Brotherhood defenders occupied. Both relieving them of the pressure and boosting the numbers of my attack force.

After we had absorbed the second of the three distraction forces in the central area of Grand Rapids. I sent a half-legion under Tavar Aenarion’s command East into the Highland Park area of the city while the rest of us pushed into the heart of downtown Grand Rapids.

The fighting here had been the most difficult we’d encountered and the first time that the retaliatory groups who struck at our flanks from deeper in the city fought to the very last man. Thankfully, we ‘outgunned’ them with superior classes and higher levels, but it had used up more of our resources than had been anticipated.

The ladies weren’t the only ones whose mana was tapped out. My troops had been popping pills and quaffing potions whenever they could, but the cooldowns were longer than the breaks between waves of attackers. I’d been forced to use some of my charges of Dragon’s Breath to take the last of the bastions. If it hadn’t been for Ana’s Drain ability, we might even have had to retreat and come back later.

The blitzkrieg advance we’d adopted would have to falter. Too many of those under my command needed an hour, maybe two, of respite to recover and this bastion made a logical focal point for us to regroup.

I used Clarion’s Call to issue some orders.

Kristoff, Doyle, bring Storm Raider and Marena’s Mercy to downtown. We’ve taken the final central bastion, but it’s been a hard slog. We need the ranged support from the ships to provide cover while we rest and somewhere to stow the wounded.

Ideally, I’d have left the ships where they were considering how low their energy reserves were. I’d set out to our current destination with fifteen hundred soldiers, the three forces we’d linked up with had started out with a similar number combined. After accounting for the five hundred I’d sent off with Tavar and the casualties, I had just shy of one thousand soldiers capable of fighting.

Deaths had been relatively low in number. A little over three hundred and the other twelve hundred casualties were those who’d lost a significant chunk of their Health stat or were very low on Hit Points. Being in an active battle zone suppressed natural HP recuperation and we were relying on potions and Aid enchantments on gear to slowly get back into fighting shape.

It was those whose health was already in the red that I worried about the most. I knew from my own experiences how badly combat effectiveness was compromised when you were carrying those kinds of injuries. Getting them onto the ships where they could recover in relative safety was a priority.

“I’ve called for the ships to join us here. We can get the wounded down below and maybe even run a few prisoners through the dungeon to recover some of the lost energy,” I informed the group. “When we’ve got them in position and taken a breather, we’ll push on. Danny, Jackson, and LT’s groups shouldn’t be too far off from linking back up with us either.”

<Good idea> Quixbix complimented me. <And while you wait, Luca’s sent another wave of goons to entertain you.>

My eyes scanned the horizon and spotted them. A thousand more hollering maniacs heedlessly charged towards us from the direction of Heritage Hill. A smaller group than in previous waves but we’d barely recovered from the last lot.

“Defensive positions!” I yelled out to alert the squads around me. “We’ve got incoming at two o’clock.”

“This makes how many we’ve faced off against?” I asked Quixbix.

<You’re north of thirty-five thousand, but my count isn’t one hundred percent accurate, though. It could be a bit more. And some of those are likely to be repeat customers. I’ve recognised a few of those who sensibly fled earlier return in the manic kamikaze state. Luca’s doing, no doubt.”

Thirty-five thousand. Roughly half of what we estimated Luca had under his command. Wearily, I returned to my battle stance and hurried into position behind some barricades we’d captured and turned about to face the open city and not the walls. The barrier plugged the gap between the buildings that lined the road.

The captured shield generators ran on mana, and we had precious little of that left to power them. They would be held in reserved to protect the wounded who couldn’t protect themselves.

The sole silver lining to this shitty situation was that if we were bearing the brunt of the attacks, then the groups elsewhere ought to be having an easier time of it.

Unless our estimations of enemy numbers were way off in a bad way. Best not to think about that.

The mob of Brotherhood fighters charged down the boulevard. With mana running low, I’d given orders for the Earth-born people to scavenge the weapons of the fallen. One of the few things Grand Rapids seemed to have a surplus of was automatic weaponry and ammunition.

The crack of gunfire erupted when the attacking mob got within fifty metres of our position. The bullets weren’t that much more effective against the Brotherhood goons than they were against my people, but it softened up the incoming tide.

A few of those more familiar with regular firearms use favoured bolt action rifles over the spray and pray automatics. A single well-placed headshot was far more effective than three or four bullets to an armoured chest.

Then the forward group clattered into the barrier and melee fighting began. For this situation, I summoned a Halberd from my inventory received as a drop from killing the Alpha Centaur Stallion outside Belshgar Bastion.

Hard-hitting Halberd

Bladed Polearm Weapon

Damage: 20 + STR stat (Piercing)

Stat: Halberd skill +10

Special: This weapon has a major Armour Breaker enchantment upon it. The durability of items struck by the halberd is reduced by 60% of the unmitigated damage of the strike.

Items enchanted in this manner do accumulate more wear and tear than typical and will require specialist repair work to keep them in top condition.

Durability: 926/1,000

When I was properly geared up, this weapon could strip armour or weapons of more than sixty points of their durability every time they were hit. Unless the equipment was made from a substance that afforded it greater protection or had been magically protected. There was a cost, though. The durability of the halberd dropped more quickly too. Not anywhere near as rapidly as the armour and weapons it struck, of course, but it was usually a couple of points lower each time I used it in battle.

And we didn’t currently have anyone in the faction with the smithing skills to repair enchanted weaponry. We probably would in a few months. Susan and Quinntexxis had been busy building our crafter infrastructure.

The durability loss was not the reason I still favoured my Ice Blades, though. My blades were faster, and I was much better skilled in their use. Frequently, they bypassed armour altogether with well-placed slashes and killed the enemy without the need to render their armour useless in the first place.

However, in situations like this where I was defending a barricade, the greater reach of the halberd made it the favourable selection. Carving off pieces of enemy armour and making them easier to kill was simply a bonus.

The first few Brotherhood fighters reached the barricade and tried to slow down. There were steel spikes and cut wooden spears that were pointed towards them. Sadly for the swift vanguard, their fellow zealots behind them didn’t get the memo and heedlessly slammed into the backs of their fellows and forced them forward.

The marginally luckier ones managed to evade being impaled on the prongs of the barriers and were instead pushed up against the wall part. And that is when the squads manning the defences with me jabbed our polearm weapons into their heads and exposed chests.

Their manoeuvrability while crushed up against the barrier was limited and they died quickly. That was the end of the easy part for us. The second row of attackers used the dead and dying bodies of the first row to clamber up on top of the barricade and pour over to attack.

The blade of my halberd skewered one enterprising ganger in the crotch when he leapt over the top of me. Using his momentum and a little extra heft from me, I shovelled him over my shoulder and pulled the halberd from his nether regions. Fang Mei fell upon him with her chaos daggers and finished him off.

But he was followed by a swarm of other eager battlers who appeared to have lost all semblance of self-preservation. We’d be overrun before long at this rate. The barrier had done its job, funnelled them into a massed blob, thinned their numbers, and slowed them down.

“Pull back to the bastion!” I cried out and rushed back over to the rubble-strewn mess that surrounded it. My soldiers quickly disengaged and took cover within the shattered masonry away from the horde who acted like an armed zombie menace.

The ground surrounding the bastion was better for what was coming. It was open and allowed us to spread out and make the best use of our individual combat abilities. Also, it let the bombardiers amongst us work without fear of killing their own team.

“Hit them with the alchemic grenades!” I roared when the last of our people were clear.

Fifty or sixty of the Brotherhood fighters had already cleared the barrier and were giving chase, but the barrier itself had to have a couple of hundred of them swarming over it with double that crowding in behind. Nice and tight with no thought for tactical finesse.

Dozens of Sheamus’ alchemic grenades were lobbed or launched into the air and deposited on or around the barrier where they exploded on contact. Bodies and twisted bits of metal and stone were thrown in all directions. Cries and moans of pain-ridden anguish filled the ears of those not deafened by the cacophonous explosions.

We really needed that maniacal, alchemic genius back on his feet as soon as possible. The stock of supplies he’d created before his head injury had seemed so large, but we were burning through them at an alarming rate. Unfortunately, sourcing advanced healing options for Sheamus and Malky was merely one of my many priorities.

However, just like a zombie horde, the massive explosive destruction of several hundred horde members didn’t deter those who pushed from behind and they poured out of the smoke. Carnage came with the second half of this attack force.

“Here they come,” I called out unnecessarily and summoned my Ice Blades, the fight was on.

***

It took another ten minutes to finish this wave off. They’d been joined by a few smaller groups that had assaulted our position from different directions. Either they were being sent out at random or maybe there was somebody with a semblance or overarching control directing the zealots.

“We’ve got another incoming! Down from the overpass. I’ve spotted one but there could be more,” one of the lookouts called back to us.

Quickly we readied ourselves for another fight and I hurried over to that side of our position.

“Belay that,” I yelled out recognising the approaching figure. “It’s one of ours.”


Chapter 41

Brant

Brant rolled his shoulders to exercise the stiffness out of them. It had been six hours since the army he led pushed through the breach in the wall. The fighting had been bloody and exhausting, seemingly never-ending.

While the initial forces they’d faced had buckled and run without putting up much of a fight, the same could not be said for the reinforcements that came after. The second wave of Brotherhood warriors had attacked relentlessly with uncommon fervour. They refused to back down or break and had to be killed or incapacitated to the last man.

The few prisoners from this second wave he’d had a chance to interrogate had been fanatically loyal to Luca. A complete one-eighty to the attitude of the men and women guarding the walls who capitulated with ease. Those people had acknowledged Luca as their leader and would follow his orders, but there was no true devotion. Not the kind of dedication the subsequent troops had shown. Gladly willing to give up their lives.

Brant had never seen anything like it in his life. Well, not in these numbers or amongst general fighters. The Islamist groups managed to attract a few willing martyrs, but these people throwing their lives away had personalities about as far away from that mindset as you could get. It was almost as if they were being mind-controlled and he suspected something must have changed. That is what worried him the most. But all he could do was keep his eyes open and stick to the plan.

His spearhead had just finished taking the enemy positions at the second major crossroads in the southern half of the city. He could see the wall that had been built on the other side of the city at the end of 28th Street. His militia had worked their way down, from one side of the encircling wall to the other, cutting off the southern half of the city from the northern part where Torin and his crew of pirates wreaked havoc.

Amber and three of her squad mates, Peter, Rory, and Michelle took a break from the battle not far from him. The four of them had formed a formidable association.

“Damn, but my leg still aches,” Rory complained and shook the offending plate-armoured limb to make his point.

“You shouldn’t let a croc chomp on it then,” Michelle quipped back.

“Or let it heal naturally if you will insist on endangering yourself,” Peter chuckled.

Brant turned away to hide his smile. To be young and still capable of that kind of banter when danger is all around you was a blessing.

“Cut the chatter,” Amber barked with sudden wariness. “We have incoming. From the mall up ahead.”

All eyes turned northward. The light was fading, and a vehicle, not a car, but something being pulled or carried by twenty people in slave collars rushed through the parking lot of the mall towards the road they held. An imperious figure with flowing tawny hair sat on a throne-like chair in the centre of the palanquin-cum-parade float.

The moment Brant’s eyes landed on the figure his guts churned with wrongness. Instinctively, he understood something truly awful had just happened and he hadn’t been strong enough to stop it.

This man before him could be none other than Luca Gattosi. A hateful and despicable individual they had come to overthrow and kill. He represented everything Brant loathed. But none of that mattered because in that moment, he felt a deep desire to serve and please that magnificently atrocious man.

***

Luca Gattosi

Luca was not happy, and when he was unhappy other people paid the price.

The freak in his head was gone and had taken that traitor Maurice with him which was good.

With them gone, he satisfied his violent desires and knocked the teeth from the mouths of the vile turncoats left behind. Afterwards, he gave them their orders and got the restoration of his authority back under way.

With that done and his current position secure, he had a chance to visit his Framework liaison and finish his levelling. Luca was now a level 100 Crime Kingpin and the legit most powerful man in the world.

Luca knew that for a fact because the bored-sounding Framework fucker had been forced to congratulate him on his achievement. Screw that piece of shit, he’d pay along with everyone else. Michigan was just the start for Luca, he was going places, and nobody would dare show disrespect to him ever again.

Something else the Framework drone had confirmed was that he was indeed free of his sister, without any backlash, and in full control of his empire.

But that’s when things started to go sour. He’d barely got back to his townhouse HQ when news of the full-scale attack on the city reached him.

The blasted walls that he’d spent millions in gold and worked thirty-thousand slaves to death building seemed to offer no fucking help and Carter’s raiders penetrated the western defences seemingly at will. The bastions had been overrun or reduced to rubble.

Most of the fucking losers that made up the Brotherhood had wanted to surrender or run. Luca had put a stop to that. He issued orders to have all of them and the reserves witness his glory in person. The improvements in his class stiffened their backbones and enforced their unconditional devotion to him as Kingpin. They were sent back to win everything back or die in the attempt.

