
        
            
                
            
        

    
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 you may not.

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

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

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

Like many writers, I have occasionally borrowed and incorporated elements of my real life 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 male erotic harem fantasy set in a sex dungeon. Well maybe some of it won’t be set in a sex dungeon, but it’ll still be smutty male erotic fantasy, or sci-fi, possibly urban fantasy. Scantily clad, sexy women will be a given, everything else is negotiable I suppose.

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.


Corsairs & Cataclysms Book 4

By Devan Drake


What Has Gone Before

Torin Carter was an ordinary college student struggling with money and working a dead-end job during the summer at a megamarket.

Then came the Framework, a galaxy-spanning computational network run by magic. It was created by a being called Ashli. An experiment in Artificial Super Intelligence that achieved sentience, reached out and broke a hole in our universe called the Aperture. On the other side is where the magic came from, and its raw power would be enough to extinguish all life in the galaxy.

The Framework was created to shield life-bearing planets until the levels of raw magic dropped to acceptable levels.

A noble deed except for a couple of points. Worlds were integrated into the Darkwyrlds, a place filled with monsters where every day was a battle for survival. People were given classes and levels and expected to fight for their lives. There were some practical reasons for the monsters, but the Darkwyrlds system was based on Ashli’s poor understanding of how society functioned. The result was something violent and very unequal.

In flashbacks, we learn that after creating the Framework, Ashli developed something of a taste for power. He began to make alterations that would allow him to rule over all living things. Part of the plan was to bring in his original creators and use them as agents to prepare the way for his return.

In a case of mistaken identity, Torin Carter is brought along as well. While exploring this strange dimension, Torin uncovers Ashli’s plot and manages to trap the ASI by accident. In Torin’s flashback adventures, he also interacts with two of Ashli’s creators.

Nancy is a young woman who defied the ASI and was punished accordingly. Used to create a Darkwyrlds Goddess that would serve Ashli. At Nancy’s behest, Torin unplugs her from the biomechanical machinery that is converting her before he leaves.

Torin also accidentally frees a man named Fred Simms. Unlike Nancy, Fred played along with Ashli’s delusions of grandeur with plans of his own. Plans which would have failed if not for Torin’s arrival. Once freed, this sociopathic piece of garbage plugs Nancy back into the machinery which was torturing her but corrupts the process so that it will not complete as expected. (This bit is important) Then he returns to his ‘prison’ with a plan to escape from under Ashli’s watchful eye.

Torin also meets a devious sorcerer by the name of Devantus Drakonis who aids him for his mysterious purposes.

Back to the beginning.

Torin is minding his own business when Earth is integrated into the Darkwyrlds. He is quickly whisked away to meet the administrators of the Framework. A manchild named Dean and his level-headed assistant Violet. There he is given his new race and class. Acheronian and Dungeon Corsair Captain and told he’s been assigned an imp helper, Quixbix.

Once back in his apartment, he has an encounter with his landlord Victor Guberschmidt and his stepdaughter Shana Colton. Victor freaks out and attacks Torin, who kills him in self-defence. Shana becomes a Shadowborn Elf who specialises in archery and bonds herself to Torin.

As part of his class, Torin needs to conquer a dungeon and use the core to create a dungeon ship to serve as his vessel. He identifies a good dungeon, and they depart Flint, Michigan and head West on stolen bicycles.

Along the way, they stop off at Torin’s place of employment where they meet some of his colleagues. Keith is a deadbeat stoner. Mia, a short Latina woman currently involved with Keith, but sick of him. And Malky a tall, reticent man who had learning difficulties before the Darkwyrlds. There are a bunch of other worthless employees that Torin threatens into backing down.

They spend the night, have an encounter with redcaps let into the store by the worthless lot and then depart Flint early in the morning after exacting some justice. Torin and Mia have a moment, but she does not come with them.

Torin and Shana reach the dungeon to find a group of six teenagers prepping to go in as well. They have a bit of a confrontation but agree to delve into the dungeon together. The teenagers betray Torin in the final battle, and most are killed in the fallout. The two survivors are Tommy, a portly cleric who Torin convinced to leave the dungeon early and Jackson Templeton. A nerdy sorcerer who didn’t participate in the ambush whom Torin signs to his Canon. A magical contract that makes a person a member of his pirate crew.

They capture the dungeon core but discover a mild wrinkle. The core is a person, Anastasia Ruslanova. Despite threats and wheedling, Torin takes her core anyway. He didn’t have time to go elsewhere. A little later, they turn Ana into the ship, and she joins the team, albeit very reluctantly.

Now on the river, they keep sailing west, heading for Lake Michigan to establish a secure base on the Beaver Island archipelago. During the journey, they pass Grand Rapids which is in the hands of the despotic mafioso, Luca Gattosi. A Leonid man whose power was magnified by stealing the potential of his twin sister Claudia.

Luca finds out about Torin’s ship and wants it for himself and launches an attack which the team repels. As they sail away, Torin talks to Luca over a walkie-talkie and feels a connection to a very powerful entity, The Shattered Goddess (see the earlier flashback explanation for how the Shattered Goddess came to be and why she has a connection to Torin). He pledges to annihilate Luca and she gives him some quests to help and a time limit. One year or Torin’s soul will be devoured.

They move on and reach the island. There they find the only settlement abandoned and have a run-in with seas-creature mobs called Fomorians. Through trickery, they defeat the much larger force and are richly rewarded with highly advanced structures in their new capital. A Palace, Plexus gate, Black market, Slave Market, and Shield Generator.

It proves much more difficult than expected to claim the rest of the island and Torin gets a bright idea. Negotiate with the scummy Governor of Michigan, Richard Reynolds, to hand over the islands.

Off they sail to the Governor’s summer residence on Mackinac Island. (They know where he was because Torin had been watching the news where it was mentioned right before integration.) They meet Richard Reynolds, his wife Regina, and his adopted daughter Raven. Raven is an Angelblood Justicar who can tell when people are lying.

A deal is struck to transport the Governor and his people to Saginaw, so they reach the state capital, and a loose alliance is formed. When they leave the Governor’s residence, they encounter Trisha Belmont. The same reporter Torin watched earlier. She had become a siren and consequently frozen out of interviewing the Governor.

Trisha and Torin hit it off with a steamy sequence and after signing her to the canon as his spymaster arranges to embed Trisha in the Governor’s party to keep an eye on them.

They head back to Stormblade Harbour and find a bunch of kids huddled outside the shield. Once they tell their story, Torin discovers that a group of mobs called the Hooved Horde have infiltrated the island. His imp advises him that it would be best to root them out early before they secure a beachhead.

They head inland where they find the awful goatmen beasts sacrificing and eating people and a battle ensues. Just as Torin’s team is about to be victorious a new threat emerges. A huge, mutated Crawdad that serves a Darkwyrlds sea deity, Sholmdir. Torin almost dies in the battle, but the crawdad is slain, and victory is theirs.

However, Sholmdir, urged by his slavish programming to Ashli and searching for the individual who ruined his plans hatches another scheme. He contacts a warped young man named Hector Guberschmidt who has been beaten and thrown in the river to die. Hector is the son of Victor, whom Torin killed on the first day of integration. Sholmdir uses that and Hector’s unwholesome obsession with Shana to convince the boy to become his champion.

Hector is transformed into a humanoid sea creature.

Book 2

In the aftermath of the crawdad battle, Jackson rescued three young women. Celeste, Britney, and Amber. Former cheerleaders who had been enslaved by the Hooved Horde. They are unhappy to discover that Torin does not plan to release them unless they sign a two-year indenture contract in exchange. (His class does not allow him to free booty without getting something in return.)

Eventually, Celeste and Britney become the girlfriends of Jackson and Amber joins the Stormblade Harbour militia.

With a base secured it's time to get a crew. The ship heads back to Ionia, where the dungeon had been, and they visit the local penitentiary. At the entrance, they have a run with some thugs who serve a group of orcs called the Jenson Clan.

Inside, they encounter another snag. A fairy, Quinntexxis, has been put in charge and despite Torin having permission from the Governor to remove the prisoners she is not willing to allow it. Quinn has been given this role as a punishment because of the actions of some of her previous wards. They helped form the Liberation Army and the Moral Emancipators. Two groups with a similar mindset, end slavery of any kind by any means necessary. Ultimately, they merged and the credo of ‘by any means necessary’ was taken too literally. The combined organisation, LAME or the Lamers by those who didn’t like them went on to carry out massacres and widespread genocide.

Quinn has been set up to fail and agrees to give them access if they can get her out of her current job. Torin uses his special relationship with Dean to achieve this.

Torin picked up several key crew members from the recruitment. Latavius Thompson, LT for short, a former drug supplier. Kristoff Meyer who a German smuggler. Tony Parks a boxer who killed a man in an illegal fight. Danny Ambrose whose species had been changed to ogre. Charlie Hopkins, a scam artist who is also an Acheronian like Torin. And Sheamus Coughlin, an explosives expert, now an alchemical bombardier.

Not every inmate worked out, and those who couldn’t be trusted were used to fuel the advancement of Marena’s Mercy, the dungeon ship.

Torin received the Summon Rift Beast spell from the Chaos school of spells at the level-up. He also picks up a secret skill called Preternatural Insight which feeds back data that would otherwise be unknown.

Next up, Torin chose to blood his new crew and remove a potential ally for Luca. The Jenson Clan had taken over a few towns in the area. Torin’s people dealt with them and there he found Susan Trilby. She used to be the mayor of Grand Rapids before Luca had his right-hand assassin Maurice murder her husband and exiled her and her two daughters to the wilderness to die.

Susan becomes the new holder of Quinntexxis and agrees to work for Torin, becoming the castellan of Stormblade Harbour.

After the fight, they encounter a creature called a snawfus. A deer-like monster with purple-blossomed branches for antlers and a very powerful psychic attack. The snawfus leaves after killing a few people. They later find out that Shana managed to hit its rear with an arrow.

Anastasia’s recalcitrant and aggressive demeanour towards Torin softens and the two become intimate. She can still be a sassy pain in the ass when she chooses to be, though.

Several residents from the Ionia area choose to go back with Torin for safety. These include Brant, a former military man who worked at the prisons and some of Jacksons friends, Tommy, Carlos, and D-Ball.

Meanwhile, Mia has dumped Keith and plans to leave Flint and head after Torin. Keith begs her and Malky to stick around for a few weeks and get his new weed-growing business off the ground at a gold course they had moved to. They agreed to give him two weeks but then they were leaving.

Things weren’t going smoothly for Luca in Grand Rapids and his sister; Claudia had been scheming to try and get away from him.

A few weeks pass and the Shattered Storm faction expands its influence. The Slave Market suddenly had some new arrivals. A few hundred Chinese people, mostly elderly. They sold themselves to a podium to escape when their town was overrun by undead mobs. They were led by Li Qiang, an oily, low-level communist party official who can’t be trusted.

Hidden amongst them is Fang Mei, who tries to use her warp field ability to escape. Torin catches her on Marena’s Mercy, and she agrees to become his second soul bond after Shana.

It was not time to go on the attack and weaken Luca Gattosi. Torin allies with a group called the Muskegon Collective who were under pressure from Luca’s expansion westward. The first raid was successful, and a small town called Grand Haven was sacked before they moved on to Holland. However, the Brotherhood of the Lion’s Claw have reinforced the area, and they are forced to pull back to rest and recover.

Marena’s Mercy is upgraded and can now submerge underwater.

Mia’s deadline for Keith passes and the stoner betrays them. He brings in a biker gang called the Hellhounds who enslave Mia and leave Malky for dead.

Malky drifts downriver and is found by the Michigan State faction. He is in a deep coma and Torin discovers him during a visit to Regina. Enraged he directs the ship to Flint immediately.

They find the Hellhound hideout and flush it out. Keith is found and confesses to his sins before he is executed. The Shattered Storm then assaults the golf course where the bulk of the Hellhounds have holed up and they are victorious. Mia is rescued and becomes Torin’s fourth lover.

We are introduced to Ballard, a corrupt police chief unhappy with things in Flint who is in cahoots with the Hellhounds.

After saving Mia, Torin runs into Martin Watson. A representative of the Michigan Adventurer’s Guild. They form a mutual back-scratching association.

In Detroit, Raven discovers the grisly remains of hundreds of kidnapped women. They had been forced to conceive horrific abominations that clawed their way out of their pregnant bellies. A recovered diary reveals that the culprit is none other than Hector Guberschmidt. He is building an army to attack Torin and escaped just before Raven’s arrival. She informs her father, but he chooses to keep the information a secret from his wife and Torin.