The problem was that dying was precisely what most of them did.

Even with an inability to retreat and overwhelming numbers, they were pushed back, time and time again. As a result, the north quadrant of the city had fallen and so had the southern. All Luca had left was the centre of Grand Rapids and that would collapse before long. He had no choice but to take to the field himself and unleash the power of his class.

The reports from the front indicated that the pirate and his ships were in the north and working their way south. Luca headed there first. His plan had been simple. These fuckers were criminals, their faction was lawless, and they should be sitting ducks for his enslavement power. He’d take that bastard’s people and turn them against him.

One of the improvements to his Accumulate Minions ability meant he had a better idea of how effective it would be on a group. Unfortunately, every time he got near a platoon of the pirate’s crew, the feedback he received only highlighted the abilitiy’s lack of efficacy on the group. Too many of them were bound to the pirate directly by one manner or another and that snake Carter was apparently too strong for Accumulate Minions to overcome that bond. Even with Luca’s level boost.

His subordinates tried to console him and fluff his ego, but Luca didn’t care. He rushed to the southern front instead, whipping the bearers for more speed. They reached the Woodland Mall at the intersection of 28th and Beltline and finally he found what he’d been searching for.

Vulnerability.

His instincts had been right, of course. Carter had kept his most devoted closest to him. Those attacking from the south, on the other hand, could be coerced.

There was a large force not far from his position. They were not all susceptible to Accumulate Minions, but the majority were.

He straightened his posture in his seat of power. The swirls of smoke from the conflict cleared in the breeze and he laid eyes on the enemy. In particular, a large imposing man who looked like a Viking warrior.

The leader here. Luca was certain of it.

Luca stood as the palanquin came to a halt just out of range of arrow fire.

“Kneel!” he bellowed and unleashed the full weight of Accumulate Minions on the watching crowd.

Everywhere he looked, armed men and women fell to their knees in obedience. There were a few who did not and looked at their fellows curiously, but they would be dealt with quickly.

“Kill all of those who haven’t knelt to me,” he ordered imperiously.

Weapons were drawn and fighting broke out. Those who hadn’t knelt in deference to Luca were quickly cut down where they stood or they fled southwards when it became obvious too many of their comrades had been impelled to switch sides.

Luca clapped his hands together and beckoned for the big man to come forward. It was time to turn the tables on that bastard pirate once and for all.

***

Amber

Amber snorted and rolled her eyes when the grandiose lion-man who had to be compensating for something came into view atop his parade float carried by several dozen men and women in collars.

The ass was even seated on a tacky-looking golden throne.

Captain Carter might like to lord it over people from time to time but he had enough humility not to have people carry him around like a pampered fucking lordling.

“Will you get a load of him,” Rory chuckled and stood up to get a better view. Which caused him to wince because of his sore thigh wound.

“What kind of moron makes such an easy target of himself?” Michelle asked.

Who indeed? Amber thought. Was this foolishness or confidence? Even confidence could turn out to be overconfidence and prove to be a man’s undoing. Or a lion-man in this case.

Amber felt a shudder run down her spine when the lion-man rose from his throne and glared at the army before him with a sneering expression. A feeling she had felt only once before.

A memory hidden deep inside from many months ago rose unbidden to dominate her thoughts. Amber had done everything she could to purge her mind of any recollection of the days she spent as a prisoner of the capronids. The fear, the pain, the gruesome sights she witnessed and smelled. Any therapist would have an absolute field day with that kind of trauma.

Amber had tried to suppress them all, but there was one that especially haunted her. One that had caused her to wake in a cold sweat in the middle of the night more than once since. Nightmares ravaging her nighttime peace.

Her cousin Florence.

Nobody had known that her cheerleading coach Flo was also her cousin. Flo was twenty years older than Amber and they had different surnames. They’d agreed to keep their familial relationship on the down low from the school. Flo had never shown her any favouritism, if anything, she was harder on Amber than any of the other girls on the squad. But their squad had been one of the best in the country and competition to participate was fierce. You could never be sure someone wouldn’t cry nepotism to get their child onto the team in Amber’s place.

The trip to Beaver Island had meant a lot to them both. Amber would be moving on to college and it was no longer a secret they had to keep. Which is why it hurt Amber more than anyone when Florence betrayed them all.

She remembered that moment. The same spine-tingling shudder had run through her when that blood-covered maniac Dougie had crooned for volunteers to join him in his worship of the goat-fuckers god.

The first to accept had been a man named Mark. That hadn’t surprised Amber. Mark had watched mutely when his wife had been dragged over to the sacrificial altar the first day and hadn’t made a single move to save her. She’d cried and screamed for his help and all he did was look away.

But when a few seconds later, Flo agreed too, it was like a punch to the gut.

Her cousin wouldn’t look her in the eyes, but Amber had been determined she wouldn’t be like Mark and look away.

She watched as Florence dedicated herself to Carnax. Watched when she rubbed blood and excrement all over her body. Watched when she helped Dougie or a capronid drag one of the squad or the other prisoners to the altar. Watched as Florence abandoned her humanity and ate the discarded parts of the sacrificial victims. Watched as Captain Carter burst from the woodland unexpectedly and the whip of a miniaturised Ana wrapped around the throat of her cousin and ended her life.

She’d watched, but not understood.

And that is what haunted her. How could her cousin Florence choose to become a cultist of that monstrous god. Choose to follow that pipsqueak Dougie and commit such abominable and perverse acts.

“Kneel!” The lion-man roared from his platform.

Rory, despite his constant complaints about his bad leg, fell to his knees almost immediately. Up ahead, Amber saw Brant drop to one knee in obeisance and like a row of dominoes everything clicked into place. That shudder hadn’t been a premonition of horror to come, it was a Darkwyrlds ability being used upon them. Florence hadn’t chosen to become a ghastly cultist; she had been compelled.

“What the…” Michelle gasped as her query was cut short by Amber’s hand on the back of her neck and forced her to stumble into a crouch.

Peter looked at them quizzically and turned around to see most of the other militia and soldiers had taken a knee.

“Peter, get down,” Amber whispered to him.

Peter either didn’t hear her or failed to understand. Instead, he stepped over to Rory. “What are you doing, dude? Are you alright?”

“Kill all of those who haven’t knelt to me,” the lion-man ordered loudly from the bier he commanded from.

Amber pulled Michelle up onto her knees and hoped none of those nearby cottoned on to the fact she had fallen on her butt and not knelt. The others around her rose from their kneeling positions, drew weapons, and attacked those still standing.

Peter was doomed. He had his hand on Rory’s shoulder while he checked on him. And his helm was off because he found the strap uncomfortable. Amber had warned him about that a thousand times, and he kept taking it off to readjust the strap anyway. It had become a habit he kept promising to break.

Peter would never get the chance. The tip of Rory’s blade punched through the bottom of his jaw and didn’t stop until it hit skull.

Amber could see the shock and horror in Rory’s eyes as he killed one of his closest friends. But that hadn’t prevented him from following the lion-man’s order.

It had to be Luca Gattosi. Amber had heard about his class and what it could do. She hadn’t thought he would be powerful enough to affect this many or to this degree.

“We need to play along,” she whispered in Michelle’s ear who was shaking enough that Amber had to steady her.

“Understood,” she stammered back.

Amber looked around at the infighting. Thankfully, there was not as much as she had feared. Part of that was a bad thing. The majority of those around her had fallen under the sway of Luca’s power. Those who hadn’t, and were surrounded, were finished off quite quickly. She had to suppress a sigh of relief when she saw several of the stronger newcomers and those on the periphery force a way out and get away.

The downside was that they were fleeing southerly, while she and Michelle were currently in the opposite direction. About as far from safety as they could get.

However, while Amber scoured the scene around her certain factors began to add up. She, Peter, and Michelle were all contracted members of the militia. That was something of a rarity and part of what bonded them together. Rory was not. He had come to Stormblade Harbour from Ionia at the same time as Chief Brant.

Most of those Amber could see escaping had been off-world slaves who had signed contracts to serve the Shattered Storm. Amber was more than smart enough to figure out the contract was what had protected her and Michelle from Luca.

They’d also been fortunate that Luca hadn’t been more specific in the orders he gave.

Speaking of Luca, he had beckoned to Chief Brant to come over to him and the big man started to walk towards him. This would be their best chance.

“Come on Michelle,” she said loud enough that those around could hear her. “The Chief’s orders were for us to watch his six.”

She pulled the hesitant woman along with her and led her forward.

Rory didn’t seem to hear her which was for the best. His gaze remained rivetted on the body of his best friend whom he’d just killed.

“Michelle, we need to project confidence and look for an opportunity to make a break for it,” Amber whispered to the other woman.

“You’re right,” she whispered back. “I was shocked, but I can pull it together. I’m with you.”

Amber didn’t answer but patted her on the back as they followed in Chief Brant’s wake until he stopped in front of Luca who sneered down at him.

“Name,” Luca barked his demand.

“Brant,” the big man replied.

“Are you important, Brant? You look important to me. Tell me the truth.”

“Yes, I’m important.”

Luca clucked his tongue impatiently and his entire demeanour shifted from convivial to aggravated. Brant was answering Luca’s questions, but there was a clear reluctance in his tone, and he’d proffered as little information as possible with his answers.

“You will tell me everything I need to know, Brant. Not just the bare fucking minimum. Do you understand me?”

“I do, sir, but if I may ask a question, how am I supposed to know what you need to know?”

Amber caught the hint of disrespect and so did Luca and his leonid feature scowled down on the big man.

“You will inform me of anything operationally important to your attempted invasion. Do you lead these men?”

“Yes, I’m in command of the army that attacked the southern half of the city. Captain Carter is leading the soldiers who continued further upriver and launched their assault there. The plan is to bombard the bastions with the Dungeon Ship’s artillery and then launch the invasion.”

“I know that,” Luca snapped with impatience.

Chief Brant had to follow this shit-heel’s orders, but he continued to be as obstructive as he could be given the circumstances.

“Enjoy your defiance while you can, Brant. Should you survive today, it is only a matter of time before your new loyalty to the Brotherhood of the Lion’s Claw comes as naturally as breathing. Tell me the disposition of your people in this part of the city. They all need to learn to serve a new master.”

Brant spent the next couple of minutes relaying what he knew of the troop’s current compositions and locations.

Luca nodded his head in satisfaction. “It is good so many of those here are not bound by the Framework to the pirate. It makes them easier to bend to my will. Lastly, does Carter trust you?”

“He does, sir.”

“Good. Then you can get close to him without being suspected. Take your people here, find him without delay, and do not give that scum any reason to believe you are anything other than a loyal follower. Once you get close, kill him or die trying.”

Michelle squeaked with surprise at the orders Luca had given and that drew his attention. He looked over Brant’s head and spotted the pair of them for the first time.

“Who are these two?” he asked with amusement. “Why did they follow you over? They’re a pair of pretty ones for sure. Have you been dipping your wick in the company ink, Brant? If they can be trusted, perhaps I’ll take them for a ride myself.”

Chief Brant turned at Luca’s words and laid eyes on them. Amber could see the conflict in his face, his face flushed red, and his lips quivered as he tried to keep his mouth shut. Brant knew they were both contracted and thanks to Luca, now knew that would have protected them from turning traitor. Neither she nor Michelle could be trusted, and he knew it. Luca’s phrasing might have doomed them both.

Michelle drew her sword at the same moment Brant lost his battle against Luca’s influence and started to rat them out. “The captain has to be warned. You’re faster than me, Amber. Don’t waste this chance.”

Before Amber could stop her, Michelle launched forward and put herself between Amber and Brant. “Go!” she screamed and raised her blade to block Brant’s first attack.

Fighting back tears, Amber had little choice but to take advantage of Michelle’s selfless act and she started to sprint as fast as she could. She bolted up Beltline Avenue, past a stupefied Luca who had been taken by surprise. But he didn’t stay stunned for long.

“What are you waiting for? Get the bitch!” he roared.

Amber risked a glance over her shoulder. Michelle was already on the ground with Chief Brant standing over her ready to land a killing blow. He stopped mid-swing at the sound of Luca’s counter-order which offered him the opportunity to avoid killing Michelle. Perhaps she would have a chance to survive this after all. Stay down and play dead, Amber implored in her head.

A magic missile struck Amber in the shoulder and almost knocked her to the ground, but she managed to keep her balance. Up ahead of her, past the mall area, genuine members of the Brotherhood started to emerge from the buildings following the strident cry from their unquestioned leader. Amber started to run in a slight zigzag pattern to avoid the ranged attacks that were falling all around her.

The net was closing in, and she had one chance remaining.

Fortunately, the road ahead of her was largely unobstructed and straight. She could see all the way down. There was another crossroads half a kilometre away with a few workers or slaves pottering around, trying to build barriers to slow the invaders. It was just in range of her Duellist Charge ability.

Amber picked one of the slaves up ahead as the target and activated the ability. Her limbs, already swift, were filled with an unnatural level of power and strength and she zoomed up the road. Outpacing all her pursuers and the ranged attacks aimed at her.