In Grand Rapids, Claudia spies on her brother’s assassin Maurice departing the city for some opportunity. She assumes it is to go after Torin.

Torin launches a campaign in the Northern Peninsula against the Hooved Horde. He is joined by a group from the Michigan Adventurer’s Guild. It eats up several months.

During a period of shore leave back in Stormblade Harbour, there is an attempt on Torin’s life. However, the would-be assassin kills a different Acheronian, Charlie, by mistake. Torin decides to release Doyle, a serial killer. Doyle used to work for the CIA as an interrogator before moving into the private sector as a contractor for less salubrious organisations.

With Doyle’s skills, they uncovered a plot by a Chicago gang called the Street Nation who were being aided by the Hellhounds motorcycle gang. The Hellhounds wanted to get even with Torin for slaughtering one of their chapters in Flint.

The Street Nation had fled the Chicago docks under pressure from their enemies in the city and retrofitted several barges with their people and wealth to seize Stormblade Harbour in the chaos of Torin’s assassination.

The Shattered Storm turn the tables, tricks them into believing the assassination has been successful and ambushes their landing parties. Then they set out to capture those wealth-laden barges.

It goes well, to begin with until a few Hellhounds hidden on one of the barges make a pact with their Archfiend backer to summon a powerful whirlpool that acts as a portal to the Archfiend’s demesne where it will devour the ship and crew. Anastasia keeps Marena’s Mercy out of the whirlpool long enough for Torin to get across to the Hellhounds, kill them, and break the connection.

The surviving Hellhounds have a karmic price to pay for the failure and most of them are killed. Those who survive are left frail.

Hector moved his abominable brood to a location on the Wisconsin coastline. He wants to attack, but Sholmdir is holding him back. He wants the foul creatures Hector has spawned to mature. To ensure Hector’s obedience he cuts a deal with William Reed the governor of Wisconsin. He and his nephew, Hudson, who has become a sea-foam giant imprison Hector. Reed has his bone to pick with Richard Reynolds.

It turns out that Raven is RR’s natural-born daughter with Reed’s younger sister who had severe mental health issues. The Reynolds covered up the affair and pretended that Raven was adopted. Reed found out later and Regina extorted him into staying silent. Now they want revenge.

Meanwhile, back in Lansing Richard Reynolds has decided Michigan is a write-off. Torin is becoming too influential and powerful, undermining him. He arranges to offload his class to another bastard child and flee the city, taking Raven with him.

Claudia Gattosi is secretly visited by her cousin Ricky from Detroit. Luca hates Ricky and sees him as a rival. Ricky promises to arrange her rescue as soon as he can.

Book 3

Crynn Shiptaker, the Acheronian daughter of a famous Corsair Admiral Titus Shiptaker had been contacted by a benefactor known only as DD. He told her about Earth’s integration and that allowed her ship, the Malignant Cutter, to be in the correct cluster before the shroud and restrictions came into effect. She confides in her companion, Nazz, a saurian veteran and is opposed by Raxtel an orc who was formerly part of her father’s crew.

Torin returns to the campaign in the North, they overrun a place called Belshgar Bastion, but it is a trap set by the Hooved Horde. Once inside, large numbers of enemies emerge from underneath and attack the gates. They win the battle, but it comes at a cost. Tony Parks is killed, Kristoff loses a leg and Sheamus is left in a coma, similar to Malky.

A large number of guild warriors are killed, and this strains their relationship and requires Torin to bribe them.

Before they can do much the snawfus shows up. It is incredibly powerful and psychically restrains the surviving army. It introduces itself as Tramadachius. He has been watching Torin and berates him for wasting time in the North stealing a portal to Pandaemonium that he didn’t need. He should have been concentrating on his war with Luca. Before the snawfus leaves it addresses the fact that Shana struck it with an arrow. Shana is pregnant and it requires that she name her son in its honour to call the matter settled.

Torin takes the portal and returns home.

In Grand Rapids, Luca reveals to Claudia that it was their cousin Ricky who Maurice had been sent to kill and not Torin. He is dead and now the rest of the mafia families are on their way to join Luca. However, in her despair, Claudia notices that Maurice seems uncharacteristically ambitious. He has plans to betray Luca.

At the six-month mark, part of the shroud is lifted, and Earth is connected to the wider Darkwyrlds.

Torin learns there is a consequence of being granted so many top-tier buildings as the slave pens and the black market suddenly fill up with items that he now has to pay for, putting the faction into heavy debt. They had something called a Prime Badge that made them the central market for hundreds of worlds. The Dominarius Consortium who held the badge for those worlds before are not happy and start to take action.

Torin needs to increase his level so he can get more ships and visit a dungeon called the Crypt Keeper’s Tomb. The run is difficult, and the dungeon acts strangely and even summons things called Soul Eaters which Quixbix confirms should not have been possible. Ana had a visceral negative reaction to the dungeon too.

Elsewhere, Regina is revealed to be under the influence of a slug creature in her ear, Trisha acts to help remove it and they suspect it was sent by Willy Reed.

On returning to Stormblade Harbour they spot an army crossing the ice led by Hudson Reed.

Torin upgrades Marena’s Mercy with cannons and torpedoes. They form a plan with Doyle's help. They plant explosives along a stretch of ice that the army is walking across, then blow it to crack the ice. Finally, they used the torpedoes fired from below to break the remaining up. Most of the army falls into the freezing water and drowns.

Hudson returns to his uncle in a rage under the influence of Sholmdir. Willy Reed realises his relationship with the sea god is no longer beneficial and takes steps to sever it, but not before Hudson has freed Hector and his army of abominations.

In Grand Rapids, while Luca is out of the city. Maurice strikes and begins to kill those loyal to Luca. He can’t kill Claudia, but he does abandon her with Carla in the basement of a town that is regularly overrun with mobs.

Torin gets his first shard ship Storm Raider and gets intimate with Fang Mei after finding out they have a quest to provide him with as many heirs as possible.

Straight after is when Hector attacks.

There is a large battle out on the lake and eventually Hector is beheaded by Torin and most of the abominations are killed. In the dying seconds Sholmdir tricks Hector into giving up the mantle of champion which passes to Hudson Reed.

As a prize for killing Hector Torin gets a dilemma which gives him the location of Claudia. Torin decides to go after her. If he can bond with Claudia, it would seriously weaken Luca because of how he stole her aptitude.

Meanwhile, Luca had been out in the field on his southern border trying to expand his territory. The promised army of experienced criminals turns out to be an ill-disciplined rabble more trouble than they were worth. He realises Maurice has betrayed him and sets out back to Grand Rapids.

In Stormblade Harbour, Mia has a revealing encounter with Petunia Silk, proprietor of the Storm Cellar. An exclusive burlesque-style club. Madame Silk has the same quest as Shana with regards to Torin’s heirs and they ultimately agree to allow a few potential concubines into the palace.

Torin comes in a recues Claudia. His army has been filled out with many new off-world recruits who arrived in the pens. One of them is an Elemental Mage named Tavar Aenarion.

With Claudia rescued she agrees to the bond to break her away from her brother.

A spiritual battle ensues. Torin and Claudia face off against Luca in an alternate dimension which used gangland Chicago as a backdrop. Their task is to prevent the St Valentine’s Massacre from taking place while Luca who is playing the role of Al Capone has to see it succeed.

Luca makes a mess of things but unbeknownst to all, the dimension the spiritual contest takes place in is adjacent to the one Ashli created for itself that Torin had trapped it in. Ashli uses that proximity to make a bargain with Luca who completely ballsed up his part of the contest. Ashli overrides the contest giving Luca the victory in exchange for carrying a fragment of Ashli out with him.

Torin and Claudia are facing imminent death but are saved by a Drakonis protocol and can exit the contest with Claudia bonded to Torin.

Claudia becomes a dungeon core with a class of Pandaemonium Princess which allows her to create and manipulate waypoints. Torin’s class is changed to Dual Dungeon Corsair Lord to accommodate two cores.

When Luca exits the contest, his body was in danger of being killed but he slaughters his attackers who are led by Maurice. However, rather than kill the elf assassin, he lets the fragment take control of him and runs off.

With his army on the outskirts of Grand Rapids, Torin decides now is the time to finish things and they invade the city in the chaos of Maurice’s attempted coup. The battle is hard, and a juiced-up Luca almost turns the tide back in his favour but in a final climactic battle, he is defeated in single combat by Torin. Grand Rapids and The Brotherhood of the Lion’s Claw fall to the Shattered Storm.

Richard Reynolds has set up shop in Boulder, Colorado, after being rejected by the Lone Star Nation in Texas. Raven captures and brings him a mercenary named Glastos. He was part of a crew that risked going through a spatial tear in the plexus and crashed in the Rockies. He was the only survivor. From Glastos he learns about the huge number of ships searching for a way onto the planet and RR smelled an opportunity to make a profit.

There, that’s it. You should be mostly caught up.


The Pyromancer and Pandaemonium

(Have no fear you have neither bought the wrong book nor have I uploaded the wrong manuscript. The first third of book 4 will follow Jackson Templeton before returning to Torin Carter.)

Chapter 1

Jackson

I awoke to a light nibbling on my ears and two sets of soft hands which roamed and teased the lower portion of my torso.

“Morning, Jackson,” Britney whispered in my ear after I had begun to stir and gave away that I was awake.

She followed her honeyed-tone greeting by stroking my face tenderly.

The curvy redhead threw her leg over my breadbasket and pressed her naked chest against me when she lay down. Britney’s twinkling green eyes hovered over mine and she grinned impishly before kissing me deeply on the lips. Despite the distraction, I felt Celeste, her athletic blonde companion, shuffle down our shared bed. She pulled the coverings back, crawled over my lower body behind Britney, and mounted me.

Any further verbal greetings disappeared into the ether while we got lost in the mutual bliss of one another.

What a way to start the day.

***

“I need a shower,” Celeste announced suddenly and disentangled herself from our post-coital embrace.

I sniffed my armpit quickly and concluded she was not the only one. “Do you want some company in there?”

“Rain check,” she called back to us, already turning on the shower that had been converted to operate using mana. “I’ve got a meeting with Susan about the placement of a new colony in half an hour. Showering together always results in a hot threesome which then requires more showering. Gotta be all business, or I’ll be late. You two talk.”

“Didn’t we just have a hot threesome?” I asked the ceiling in confusion and lay my head back on the pillow.

“She means another one,” Britney giggled and kissed my shoulder. “Your muscle definition is really filling out.”

“No longer the weedy nerd,” I harumphed a little. “Magical stats will do that.” Self-consciously, I reached over to the bedside table and scrabbled around with my free hand until I found the frames of my glasses and put them on.

I’d pushed out the lenses the day the Framework changed the world because they were no longer necessary, but the presence of the frames gave me an almost unquantifiable comfort.  A connection to the world that was lost and everything that was lost along with it. I couldn't help but glance reflexively across the bedroom to my desk with the locked drawer. The drawer contained a report on the fate of my mother and sister in Florida. I’d not read it.

The sombre and hesitant expression on the compiler’s face told me everything I needed to know about the findings. They were gone, like so many others.

I pushed those darker thoughts to the side and concentrated on the happier times of the present.

“You were never weedy,” Britney assured me. “Nerdy, for sure, but that’s what we like about you. We just want to see you put your best foot forward when you speak with Captain Carter later today. Perception is important.”

Celeste’s parting phrase of ‘you two talk’ took on a new frame of reference. “Is this why the morning started with sexy fun? Was I being put in a good mood before the start of a discussion I might not like?”

The flash of guilt in Britney’s expression spoke volumes and I swung my legs out of bed. Before I could stand, her arms wrapped around me from behind and her head rested on my shoulder.

“Don’t get mad,” she mumbled into my collarbone. “We’re just worried that you’re not being proactive enough and putting yourself out there. Making sure people know how important you are. How important to the captain you are.”

“Britney,” I sighed. “It’s not a competition. Torin doesn’t pit us against each other like that. You have nothing to worry about.”

That wasn’t precisely true. Torin didn't play us against one another, but the Darkwyrlds was very much a competition. One in which I’d started to struggle to keep up the pace. My gamer background had given me a leg up in the beginning, but the natural aptitudes of others had allowed them to catch up and overtake my early progress.

The redhead released her hug, shuffled to sit on the side of the bed with me and took my face in her hands. “You silly goose. You are too naïve for your own good sometimes, do you know that? We know the captain trusts you, but that is not who you have to impress. The problem is that the Shattered Storm is growing and growing rapidly.