Not wanting to actually attack the poor bastard she’d used to extricate herself from the pursuers, Amber deactivated the charge after covering three-quarters of the distance and turned left off the road into a parking lot. She kept running and was soon in the urban housing sprawl.

She couldn’t let up on her pace, though. Brant had said that Carter was attacking the bastions on the other side of the city. Luca had essentially confirmed this and that was where she was most likely to find him. That was two or three miles away and all through enemy territory. Speed would be her friend and slowing down would be what got her killed.


Chapter 42

“We’ve got another incoming fast! Down from the overpass. I’ve spotted one, but there could be more,” one of the lookouts called back to us.

Quickly we readied ourselves for another fight and I hurried over to that side of our position.

“Belay that,” I yelled out recognising the approaching figure. “It’s one of ours.”

It was Amber running raggedly towards us, weaving through the bollards and barriers that had been left in the way to slow our progress. She collided with more than one in her haste but didn’t let it slow her down. It was as if the hounds of hell were on her trail and hunting her down.

When she got a bit closer, I could see thick patches of blood staining her militia uniform. It was fresh. Any hope that Brant’s southern army was nearby, and she had been sent to hurry over and tell us vanished instantly. She had been in the wars very recently and it had not gone well. With Shana, Fang Mei, and Ana at my side we hurried over to intercept her. Even from a distance, you could see how heavily she was breathing, gasping for air.

When we reached Amber, she practically collapsed into my arms completely exhausted. The moment she stopped running, her legs turned to jelly and refused to support her weight. I had to cradle the woman while her chest heaved sucking in oxygen.

“What’s going on?” Shana asked worriedly.

Amber tried to answer but was too breathless for us to understand what she was saying.

“Anastasia, is there anything you can do to help her?” Fang Mei asked the blonde.

Anastasia put her hand on Amber’s sweaty brow, brushing her curly black hair out of the way. “She’s lost a lot of Hit Points and I’ve replenished some. We’ll still have to wait for her to get her breath back. I can’t do anything for that.”

“Gray!” I shouted back to one of the squad commanders back in our lines. “Get your squad up that road and scout the area thoroughly. We need to know if anything is following her.”

By the time Gray’s squad trotted past us, one of the Shattered Storm’s overworked clerics by the name of Gibbs had wearily reached our side. He had no mana left, but his mere presence helped all forms of recovery, and it didn’t take long before Amber could kind of talk again.

“Luca…” she gasped. “Southern…forces…mind-whammy…”

It took her longer than normal but within a couple of minutes, Amber had related the gist of what had happened in the south. Luca had used his class to seize control of anybody not part of my crew or contracted to the Shattered Storm and planned to send them against us.

“God damn, but this is bad,” I muttered. “Quixbix, how is this even possible?”

<The Shattered Storm is a lawless faction, and it does technically make our members vulnerable to classes like Crime Kingpin. There is a hefty dose of ‘buts’ involved in that equation, though. Luca tried to use his influence on you once before and it failed miserably because you were much stronger than him. With you as faction leader that should have protected the free militia unless they wanted to jump ship to the Brotherhood.>

“What are you saying, Quixie?” Anastasia asked. “That Brant and his militia were plotting to turn traitor?”

<While we can’t rule that out, unfortunately, there is another likelier explanation.>

Quixbix didn’t need to verbalise the situation any further for me. Brant wore his heart on his sleeve. If he wanted to rebel, he wouldn’t be able to hide it. The big man wasn’t capable of that level of deception. “Luca is significantly stronger than me.”

“What?” Shana snapped in surprise. “How can that be possible? Claudia confirmed her brother had only reached the late teens. With their twin-soul link, she received the level-up notifications. He’s a cowardly slug that has barely fought a single creature himself.”

“Did we miscalculate?” Fang Mei queried.

“No, we didn’t,” I answered. “Something happened during the spiritual contest. Something unexpected that I’ve not had the chance to tell you about yet.”

I pulled the three of them away from where Amber rested with Gibbs for some privacy. I quickly laid out what I knew about Ashli. How it was still alive and how it had managed to interfere with the contest, got Luca out with the fragment of itself and rewarded him for the task.

But I did keep the existence of Devantus Drakonis a secret for now. It’s not that I didn’t trust the girls, but I couldn’t tell them without Quixbix being privy to the conversation. And it wasn’t that I didn’t trust the imp, but he was a program of the Framework. The Framework which Ashli created. I couldn’t fully rule out the possibility that Ashli or his fragment might be able to access or influence the imp in some way either now or in the future. What he didn’t know, he couldn’t reveal.

After I finished, Shana was the first to ask a question. “What do we do? It sounds like it won’t be long before we’re forced to fight our own people. I can’t think of a way that this could be worse, to be honest.”

I didn’t answer her right away. In the back of my mind, I’d been mulling that over while filling in the necessary gaps. There were two options and neither of them filled me with enthusiasm. Which I opted for depended on a couple of things that needed to be checked.

I pulled a map of Grand Rapids from my back pocket and wandered back over to Amber who was sitting up, and while she was still a little winded, she had mostly recovered. “Amber, where did Luca confront Brant’s legion?”

She took the map from me and studied it for a moment. “Here.” She pointed at a large mall situated at a crossroads on the other side of town. “Our legion was the furthest east pushing for the inner side of the far wall. The other legions were spread out across the rest of the southern part of the town. It should take Luca time to find them, and the prick was riding on what looked like a parade float being carried by dozens of slaves. They weren’t moving very fast or with a lot of coordination. The whole getup was beyond unnecessary.”

“Thanks, Amber. That’s some good news. We might be able to salvage this. You did well and might just have saved the faction.”

“It wasn’t just me. I wouldn’t have made it without Michelle, and Brant did his best to resist. But if you’re feeling the spirit of gratitude fill you, you could let me out of my contract early?” she sassed.

“We’ll talk about that if we make it out of this in one piece. Gibbs get her back on the ship.”

Marena’s Mercy and Storm Raider had moored up behind the bastion while I relayed recent events to the girls.

With Amber’s information on the probable location of Luca, I returned to the huddle.

“I recognise that look,” Anastasia sighed. “That’s the ‘Mighty Captain Carter’ is going to do something recklessly dangerous look.”

I started to object but stopped after inhaling a breath and changed tack. “Ana, you are correct. The safe play would be to dig in with the troops we have in the north and weather the storm until Luca runs out of manpower. His and ours. But that would be too costly a victory. With events elsewhere, a pyrrhic victory does us no good.

“Withdrawing and returning later is not an option for the same reason. We now know where Luca was not too long ago and have a solid idea of where he will be headed. That’s information we didn’t have when we started the assault. It’s time to cut the head off the snake and I’m not going to be able to do that alone.”

“Of course, you won’t be doing it alone. The three of us and as many squads as necessary will come with you to guard your back.” Shana said forcefully.

I shook my head. “Not this time. There are several miles of enemy territory to navigate. Look at the condition Amber was in, and she didn’t stop running full pelt the whole way. This needs to be an infiltration, not an invasion.”

“Okay, then the four of us…”

“No, Shana. We would still draw too much attention. I need you to stay here and command the defence of the bastion. There is a chance that Brant and his legion will get here before I can reach Luca and take him out. Ana, I need you to top me and Fang Mei up to full strength. Fang Mei, it’s time for the piggyback manoeuvre.”

The piggyback move involved Fang Mei hopping onto my back, hugging me close and then activating her warp field. We’d discovered that provided we had significant skin-to-skin contact she could extend the field to cover me as well as her. We’d even crafted a custom harness to help with the process.

Fang Mei’s eyes widened with concern. “Torin, are you sure about this? The last time we practised, it did not go very well. Maybe it should just be me that goes and finds Luca to kill him?”

I understood Fang Mei’s concerns. There were some hefty drawbacks we’d discovered when playing around with this in our downtime. Extending the field to include me was incredibly taxing on Fang Mei. The weakness she suffered once the field was dropped was even more debilitating than normal. Mainly because very little of that backlash was transferred to me. She also struggled to hold the field for long and it was much easier to pierce.

“It must be me. If Luca hadn’t received a power-up, then it would be a different story. But he has. If we’re quick, I can cover most of the ground before you must drop the field and then I’ll have to go it alone the rest of the way. Technically, our contest isn’t over. My Preternatural Insight skill is telling me I can use that to my advantage. If I’m the one who gets close to him, he won’t have a choice but to fight me.”

“Torin, you can’t know that…” Shana started to argue, but I cut her off with a look.

She was correct. I didn’t know that. But my skill did tell me that there was a lingering link between us, though it was fading away as time passed. Whether I’d be able to use it in that manner was unclear and a big reason I hadn’t factored it into the initial plan. That and my Divine Retribution quest called for me to take everything that was his and not just kill him like a thief in the night.

However, we were on the brink of a slow-motion disaster with the Ashli fragment on the loose. If that meant losing some of my advancement, it was a price I’d have to pay.

“This is the plan. I’m not withdrawing and I’m not losing more than half my people to whittle him down. Not while there is another viable option.”

***

Time was of the essence, so Fang Mei and I didn’t waste any. She had the harness in her inventory and quickly stripped down while I stowed my shirt and chest armour. While Shana helped the cambion strap herself to my back, I studied the most up-to-date version of the city map we had and planned a maximised route.

Thankfully, the route seemed pretty self-evident. About half a kilometre southeast of our current position was a large cemetery. According to Carla, since integration, the citizens of Grand Rapids were petrified of the graveyards, and therefore, they were avoided. The people were afraid the dead would come back to life. Which given what we knew was not an unreasonable fear, and it was something I could use to my advantage.

We set off in that direction. The buildings in the surrounding area were unoccupied. The slaves and the free citizens had fled away from the fighting. Once we were out of sight of my forces Fang Mei activated her warp cloak.

She audibly groaned and I felt the field settle over us.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Yes,” she gasped back in a strained voice. “But this is difficult. I’m stronger than before but there is a great deal more external pressure because we’re out in the open than during any of our practice runs. I’m not sure how long I can hold the field.”

“Understood. Hold on tight, I won’t be slowing down for anything.”

And I started to sprint down the road.

Amber had been forced to detour a couple of times because of armed barricades blocking her way, but I had Dragon’s Leap and could risk a more direct route.

Weaving from block to block, I moved us steadily southeast jumping over any barricades. There were a few Brotherhood defenders at each. Individuals who hadn’t come within range of Luca’s recently buffed influence and been forced into slavish adherence to his wishes. Fang Mei tensed and gripped me harder whenever we got into visual range of one of these groups and the strain on her warp field markedly increased.

But it held.

The only thing the guards sensed was the whoosh of wind as we sailed over the top of them. Once back on the ground, I kept the frenetic pace up and we were out of their sight in a few seconds. But my swift movement meant we were quickly in the sights of the next small group and Fang Mei didn’t get much respite between groups.

It took two minutes until I bounded into the unfenced cemetery and the relative seclusion of the evergreen trees and gravestones that dotted the open space. Fang Mei’s grasp around my waist eased up as the pressure on her was relieved and I slowed my running pace just a touch so we could both get a small breather.

“Are you good?” I whispered when we reached the centre of the cemetery and had maximum seclusion.

Fang Mei gave me a non-verbal thumbs up. However, her head rested on my shoulder and her breathing had grown considerably more ragged than mine and she had been carried the whole way.

I knew without having to ask that she would not be able to get me the full distance. It was simply too much, but we had to risk the next section and then I would go for it alone from there.

We got to the southern edge of the cemetery and ran back into the urban area of the city and Fang Mei whimpered as the strain of additional eyes threatened to overwhelm her again. I sprinted directly south from the corner of the cemetery through the housing and then reached the next stage of my planned route. The railway tracks that ran through the city.

We could have started on the tracks from the beginning. The line crossed over the river into downtown not far from the bastion where the ships were moored, but the line ran directly south, closer to the sections of the wall we hadn’t taken yet and then turned ninety degrees to the left in an L shape until it intersected with the cemetery. We’d saved time by going as the crow flies and had the short breather the cemetery offered. But from here the tracks turned diagonally southeast in the precise direction we wanted to go, so sprinting along the gravel between the tracks was the way to go.

The tracks ran that way for half a mile until they ran through a second much smaller cemetery that was just north of a golf course. The first quarter of a mile was relatively easy on Fang Mei. The tracks were tree-lined and that helped conceal us, but the last stretch was all in the open. I sprinted for all I was worth and covered the distance in record time.

Just before we reached a small triangle of land with a lot of trees, we passed a large warehouse on our left. It had to be some kind of storage or staging area for the Brotherhood as there were a large number of slaves and workers out in the open carrying various items or working away on tasks. Fang Mei shuddered and jerked reflexively from the sudden increase of attention and then flopped bonelessly against my back.

My ears popped when the warp field broke and there were sounds of shock and surprise from a few of the workers when they suddenly saw a tall man carrying a half-naked demoness on his back appear out of nowhere.