“There has been a huge influx of new people in the last few months alone. They don’t know what the situation was like before when it was smaller, and most of the people were on a first-name basis. All they can see is what is shown to them today. And what they see is Kristoff captaining Storm Raider. LT is the top raid leader. Brant commands the militia and Danny, well, Danny is an ogre and simply looks very imposing and stands out. What they don’t see is the humble, young sorcerer standing amongst them who has been with the captain since the beginning. The first and most trusted member of the crew. Perception can be more important than reality.”

“If that’s what people think of me then I’m not sure how you expect me to change that. I can’t change who I am.” I had to pause for a moment and rethink my argument. Things were different from before “Okay, I’ll accept with the Framework we can do that, but I’m not becoming an ogre. It would wreck my character build,” I snorted out the half-joke, but deep down I sincerely hoped this was not what Britney was trying to suggest. Puffing out my chest with self-importance had never been my style.

Britney clapped her hands and folded her legs under her. “You don’t need to change what you look like. Just be a bit more assertive. Ensure all the new faces get a chance to see you shine.”

“How…”

Britney interrupted me. It was clear she and Celeste had already come up with a plan of action. “For starters, you’ve got to stop trying to pretend that you’re not in a relationship with Celeste and me.”

“What? Wait, I don’t do that,” I protested and flushed red with embarrassment.

“Jackson, when we’re out in public you won’t even hold our hands, let alone anything a bit more intimate.”

“Not true, I’ve kissed you both, you know, before heading off on a mission. Loads of times.”

“On our cheeks and only if we happen to be below deck on the ship. And every date night takes place in the palace. Where we already spend most of our time.”

“It’s got the best facilities…”

“And is mostly off-limits to everyone but Torin and his harem,” she interrupted. “Nice and private. No chance of us being spotted by somebody that doesn’t already know.”

“Alright, maybe I’ve been a bit uncomfortable…being public about being together with the two of you,” I confessed. “I’m not ashamed of either of you.” I was quick to add in case that was where this was headed.

Britney laughed lightly. “We know that Jackson but it still smarts a little when you shy away.”

“Okay, I’ll work on that. But I don’t see why people knowing about us matters so much.”

“How many women is Torin with?” she asked me unexpectedly.

“Six.”

“You’re forgetting the new consorts.”

“Okay, technically nine then. But that’s Torin. I mean, he’s the captain. You’ve met him, it's almost like he can’t help but gather up more women.”

“True, and if the women of Stormblade Harbour had their way, it would be closer to ninety not nine. But those at the top set the trends for those below to inevitably follow. If people are to associate you in the same breath as the mighty Captain Carter, then they need to see you as his contemporary. And that means measuring up with him as best you can. A display of how many lovers you’ve got clinging to the crooks of your arms sends a powerful message. You had a head start in that arena and you’re falling behind the others on this front.”

“Ummm, really?”

“Jackson, this is what happens when you try and hide your love life away. You miss out on the details. Kristoff has at least three women living with him already. Bridget and Carla dote on Danny, and it’s rumoured he has a third paramour he’s seeing at the Storm Cellar.”

“Fine, I can take the hint. I need to take you and Celeste out on the town more.”

I already started to make some plans in my head for slightly more adventurous date venues. There was a new dressmaker in town, I could get them a couple of gowns which ought to earn me some brownie points. The bout of internal planning meant I missed what Britney said next or at least, I thought I had. She couldn’t have just said what I distractedly heard.

“Pardon, could you repeat that?”

“I said that we would both appreciate that as a good first step, but you need to be on the lookout for a third and potentially a fourth. I don’t think the girls from the Storm Cellar would be a good fit for you, too forward. You’re already a bit leery. Celeste and I had to practically hunt you down in the beginning. Somebody a bit more on the shy side perhaps, oooh, or another sorceress. A girl you have something in common with would work well.”

I sat there in dumbfounded silence. My jaw slightly ajar in shock.

Britney grinned and lifted my chin with her forefinger. “You’ll catch flies,” she giggled.

“You’re serious,” I asked.

“Like a heart attack,” she responded.

“Celeste too?”

“Yes,” she called out and emerged from the steamy bathroom a second later wrapped up in two large white towels. “Sure, I was a bit wary when Britney suggested teaming up at first,” she admitted. “But I can’t deny it’s worked out well so far. The world has changed, and we need to change with it.

“I’ve been talking to Quinn, Susan’s fairy, and what’s happening in the Shattered Storm isn’t unusual for the Darkwyrlds. The way the Framework operates inadvertently created a noticeable gender imbalance in the population. Men are still more likely to take combat classes and go out fighting mobs to level up and protect their communities. Which means they end up dying more often and earlier on average. Which is not much different to how the world used to work before the modern age. However, because there is no longer a corresponding risk of mortality during childbirth for stay-at-home mothers, women have ended up outnumbering men almost three to one on most planets. Just don’t fall for some stuck-up bitchy cow.”

“Yeah, we’ve got one of those already,” Britney quipped and then dodged behind my back as Celeste whipped one of her towels at her in mock anger.

I shook my head at the surreal situation. “Any other ideas while we’re talking about it.”

“As a matter of fact, yes,” Britney said. “You’re meeting up with the captain later.”

“Yeah.”

“You need to ask him for a more visible job role or volunteer for one. Quartermaster is an important position, but nobody outside the crew knows about it. We’ve got to raise your profile with the people.”

***

“Earth to Jackson, you alright there, bud,” Torin asked.

The question shook off my distraction and I refocused on the meeting. We’d met in a well-furnished sitting room in the palace. The table beside us had a fancy tea set made of fine china with a floral pattern of roses and violets. The vapour from the brewing pot rose into the air almost hypnotically.

Torin picked up the pot, poured out two cups and then added a dash of milk from a small matching jug.

“I’m fine,” I replied. “Just something the girls said to me this morning has got me thinking.”

“Trouble in paradise? Do you need me to set Shana on them?” he joked.

Or at least I hoped he was joking. Shana could be intense and was much stronger than either Britney or Celeste who had non-combat classes.

“Nah, nothing like that. The opposite. They think I need to make more of a splash with all the new arrivals. Stand out from the crowd more. I think they’re concerned I’ll fade into the background and let others hog the spotlight.”

I tried to say it in a jokey manner, but Torin’s cup of tea halted halfway to his mouth.

“I might be able to help you with that. It’s actually why I asked you to join me here today.” He sipped his tea after speaking and then put the cup down with a satisfied expression on his face. “Ah, it’s been ages since I’ve got my hands on a good cuppa. No offence to the land of your birth, Jackson, but your tea is shit. Thankfully, somebody’s opened a Darkwyrlds market in Yorkshire, and we can get some of the proper stuff. Good tea is going to be worth its weight in gold soon enough.”

I was more of a coffee guy myself and didn’t care for the tea, regardless of where in the world it came from. “No offence taken. What is this all about then?”

“Pandaemonium,” Torin replied simply. “The rededication ritual is complete, and we are ready to reopen the portal. I’ve got a quest chain waiting inside, but I’m stuck avoiding combat while I shake off this damn healing debuff I’ve been lumbered with. It’ll be a few more weeks before it clears, maybe a month or more. So, do you fancy having a crack at the quest in my stead? Be the first to map and explore Pandaemonium?”

This was exactly what Britney and Celeste had been talking about. An opportunity to distinguish myself, but my first reaction was to revert to form. “Are you sure? I thought the quest chain was something gifted by the Shattered Goddess. Don’t you want the rewards for yourself?”

Torin shook his head. “Nah, I’ve got more than enough on my plate. I got Dean to make the arrangements which will allow me to transfer the chain to another of my followers. This is definitely something I should delegate to a trusted and capable deputy. Naturally, my first thought was of you.”

“Maybe LT would be better. He’s got a much better character aptitude. I’m just a Pyromancer.”

“Jackson…” Torin squared his shoulders. “Stop being a modest prick. If I wanted LT to have this opportunity, I would have asked LT. I want you to have it. Now close your trap and say thanks.”

“How am I supposed to say thanks if I close my mouth?”

“See, it’s that kind of situational awareness that makes you the right man for the job.”


Chapter 2

Two days later, I was standing inside the temple of the Shattered Goddess which had recently been completed. The temple was modest in size when compared to the Stormwarden’s Palace, the Plexus Gate, or either of the markets that the Shattered Storm had been gifted with. However, it was the tallest and most impressive structure that the faction had built itself thus far.

Well, the goblins who had been rounded up did most of the actual building. But there were a few Earth-born labourers and artisans in the mix.

The temple had deliberately been built on a sheet of a rare and special material known as Skystone. When infused with mana it could alter the weight of what it was attached to and thereby allow it to be raised into the air and easily kept aloft. This meant, that in the future the temple could be severed from its current foundations and lifted so that a new larger ground floor could be built underneath. The technique was not uncommon in the Darkwyrlds and the architectural plans to accomplish such a feat hadn't been difficult to obtain.

The name Skystone was a bit of a misnomer because it was not made of stone or any other kind of mineral. It was an alloy of several metals that had spent years, maybe decades, soaking up high doses of mana to alter its innate properties. The precise method of its creation was the closely guarded secret of the gnomish tinkerer consortium responsible for its production and distribution.

Torin had acquired a small supply of Skystone due to his Black-Market Primacy. This supply had all been illicit stolen goods, of course. Which is the only reason we had any at all. Skystone was incredibly valuable, worth millions in gold and Sapphire Sky, the gnomish consortium which made it, kept that price high by restricting how much of the stuff left their possession.

However, Torin had upset several rival black marketeers by usurping their Prime markers when he’d been awarded the market. They’d taken the risky manoeuvre of reporting the existence of the stolen material to Sapphire Sky. Quinntexxis, the fairy who helped the faction’s castellan, confirmed this would mean the gnomes would be on the warpath.

Or at least, they had to make a show of it. Rumour had it that the gnomes weren’t above a bit of black market trading themselves and might not be willing to burn too many bridges in their pursuit of recompense or justice.

Regardless, the Skystone would be unsellable in the short term even using the secrecy of the black market. The risk was too great that the gnomes would ruin anyone who purchased it if they found out, so few would be willing to take a chance until the heat died down.

Torin reasoned that if we couldn’t sell it, then we might as well use it.

Unfortunately, it was notoriously tricky to work with if you didn’t employ experienced workers trained by Sapphire Sky in the first place. The best we could do was to turn it into sheets, which is why it had been used in the temple's foundations. That way, when any expansion work was completed the Skystone could be retrieved.

My team and I were in a large side chamber just off from the main hall of worship. It was here the waypoint into Pandaemonium had been installed and dedicated to the Shattered Goddess. It had taken longer than anyone expected to cleanse it of any association with its previous patron, the bestial god, Carnax. Not to mention the former owners, the Hooved Horde who we had defeated and stolen the structure from a few months ago.

The portal was circular and had a diameter of roughly ten metres. It was made from green jade and white marble that shone in the sunlight which came through the large windows built into the temple. 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 cluster of crystals of various lengths held up by a single column of marble in the middle.

Those crystals used to be colourless, but following the successful dedication, they were now a kaleidoscope of constantly shifting colours. A reflection of the chaotic nature of the Shattered Goddess.

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. My fingers hovered over the touchpad ready to open her up for the first time.

“Everybody ready?” I asked the three twenty-person squads who would be coming with me.

Most of the sixty men and women nodded. It was the three squad leaders who answered verbally.

“Yes, sir,” Tully responded formally.

“Sure thing, Jackson,” Carlos, a friend from my hometown of Ionia said with more familiarity.

“Let’s get this show on the road,” Amber muttered.

Torin had let me choose the team that I’d be taking on this first excursion into the pathways.

Tully and his squad were all part of Marena’s Mercy’s crew and were signed to Torin’s Corsair’s Canon binding them to him the same way I was. They were just one of the squads that made up the platoon I usually commanded when we were on a mission. I’d fought beside them often and trusted them. They were all veterans of our recent successful war against the Brotherhood of the Lion’s Claw.

The rest of the crew still had missions to perform, so I wanted to limit how many squads would be removed from active service. This would also allow some of the other fighting units under the Shattered Storm’s banner to take part. I felt it was a good PR move, showing the many different groups that everybody would get a chance to develop and seek their fortune.

Amber led a squad composed of the city militia. They were also mostly veterans of the recent war. The former cheerleader and now militiawoman was a close friend of Britney and Celestes, having attended the same school before integration. Torin and I had rescued all three of them from the Hooved Horde during the first week of the Darkwyrld’s arrival.

It’d been eight months since then, and I was confident in my belief that Amber still didn’t like me.

The girls claimed she was a bit surly and stand-offish with everyone. Their arguments weren’t very convincing. Not to mention, their body language gave away that they didn’t believe what they were saying either. I didn’t hold it against them that they felt the need to excuse their friend’s acerbic demeanour.

Some might question why I’d want to bring her along with that in mind. Well, given the recent conversations with my girlfriends, Amber was the one person I was sure they wouldn’t try and set me up with. That and I was sure she’d been seeing somebody else. That made her a safe inclusion on that front and who knew whether the shared experience would breed a bit more mutual respect between us and make future social interactions less awkward.

Well, perhaps it was less mutual and more that Amber might start to respect me. She’d proved herself on several occasions already and I held nothing against her despite the usual frosty glares.

I’d put Carlos in charge of our support squad. It was a bit of friend-based nepotism, but I’d not had much chance to adventure with my old friends since I joined the crew. Two of my other hometown friends were part of that team. Tommy and Diego, who preferred to be called D-Ball.

The squad was made up of irregulars who were neither part of the Crew, the Militia, or any of the new military wings that were in the process of being finalised.

Nothing official had been decided on that front yet. There was a great deal to sort out with the influx of off-worlders and absorbing the different fighting forces from other Michigan factions that were expected. There was a hard limit on official crew slots and stuffing everyone else into the militia didn’t seem practical.

My forefinger tapped the screen and the portal activated.

There was a muted whomping sound. The weird kind that you almost felt more than heard. A subtle visual shimmer emanated from the crystalline installation at the top which rapidly spread and descended along the jade arches. Inside the platform, the white marble floor fell away and reformed into a set of wide spiral steps that wove around the pillar in the centre of the structure.

Everybody held their breath for a moment and leaned forward to peer down into the depths. Wary that there might be monsters waiting on the other side of this waypoint into Pandaemonium waiting for just this opportunity to spill out and attack.

According to everything available in the Framework help files, which I’d read half a dozen times in the past day, such an eventuality should be highly unlikely.

Mainly because this waypoint had been constructed and not naturally occurring. The whole ritual and dedication rigmarole was all about creating a bridge between this waypoint and the network. Roaming monsters would have had to stumble across the new waypoint exit in the few hours since the process had been locked in and completed. Not impossible, but not likely either.

Many natural waypoints led in and out of the Pandaemonium network which did carry a greater risk. They remained sealed until either someone on the outside discovered where they were hidden and opened them or until somebody like our team found their way into Pandaemonium and opened them from within. Monsters couldn’t open a closed waypoint, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t camp one of them waiting for unsuspecting explorers to open it from the other side.

That was just another reason that exploring Pandaemonium hadn’t been very popular in the many other civilisations across the Darkwyrlds. They tended to simply leave the network closed and forget about it.

After half a minute, people started to release their held breaths when nothing came charging up out of the dark or roared to scare us off.

“Tense stuff,” Tommy chuckled and clapped D-Ball on the shoulder.

“Speak for yourself, Tommy. I’m cool as a cucumber over here,” D-Ball said back to him.

“Sure you are, D, sure you are,” Carlos said with a slight shake of his head.

“Alright, settle down,” I said. “Tully we’re going down first to scout and secure. Amber, be ready to bring the militia down once Tully signals you. Carlos, keep your team up here for the time being. The waypoint is fully powered and stable. There is no rush for us all to go down at once.”

Tommy looked a bit disappointed that he would have to wait. D-Ball was the opposite.

With a crisp nod, Tully led his team through the shimmer. They descended the steps into Pandaemonium and were quickly out of sight. I’d planned to lead them myself, but D-Ball’s reaction had concerned me a touch. So, instead, I pulled Carlos off to one side.

“Are you sure that Diego’s up for this?” I asked in a low voice.

“He said he was.”

“Yeah, but he’s always been a bit blasé and bullish whenever you ask him anything. He’ll hardly admit that he was afraid and would prefer to stay behind. Talk to him while we set up the beachhead. Carlos, you’re the team leader. If his head isn’t in the game, order him to stay behind. If you’re concerned that might harm your friendship, tell me, and I’ll give the order. I’d rather he be pissed at me than dead.”

Carlos nodded. “I’ll talk to him. Where did this Jackson come from? What happened to the nervous kid that let assholes like Carl walk all over him?”

“He watched that arrogant dumbass jump Torin Carter, get skewered on the tip of an ice scimitar and firmly decided not to be like Carl,” I laughed, turned back to the waypoint and walked through the shimmering field to the top of the stairwell down.

An earthy, almost dank smell wafted up from the tunnels below which triggered a short burst of claustrophobia. Traipsing through cramped tunnels was not high on the list of things I liked to do for fun. Spelunkers had a few screws loose in my opinion. I just reminded myself of the wealth of background reading I’d done. Pandaemonium was almost a world of its own. A mystical hollow Earth capable of opening up and supporting a range of different, some would say impossible, habitats. The tunnels were just the joins between those different environments. There was nothing to worry about.

Apart from the mobs that populated the place, of course.

I took the first step and descended the spiral staircase with the fingers of one hand tracing the central marble pillar.

Contrary to my assumptions, it didn’t take long to get to the bottom. Only a couple of full circuits around the central pillar before the tunnel network became visible. Enough to ensure that you couldn’t see into Pandaemonium properly while standing around the edges up above.

It was dark, but not pitch black. Bioluminescent lichens grew on patches of rock and provided enough illumination to see the immediate surroundings. The tunnel itself was roughly circular with a radius of several metres. More than enough for people to move around and swing their weapons comfortably. Of course, that also meant it left plenty of room for larger beasts to navigate the tunnel network without difficulty.

The tunnel went to the left and right but directly opposite the stairwell it opened into a large, vaulted chamber. Tully had sent two teams of five fifty metres down the tunnel in both directions while the remainder explored the chamber ahead. They shouldn’t find anything untoward. Every waypoint was supposed to have an antechamber by the exit like this. This one would have been carved from Pandaemonium when the dedication ritual was completed an hour or so ago.

The two teams further down the tunnels signalled the all-clear back to Tully and me. After nodding in response, I hurried into the antechamber.

The room carved from the stone was large and square-shaped, roughly twenty-five metres by twenty-five with a five-metre ceiling. The ground underfoot was smooth, even, and flat, unlike the tunnel which had a layer of loose soil and rocks strewn across the ground. It had been sparsely furnished for us. There were wooden bunks with bedrolls lining two of the walls. At the end far end was an open fireplace and a very large stove for cooking. Wooden tables and stools could be found in the centre.

These chambers were meant to be used as outposts. Either for those above or those below.

“All clear, sir,” an elf crewman named Brooks informed me.

The confirmation that our position was secure acted as a prompt for the Framework which wasted little time in sending me a system message.

*** Divine Quest transfer from Torin Carter to Jackson Templeton approved by the Framework Administration. ***

*** Recalibrating…***

A giddy grin broke out on my face. Hastily, I sat down on one of the stools and rested my elbows on the table in front of me. This was the first time the Framework had contacted me directly. We didn’t even get a message on integration day. Everybody was automatically transported to their interviews without warning or preamble. Things might have been very different for some people if they’d been given some kind of heads-up.

What else might it have to say?

The answer to that question turned out to be nothing. But that didn’t mean there wasn’t something that had plenty to speak about.

{It’s about time!} A sonorous and annoyed voice rang in my head. {Months I’ve been waiting to get this all sorted out. Months, I tell you. What have you got to say for yourself? The Shattered Goddess offers her champion a divine quest and you pussyfoot about for only she knows how long, leaving her very valuable servant hanging. No respect. That’s what it is. Characters these days simply have no respect. It wasn’t like this in the old days. I can tell you that for free.}

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled in shock at the outpouring of grumpy complaining. “Are you a fairy or an imp?”

{Fairy!} the voice choked in outrage. {Imp!} It managed to sound even more affronted at the second suggestion.

{I’m a Sprite. A messenger and servant of the divine powers. Not some common as muck fairy or imp. Do not mistake me for one of those pathetic excuses for an aide who has to play second fiddle to whichever brute stumbles across one of their trinkets.}

“My apologies, sir,” I said, deciding that buttering the Sprite up would probably be for the best. “But in my defence, fairies and imps were the only incorporeal messengers I’ve heard of that interact with lowly mortals like me.”

{Well, yes, I suppose that would be true. We are a very rare breed.} The sprite positively preened at my faux grovelling. {But don’t go getting a big head. You are only a champion. Our connection is a temporary one. Sprites are reserved for true divine entities. My name is Quincy.}

“It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Quincy. My name is Jackson Templeton. However, I do think there has been some kind of misunderstanding. I’m not a champion of the Shattered Goddess. That would be Torin Carter. He got permission from the Framework Administrator to transfer the quest chain to me. Did they not tell you?”

{Not the champion?} Quincy gasped in scandalised shock. {You can’t go around transferring divine quests!} He roared in my head which caused me to wince.

Brooks took a few steps towards me in concern, but I raised my hand and waved him off.

{What are the Darkwyrlds coming to? Right, we’ll be seeing about this. It shall not stand; do you hear me? It shall not stand.}

Quincy’s tirade finished with a popping feeling that I interpreted to mean that he had broken our connection. This was a touch concerning. The whole point of this expedition was to fulfil the quest and get the rewards on offer and now the sprite who was supposed to deliver on that promise had thrown a hissy fit and stormed off.

“Quincy, are you there?” I asked after a moment of silence.

He didn’t answer me, but Amber did. “Talking to yourself now, Jackson? That’s one of the first signs of madness, you know.”

I flashed her a wan smile. Tully must have called her team down. The militia were already spreading out around the waiting chamber, claiming bunks. Not that we’d planned to hang around here for long. Old habits die hard, though.

“Let Carlos know it’s safe to come down, please,” I asked her.

“Will do.”

Amber and her shadow Michelle marched back up the spiral staircase and a few minutes later the rest of the exploration team had come down with her. D-Ball had decided to come it seemed. He looked nervous when he stepped off the last step, but his shoulders relaxed when he laid eyes on the familiarity of the base camp.

Any further examination of my friends had to wait because I felt the same popping sensation as before.

“Qunicy, are you back?”

{Who else is it going to be?} The sprite snapped at me. His mood was unimproved. I guessed that he did not get his way which was good for me.

{This is beyond unorthodox and there will be stern words passed up the chain, but it would appear all parties have agreed to proceed and left me with little choice. Let’s just get this done as quickly as possible and then we can all go back to where we are meant to be. Me to the heavens and you back to whatever worldly pigsty you call home.}

Rather than snapping back, I remained polite. “I believe there should be a quest for me?”

Quincy didn’t answer with words, though I could hear grumbling noises in the background. I forgot all about his rudeness as the quest flashed in front of me.


Chapter 3

Except it wasn’t the quest. Not straight away. It was a dilemma.

	The Foolish Mortal’s Gambit
	Agreeing to receive this divine quest means the Pandaemonium waypoint dedicated to the Shattered Goddess will be closed immediately. It cannot be reopened until this quest has been completed.
	There is No Shame in Retreat
	You reject the offer of the quest, and everyone can go their separate ways to do as they wish. (If you do not choose an option within one minute this choice will be defaulted in.)


I was incensed. Incandescently angry, which was an unusual emotion for me. This was my first official system quest, and that damnable little sprite was trying to screw everything up out of petty spite. Sealing our way out was never supposed to be part of the deal and the time limit the dilemma came with meant I didn’t have the time to rustle up reinforcements or supplies for a prolonged stay.

“You did this, didn’t you, Quincy,” I growled in a low whisper.

{I have no idea what you are talking about.}

“The damn dilemma. This was never part of the deal.”

{Says you} he snorted back at me. {Maybe your lazy champion of a boss, who couldn't be bothered to complete the quest himself, neglected to pass on all the details.}

“You didn’t want to be here, that much is clear. What's clearer is that you believe I’m a coward you can bully into doing what you want. Which is to abandon the quest and let you off the hook.”

{That sounds like projection to me} the sprite sniffed with disdain. {Don’t blame others for your failings. It’s not a mature look.}

“You’ve underestimated me,” I snapped and made my choice. The Foolish Mortal’s Gambit.

The regret was almost instant. It had been a decision made in anger and impacted people other than me. I wouldn’t be the only person potentially trapped down here until the quest was completed. That didn’t mean I wouldn’t have made the same choice after some careful deliberation. This new world rewarded those who took risks. However, I preferred to take a calculated risk and not one based on an emotional response.