That surprise worked in our favour, and I was able to keep sprinting down the tracks until we were out of sight once more before taking a sharp turn southwards onto the greens of the golf club. The guards or armed individuals who belatedly gave chase kept going down the tracks while we hid in a sand bunker until I couldn’t hear them any longer.

With the danger of discovery past, I quickly located an equipment shack on the golf course and broke in. Fang Mei was unconscious and weak as a newborn kitten. I unhooked the harness and gently laid her on a makeshift bed I cobbled together with bags of lawn fertiliser. I didn’t have time to make sure she was comfortable but covered her up with a blanket and shifted some of the useless equipment around her to help hide her from any curious snoopers. Although to be honest, it didn’t look like anybody had been in the shack for several months.

I hated to leave Fang Mei in such a precarious situation, but if I did my job, she would be safe enough soon. She had been a real trooper and got us most of the way that I needed to go. More, she had absorbed almost the full weight of the backlash. I barely felt any of the debuff and could tell that the small amount which had come my way would pass in a few minutes.

At the bottom of the golf course was 28th Street and roughly a mile directly east of where we were was the Woodland Mall where Luca had encountered Brant’s legion. If Amber’s information and our assumptions of what Luca would do were accurate, he ought to have been working his way in this direction since Amber escaped them.

When I reached 28th Street Quixbix piped up. <Your Divine Retribution quest just pinged. Luca is nearby. No more than a couple of hundred metres to your southwest. We’ve overshot his position a little bit.>

Kneeling in the snow behind some shrubbery, I pulled my map out and re-familiarised myself with the area. There was an elementary school that had been turned into a Brotherhood outpost right where Quixbix said the quest had pinged my target.

That is where I would find Luca Gattosi. It was time to end this.


Chapter 43

After a quick check of the map, I crossed 28th Street. Luck was with me again. There was a small creek less than a metre across that ran from the golf course and past the school that was my destination. The housing and blocks had been built around it with the roads going over the top. The creek was mostly tree-lined and there was a larger gap between the yards of the houses that dotted the area. It didn’t provide a lot of cover, but it kept me off the roads where I would be easier to spot.

Regardless, I did run into a small group of Brotherhood warriors while following the shallow waterway when it intersected with another road which I had to cross.

They had the slightly manic glazed look in their eyes which confirmed they’d recently encountered Luca and had been sent back to the front lines. Both elated to serve their leader and absolutely terrified of the consequences of doing so.

My blades cut and cleaved with rapid efficiency, and I left five dead bodies in my wake before darting over the road. They hadn’t been in good shape and were likely survivors of the fighting in this part of town. They might even have been prisoners of my troops before they were suborned by Luca’s influence.

On the other side of the road, I splashed down into the cold, ice-rimmed water which didn’t faze me and crouched low as I neared my destination.

<Are you sure this is going to work, Torin?> Quixbix whispered in my head unnecessarily.

No, I thought back at him. But you’ve got an idea of what we’re up against. Do you think we can afford to play it safe and grind him down at the cost of half or more of our current strength?

<I hate it when you’re right. Don’t blow this and get yourself killed. I’ve grown rather attached to you as my porter.>

The feeling was mutual. I crab-walked along the creek for fifty or so metres until I could see the school through the trunks of the trees.

Luca was definitely here. The large palanquin with a gaudy golden throne that looked like it had been looted from a mall’s Christmas stores rested out front. It was surrounded by two dozen slave-bearers who were physically chained to the damn thing. Luca had left them to sit in the frigid temperatures. From my vantage, I could see them shivering and a few had blackened fingers or toes. Signs they were suffering from frostbite.

What kind of careless idiot didn’t ensure those under his control or care weren’t properly clothed? It’s not like there was a shortage of winter clothing. More than half the damn population had died over the last year. I had to correct myself. This wasn’t mere carelessness, but deliberate cruelty.

Any hope that Luca had been foolish enough to send all his fighting men to the front was dashed. A group of guards surrounded the school. None of my people were part of it. Some of them had been here, though. There were several corpses thrown into a corner that wore the uniform of my militia. Unless they were inside the school, Luca must have sent any survivors North already.

And then he stepped out of the school doors himself.

I hated to admit it, but he did look imposing. Luca had to be about six feet two, but with his thick mane of tawny, black-tinged hair he appeared much taller. His facial features were significantly more feline than Claudia’s had been. He reminded me of Vincent from an eighties TV show Beauty and the Beast. I’d watched the re-runs while recuperating from my shoulder surgery a couple of years ago.

He was clothed in a navy-blue military dress uniform bedecked in medals with a yellow-tasselled cavalry sabre belted around his waist. Based on everything I’d heard about him; the clothes did not match the man. He must have found the outfit recently and donned it to appear more like a general.

A small group of snivelling and freshly beaten people were herded out into the cold behind him.

“We’re done here,” Luca announced to his guards. “It was just a few civilian cowards who locked themselves in the basement. Not even Carter’s people for fucks sake. I suppose we might need a few replacement bearers soon enough. A couple of these look ready to expire.”

To punctuate his statement, Luca kicked the nearest kneeling slave-bearer in the back of the head. The poor bastard was violently slammed into the side of the palanquin. His neck likely snapped from the force and if that didn’t kill him the collision of his skull with the corner of the palanquin’s metal frame certainly did.

“Oops,” Luca laughed uproariously. “Seems I don’t know my own strength these days.”

Several of his goons chuckled politely but without genuine humour. The absence of comradely mirth seemed to pass Luca by, and he hopped up onto the berth and arranged himself on the throne with a large grin on his face.

“Replace the dead one and be quick about it.”

I found myself in a proper quandary. There were too many people around to get close to Luca, so attacking now had a very low chance of success. At the same time, could I afford to wait and hope for a better opportunity? The decision was made for me when a Brotherhood member ran around the corner of the school at the far end and came to a halt in front of Luca’s bier.

“Sir, we’ve located another large group of the enemy. They are no more than ten minutes away and moving towards this position.”

“Excellent,” Luca exulted. “More chaff for the battle. Lead me to them. Slaves lift me up.”

There was no time to wait. I would have to risk a charge during the mild distraction caused by the preparations to move out. Get close and roll the dice, hope that I could make something happen.

The palanquin rose into the air, at the same moment I hopped to my feet from the slight bank of the creek which concealed me, and silently sprinted into the parking lot.

By happenstance and cursed bad luck, Luca glanced over in my direction as if he sensed my approach just as I cleared the trees and entered the lot. My chances of getting an unseen finishing blow evaporated. His amber irises met my frosty blue ones and time slowed.

“Quixbix, have you entered me into action mode?” I thought at him.

An understandable assumption, my champion, but no, this is not the doing of your imp companion.

The unexpected voice was decidedly feminine, and it was one I vaguely recognised.

“Astariel?”

That is a name I have not heard in many millennia, Torin Carter. That nor my true name. So long have I simply been referred to as the Shattered Goddess.

That confirmed whom I was dealing with. The jury was out on whether this was a good thing or not. I couldn’t help but recall the discordant impressions from her when I made my pledge to end Luca months ago. Her differing opinions and desires spoken in the same voice.

You are concerned about my mercurial nature. That I may turn on you or hinder rather than help.

“I can’t say the thought hadn’t crossed my mind.”

Caution serves you well, but it is unnecessary on this occasion. I have managed to hold onto a single sliver of my sanity and purpose. Boxed away and protected, awaiting your return. You have kept me waiting. Not for gentlemanly of you.

Despite her assurances, I was not convinced. There was a fervour in her tone of voice that didn’t fill me with confidence that she was entirely rational despite her words to the contrary.

“You’ve been waiting for me?”

Yes. Did you not promise to end my suffering? Did you not pledge yourself to my service as my champion? Did you not promise me the soul of Luca Gattosi to feast upon and give succour to my tortured existence?

There was a strident edge of hysteria in her voice. Yeah, whatever sliver of sanity she possessed had to be razor-thin. In all honesty, I didn’t recall the interactions between us in exactly the same light that Astariel/Nancy did. But something told me arguing over the minutiae of the precise wording of our brief conversations would fall on deaf ears.

I chose to lead with what we could agree upon was true and most relevant right now. “I did pledge to take down Luca, yes. That is why I’m here, attempting to complete that very mission.”

Indeed. And that is why I have expended this last vestige of myself to contact you directly. This clarity, no longer hidden, will be swallowed by the tumultuous nature of my godly form before long. I can aid you in this matter. You can sense it yourself. Ashli’s interference in your spiritual contest with Luca has left a scar upon the fabric of the Framework. The system Ashli built yearns to erase this blemish and with my help, we can do so. But I would ask of you a boon in return for my assistance.

And there it was. The Shattered Goddess was not here for my benefit but for her own.

“What is it that you can do and what will it cost me?”

Your contest with Luca was interrupted and cries out for a proper conclusion. Using the existing Divine Retribution quest that involves both of you, I can intercede. Use the quest which connects you to stitch the wound in the Framework with a duel to the death. A fight no other can interfere in. A proper end to the contest between both factions.

You are both leaders with heavy influence over your followers. This shall be the stake you battle for, beyond your lives which will be forfeit should you lose.

Bonds for bonds.

To the victor goes control over all of those in both spheres of influence. Should you win, it would also have the welcome side effect of meeting the terms of my Divine Retribution quest allowing you to complete it.

I did not like the potential outcome for my bonded or crew in that offer. Luca was a cruel despot that would make what remained of their lives a misery. “I don’t suppose you could make it less climactic. Take the bonds off the table. I don’t really need command of the Brotherhood of the Lion’s Claw. Just let it be a fight to the death. If it means that I don’t complete the quest, then I can live with that.”

No. Your spiritual contest was centred on the usurpation of a bond. There is no other way.

I had my doubts about that, but there was a finality in Astariel’s tone which gave me the impression she would not budge on this. “Fine. What is the boon you want for this assistance?”

Fred. Ashli may have started what was done to me, but Fred finished it. I want you to find him and kill him. Your memories were hidden before, they are not now. We both know he lives.

“Don’t I have enough on my plate already? There is a blasted fragment of Ashli running around and I have no idea who Fred has become or how to find him.”

You won’t need to find him. He will come to you. Those events have already been set in motion. I would tell you more, but my vision of his new identity is clouded.

Astariel chuckled in my mind. After everything, it seems a part of me still loves him and seeks to protect him from my wrath. How very…human of me.

You have until the shroud around your planet dissolves to prepare and then he will come. Like a moth to a flame.

I do not wish to stand in the way of you extinguishing the fragment should you be victorious today. This is why the gifts showered upon you for victory will be incredibly helpful in that regard. However, achieving both Ashli’s eternal entrapment and Fred’s destruction is my preference, but I can be satisfied with the latter only.

Something which would be guaranteed should Ashli prevail. For that beast will not allow Fred’s defiance to go unanswered.

I will not help you to succeed in stopping the fragment without an assurance you will do all that can be done to ensure Fred’s end.

It was hard to tell if that last part was a threat or her begging. The tone of her voice seemed to shift even with the sentence as if perhaps she didn’t know herself.

The implication went beyond simply withholding her help to make the duel between Luca and I happen. There was a hint that she could make sure I failed to stop the fragment should I turn her down and defeat Luca without her help. I didn’t like being manipulated or threatened even by the backdoor and felt my mental hackles rise.

Her tinkling laughter washed over me.

You have changed since last we met. For the better. Nobody likes being used. I understand that better than most. But needs must. My vengeance is as important to me as the protection of the ones you love is to you.

The rewards for cooperation will be great, commensurate with the risks I am asking you to undertake. A soothing boon to wounded pride, I hope. And when it is all done. You can come visit me at the heart of my power. Pay your respects and seek recourse for the impositions I’ve place on you. Then finish what you began in that vat with my blessing and unending gratitude.

All that is left behind will be yours to claim. The power and the glory, if you wish it.

Given the Shattered Goddess’ rather changeable attitude, I rather doubted her desire to die would remain intact once she got the vengeance she desperately yearned for. But it’s not like I had a choice. If Fred was on his way, we’d likely end up on a collision course regardless. That was generally how things went where I was concerned. Not to mention, that if I failed today, it would ultimately doom all those I cared about anyway.

Which included me.

I was rather fond of being alive and winning a fight against Luca with all his men backing him up didn’t seem likely.

“You’ve got my word, then. Let’s do this.”

***

Time returned to normal, and Dean’s voice thundered above the city, catching everyone by surprise. “A formal faction duel has been agreed between the respective leaders of the Shattered Storm and the Brotherhood of the Lion’s Claw. To the victor goes full control of his defeated opponent’s faction. All hostilities are to cease until its conclusion. Any attempted interference between the two combatants will be struck down by me, the fucking awesome Framework Administrator.”

He'd done so well at presenting himself as formal and professional until that final sentence. I couldn’t see it, but I was pretty sure Violet was shaking her head in exasperation right now.

“I agreed to no such thing!” Luca screamed into the sky angrily and rattled his sabre.