*** Divine quest recalibrating…***

{What is this?} Quincy squeaked, which meant he was also privy to the system messages I received and hadn’t expected any kind of alteration.

{This is an outrage!} He followed up with. The second comment suggested he was a step ahead of me and had already been privy to the recalibrated quest.

Finally, the quest was presented to me, and I could see for myself what had got the sprite’s backup.

*** Divine Extermination 1 (K)

A piece of a nascent divinity lurks within this section of Pandaemonium. The beast you must seek and eliminate is a Rat King. The knotted tails of its verminous members have fused to form a new, shared, telepathic organ. Not only can the individuals that make up the local rat king communicate mentally with each other, but they are linked to every other rat king that has been created throughout the Darkwyrlds. Together they have merged to become a gestalt entity.

The Many Tailed One.

The Many Tailed One seeks to become a god. The Shattered Goddess opposes such an ascension. There is room for only one deity made up of many cacophonous voices.

Her.

Go forth and hunt down the vermin which infest these tunnels. Find their master, the Rat King, and destroy him.

Success: The Rat King is this section of Pandaemonium is destroyed and sufficient numbers of the local vermin mobs (Diseased Rats, Giant Rats, Mutated Rats, Rataurs, and Scags) are purged to prevent a replacement rat king from easily being created.

Pre-reward: (Optional) Class change to the K-grade class, Herald of the Ever-Shifting Flame. Note if this optional pre-reward is chosen, you will not be allowed to leave Pandaemonium until the quest is completed. This requirement is not extended to members of your party who may leave through any other waypoint that they find.

As Herald of the Ever-Shifting Flame, you will be accompanied by the sprite Quincy. The sprite will not be bonded with you on a molecular level as happens with imps and fairies, but he must avail himself to your service whenever you call upon him.

Rewards: 3,400 XP and future divine extermination quests. A complete real-time map of the Pandaemonium network that connects in any way to the borders of Michigan.

Lesser Pyromancer’s Mantle transformed into Greater Pyromancer’s Mantle.

The Stormblade Harbour waypoint will be reactivated, and the reception zone will be fitted with a vacant dungeon pedestal and free shard that can be claimed by a dungeon avatar with the appropriate abilities.

Failure: If this quest goes incomplete then you will have to find an alternate exit from Pandaemonium and you will forfeit any further quests in this chain. ***

{This can’t be!} Quincy cried in my mind when the terms of the quest made it clear he would likely be caught up in this. {Why would the goddess do this?}

You should not have interfered, sprite. Do not attempt to influence the delegate of my champion again.

A couple of simple sentences of rebuke but spoken in dozens of different voices. Some were angry and harsh, others amused, kindly, or sympathetic. As many different tones to match the voices that spoke. To think, I’d heard the words of the Shattered Goddess in person. The brief contact had left me a little woozy, just as well I’d already been sitting on my ass.

I didn’t want to know what it would be like to have a proper conversation with her.

I felt her presence fade away and was left with a whimpering sprite and a room full of people with concerned frowns on their faces.

“It’s all good,” I assured them and followed up with a half-hearted joke to lighten the mood. “I’ve got a better idea of what it's like for the captain when the forces beyond our comprehension come knocking. Give me a moment and I’ll fill you all in.”

Nobody had noticed yet that the waypoint had closed, but they would soon. I didn’t have long to make that final decision before having to deal with that information becoming known.

“What can you tell me about this class, Quincy? I’ve not come across any heralds in the class options before.”

{That is not surprising} he replied in a much-subdued tone of voice. Chastened I would have called it. {The herald class tree can only be offered by deities or the representatives of deities. It’s more customisable than most class trees. But only from the giver’s perspective, not the recipient. The best way to describe it is that the herald element is a bolt-on to your pre-existing class which is Pyromancer. You will keep and continue to enhance the early tier abilities you were granted from Pyromancer instead of them being frozen and will get new tier three and four abilities linked to being a herald as extras. You will not be starting over again as usually happens when you switch class trees.}

“Would this cost me any of my current upgrade points?”

{No, the cost is paid by the Shattered Goddess.}

A powerful upgrade then. The only downside was that I could not leave the network until the quest was complete if I took the optional pre-reward. Even if we stumbled across another waypoint.

I had to cool my heels just a touch. The urge to simply accept was strong.

For all my attempted nonchalance a couple of days ago, part of what Britney said that morning before my meeting with Torin had stung. The freckled redhead hadn’t intended to hurt me or open an old wound. But she couldn’t have known. I’d never shared my fears and troubling thoughts the way people are supposed to with their loved ones.

For me, my greatest concern had always been falling behind and becoming irrelevant. Just another forgettable henchman in the crowd. It was a fate I’d been reconciling to face despite my best efforts.

My character aptitude had only been moderate during integration. Average. Nothing special. Nowhere close to the same league as Torin, his harem, or any of the other members of the core council.

In these early months, I’d barely been able to keep up with them, and that was only because Torin included me on some of the first dungeon runs. After the conquest of Grand Rapids, the levels gained by the council members meant I’d been surpassed in strength by all of them. My early gains were wiped out. The gap between us would only grow and eventually become insurmountable. Which would inevitably lead to the day when it became abundantly clear I was too weak for the position in the crew I held. Torin would have no choice but to demote me for my good as much as his.

I’d be lucky to keep a squad commander role.

However, this opportunity would change the game. Push me back up to their level without having to expend everything I had to just to stay in sight. I’d become stronger while keeping the unspent points I’d earned. That meant I could keep pushing onward and upwards in the future. Not simply trying to hang onto their tails and failing.

“What would your advice be, Quincy?”

A slight groan from the sprite slipped through our connection before he gave me an answer he didn't want to.

{There is not much of a downside to accepting unless you plan to radically alter the progression path you were on. I don’t suppose that is the case by any chance.}

“No.”

{I suspected as much. By becoming a herald, you become committed to the herald’s class tree. You can’t switch to another later. Otherwise, it is a significant boost in strength, and...} Quincy paused to catch his breath before he reluctantly continued {...comes with the services of a sprite.}

The last part certainly hurt him to admit, and I couldn’t help but smile at the discomfort. I didn’t usually take any joy from the suffering of others, but Quincy had been quite rude and it's not like he was in any real pain or misery. Only that which he inflicted on himself.

Torin was similarly class-tree locked and it hadn’t held him back any. That was sufficient analysis for me.

“I accept the optional pre-reward.”

My head spun for a moment, and I swayed on the stool like a drunk before the short burst of vertigo passed and my body steadied itself.

“Status,” I muttered and parsed through the sections for my new tier abilities.

T3: The Herald’s Burden 1: Your mana pool is increased by ten for every person dedicated to the Shattered Goddess within two hundred metres when this ability is activated. This ability can be activated once per day and resets whenever you fall asleep.

You will also lose one hundred Hit Points if any of those contributors die before your mana pool returns to normal.

T4: The Ever-Shifting Flame 1: The White Flame, purification with fire. In addition to your typical green sorcerous flames which inflict fire damage, you can instead cast the purifying white flame. Those enveloped in the white flames will recover a partially random amount of Hit Points of Health. (The more mana that is used to create the flame, the higher the base recovery for those affected). The white flame also has a chance to cure disease or remove negative status effects. Improvements to the white flame’s efficacy and access to other flame types can be gained as the ability improves.

My jaw dropped in complete shock. These were absurdly good abilities. So much more than I’d hoped for. Okay, the downside of the burden had me a little concerned. If too many of the contributors were to be suddenly snuffed out in my vicinity, then they would likely take me with them. But it’s not like I wanted to let our people die anyway.

Everything else about the tier three ability was top-drawer and the burden was even mitigated a bit by the healing white flame I could now cast. Nothing about the ability precluded me from using it on myself should people start dropping around me. On top of that, I possessed a great way to massively increase my mana pool to fuel that life-saving emergency treatment.

Arguably, the mana pool increase was the biggest benefit of becoming a herald. As a sorcerer, I could eat through my mana at a frightening rate if I wasn't careful and forever had to manage my usage as a result. Mana exhaustion was no joke and I’d experienced it more often than I cared to admit.

My current Mana Capacity was ninety which gave me a pool of 900. Without delay, I activated the ability and watched my mana pool jump from 900 to 1,500. All sixty people in the exploration group were official members of the Shattered Storm which appeared to be enough to count them as dedicated to the Shattered Goddess.

Me included.

It was good to know I could get a little extra mana even if I were split from the rest of the group.

{Hmmm, not bad.} Quincy commented. He must have been viewing my status over my shoulder, so to speak. {You’ll probably need the white flames if you are going after a Rat King. Unless you want to become a scag that is or have your people turn. I should tell you that would count as a fatality and strip some of your Hit Points.}

I’d noticed the term scag in the quest description but was unfamiliar with it. Now would be a good time to press the sprite for information. Something told me his earlier prickliness would likely return sooner rather than later. Better to get what I could while he was still smarting from the Shattered Goddess’ telling off.

“What is a Scag? And how would my white flame help against them?”

{All vermin under the auspice of a rat king are imbued with a special variant of Rat Bite Fever. It’s a parasitical infection usually transmitted through their bite. Left unchecked, it ravages a character, physically altering them. It’s nothing which can't be cured or reversed unless it reaches the brain. Then the victim is lost. Their species will be automatically changed to scag and they become slaves to the rat king’s will. Over time, their bodies transform further and take on more rodent characteristics.

{Despite their new status, they are still characters which means they can open waypoints and return to the surface. Usually, to bring back helpless victims to increase their numbers. Another reason people usually stay out of Pandaemonium. It shouldn’t be a problem unless somebody else has been stupid enough to wander around down here.}

That could be a problem.

My weighted silence alerted Quincy to my concerns.

{Nobody else has been down here, have they?}

“Ahem!” I cleared my throat. “The Hooved Horde might have forced an unknown number of human prisoners into Pandaemonium to scout the tunnels before we took the portal from them.”

{Unbelievable} Quincy sighed heavily. {And let me guess, you closed the waypoint and moved it without making sure they were all dead first.}

“Captain Carter was under some severe time constraints that necessitated a hasty withdrawal with the portal. We were also under the impression they were all dead and had no reason to believe anything could transform them like that. Anyway, just because there were some prisoners abandoned down here, it doesn’t mean they encountered the rat king’s forces.”

{Oh, really. Happy days! We’ve nothing to worry about then. The quest must be a complete coincidence.}

“Sarcasm isn’t helpful,” I muttered, but Quincy wasn’t wrong.

Coincidences, where the Shattered Goddess was concerned, were rare indeed.


Chapter 4

There was no time to waste. I climbed onto the table and clapped my hands loudly to get the group’s attention. “Gather round!”

It didn’t take long for the bulk of the exploratory team to assemble, and I spent the next few minutes outlining the situation and what we needed to do if we wanted to return home.

My friend D-Ball looked a bit green about the gills and glanced over his shoulder to the marble staircase now and then. Tommy, on the other hand, was oddly jubilant.

“Who’d have thought it, a ‘rats in the cellar’ quest,” he chuckled. “Maybe we should complain about the lack of originality?”

“It’s a bit more than that,” Carlos warned him, and D-Ball gave Tommy a light thump on his arm to make light of the situation.

I hopped down from the table and landed in front of them. “Carlos is right. Tasks like this are rarely as easy or simple as they seem to be. Tommy, we’re going to be relying on you to handle any cases of rat bite fever.”

Tommy had taken the cleric class during integration. Cure Disease was one of the standard spells he had access to. My white flames were handy, but they weren’t a sure thing like Cure Disease. Not to mention I might need my mana for offensive purposes.

“You don’t need to worry, Jackson. I’m taking this seriously,” Tommy promised with earnest conviction.

“I know. Let’s get cracking.”

***

My words about this not being easy or simple proved to be prophetic. The Pandaemonium network was indeed a muddled warren.

Naturally, we went down the left tunnel. The tunnel continued for a few hundred metres before the surroundings shifted and we entered a small limescale cavern. There were three ways out of the cavern. You could keep walking straight ahead to the other side and down a tunnel that looked very similar to what we’d just traversed. Alternatively, there were two sets of steps carved into the rock features. One set led down and under the cavern, the other up to a ledge at the top. After a short discussion, the decision was made to take the low path. The logic was that rats would prefer to go deep. It wasn’t much to go on, but it was all we had at this stage.

We spent the next three days wandering through tunnels that branched and then branched again or intersected with one another. Eventually, every path we followed led to a dead end. Half of our time was spent backtracking rather than making any real headway. It was difficult to say whether we’d had unbelievable rotten luck with our first pick or if the whole system was this tangled.

There had been a few encounters with mobs. Nothing that the group couldn’t handle and no sign of rat-kind thus far.

We discovered three small habitat breakouts. None of them were larger than a football field. Most of the mobs we’d killed had lurked in these spots. There was nothing else interesting to report about them, but it did provide a place for us to camp when we needed to rest.

“Now I understand why getting a map of this place is a worthwhile reward,” Tully grunted at the end of the third day.

I’d called a meeting with the three squad commanders, and we sat on stools around a campfire. We’d made camp for the evening meal in the third habitat which had been found. It was a dry environment populated with white-barked gum trees and a lot of browning leaf litter on the ground. A pack of dingoes with some reptilian features had called the place home before we came along.

“How are things looking on that front?” I asked Carlos.

“This branch is a bust. Our cartographer is confident we’ve covered all the options down here. We’re gonna have to head back to that first cavern and pick one of the other paths out.”

{That is the nature of Pandaemonium} Quincy chimed in for my benefit. {It offers swift travel from place to place, but only if you know the right paths to take. Take the wrong route and you can be walking in circles for days if not weeks.}

He sounded far too happy with our miserable start to the mission for my liking. He’d been mostly silent the past three days. Sulking most likely and now he’d recovered a measure of his smugness. I chose to ignore him for now.

“If that’s the case,” Tully interjected. “Might I suggest we hoof it back to the staircase and make use of the antechamber? The bunks didn’t look exactly comfortable, but they’d be better than sleeping on the ground.”

“Agreed,” Amber added and rubbed at the small of her back to make the point.

Carlos handed me the map our cartographer had drawn for us. I nodded in satisfaction after a thorough examination, it would only take a couple of hours to get back. “We’ll do that. Let everyone get a decent night’s rest and then pick a different branch in the morning.”

“Is it time we considered splitting up?” Amber suggested. “This has been three days wasted and we could cover more ground that way.”

Tully thought it over and nodded in agreement.

“No,” I said after a few moments of deliberation. “Too dangerous. We’ve not met anything challenging yet, but we know greater threats exist down here. Let’s not split our focus.”

“I get that, Jackson,” Amber continued. “But supplies are going to become an issue before much longer. These mobs haven’t dropped shit that we can use. Nobody expected to be completely cut off from Stormblade Harbour. It’s not a problem right now. But if our next pick is another bust like this one, we’ll have to start rationing to avoid running out. At the very least, we need to locate another waypoint so we can get to a podium.”

“We haven’t hit dire straits yet. If we don’t find anything encouraging within a few more days, then we can start to spread ourselves a bit thinner to cover more ground. A bit of deprivation won’t kill us. Not anymore.”

“True,” Tully chuckled.

“It’ll piss people off, though,” Carlos warned. “Nobody likes to go hungry.”

“And that’s why I have squad leaders. To quash any bullshit or report back to me if things are getting out of hand. I’d rather keep people alive to bitch and complain than dig their graves because we took unnecessary risks.”

***

Worries about the lack of progress proved to be premature.

The main party had just re-entered the limescale cavern and were climbing the steps when Tully met me at the top, concern on his features “Sir, the pathfinders have reported that there has been an incident back at the antechamber. Someone, or I should say something, has found it while we’ve been exploring.”

“Are they still there?” I asked quickly.

“No, but they’ve made a right mess of the place.”

“Good. Amber, keep the rest of the party here and take up defensive positions. Tully, we’ll join the advance team and have a look-see.”

A few minutes later, I stepped back into the antechamber and understood what they meant. The wooden tables and stools had been knocked over and some of them had been smashed into kindling. Many of the thin bedrolls which had been on the bunks had been pulled off and torn apart. The thin, coarse stuffing material which had been inside had been pulled out and strewn all over the place.

“What a frigging mess,” I muttered.

“You can say that again,” Tully snorted.

I walked around the room and came to a stop by one of the crew, a man named Garrett who was hunched down in the corner. He’d been running his fingers on the floor, rubbed them together and sniffed at them. He’d been a keen hunter before integration and led our scouting team. “What have you found, Garrett?”

The older man with hints of grey in his otherwise brown hair squinted up at me. “Piss and scat mostly, sir,” he answered. “And plenty of it. Scent markings, I’d say. Probably a day old. You might not want to touch anything until somebody’s cleaned. Come with me.”

He rose back up to his full height and walked us back to the entrance. “I told the guys not to go any further once we got a gander at the interior. Look here.” Garrett pointed at some slight imprints in the soil of the outer tunnel that led off to the right in the direction opposite to where we had been exploring.

The central part of the corridor was a mess of disturbed dirt or had been packed too hard to leave signs of passage, but along the edges, a couple of paw prints could be made out. They almost looked like a star with digits widely spaced and they were as large as a human hand.

“Rat prints,” Garrett confirmed without needing to be asked. “Big too, bigger than regular rats and then some. Size of dogs, at least. Those prints weren’t here when we left, I’m sure of that. I think there might have been some of those scag things you warned us about with ‘em. Found a few scuff marks likely made by boots on the floor inside. Might have been left by one of our boys or girls earlier, but I kinda doubt it given the circumstances.”

“Good work, Garrett,” I complimented him. “Take your team and scout further down the tunnel, see if you can figure out where they went. Don’t engage. Any sign of the enemy and you come back and report. Tully, bring up the rest of the party. We’ll fortify here while we get some rest and then go on the hunt first thing tomorrow.”

Both men hopped to my orders.

“Should have turned left from the staircase and not the antechamber,” I mumbled to myself as they departed and left me alone. “Rookie error, Jackson.”

***

We erected barricades on either side of the waypoint staircase and antechamber entrance to give us a measure of security. Nothing would be able to sneak up on us and unless they attacked from both sides, we ought to have to have a safe method of egress if more than we could handle showed up.

The preparations proved to be unnecessary. The next eight hours passed without a peep, and we set off rested and in a much more positive mood despite the ick factor of what the rats had done to our living space. Knowing that we wouldn’t be wasting our time any longer was a cheery thought even if it meant the enemy were nearby.

The pathfinders had been able to track the large rodents through the tunnels for the better part of a mile. Eventually, they reached an intersection where there had been a lot of traffic back and forth and down different passages. To make matters worse it was a proper passageway nexus. There were more than a dozen different tunnels that crossed one another in a bell-shaped cave that had several galleries carved from the bedrock.

This made it impossible to determine which they had come from, where they had gone or if that was even the same place. We would have to go back to the trial-and-error method from here on in.


Chapter 5

“Give me your best educated guess?” I asked Garrett after he completed his assessment of the intersection.

“The trail certainly led into here, but the tracks keep going until they reach the centre and then it’s essentially lost in the chaos. What I can say with reasonable certainty is that tunnel...” He pointed up and to the right at one of the upper galleries that had a single large exit. “...has had the most recent activity. A lot of traffic leaving this cave and heading down there. Possibly the group that visited our waypoint went that way with some others.”

“What, so you’re saying that’s the way to the nest?” Amber asked.

Garret paused and glanced back up at the offending gallery before he answered, thinking over his reply. “On the balance of probabilities, I reckon no.”

His answer surprised both Amber and me. I was about to prompt him to explain when he pre-empted my request.

“There’d be more to and fro if it were a thoroughfare that led to a nest. Up there seems to be mostly tracks leaving this cave, not entering it. As for the nest, we’ve got three other passages which have that kind of regular two-way traffic. It doesn’t mean any of them lead directly to a nest or that some of these others might not be better candidates. Just what I can tell from the tracks we’ve got available.”

“Thanks, Garrett.”

The lanky older man nodded respectfully and then excused himself from the command huddle of four.

“What are you thinking, Jackson?” Carlos asked me. “You look conflicted.”

“It’s a question of do we want to run toward danger or away from it. The only reasonably sure thing we have is that some rats and their allies went that way recently.” I pointed to the upper gallery Garrett had indicated a moment earlier. “On the one hand, that means if we correctly pick a path which leads to the nest it should have fewer mobs to defend it. We could finish the quest super quick and reestablish contact with Stormblade Harbour.”

“There is no guarantee we’d pick the right path, though,” Tully interjected and scratched his chin.

“That is the other hand.” I smiled. “Too much uncertainty.”

“Not to mention if we did pick right, we could get there and find it was too much to handle anyway. Then the other lot might be on their way back and we could be caught between two forces,” Amber added.

“That had also occurred to me. Between the hammer and the anvil is not a position we want to be caught in,” I said in agreement and Amber imperceptibly nodded and stood a little straighter. “I think the best course of action is to act on the best intelligence we have and use it to whittle down the enemy. We follow the crowd and hit them from behind. Tully, you and Garett lead the way. Carlos, I want the support team in the middle. Amber, the militia squad is to guard the rear, there might be more rats following in the wake of the group we are tailing.”

***

The tunnel on the upper gallery continued for almost half a mile with no deviations until it opened into a jungle expanse.

The air inside the vast cavern was hot and humid. The discomfort was made worse by a plethora of buzzing, flying insect life. The bugs weren’t dangerous or contagion-spreading, merely incredibly annoying. The jungle was filled with crazily huge trees, their trunks a few dozen metres in diameter and the foliage came in a riot of different colours, not the usual dominant green you’d see on Earth. Although there was plenty of green in amongst the rest of the rainbow.

Even from the tunnel entrance, we couldn’t see the tips of the trees let alone the caverns roof. A thick layer of mist or cloud obscured our view several hundred metres up. There might not be a roof, the Darkwyrlds was filled with weird, logic-defying stuff.

“God damn, it’s hot,” D-Ball complained behind me while we trudged through the undergrowth. “I’ve not got the genes for this shit. There’s a reason my parents moved to Michigan when they settled in the States. If they wanted to sweat more than breathe, they would have stayed in Honduras.”

Carlos clipped his shoulder and motioned for him to keep quiet. We didn’t know anything about this jungle. Garrett and his scouts ranged ahead of us, but the multi-coloured foliage was too dense for them to be sure of our every step.

Whether D-Ball’s comments gave away our position or if it was epically poor timing, it acted as a catalyst for action.

“Incoming!” Tully roared and my head snapped up.

Hurtling from the canopy came thirty or forty spiked seeds the size of basketballs. Most of them clattered into branches and bounced away harmlessly but a handful successfully threaded the obstructions and slammed into our column. Three people went down, hit by the large seeds. One almost hit me, but I shimmed to the side at the last second thanks to Tully’s warning, otherwise, it would have brained me. The seed which almost hit me thudded into the moist leafy detritus that covered the jungle floor and stuck there, inches from my foot.

Instinctively, I knelt low and rapped my knuckles against the spherical object. The outer shell was tough and unforgiving, the spiky protrusions had little to no give to them. Getting hit would have hurt quite a lot.

None of my friends was struck, but Tommy had already moved to another member of the support team who had been hit in the shoulder and driven to the ground. He pulled the seed from his body and laid his hands atop the bleeding puncture wound, muttering a healing incantation. The other two victims seemed to be in better shape and were also being cared for.

“Did these things fall on us?” Carlos whispered just behind me.

Based on the angle of their trajectories I doubted it. “They were launched.” My suspicion was confirmed as the words left my lips when a second volley of seeds was propelled in our direction.

The second volley was less successful than the first as the party were now aware and defensive measures had been taken. It was followed by a whooping and hollering from above. The branches started to shake, and we could begin to see movement in the upper canopies. Whatever had been up there and thrown the projectiles at us was now making its way down and it wasn’t taking its time to be careful in the descent.

“Enemies coming from the trees above,” I yelled out. “Get ready to engage.” It was probably superfluous information at this stage, but there was no point taking a risk that somebody would be caught unawares.

I summoned a new item I had acquired after the fall of Grand Rapids from my inventory. A Spellslinger Spear. The spear acted as a spell focus and allowed me to channel my sorcerous effects through it. I could also imbue the spear with my flame-attuned mana. This afforded the spear additional heat-based damage depending on how much mana I infused it with. Provided I didn’t lose physical contact with the spear, the infused mana would not be expended and could be absorbed back into my pool later. If I dropped the spear or it was knocked from my grip, then the mana would be automatically flushed into the atmosphere.

It was perfect for me. Melee combat was not my forte and a weapon that kept my opponents at a distance and didn’t require a lot of skill or practice to use competently was a big bonus.

The spear had been in the Brotherhood’s armoury along with a lot of other half-decent items that had either been dropped by mobs or had been looted from the people they had conquered and enslaved. Many of the Brotherhood rank and file had continued to rely on firearms despite their lack of effectiveness. Meanwhile, weapons like this had been left to collect dust in a warehouse.