“You must have done, or I couldn’t get involved,” Dean announced across the city which likely confused every person who hadn’t heard Luca’s angry declaration.

Luca continued to scream curse words at the sky, and I chose to keep shtum about him actually being right about not agreeing to anything. If Ashli could help him screw me over, I was perfectly happy to let the Shattered Goddess return the favour.

The terms of the duel flashed before my eyes, and I dismissed the text. I knew what it said.

*** The duel will commence once both combatants enter the duelling ring. A twenty-square-metre area has been designated between both combatants. ***

A square section of the parking lot was illuminated between Luca and me. The people who had been inside found themselves being ushered out by an unseen force.

*** Once both combatants step inside, the duel will commence. You will not be able to leave the designated duelling zone until the duel is over. You have twenty seconds to enter the duelling zone or forfeit the duel. ***

Without hesitation, I strode inside the square box and prepared myself for the fight.

“What happens if I forfeit?” Luca snarled while staring me down.

“Then you die,” Dean replied. This time his voice didn’t encompass the entire city. Presumably, Violet had spoken a word or two in his ear.

“Very well. I’m going to stamp this worm under my foot despite this bullshit.”

When Luca finished his statement his dress uniform and ceremonial sabre disappeared and were replaced by a full set of plate armour and a massive kanabo war club. It was twice the length and thickness of a baseball bat with the top half plated in studded metal.

My eyebrows rose in slight astonishment. It was the kind of weapon that Danny might struggle to utilise effectively due to its hefty weight and size, but Luca carried it casually in one hand and spun it around with a flourish as he marched into the other side of our duelling arena.

Soon the fight for the fate of the world would be on and it was a fight nobody could afford for me to lose.

No pressure then.
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Luca Gattosi (Leonid)

Criminal Kingpin (M) 100
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Current Affiliation: Leader of the Brotherhood of the Lion’s Claw

Level one hundred.

Well, that explained where Luca got his sudden power boost from. With an M-grade class, he would have received 1,900 stat points spread across his attributes and maxed out his T1, T2, and T3 abilities. In comparison, I’d earned a little over 500 stat points with my twenty-one higher graded levels. My species was a higher tier, I had a path of power and a second-tier harmonisation that helped close the gap in raw attributes. But even factoring those in, Luca’s overall build was likely to be double the strength of mine.

My gear was probably better than his, but it wouldn’t change the reality that I would have to outfight Luca rather than overpower him.

“Are you afraid?” Luca taunted and played with his kanabo. “You should be. I’m the strongest warrior on the planet and I plan to crush you easily.”

“Talk is cheap and so are you. Claudia and Carla told me all about what a tiresome little bitchboy you were.”

Luca’s eyes narrowed in both surprise and rage.

“So, Carla’s alive, huh? Good. It’s better if I’m the one that permanently closes her trap.”

Luca tried to catch me unawares and surged forward. The heavy armour he wore didn’t slow him down. Not that it would be much help to him as I’d been saving some of my Shattering charges for just this moment. With four pieces of my armour set on it would last for four minutes. Luca would be treated as wearing low mitigation armour regardless of the much higher mitigation the plate was supposed to provide.

The kanabo swished past my nose when I dodged Luca’s first overhead attack. The metallic head clattered into the parking lot, chipping a chunk the size of a fist from the ground. I may have had five and a half thousand Hit Points, but they wouldn’t last long if I let that thing hit me too often.

It was time to strike back. I targeted Luca with Shattering and activated every charge in the Bloodspiller Ring I received for completing the vampire dungeon to boost my strength by twenty-one. After all the fighting today, I’d used and refilled the twenty-one charges more than once. However, for tactical reasons, I stowed my pair of ice blades and resummoned the Hard-hitting Halberd.

I swung the bladed polearm at Luca’s head, and he whipped his kanabo up to block the strike and knocked the halberd away. The parry was a bit clumsy, but the speed made up for Luca’s lack of skill. I’d expected the block, which is why I used the halberd. Breaking that kanabo was high on my list of priorities.

Luca flashed me a feral grin. “It ain’t going to be so easy, pirate boy. I’m not just stronger than you, but faster. And wait until you get a load of my Hit Points. Fucking impressive is a goddamn understatement.”

A hundred levels of an M-grade class with second tier species had to put him on a base of around fifteen thousand, and you can add in a few hundred more for the armour. Almost treble my five and a half thousand. But I had a few tricks up my sleeve and planned to wipe the grin from his face.

A quick inhalation and exhalation and I unleashed one of my remaining Breath Weapon charges. Scorching fire erupted from the back of my throat and engulfed the cocky Luca.

*** Critical Strike! x2 You have inflicted 2,100 Heat Damage to Luca Gattosi. ***

The bugger had flinched and turned his back at the last second, so he didn’t get a faceful of fire, but it did burn away a hefty portion of the tawny mane he was so proud of. It was almost worth getting fire instead of frost just for that.

“Bastard!” Luca screamed and swiped the kanabo wildly in my direction which I calmly ducked and jabbed at the groin area of his plate armour.

*** Critical Strike! x2 You have inflicted 210 Piercing Damage to Luca Gattosi and stripped 63 durability from the struck armour. ***

That had worked out rather nicely, but I was down to my last breath weapon charge and Luca reacted quickly. He tried to bring the base of the kanabo down on my head and it forced me to roll away and out of range.

“Cocksucking coward! Stand and fight!” Luca bellowed and rushed over swiping his huge mace.

Did he really think I would go toe-to-toe with him just because he wanted me to?

I hopped back to my feet and blocked the incoming strike draining the kanabo of another sixty-three durability. We traded blows like that for the next few minutes. With me using my feet and Dragon’s Leap to stay out of his range and Luca getting increasingly frustrated with his lack of progress.

Luca’s frustration was a definite positive and he got ever more reckless. That allowed me to land a couple of additional blows, but time was ebbing away. The fight had already exceeded the four minutes of my first charge of Shattering, and I had to use the second of four to extend his weakness. He was too fast for me to connect often, and I simply wasn’t sapping enough of his Hit Points.

And then the inevitable happened, I stumbled when the back of my heel sank into one of the divots the kanabo had dug out of the parking lot tarmac. Luca capitalised on my moment of imbalance and the kanabo cracked forcefully into my lower back and sent me off my feet and into the ground face first.

*** - 443 Hit Points. 5,067/5,560 remaining. -1 Health from Kanabo special effect.  39/43 remaining ***

I hadn’t regained full health since my last epic confrontation and could have done without getting hit by a weapon that bypassed my Hit Points. My Health had taken a hiding so often that every point had to heal naturally for the next several months. Luca pounced with all the agility of his stat-enhanced species and rapidly pounded his weapon on top of my prone form to make matters worse.

*** - 443 Hit Points. 4,624/5,560 remaining. -1 Health from Kanabo special effect.  38/43 remaining ***

*** - 443 Hit Points. 4,181/5,560 remaining. -1 Health from Kanabo special effect.  37/43 remaining ***

I managed to roll over and got a good eyeful of his salivating face as the oversized mace whooshed down at me repeatedly. The haft of the halberd blocked a few of the attacks but another two slammed into my forearms.

*** - 73 Hit Points. 4,108/5,560 remaining. -1 Health from Kanabo special effect.  36/43 remaining ***

*** - 73 Hit Points. 4,035/5,560 remaining. -1 Health from Kanabo special effect.  35/43 remaining ***

More damage, but a lot less than when he was wailing away at my body, though the continued loss of Health was worrying. I couldn’t keep taking this kind of punishment. That damn kanabo would break my arms if I wasn’t careful and then I would be truly buggered, so I exhaled the last charge of Breath Weapon I had left to give me a chance to extricate myself.

The frigid air of sub-zero temperatures blew from the back of my throat directly into the over-eager lion face that thought he had me just where he wanted me.

*** Critical Strike! x4 You have inflicted 6,720 Cold Damage to Luca Gattosi. ***

Direct to the head for maximum effect. The Frost Breath damage was boosted by sixty percent thanks to my harmonisation and the Greater Blue Coral Ring on my finger. An item I’d picked up from the Greater Fomorian in the first week. After all this time, it was still one of the more useful mob drops I’d received given my character build. However, that was the last of the massive damage dealing aces up my sleeve.

More important than the damage, it forced Luca to back off and I sprang back up. Luca shook the ice that had formed on what remained of his mane, snarled in my general direction and came at me with the kanabo again. I didn’t have time to pop a healing pellet. If I was going to win this fight, that thing had to go.

How many times I have hit his weapon with the halberd now? I thought to Quixbix.

<Twenty-five. If it had a starting durability of two thousand, which seems likely given the quality, then thirty-two should be the charm.>

Good. Then it was time to take a small risk.

I cast Cold Feet on Luca’s plated boots for the first time during the duel. The sudden loss of movement caught him off guard and I moved in. However, rather than target him, I feinted and used his attempted parry as an opportunity to launch a flurry of swift strikes to the tip of the blocking kanabo. I didn’t quite get to the thirty-second contact before my opponent cracked the ice encasing his feet and switched from defence back to his aggressive offensive behaviour, but it was enough.

Two swipes and blocks later, the shaft of the kanabo snapped and left it bent at an awkward angle and completely useless. The look of shock on Luca’s face was priceless and I wasted little time switching from hit-and-run tactics to engage him up close and personal. Changing out the slower halberd for my preferred pair of durable ice blades

Quixbix amalgamated the damage notification from the flurry of quick attacks.

*** Critical Strikes! You have inflicted 950 Piercing Damage and 160 Cold Damage to Luca Gattosi. ***

Luca’s surprise didn’t last long, and he hopped just out of my range, discarded the busted kanabo, and summoned a new weapon to fight with.

It was my turn to be surprised. Gripped in his gauntleted hand was a sawn-off shotgun which he raised and pointed in my general direction.

What the hell? Handheld old-world weapons were next to useless against a properly armoured character. Even a dumbass like Luca had to figured that out by now.

He squeezed the trigger and the two barrels exploded with intent. Due to my proximity, I was hit all over my body by the contents of the fired cartridges. To my horrified surprise, it felt like I’d been hit by several bags of hammers, and I was thrown violently backwards until I connected with the barrier edge of the duelling arena.

*** - 1,634 Hit Points. 2,401/5,560 remaining. ***

While I lay on the ground, slightly dazed from what had just happened the cheering faces of Luca’s warriors greeted me. Once they had grown confident that nothing which happened inside the designated duelling zone could exit and harm them, many of them had ringed the area as spectators.

“Did you like that?” Luca taunted with extreme bravado and nonchalantly discarded the wreckage that remained of the shotgun. The gauntleted fist which had held it was blackened and scorched and he shook it out and flexed his fingers. “One of our enslaved tinkerers came up with it. The buckshot in the cartridges were hand-crafted. All mana-infused shards of metal. Sure, it leaves the shotgun a useless hunk of junk after one use and the blowback on the firer is pretty severe. For most people that is, but not me, I’ve got the HP’s and Health to spare to use it without worry. You, on the other hand, look a bit peaky. And you wanna know the best part, I have a bunch of them in my inventory.”

Luca summoned a second shotgun into his other hand. Perhaps the blowback was greater than he let on, or it could be that he couldn’t hack hurting the same hand again in such quick succession.

Of course, The Brotherhood weren’t the only faction that had a few tinkerers in their midst. Before he could get close enough to fire a second time, I unhooked one of Sheamus’ grenades from my belt, primed it, and hurled it at Luca’s feet where it exploded.

The damage to him would be minimal but it did give me a chance to get to my feet, swallow an expensive healing pellet that refreshed my Hit Points by five hundred, and create a few ice throwing-knives while on the move.

*** + 500 Hit Points. 2,901/5,560 remaining. ***

Luca recovered quickly from the explosion and proceeded to close the distance between us. I’d been on the cusp of darting away from him and sprinting around the edge of the duelling square. That way I could pepper him with the ice blades I’d summoned without getting hit myself. Then my eyes alighted on his two discarded weapons lying on the ground and a crazy plan formed in my head.

A plan predicated on Luca’s inexperience of fighting in the Darkwyrlds and something that probably hadn’t affected his faction very often, but I did need to confirm something first.

Quixbix, those shotguns loaded with mana-infused ammunition would require a weapon slot to be wielded, right? They’re not considered consumables like grenades because shotguns are designed to be reused even if they can’t be.

<Yes, that is correct. Why do you…oh, I see what you’re thinking. That is super sneaky. But also, super risky.>

Risky, yes, whether this worked would depend on whether Luca continued to be ignorant, and the next part would definitely hurt.

Rather than sprint away, I faked tripping and let Luca get closer. When he raised the barrel of the shotgun in readiness to blast me, I summoned a shield from one of my inventory slots and covered my head. The blast of the shotgun’s ammo spread over most of my body, but the shield reduced the hits to my more vital parts.

*** - 916 Hit Points. 1,985/5,560 remaining. ***

I lowered the shield in time to see Luca discard the second damaged shotgun and flex the fingers of his left hand. Just as I’d hoped.