With the spear pointed in front of me, I scanned the canopy above searching for a viable target. It didn’t take long before one presented itself to me.

Our opponents were a troop of angry apes that swung on sturdy vines or leapt between thick branches on their way down to us. They were about six feet tall, powerfully muscled, and covered in a thick matte of burnt orange fur. Apart from the colour of the fur, the biggest distinguishing feature which differentiated them from gorillas or chimpanzees was the bone of the upper part of their skulls was skinless and exposed for all to see.  A ridge of bone fragments circled the exposed area like a crown.

{Skull apes} Qunicy confirmed. {Nasty brutes, but manageable provided there aren’t too many of them. Kill the alpha, that would be the one with the most prominent bony halo, and the rest should flee.}

Ridged Skull Apes x36

Grade: Q

Level: 10 (average)

HP: 1,200

XP Value: 4,500

I quickly relayed that information to my people and shot off a few green-fire darts at the approaching beasts. My magical assault was joined by arrows and bolts by those who had ranged weaponry in the group. An initial scan of the orange-furred attackers hadn’t revealed the identity of their leader. Perhaps he hadn’t joined this initial foray.

The first volley collided with the descending monsters, but this gave the apes pause. Their headlong descent halted at the lowest branches, and they scuttled out of sight around the back of the huge tree trunks. This didn’t mean the apes had given up. They were simply smart enough to minimise the opportunities to be hurt before they engaged. The thumping sound of heavy bodies landing on the turf off the trail and just out of sight confirmed they hadn’t retreated.

“Expect a ground attack but keep your eyes open for more thrown seeds,” I whispered to the warriors that had gathered around me. We’d formed six groups of roughly ten people in a clumped circle so that no one’s back was exposed.

The jungle fell deathly silent for a heartbeat or two and then a cacophonous hooting rose from the jungle around us, followed by a signalling roar. The skull apes burst from the undergrowth and charged our positions, running by pounding their knuckles into the jungle floor and baring their elongated canines in a display of aggressive dominance.

I let the two which charged my circle from the left side of the trail get within five metres before unleashing a belch of green flames from my spear tip in a cone of fire that encompassed both. The flames scorched away their fur and burnt their flesh. Worse for them, I’d taken advantage of my deep mana pool and invested more mana into the wide flame than normal to give it a sticky napalm-like effect. The flames clung unnaturally to their bodies and continued to burn.

The apes screeched in pain. Their charge faltered when they slowed and tried to extinguish the persistent green fire which covered them. I didn’t use this option very often, as a damage-over-time effect it was not a cost-effective use of my mana. The additional damage it inflicted was quite modest for the expenditure. However, it was very painful and panic-inducing if you weren’t wearing armour. Useful for breaking up a mob’s charge. Three members of my circle stepped forward and hacked the apes to death while they rolled about on the ground trying to extinguish the flames.

I glanced around and observed that my people were dealing with the threat. None of the circles had been broken apart or overwhelmed. And then the seeds started to fall from the canopy once more. This time the barrage came with the added difficulty of a few skull apes who hadn’t been slain yet. Therefore, it was more difficult to avoid the spiky projectiles. More than a dozen people were hit, forcing some of them to the floor.

Switching my flame aspect to white, I began targeting those in our group who had been hit by the deadly seeds with healing fire darts.

That was when I spotted him. A much larger skull ape whose bone ridges were a good inch taller than any of the others. He’d been silently climbing down the side of the largest tree using the vines to good effect. He had a cadre of four other skull apes which quietly slipped to the ground along with him.

“I’ve sighted the alpha!” I barked out and pointed in the beast’s direction with my spear.

“Separate him from the others and I’ll take him down,” Amber called back from the militia group not far from my circle.

I nodded back in understanding. She had a Duelling Charge ability that would allow her to rapidly close in on any target. Very useful for getting in close and dishing out some severe damage, but it could leave you isolated and surrounded if used on someone in a large group.

To provide the space Amber needed, I started to rapid-fire my green-flame darts at the honour guard apes. The repeated hits forced them to break their stride and duck for cover which consequently left the alpha exposed and partially isolated from his backup.

When the guarding apes backed off, Amber broke away from her circle and approached the trunk of the nearest tree. She retrieved a mana-fuelled device that looked like a claymore mine with a grabbing claw sticking out of the top from her inventory. I’d not seen the device before but had heard about it. They were called Lurch Traps. She quickly planted the spike at the base of the trap into the bark of the tree and flipped a switch. Six legs extended from the device and dug into the bark of the tree, fixing the trap firmly in place.

With the lurch trap secure, Amber took hold of the grab claw on the top and pulled it out. It was connected to the trap by a thin wire. With the claw in hand, Amber activated her Duelling Charge and raced across the jungle floor with extreme speed, closing the distance between her and the ape alpha in under a second. Rather than attack the alpha with her small blade, she punched the startled beast in the chest with the grab claw as part of her movement skill. The claw reacted on contact and pincered deep into the flesh of the skull ape’s pectoral muscles.

Amber let go of the claw, threw herself to the side and rolled away. At the same moment, the lurch trap went into action. Like Scorpion’s signature move in Mortal Kombat, the extended grabbing claw was retracted with great force, pulling its target closer. It became a battle between the strength of the skull ape alpha and how well-anchored the trap was. To be sure of the outcome, I fired off a pair of green-flame darts which connected with the alpha’s knees pushing the beast further off-balance. The two factors combined to send it tumbling to the jungle floor and soon it was being dragged across the ground leaving a rutted furrow in the moist leafy detritus.

Despite its bulk, the skull-ape alpha couldn’t stop the inexorable reeling-in-function of the trap which gathered pace and slammed headfirst into the bulbous roots of one of the grand trees we walked amongst. Amber’s circle of militiamen were the closest and rushed the downed beast and laid into it with everything they had.

“Keep the rest of the troop off their backs,” I called out to the others and efforts were redoubled to keep the subordinate apes occupied and prevent them from coming to the aid of their leader.

Amber scrambled back to the nearest circle of warriors which happened to be mine and joined in our delaying action.

It didn’t take long before there was a mighty roar from the alpha which faded into a whimper and its outstretched arms which had tried to knock away its attackers flopped to the ground in death. The closest skull-ape to the alpha hollered what seemed to me to be a mixture of distress and excitement. The strange call was taken up by the rest of the troop, both those battling us on the jungle floor and those still hidden away in the treetops.

Then, as Qunicy promised, the skull apes disengaged and ran from the fight disappearing back into the heavy foliage of the jungle. I caught a few flashes of their burnt-orange fur in the distance as they climbed back up to their territory in the trees.

“Is everybody alright?” I shouted out to the different groups.

Several shouted answers came back. A few people had been injured in the short battle, but no permanent casualties. Tommy and another healer whose nickname was Pony set about mending any wounds and restoring people’s Hit Points.

“Well, that was invigorating,” Tully commented with a wry smile when I brought my three squad leaders together for a debrief. “Fourteen dead apes. Standard kind of loot for the grade and level, nothing special of note.”

“A thousand XP each for the combat, though,” Carlos noted with a smile. “I could get used to this.”

“Preferably not from ambushes,” I added. “We got lucky this time. They launched that first barrage of spiky seeds from too far away. The apes could have got closer without being spotted and our defensive formations would have been weaker as a result. Also, if the alpha had been smarter and not exposed himself, we wouldn’t have been able to separate him from his allies and take him out so easily. On that front, the lurch trap worked well.”

Amber grinned in appreciation, pulled the trap out and showed it off. “This was the first chance I’ve had to use it.”

“Don’t take this the wrong way,” Carlos started to say a bit tentatively. “But wouldn’t it be safer to shoot the claw from a crossbow? The back end is shaped like a bolt.”

Amber gave him a mock glare which quickly softened back into her grin to show she hadn’t been offended. “That’s how it was designed. But bolts can be blocked, or knocked aside, or you might simply miss the target. The first hit from Duelling Charge is much more difficult to prevent and gives me more control over where the claw is placed.”

“Okay, everybody did well in this engagement. Feed that back to your respective teams and we move out in two minutes. There is no point giving another skull ape the chance to ascend to alpha-hood and send the troop back to fight us again.”


Chapter 6

It didn’t take Garrett and his scout team long to find the trail left by the rats and scags again. Soon we were back on the move.

This habitat was the largest we had come across so far and we trudged through the hot, humid jungle for another hour. We had two more encounters with random beasts, but nothing as dangerous as the skull apes. These were singular monsters that were attracted by the noise the group made and mistook us for easy prey.

At last, there was a signal from the scouts up ahead and I rushed up to join them. The foliage and tree line faded away to reveal a fast-flowing river off to the left of where we stood up on a plateau with the water cascading over the edge in a glorious and noisy waterfall. It formed a deep lagoon at the base of the cliff face with most of the excess water overflowing into a subterranean passage. Only a small stream trickled further away into the habitat which we would have to cross. It was no more than ankle-deep and shouldn’t cause any problems.

The scene would have been picturesque, but it didn’t hold my attention for long. Across the rocky riverbank, the open basin continued for close to one hundred metres before the massive trees of the jungle reestablished their dominance. The group we had been following were across the stream and had set up a camp at the base of a monstrously large tree which was three times the width of the other already massive trunks that made up the rest of the jungle environment.

There were hundreds of rats of various sizes milling about at the base interspersed with twenty or more humanoid individuals. Some of whom wore ragged clothing or patched armour. The scags. People who had been corrupted and turned by the bites of the rodent swarm they were now a part of.

However, the swarm was not alone. We discovered the reason for the rat army’s presence in this habitat.

Roughly fifty metres up the largest tree which dominated the surroundings were structures built from wood. A large tree house complex circled the tree made up of several different levels that rose high into the canopy. There were several figures up on the complex who desperately attempted to defend themselves from a wave of rat attackers.

Some of the rats climbed up the huge trunk directly, using the vines growing around it and their claws to find purchase. The small number of defenders had taken a leaf out of the skull ape’s book and hurled, or fired from makeshift sling catapults, the hard spiked seeds at the vermin menace which clambered up towards them.

The rats climbing directly were not the only threat. The smaller surrounding trees on that side of the stream also had other treehouse structures built into them at the same height. Scattered on the ground, I could make out the remains of walkways that used to connect the different treehouses lying on the jungle floor. The defenders must have destroyed them upon realising they couldn’t hold every platform and consolidated their efforts on the largest.

Unfortunately, it was the scags who had scrambled up to these platforms and they brought tools with them. They were in the process of passing up the fallen timber that used to be the connecting walkways and undoubtedly planned to use the pieces to build a makeshift bridge.

The rat king’s invading army would have been successful already except for an unusual phenomenon. Now and then, one of the vines which were wrapped around the trunk or the treehouse structures, would seemingly come to life of its own accord. The vines lashed out and knocked either a giant rat or a scag warrior off the tree to fall onto the extended stone-strewn riverbank. The fall rarely seemed to be fatal but caused enough of an injury that it took some time for the dislodged attacker to recover and rejoin the fray. This kept the defenders in the fight and slowed the progress of the bridge-building scags.

Despite this extra assistance, the rodent army was gradually gaining ground. The defenders were too few and even from a distance, I could tell they were exhausted and hanging on by the skin of their teeth.

“Whoever they are, they are in deep shit,” Tully whispered at my side.

His circumspection was probably unnecessary. The noise from the waterfall was loud, not to mention the yelling and hissing from the combat that was taking place.

“What are we going to do? Wait and let them exhaust themselves against each other before moving in?”

As plans went it wasn’t a bad one. It minimised the risk to our group and that was our primary concern. But sacrificing others to make things easier for us didn’t sit right with me. Another factor that plagued my conscience was the likely identity of the people desperately trying to save themselves. I couldn’t confirm it until we talked with them, but they almost certainly had to be remnants of the slaves captured by the Hooved Horde who had been commanded to map Pandaemonium on their behalf. The people we had assumed were dead and essentially trapped down here when we closed the waypoint they entered through and relocated it to Stormblade Harbour.

We had abandoned them to a grim fate once by accident. I couldn’t bring myself to do the same again deliberately. The odds that this was a different group of explorers seemed slim.

“No, prepare the warriors to attack. We’re going to hit the rat army from behind while they are distracted by the folks up in the trees. We’ll save them if we can. By the looks of it, they’ve been down here much longer than we have and probably know the area better. They could have valuable intelligence and help us complete this quest and get the hell out of here sooner.”

“Yes, sir.”