“Why so quiet all of a sudden?” He barked with laughter. “Cat got your tongue? I will soon. You better believe that. I’ll carve it from your girly mouth and serve it to my bitch sister for breakfast.”

I remained quiet because I didn’t want to give him any hints about the colossal mistake he just made. But there was a definite edge of gloating self-congratulation in the grin I flashed at him. Luca might be level one hundred, but he hadn’t earned those levels. If he had he would be more familiar with how classes worked.

Little things like how many weapon slots you had available and how they operated.

Despite his level, it was incredibly unlikely he had more than three. Extra weapon slots were very hard to come by. And those three slots were currently occupied by the broken kanabo and the two busted shotguns he’d left lying on the ground.

Had he only returned them to his inventory, then they would have been automatically unslotted and stored. Then he could summon any other mana-infused weapon in his inventory to fight with and it would automatically be slotted in the removed weapon’s place. But if all your weapon slots were already taken, then summoning a weapon other than a consumable like a grenade or a throwing-knife from your inventory during active combat didn’t work.

The inventory switcheroo was likely an unintended bug that had been introduced during the Framework’s creation that helped characters. It meant Weapon slots didn’t behave like the restriction they were supposed to. And because of this, it was something people didn’t pay much attention to until they found themselves in a rare situation where it was a problem.

If your slots were full, you could still pick up a weapon that was lying around and use it. However, any mana-activated elements like skill or stat bumps and enchantments wouldn’t work. You could manually clear your weapon slots if you were out of direct combat. The problem for Luca is that we were trapped in a duelling ring. There were no unbroken weapons available for him to pick up and he couldn’t create the distance between us to be considered out of direct combat.

I pushed off from the ground and led the attack with both my blades. I barely had time to appreciate how the smirk of victory transitioned into confusion and then fear when he attempted to summon a fresh shotgun from his inventory, and nothing happened.

It was my time to shine, and I had to make the most of it. The first few slashes cut into him, and he started to block with his arms while yowling loudly. Cold Feet had just come off its one-minute cooldown, so I cast the cantrip again when he tried to back away and it caused him to trip over and fall on his rear-end.

Now I was the one on top and I leapt onto his chest aiming the points of my swords for his snarling furry face.

*** Critical Strike! x40 You have inflicted 3,800 Piercing Damage and 640 Cold Damage to Luca Gattosi. Luca Gattosi is under 25% of his Hit Points. ***

We were getting somewhere, but Luca wasn’t entirely unarmed. He still had his natural weapons and after the first few blows, he stopped trying to fend me off. Instead, he removed his gauntlets and sliced and tore at my thighs, and then impaled my midriff with those claws.

*** - 766 Hit Points. 1,219/5,560 remaining. ***

With his claws dug into my waist, Luca used his impressive strength to suplex me off him and I landed on my back several feet away. The pair of us hopped back onto our feet thanks to enhanced agility and stared at each other, both showing physical signs of the severe damage we’d inflicted upon one another.

With the number of times I’d drawn blood, I was able to refill the charges of the Bloodspiller Ring, this time I added them all to my speed. Racing away from the shocked leonid, I collected up the discarded weapons and put them in my inventory, so he couldn’t get to any of them.

Stopping him from arming himself remained priority number one. Even a lug like Luca would figure out that he needed to pick up the discarded weapons to swap them out eventually.

Luca took the opportunity of the lull in battle to summon a potion and quaff it back.

<That’s not a Healing Potion> Quixbix warned as I picked up the second of the broken shotguns.

Luca threw his head back and screamed nonsensically to the sky and for some reason, he returned every piece of his armour to his inventory. Not wishing to waste the chance with him roaring at the moon, I moved in and skewered both blades into his unprotected heart.

*** Critical Strike! x16 You have inflicted 1,520 Piercing Damage and 256 Cold Damage to Luca Gattosi. Luca Gattosi is Berserk and ignores all Health damage. ***

Berserk.

That was not good. Where did he get a Berserker potion?

Characters under the influence of a berserk rage converted half of their remaining Health pool into temporary Hit Points at the rate of fifty HP per point of Health. Their remaining Health was then safely ringfenced against most attacks until the temporary Hit Points were expended. The catch was that when the berserk period ended, the health would not return even if any of the temporary Hit Points were left over.

Oh, and it also doubled the strength of the berserk individual, but you couldn’t wear armour, hence why it had been returned to his inventory. That normally wasn’t a major problem as the berserk state put you under the effect of a spell like Ironskin that granted moderate mitigation despite being unarmoured. The active Shattering was wiped out early by the potion, but I reapplied it without thinking. There were no more of those in the bank either.

Luca’s amber eyes blazed red, his muscles bulged to twice their original size, engorged veins pulsed under his skin and fur, and his closed fist clubbed me across the face.

*** - 373 Hit Points. 846/5,560 remaining. ***

The fight which had been slowly turning my way, had pulled a full one-eighty when Luca drank that potion. A conservative estimate of Luca’s Health at level one hundred would have put it in the one-hundred-and-fifty-point range. With half of that converted into Hit Points, he just got a Hit Point boost to the tune of almost four thousand.

To add to that, I’d lost my grip on one of the Ice Blades when I was knocked back from the beast and it was now out of reach.

Luca in his maddened state was upon me in an instant.

With his extra size, he had maybe lost a smidgeon of his pace, but the reckless fury of his offensive capability made up for that. He clawed and punched at my body even as I desperately cut and cleaved at his unarmoured body in a bid to escape.

*** Multiple Strikes! x8 You have inflicted 760 Piercing Damage and 128 Cold Damage to Luca Gattosi. Luca Gattosi is Berserk and ignores any Health damage while Hit Points remain. ***

*** - 373 Hit Points. 473/5,560 remaining. ***

*** - 373 Hit Points. 100/5,560 remaining. ***

*** - 373 Hit Points. 0/5,560 remaining. Overflow of 273 converted at a rate of 10 to 1 for 27 Health loss. 8/43 Health remaining. ***

That hurt.

If I hadn’t shifted my shoulder at the last second for the last blow, he would have hit my neck, and I would be dead.

A few other notifications about checks I’d passed to avoid being knocked unconscious or incapacitated flitted across my sightline, but I’d achieved what was necessary. Worked my way into a position where I could escape under Luca’s wildly swinging left arm and race to the other side of the duelling ring.

Every step was pure agony, but I couldn’t stop or rest. I had to outlast Luca. For me, for the women in my life he would torment, for my unborn son and the others destined to join him. I could not fall here today.

Luckily, the maddened leonid took a few seconds to realise that his prey had eluded him before he turned to give chase. That gave me a precious few seconds of respite and I leaned my back against the edge of the duelling zone, feeling its aggravating firmness. There’d be no getting out of this one.

For once, I’d welcome a bit of manipulative intervention if it would get me out of this sticky wicket. Alas, it was left up to me.

“Any great ideas,” I whispered to my imp.

<Don’t start a duel with somebody twice as strong as you and crazy enough to down a Berserker potion that robs them of their sanity.>

“Helpful as ever, Quixbix,” I chuckled.

<Maybe you can stay away from him and outlast the berserker effect?>

“How long will that be?”

<Ten minutes? It depends on the quality of what he took.>

No, that wouldn’t happen. With all the accumulated damage I’d incurred, I had maybe one last burst of movement left in me.

Instinctively, I pressed up against the invisible wall to put as much space between me and the rage monster that had just turned and spotted me. With my back to the wall, literally, it triggered an idea.

I didn’t have time to think it through before a snarling Luca charged at me like an unstoppable juggernaut.

There was one thing left I could try, and it had to work. It had to work because I refused to lose here today. Because I refused to put the people I cared about in the hands of this monster.

Time seemed to slow as Luca closed in on me. I opened myself to the bonds I had with Ana, Fang Mei, Shana, and Claudia much in the same way I had at Belshgar Bastion. They couldn’t provide me with any extra stats, Hit Points, or abilities, but they could share my painful burden.

And share they did.

They took on the pain and debilitating nature of the grievous injuries and allowed me to act ever so briefly as if I were not hanging on by the slenderest of threads.

Luca slammed into me, or he would have if I had not used the last thing in my arsenal that still worked.

Dragon’s Leap.

Bending my knees, I launched myself vertically into the air and let Luca run headfirst into the invisible barrier. At the apogee of my ascent above his head, I kicked off from that same wall, twisted my body around and landed on the shoulders of the berserk feline when he bounced back from the barrier in confusion.

Luca stumbled a few steps away from the barrier with me balanced on his broad shoulders. He looked up and when he did, I stepped off backwards, slid down his back, raised and pressed my knees under his shoulder blades to stop me reaching the ground.

When I descended, I extended my remaining Ice Scimitar out in front of me horizontally, my free hand latched on near the tip and I aimed the horizontal edge of the blade so that it landed in the middle of Luca’s bellowing mouth as he stared upwards. The blade with my full body weight behind it sliced through the skin of Luca’s cheeks and lodged in the back of his throat.

I dismissed the damage notifications. They didn’t really matter. In the berserker state, Luca had too many Hit Points left. I had one chance and one chance only. To sever the top of his fucking head off. You simply didn’t survive that.

Even in the midst of a berserk rage, Luca comprehended the danger he was in. He thrashed and whirled about trying to throw me off and his arms scrabbled behind his head to dislodge me.

This is where the massive increase in his muscle mass from the potion did him no favours. His pumped-up muscles were simply too big and inhibited his reach behind his head. If he couldn’t reach, he couldn’t batter me properly with his fists or claws. Had Luca not been enraged he might have gone after the weapon in his maw rather than try and kill its holder, but he didn’t.

I pulled on the blade with every fibre of my being. Rivulets of blood and sweat were squeezed out under my scale gauntlets as the blunt side of the blade cut into my skin, so great was the strain.

At first, there was no give, and then like a dam bursting, the blade slid through flesh, bone, and spinal cord with sudden ferocity. No longer braced with my grip on the sword lodged in his gullet, I was thrown to the ground by the extreme force I’d been exerting.

I lay there on the hard ground and glanced up at my half-headed opponent. His body twitched and twerked. For a heartbeat, a shiver coursed down my spine when I thought maybe, through the magic of the Darkwyrlds, detaching the top half of his skull from the rest of the body might not be enough to finish off a berserk opponent.

Then with one last twitch, Luca’s body collapsed to its knees and flopped forward into the barrier of our duelling cage. It didn’t stay that way for very long. The barrier disappeared and his body fell the rest of the way to the ground.

There was a stunned silence from the crowd of watching Brotherhood members.

I wasn’t capable of doing anything other than breathing heavily. I closed my eyes as extreme fatigue washed through me. It didn’t take long before there was the soft crunch on icy gravel made by somebody approaching. Wearily, I opened my eyes to see a bearded face staring down at me curiously.

“I guess this makes you the new boss, Boss.” Beardy grinned down at me.


Chapter 45

“What’s your name?” I asked the bearded man standing over me.

“Clyde.”

“Are you going to give the new boss a hand up, Clyde?”

The question was something of a test. Although the terms of the duel stated I would assume control of the Brotherhood, I didn’t have the Criminal Kingpin class and was a little unsure about how that would all work. I had no idea if I was about to get ganked by an opportunist.

“Is that a request or an order?” Clyde asked back.

“What do you want it to be?”

Clyde stroked his beard thoughtfully. “Well, it’s been thirty seconds, and you haven’t called anyone a useless bastard, so you’re already an improvement on Luca in my book, Boss. I’m mighty glad he’s dead and much obliged to you for doing what I couldn’t. Throwing my lot in with him was the worst decision in a life filled with questionable choices.” He held his hand out with a wide smile and clasped it with mine. Clyde helped haul me to my feet.

This was a promising development. Clyde was either a world-class actor or he actually had a degree of loyalty towards me.

Anticipating my train of thought Quixbix chirped in. <Luca’s current level of influence has been transferred over to you. Without his class to renew control, it will ebb away, but you’ve probably got a week before that becomes a problem. Plenty of time to assert your authority. I’ll give you a couple of minutes to get things rolling before doling out the all-important updates.>

“Are there any healers in your group, Clyde? It may have escaped your notice, but I’m a bit worse for wear.”

The bearded man grinned again and then whistled loudly. “Ramon, get your ass over here. The bossman needs a top-up.”

“Speaking of healing,” I pointed at the palanquin bearers. “Clyde, get these people unchained, inside, and warmed up. We’ll get some healers to check out their frostbite. Magic should mean we can avoid amputation.”

“On it, Boss.”

While Ramon cast a few spells to rejuvenate some of my Hit Points, Clyde organised getting Luca’s victims into the warmth of the school. By the time the healer was done, the vanguard units of the militia in the region had come into view and started to take control of the situation. The first thing they did was disarm the Brotherhood soldiers. Most of them, including Clyde and Ramon, accepted the disarmament with relative good grace.

The identities of the grumblers were noted.

Then I sent out a couple of messages using Clarion’s Call.

Luca is dead. We’ve won. When you encounter Brotherhood forces order them in my name to lay down their arms. They ought to obey.

That went out to everyone in range who could hear. Then I sent a second message to a select few, letting them know where they could find Fang Mei and where I was.

With the immediate details handled, it was time to hear what the Framework had to say.

“Hit me with the updates, Quixbix.”

<First off you were credited with 297,000 XP for killing Luca. Getting into a fight with a guy more than twice your strength has its rewards.>

Considering the recent change in my status because of Claudia I required 165K per level, I would need every point of that experience. But we weren’t done.

<Quest Divine Retribution completed. 660,000 XP, 100 Notoriety, 100 upgrade points and Chaos Dragonscale Breastplate awarded. All property and influence possessed by the Brotherhood of the Lion’s Claw has been automatically folded into the Shattered Storm.>

I whistled loudly. “Bloody Nora! That is a lot of XP and upgrade points. How did the random allocation of the upgrade points shake out?”

<It’s not given you enough class points to jump to Dungeon Corsair Prince, you greedy bugger. However, you’ve got enough to improve your species to tier 4 and increase the tiers of your path and harmonisation. Which I would advise you do before trading in all that experience. When you add in what you already had and what else you’ve earned during the campaign, you’re ready to jump eight levels to twenty-nine. Now do you want to check out your fancy new Breastplate that completes your set.>

My mind shifted to my inventory and there it was in one of my open slots. The fifth piece of my armour set. I switched it out with the chain shirt I’d been wearing up till now and admired the feel and seamless nature of the five piece-set. The interlocking black scales edged with ice-blue.

Shattered Dragonscale Breastplate

Chaos Dragonscale Armour (H) (Set 5 of 5)

Damage Mitigation: Very High

HP +600

Stat: +10 Agility, +10 Constitution, +10 Strength, +10 Speed, +10 to one random physical stat. Changes each day.

Set Bonus: Indomitability. Attacks or effects that normally bypass Hit Points to affect Health directly remove Hit Points instead. Bleed effects that would drain Health no longer do.

Drawback: All Notoriety losses are doubled. (If this armour is removed the drawback remains in place for three months. This stacks with the other pieces of the set.)

This armour is forged from the discarded scales of Chaos Dragons in the demesne of the Shattered Goddess. Other pieces of armour can be worn over this extended coverage for their Mana-infused abilities, but the damage mitigation does not stack. (Can only be worn by adherents of the Shattered Goddess)

Durability: 10,000/10,000

My Hit Points jumped by another five hundred when I donned the armour. The chain I’d been wearing had only supplied an extra one hundred. I could have used the extra a few minutes ago. Not to mention immunity from early health loss. With a combination of both factors, I would have lost barely any of my Health at all instead of being down to eight.

Immunity from Health bleed was pretty cool too. It was a small load off my mind that with my armour on I didn’t have to worry about worsening my injuries if I clattered into a table by accident.

I’d been holding it together on adrenaline and sheer bloodymindedness. The bot of relief helped ease the burden.

However, it wasn’t all good news. If my level-ups didn’t heal my injuries, and there was no guarantee they would, I’d be convalescing for several months. That would hinder what I needed to be cracking on with.

***

With hostilities over it didn’t take long for Ana and Shana to reach me at the school. Brant was with them. His legion had reached the bastion the girls defended moments before the duel started and put a stop to the fighting. A close shave for all concerned.

Despite the full disaster being averted, the big man’s demeanour was muted. It was clear guilt weighed upon him heavily. The one piece of good news was that Amber’s friend Michelle had not been killed. She was severely injured but would live. If she hadn’t, I fear that could have broken Brant in a way that couldn’t be fixed. It would be difficult enough as things stood.

Tavar, who had been nearest to our position, collected the still unconscious Fang Mei from the shack where I’d hidden her and brought her to the school. After that, we relocated to the City Hall near the river that was between two of the bastions we’d conquered, and it was there that the rest of my commanders gathered. It was time for the talk.

I explained to the group what I knew about Ashli, how it had survived and what its general intentions were. Including that a fragment of its will was loose in the world somewhere. I left out Devantus Drakonis and my odd encounter with the ASI and played it off as knowledge I’d garnered as part of the spiritual contest which had gone awry.

When I finished there was a moment of silence when my most trusted stared at one another uncomfortably. I understood their truculence. We’d just come through a dangerous existential threat to their safety, and no sooner did they think they could relax and contemplate a bit of celebration, I dropped another bomb on them.

LT broke the silence as I suspected he would. “What’s the plan, Bossman?”

“We, or perhaps it’s better to say I, have allowed too many distractions to get in the way of my decision-making. The world can’t afford for us to do that any longer. Ashli’s agent is out there, and it has a plan. We don’t know who the agent is or what that plan is, so we need to be ready for anything. That means we need to be prepared to act and to do so without distraction or concern.

“Concerns like the security of our homes, our loved ones, and whether those around us are secretly working with the very agent that seeks to destroy us all.

“What’s the plan? Well, we need to remove those concerns. Step one; Unify Michigan under one banner. The Shattered Storm’s.”

The End of Book 3.


Epilogue

Day 206

Trisha Belmont

Trisha read through the letter Torin had sent her through the podium for the fifteenth time in the last hour.

Part of her wanted to think it was some kind of April fool’s joke. Despite the cold, it might be almost April, the winter had been particularly harsh and could have lingered.

But she had to shrug that off.

This had been no joke, and she hadn’t lost track of the calendar that badly. They were still in February, probably even early February. Most people had started to adjust to the Darkwyrlds standards as that is what was used on the podiums and when they accessed their own interfaces.

“Prepare Regina and the Saginaw Rebels to be merged into the Shattered Storm,” she muttered to her reflection in the mirror of her bedside table. “You have met Regina, Torin. That is much easier said than done.”

Torin would visit in a few weeks and expected the acceptance of the merger to be a mere formality by that time. Not a lot to ask for!

Trisha knew nothing would be achieved by sitting in her suite and fretting over it. The groundwork had to be laid. Regina was prickly, independent, and stubborn. She liked Torin, quite a bit, but she was not the kind of woman who was comfortable handing over her authority to another. If this was going to be a smooth transition, her advisors had to be on board. And a groundswell of popular opinion wouldn’t go amiss.

The news about what happened in Grand Rapids had seeped into the wider Saginaw understanding. Friends and family of Saginaw residents who had been trapped in the city under the Brotherhood’s iron rule had been given access to the podiums to contact the outside world. What they’d been saying reflected very positively on the Shattered Storm.

But gratitude for a loved one’s safety and well wishes didn’t automatically translate into compliance where governance was concerned.

How to begin? Calum MacDonald was a popular figure with the people. The protector and warrior-leader of the community. His support would go a long way in helping swing the populace behind the idea. However, he’d remained a bit distant following Regina’s brain leech incident. It would be better to start elsewhere, maybe have somebody else approach Calum.

It had to be Parker. Regina’s attaché and right-hand man. Trisha would need to sound him out and get the shrewd man onside if possible.

She rose from the bedside table and headed over to the clothes closet. It was time to pick out the perfect outfit. It wouldn’t hurt to appear dazzling when she worked her particular brand of magic on Parker.

***

Day 240

Richard Reynolds

Former Governor Reynolds shivered in the cold morning air while he stared out at the snow-covered landscape of Flagstaff Mountain in the distance. He was standing on the balcony of an abandoned ski lodge they had occupied upon arriving in Boulder and taking over. Winter had passed but the temperature at this elevation continued to dip below freezing, especially overnight.

But he’d wanted to smoke a cigar first thing in the morning and Regina had made him go outside to indulge this vice for the past twenty years. Old habits die hard, he thought to himself and flicked the stogie with his thumb to dislodge the layer of ash at the burnt end.

If it hadn’t been for the greedy fucking Texans, he wouldn’t have to hide out in Boulder, Colorado, in the first place and he’d be enjoying his morning smoke at a reasonable temperature. RR had agreed to hand over twenty-five percent of the Framework funds he had amassed in Michigan for sanctuary in the new Lone Star Nation. The bastards had waited until his party reached the Oklahoma border of their territory before announcing a change in the terms. Seventy-five percent.

RR wouldn’t let a bunch of Stetson-hat-wearing hicks dictate to him. They could take twenty-five percent, which was too much for what they were offering, or they would have nothing.

And nothing was what they got, but it had left him the tricky proposition of where to go once the initial deal had fallen through.

Crossing Missouri and Oklahoma had been dangerous enough and none of his party fancied doing that again. Not that returning to Michigan was an option. That bridge had been thoroughly burned.

Striking out for either the warmer eastern or western seaboard had the same problem as going back to Michigan. Low populated states which had fared far worse than those with more people flanked either side of the Lone Star Nation and would have to be navigated. Staying where they were on the border didn’t work for RR either. The Texans knew what he had. And how long would it be before they realised that he wouldn’t cave to their demands, and they came to take it?

That left Colorado as his best option in the short term. The population had been concentrated in the Denver area and he knew they’d held out. Plus, Raven thrived here. The updrafts made flying much easier for her.

Higgins coughed behind him. “I have the latest report from our informant network, sir.”

“Am I going to like what you have to say?” RR chuckled.

“I wouldn’t presume to know your mind, sir.”

“A very lawyerly answer.”

RR stubbed his cigar out in an ashtray on a small metal table on the balcony. “Let’s head back inside to the warm.”

Higgins nodded and led the way back into RR’s lodgings. The lounge was plushily furnished, the decanters on the cabinet were full, and the fireplace crackled with burning logs. The kind of luxury and comfort that should have warmed his heart, but it failed to on this occasion.

RR poured himself two fingers of bourbon and then settled himself on one of the couches. It was a bit early for hard liquor, but it’s not like he had anyone to appease any longer. “Hit me.”

“There is not much extra to report. Carter continues to expand his influence in Michigan. The few informants we have left in your wife’s camp believe that she has agreed to join him or is on the verge of doing so. But they haven’t been able to get close enough to learn any of the details. We don’t know whether it will be a formal alliance or if the Saginaw Rebels will be absorbed by the Shattered Storm.”

RR grunted in mild disgust. “Regina’s obsession with the pirate was always unhealthy. She behaved like a bitch in heat whenever he was around. Only my darling, Raven, saw the monster for what he truly was.”

He paused and sipped a large mouthful of his bourbon. The smooth burn helped distract him from jealous thoughts. Somebody once said you don’t miss what you’ve got until it’s gone. A trueism where his wife was concerned.

RR had never been faithful and had firmly believed any romantic feelings he had for Regina had withered and perished years ago. Theirs had been a business relationship, not a romantic one. But now that he had truly left her, and she was free to do as she pleased, his mind seethed at the thought of her shacking up with any man other than him.

Especially Torin Carter.

Higgins took the former Governor’s pause as a signal to continue. “The Muskegon Collective have already capitulated. Understandable when you consider they are surrounded by the pirate’s forces. It has caused a schism in their council. One of their religious leaders strenuously objected and convinced several hundred of his followers to leave the city and head across the lake to Milwaukee.

“By all accounts, Carter let them go without objection. Due to our lack of sources in Wisconsin, it is difficult to establish if they made it or not and what their reception would have been if they did. The ice on the lake has started to thaw.”

RR nodded along. He didn’t really care about what happened to them. They hadn’t bowed to his control, and they could go rot for all he cared. “The holdouts in Kalamazoo and Battle Creek?”

“Kalamazoo is in much the same position as Muskegon. They haven’t made it official yet, waiting as long as they can to see if there are any further developments, I suspect. But they will capitulate, and that will effectively give him control of the entire western shoreline. Battle Creek appears to be waiting to find out which way your wife decides to go.”

“And how is my boy doing?”

“Matthew remains in Lansing. There are a few units of soldiers who have remained loyal and helped him maintain a semblance of control. Carter has not moved on him yet. But they are woefully unprepared and would be conquered quite easily without support. None of which appears to be coming. Matthew’s diplomacy skills are somewhat lacking. He issues threats and orders mostly, which are routinely ignored.”

RR thought that was a shame. He was his blood after all, even if he was a snot-nosed brat with an ungrateful mother. He’d hoped the lad might put up more of a fight, show his inner Reynolds and carve out a slice of empire for himself. The tools had been there even if the treasury had been gutted.

“Detroit remains a mess. The West Detroit and Ann Arbor factions are fracturing without you as a figurehead for them to resist. Too many cooks in the kitchen, so to speak. They don’t view Carter as a threat with him being based in Lake Michigan.”

“They should,” RR griped. “That ship of his is fast and sturdy. And last we heard; the St Clair River remains open. He can get to them easily enough.”

“You are, of course, quite correct, sir. However, they don’t see it that way. It also doesn’t help that neither group has much control in the east of the city that abuts Lake St Clair. That territory was ceded to your son and has since fallen into rebellion and secession.”

“Do you have any good news from home?” RR snapped.

“Yes, sir. We have made contact with a potentially useful new ally. The former chief of police in Flint. A man by the name of Ballard. I reached out to him through a mutual acquaintance. He seems to be a man of similar disposition to us who distrusts your wife and Carter in equal measure. He has control of the southern half of Flint.”

“Good. Some positive progress, at least. What About Willy?”

“Unfortunately, what we learned earlier about him appears to be true. He has severed ties with his former patron Sholmdir, abandoned his interest in Carter and redirected his army towards Minnesota. War in that region once the weather thaws is quite likely. Uh,” Higgins fiddled with the collar of his shirt and averted his eyes.

“Spit it out, man.”

“Yes, sir. He is still looking for you. Mutual agents in various locales, particularly Texas and Florida, have been contacted.”

“Nobody here?” RR asked in a clenched voice.

“No, sir. Not in Colorado.”

RR released the breath he’d been holding. At least, the unwanted detour to Boulder had served some usefulness. Neither Regina nor Reed would think to look for him here. His aversion to the cold weather was well documented.

Anything else Higgins had to say would have to wait as they were suddenly interrupted.

Outside, Raven swooped down onto the balcony from the sky unexpectedly and she was not alone. She carried a young man RR didn’t recognise trussed up like a Thanksgiving Turkey. She opened the sliding glass door and hurled her package inside with a strength that belied her size. It landed with a muffled wheeze. Whoever had fallen on her bad side was still alive in the bindings which was an improvement on a few previous incidents.

Raven’s white wings, tipped with scarlet, extended and flapped a couple of times to shake off any ice or snow that had settled on them during her flight over the mountains.

“What have you brought me?” RR asked, his lips edging into a smile of amusement.

“Father, I found something unusual on the mountainside. A crashed ship. Not the same design as that bastard pirate’s vessel, smaller, but definitely not of Earthly origin. It had crashed into the far side of the peak where we couldn’t see from the city. It must have happened during the night as I flew that way yesterday and saw nothing. The rest of the crew, ten of them, were all dead from the impact, but I found this one in an escape pod of some kind. He has the stench of injustice all over him.” Her eyes filled with fury, and she viciously kicked the bound and gagged man on the floor. He slid a few inches towards RR from the force of the impact. RR was pretty sure he heard the distinctive sound of a rib snapping.

He shook his head in admonishment. “Raven, really. We know nothing about the man. You can’t just take it upon yourself to punish people because of your feelings about them.”

“I’m sorry, Daddy,” she answered like a scolded child. “I brought him to you before imposing punishment for his awful crimes, just like you asked.”

RR got up from where he sat and embraced his daughter. “Thank you, Raven. I’m very proud of the restraint you’ve shown today. It demonstrates great personal growth. Now, why don’t you get yourself some breakfast while I deal with our unexpected visitor who fell from the sky.”

Raven nodded and exited the room with a single glaring look at the trussed-up man.

“Higgins,” RR said by way of orders to the lawyer.

Understanding RR’s wish, Higgins righted the prisoner on the floor and then removed the gag so he could talk.

Meanwhile, RR poured two more glasses of bourbon and returned to the couch. He knocked back the first and then wordlessly offered the second to their bound visitor. The sandy-haired young man nodded his agreement and RR handed the glass to Higgins who helped the prisoner swallow the contents.

“Well, with the niceties out of the way, why don’t we get down to business? Who are you and what are you doing in Boulder? If I think you are being forthcoming and helpful, then we’ll see what we can do about convincing my Justicar daughter that you should be allowed to live.” RR smiled brightly at the young man.

“The names Glastos. Look, I’m just a merc under contract to the Dominarius Consortium. They’ve got some beef with a slaver on this planet, and we were hired to scout the local Plexus pathways looking for a safe way in. There were no open gates, which isn’t unsurprising.

“After a month of searching, we found a tear and the captain decided to risk it, the damn fool. Greedy for the bonus they offered. We punched through, found ourselves half a mile above ground and crashed into the mountainside. I don’t mean you or any of your people any trouble. If you let me go, I’ll fuck off into the wilderness and wait it out until the shroud lifts and I can head home.”

“Who were you looking for?” RR asked. If the captain of one of these ships that could travel between worlds deemed the bonus sizeable enough to risk his ship, crew, and life, that was something he wanted to know more about.

“Does it matter? It’s a big planet. The chances of us landing anywhere nearby were slim.”

“Humour me.”

“The faction is called the Shattered Storm. Led by a Dungeon Corsair named Torin Carter.”

Reynolds couldn’t control the wide smile that split his face. “Tell me everything.”

“Are you going to let me go?” Glastos countered.

“We’ll let you out of those restraints and keep my daughter off your back. How comfortable your stay will be depends on how helpful you are from here on in.”

“Fine,” Glastos grumbled. “I’m not stupid. If you know where this guy is and want to claim the bonus from the Dominarius Clan, you are going to need me. And I want fifty percent.”

“Fifty percent!” RR snorted. “Ridiculous. How many other crewmen did my daughter mention, ten? And you’re not even the captain. What could your cut have been? Five percent? Less? I’m feeling generous. Five it is.”

“Twenty-five,” Glastos countered.

“Ten.”

Glastos shook his head and then his eyes met RR’s. They both smiled and Glastos said. “Fifteen.”

“Agreed. Now talk.”

The next thirty minutes were incredibly illuminating.

The slaving group had sent hundreds of ships filled with mercenaries to hunt down Carter. All they lacked was a reliable method of arriving on the planet due to a lack of an open plexus gate on Earth. And they weren’t the only ones trying to reach the planet. Earth had become the destination of choice for the galactic equivalent of gold rush fever. Tens of thousands of groups were trying to make landfall and Glastos’ captain hadn’t been the only one willing to take the risk of passing through a tear in the network. All in the desperate hope you weren’t spat out somewhere inconveniently fatal.

When Higgins returned from settling Glastos into some guarded accommodation, Reynolds reached into his inner pocket and retrieved the half of a cigar he hadn’t finished earlier and lit it.

“Higgins.”

“Sir?”

“Get me everything you can on building a plexus gate.”

RR saw opportunity and plenty of it. It wasn’t just the potential bounty being offered by this slaver consortium to screw over Carter. There were a lot of desperate people out there, and desperate people would be willing to pay.

“Yes, sir.”

Reynolds chuckled to himself. People always underestimated him and his capacity to come out on top.

***

Crynn Shiptaker

Crynn slammed the door to her quarters closed and threw herself onto the comfortable mattress of the bed. She put the palms of her hands over her eyes and screamed in frustration and anguish.

The sound of the cabin door opening cut short the cathartic, if somewhat childish, tantrum. What happened in private was one thing, but the crew needed to see strength from their leader.

Nazz, her saurian first mate, closed the door gently behind her and strode across the room arching her eye-ridges in a knowing manner.

“You retired rather quickly after taking the ship, Crynn. Too quickly. Make a habit of this and the crew might start talking,” Nazz gently chided her.

“As if they aren’t doing that behind my back already,” she snorted in response. “Raxtel barely bothers to try and hide his mutinous talk anymore. I don’t suppose the Dominarius mercenaries did me a favour and killed the old orc bastard?”

“You aren’t that lucky.”

Typical.

When Crynn had disobeyed her father’s orders to return to the fleet and come to the quarantined plexus pathways around Earth everything had gone so well to begin with.

They’d pressganged plenty of bodies from the local outlaw groups and the pickings from that first wave of ships had been rich indeed. Nazz, the wily old campaigner that she was, found a fairly stable tear in the plexus away from the main thoroughfares. The lifeless moon it led to orbited around an uncivilised world. It made a great safe and hidden harbour to stow the vessels and prisoners they would accumulate.

They had targeted, boarded, and taken two or three ships a day for the first few weeks. Oh, but it had been glorious and Crynn had hardly been able to contain the grin on her face things had been going so well.

Her early estimate of presenting her father with two hundred captured vessels appeared to be massively conservative. Double, maybe even treble that number seemed likely.

Only it all went to shit when the second wave of fortune hunters had been riddled with well-armed and experienced mercenary groups in the employ of the Dominarius consortium. These groups didn’t advertise their allegiance and went out of their way to appear like regular land rushers.

The first merc group they fought had been a nasty shock. The second indicated a concerning pattern.

After that, they’d been forced to slow their attacks and spend more time identifying targets. The number of ships captured dropped from two or three a day to one a week. And despite all the extra time taken to sniff out their victims they still had days like today.

Mercenary ship number three. This lot didn’t even work for Dominarius. Other consortiums had got wind of what they were doing and had started to send their own armed parties.

The plunder was greater, but so was the cost.

“How bad were our losses?” Crynn asked.

“Most of the local chaff are dead. Thankfully, the disposables took the brunt of it. We lost six more of the crew proper, with another seventeen who will be spending a lot of time in the sick bay over the next month.”

Six may not sound like a lot, but it was six too many when they couldn’t be replaced. The locals could be if they were willing to head back to their hangouts, but the pickings would be much slimmer than the first time around for various reasons.

“What are your thoughts, Nazz?”

“We can’t go back to your father yet. Including the ship we’ve just taken; we have captured forty-two. That won’t be enough to excuse your disobedience. Replenishing the makeweights would take time we don’t have. Things have been slow enough as it is. We’ve attempted to recruit from among the prisoners but with little success. Most are expecting to be ransomed and aren’t willing to turn pirate. I don’t see how we’ve got any choice but to enslave some and make them fight for us.”

Crynn shook her head vigorously. “Collared crews are notoriously unreliable. Not only will they actively seek to disobey you, but if your enemy can uncollar them mid-battle, then all you’ve done is reinforce them.”

“Do we have a choice? Today has shown that even with due diligence, there are no guarantees we won’t encounter another mercenary company armed to the teeth.”

Crynn knew now was the time. “Nazz, there is something I haven’t told you. There is another Corsair faction in the region.”

“What? Are you sure? There has been nothing on the ship’s scans and no chatter via the usual channels.”

Crynn spent a few minutes informing Nazz what she knew of this faction and handed over the second data crystal she had received from DD and kept a secret from her saurian mentor.

“Your family and their blasted secrets,” Nazz clucked when Crynn was done. “I presume you’ve been scanning for Captain Carter’s fleet on the sly since we entered the region.”

Crynn sheepishly nodded in confirmation.

“And found nothing?” Nazz continued.

Another confirming nod.

“Well, they aren’t in the plexus pathways then. I taught you too well for you to have missed them.”

“What then?”

“Isn’t it obvious, child? The Shattered Storm have already found their way onto the planet. You’ve been looking in the wrong place.”

“That can’t be. Earth is still shrouded and there are no gates. Why would Carter take the risk of going through a tear when there are safer and more rewarding targets out here.”

“It’s possible that might not be true. There are no unshrouded gates, yes. However, if the Framework puts a gate on a shrouded planet rather than the locals building one, then it will remain shrouded for as long as the planet is. It’s very rare, but it does happen.”

Crynn’s hope crumbled and she flopped back down onto her back. “Then we’ll never find it.”

Nazz smiled. “Don’t count this wily old girl out yet. I have a few tricks up my sleeve. And if the Shattered Storm found a gate, you can be damn sure I’ll find it too.”


Afterword

Thank you for reading. I would like to say a special thanks to my patrons for their support of my writing endeavours. There will be a book 4.

In particular, Daniel Reed, Dolog, Iron Akela, Jess V, Kore Rahl, Nickolas Hansen, Stalinlrp, Sunad and Vincent Smith for their extra support

Thank you.

As always kind reviews and supportive ratings always helps a book. You can also follow my author profile on Amazon. They have recently introduced a feature where we can recommend other books and authors, so sign up to get my feelings on that matter.

However, the greatest help is shoutouts. If you enjoyed the book, please take to your social media platform of preference and tell people. It really does help visibility more than anything.

Check out my Patreon for early access and sneak peeks. More Details below.

https://www.patreon.com/Devantus_Drakonis

Other works by me include the Wolf King’s Lair. A dungeon core series with a werewolf protagonist.

http://mybook.to/WolfKingsLairSeries

If you are interested in Gamelit and Haremlit consider joining the below Facebook groups

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/Dungeonstories

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremGamelit/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGrebels/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGforum/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgfantasyaddicts/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/TheFantasyNation

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGReleases

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGAdventures

https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgguild

https://www.facebook.com/groups/540394709678045

https://www.facebook.com/groups/MonsterGirlFiction

If you want to find more great LitRPG Books, check out the Amazon store - https://www.amazon.com/litrpg

I have a Facebook group too, which you can join for a heads up on when future books drop.

www.facebook.com/groups/disciplesofdevantusdrakonis/

I also have a patreon group. Please consider joining it to offer me support, maybe my patron the supreme dark sorcerer himself won’t obliterate me or turn me into a luminescent gerbil if it does well enough.

You will get early access to whatever books I am writing up until the point they are published. Then I have to pull them as per the terms of KDP Select exclusivity. 

https://www.patreon.com/Devantus_Drakonis

Copyright © 2024 by Devan Drake
All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof
may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever
without the express written permission of the publisher
except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

cover.jpeg
DEVAN DRAKE

A DARKWYRLDS TALE .)





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