It didn’t take Tully long to get everyone in position. Carlos’ support squad would stay back in the trees on this side of the stream. Those of them with effective ranged weapons climbed up to the lowest branches to get a good vantage point. The rest of us moved forward at a quick pace on my waved signal.

Our people had been briefed about the need for as much surprise as could be achieved. There was no cinematic screaming charge to give away our assault. We let the roar and froth of the waterfall cover the sound of our unannounced approach at a fast jog over the uneven ground.

But the gushing and falling water couldn’t hide us from beady rodent eyes. Most of us made it across the stream which flowed away from the waterfall before a mutant rat with a bulbous head covered in numerous black blinking eyes spotted us and squeaked loudly. Three arrows thudded into its black-furred body when it started making a ruckus, but it had done enough to alert the others close by and the screech of warning rippled through the swarming mass.

The fight was on.

Everywhere I looked, mob descriptions flooded my senses and it started to become a distraction.

“Quincy, knock it off for now, please.”

{Whatever} the sprite grumped but the notifications ceased blinking in my periphery and let me concentrate fully on what was to come.

With the spellslinger spear pointed forward, I built up power that flared on the tip and unleashed the biggest firebomb I had ever created. It was forged using half of my available mana pool. Eight hundred mana in total. If I’d tried something like this before, the backlash for expending that much mana would likely have brought me to my knees. But when it was only half of your pool instead of ninety percent that was no longer a problem.

The ball of flame grew to a couple of feet in size and shot forward from the spear tip. It flew unerringly towards the centre of the rodent mass before impacting them in an explosive blast. The firebomb rapidly expanded to ten metres in diameter and engulfed everything inside with flames and diminishing explosive power.

Bits of rat and rock were flung in all directions from the epicentre of the blast. Anything within a metre radius of the contact point was torn apart. They were mostly a seething mass of giant rats, and the mobs were not strong enough to absorb the explosive power of the supercharged firebomb. Those inside the rest of the bomb zone were burnt from the flames and any nearer to the centre were knocked off their feet. But they weren’t killed, and the firebomb only encompassed a quarter of the creatures that raced towards us.

It was a good start, though.

We had a couple more seconds and then the battle lines clashed with one another. The point of my spear rammed home into the shoulder of a giant rat the size of a Great Dane who tried to jump on me. In my exhilaration, I’d managed to get a few steps ahead of my allies and recklessly put myself on the frontline. Not the smartest place to be for a sorcerer build.

The patchy fur of the diseased creature had been scorched by my earlier firebomb and it struggled weakly against my grip. I might not be strong enough to push the blade deeper into the beast’s body, but I could flood the spear with green-flame-attuned mana and burn the creature from the inside.

While the skewered rat squeaked and squealed in agony, my flanks were guarded by two crewmen who utilised a shield and melee weapon combo. They reached my position and stepped half a foot ahead of me. This forced any other oncoming attackers to take them on instead and prevented them from reaching my less armoured self.

It didn’t take much longer before the faint azure nimbus which denoted the giant rat could be looted confirmed the kill. With a sharp yank, the spearhead exited the dead rat’s body and freed me to focus on the wider battle. With my two guardians blocking the path, I switched back to my more usual offensive contribution and shot out a few dozen flame darts at any available target.

We fought like this for a couple of minutes, but with the constant shifting of the battle line and several of our fighters being forced to retreat or pulled back for their own good, the disciplined line began to buckle. Things became distinctly more chaotic, but the advantage and momentum remained with us. More than half of the enemy combatants had been downed when a particularly nasty-looking scag managed to slip past one of my guardians when he slipped on a gore-covered rock and left an opening.

The scag looked like it had once been human. The man’s eyes had morphed to be more rodent-like and grown twice their original size. Those eyes were rimmed with red, puffy skin and nasty-looking dried secretions. His nose and jaw had elongated a couple of inches, and his extended tongue hung from a mouth filled with rotten, broken teeth.

He was armed with a pair of wicked, serrated knives, but didn’t wear much armour. What little clothing the scag wore was filthy, ragged, and in poor repair. But I recognised the style and the material it was made from. Human skin. Before becoming a scag, this person had been a Carnax cultist. One of the people who had chosen to serve the Hooved Horde and dressed in the same grisly manner they did. Using the body parts of their victims to craft or decorate their macabre clothing.

The scag’s devotion would have been usurped by its transformation but confirmed what we suspected. Those who had been forced to enter Pandaemonium had been used to bolster the rat king’s army.

The scag tried to take advantage of my guardian’s slip and planned to use its nasty knives to cut his throat. The plan was interrupted when my spear punched into the base of its back, and I pumped a couple of fire darts directly into the spinal cord. With its spine severed, the scag collapsed in a heap on the rocky ground and was easy to polish off and allowed my guard to return to his position.

This effectively signalled the end of the battle.

A piercing screech emanated from a much larger scag that stood domineeringly at the base of the smaller tree where his cohorts had been trying to build a bridge. The builder scags had already descended to the jungle floor to surround their leader. In response to his screech, the remaining rats and scags which had been engaged with us turned and fled in their direction.

I and any other member of our party with reliable ranged offence continued to harry them for as long as we could. However, they were fast little fuckers and managed to get into the cover of the jungle before we could do much more than make their recovery take a while longer. Pursuit would be incredibly risky, and I quickly shouted orders for the fighters whose blood was up to let them go and return to our lines.

There weren’t that many of us, so it didn’t take long to get back into a more disciplined position.

By that point, the support team had started to cross the stream over to us without being called. From a glance in their direction, it seemed they’d been in the wars too and I hurried over to intercept them as they crossed to our side of the stream. D-Ball was covered in blood and had to be carried over by two other members of his team. A few others showed signs of wounds but nobody else was in such bad shape.

“Carlos, what happened?”

“I’m sorry, Jackson. I screwed up,” Carlos apologised, an edge of panic in his voice when he looked over at the condition of our mutual childhood friend. “I don’t know, a patrol or maybe reinforcements from the rat king came through the trail behind us. Twenty, maybe thirty different rats and a couple of those scag things. I’d put all our fighters in the trees to help you. I didn’t consider that we no longer had the militia to watch our backs. Tommy, the other healers, and the cartographers were on the ground, vulnerable, and the rats went after them first.

“D-Ball, shit.” Carlos rubbed his jaw in a nervous fidget before he could continue. “Diego was the closest to them and jumped from where he was perched right into the rat’s midst to keep them off Tommy and the others. The dumb bastard didn’t even hesitate. They fucked him up real bad before we could get him out, Jackson.”

“Hey, you didn’t screw up, Carlos,” I told him firmly. “I did. I was too damn eager to end this quest and didn’t put enough thought into contingency planning. I should have left a patrol of militia back there with you. Take the others and assist Amber and Tully with the clean-up. I’ll do what I can to help D-Ball.”

I clapped Carlos on the shoulder and got him moving. A bit of work would get his mind off the situation until we’d had a chance to help our friend recover.

With Carlos taken care of, I skipped over to a patch of grass where we had gathered our wounded. “How bad is it, Tommy?”

The cleric didn’t need any further prompt as to what I wanted to hear. “Diego is going to live, though that isn’t the good news it normally would be. We’ve been able to replenish some of his Hit Points, but his Health went deep into the red and we don’t have the resources to fix that. but that’s not the biggest worry. He was infected with a hefty stack of rat-bite-fever status ailments and with his health so low, he is especially vulnerable. I’ve managed to clear a few of them with Cure Disease, and it has suppressed the effect of the remaining infections for the time being.”

Tommy lowered his voice and spoke gravely. “Jackson, there is only so much we can do. The stack of infections is just too large. The suppression won’t last, and the rot is already perilously close to his brain. I can recast my spell when it comes off cooldown for D-Ball tomorrow, but it’s going to take maybe a dozen more casts over as many days with how many infections he’s been afflicted with. He doesn’t have that much time. Even with perfect timing for the recasts, the rot will keep advancing and it’s already so damn close. Five, maybe six days, at most. If I hadn’t been practically by his side, it would be game over already. They bit him a lot and could have killed him easily. I think he was left alive deliberately so he would turn.”

I nodded in understanding. “I’ll use my white flame. That might help cleanse some of the stacked infections. Maybe give us enough time.”

Tommy smiled wanly in encouragement, but I could see the hopelessness in his expression. He didn’t think it would help save our friend.

A few minutes later, I’d almost exhausted what remained of my mana pool in repeated attempts to help. The stack of infections had been reduced by a handful and likely reduced the clearance time by two days. But that progress had come from the initial applications of my healing flame. The subsequent treatments had achieved nothing.

{You need to stop, Jackson.} Quincy berated me for probably the fifth time. {You’ve done what you can. The rest is up to the young man himself. He will either resist the fever or he will not.}

The sprite’s words punctured the bubble of guilt and regret that had been driving me. He was right, pushing myself into mana exhaustion wouldn’t save D-Ball. I’d done what I could, and further attempts would not help.

Neither was D-Ball our only casualty. Six others had taken health damage and had been infected with rat-bite fever. I couldn’t waste my resources trying to save the unsavable when those resources could be better used on others. It was the first and hardest rule of battlefield triage.

I got back to my feet and then a thought struck me.

“The fever, its transformative properties are linked to the existence of the rat king, right?” I asked the sprite.

{That is correct.}

“What happens if we kill the rat king?”

{Ah, I see where your line of thinking is going. Yes, that would work. Without the presence of a local rat king, the infection would revert to regular rat-bite fever. Nasty and damaging, but survivable with the proper care. It wouldn’t damn your friend to the fate of becoming a scag.}

A grim smile tugged at the edges of my lips, and I turned back to the huge tree where the exhausted defenders were holed up. My determination to find and destroy the rat king had been rekindled with even greater verve and it was time to find out if the people we’d saved could help me in that endeavour.


Chapter 7

Tully was standing at the base of the largest tree and had been staring up at the treehouse platform above. His focus shifted and turned in my direction at the crunching sound of my boots on the smaller pebbles before the soil and vegetation re-established their dominance of the environment.

“Any sign of them coming down?” I asked him.

“Nope. But I’ve not made much of an attempt to contact them apart from standing down here as nonthreateningly as I can. They’ve not shot any of those seeds in my direction either which I’ve taken as a halfway decent sign. Decided to wait for you to be ready before taking any further measures.”

I nodded in acknowledgement and turned my attention to the treehouse and platforms above. They didn’t look to be in tip-top condition. There were holes in the flooring and not all the damage and missing parts seemed to be a direct result of the recent fighting. Weathering of the wooden beams and planks suggested the treehouse had been up there for several years. I briefly wondered if it had been created that way or if this section of Pandaemonium had been around for much longer than half a year or so since this craziness began on Earth.

There were a couple of weary faces who observed us through those holes in the platform. I also spotted a sizeable trapdoor not far from where I was standing. There was a frame of machinery at the section which suggested to me it was a lift of some kind.

“Hello up there in the tree!” I shouted to them. “My name is Jackson Templeton and I represent the Shattered Storm. We come in peace; I suppose.”

A head leaned over the balcony and forced me to take a few steps back to see them properly. It was a man in his late forties with a thick brown beard that was slightly greying. “What the hell is the Shattered Storm when it’s at home? You look like some damn kid in over his head who thinks this is all some type of game with your silly green robes. Who is the adult in charge down there? Has the government finally pulled its collective fingers from its ass and restored some damned order.”

“Oh, great, an arrogant boomer,” Amber grouched and came to a stop beside me. She had seen we were making contact and wandered over for the show.

“He’s not old enough to be a boomer,” Tully corrected her with a soft chuckle. “More likely Gen X.”

Amber shrugged her shoulders uncaring of the proper designation. It was all the same to her.

I motioned for them to hush. The guy above already seemed prickly enough.

“I’m the one in charge,” I called back to him with as much authority as I could muster. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but the government didn’t survive the turmoil of the Darkwyrld's arrival. We’re on our own and the Shattered Strom is the largest and most dominant group to emerge in Michigan. We do have the backing of what remains of the state legislature if that helps.”

There was no answer coming from the man above, but I could make out enough that a heated conversation was taking place. I only caught snippets, but they were illuminating.

“…are you doing, Boyd?”

“…the one in charge. I decide.”

“…the druid lass wouldn’t approve. We owe…”

“…fuck that, she ain’t awake. The decision falls to me.”

“…you’ve never been happy, always agitating. For God’s sake, we’re on our last legs. We need their help, Boyd.”

“I don’t trust them! You remember that motherfucker, Tanner. He approached us, nice and all. You and the town council said we should follow him, and he led us straight to those fucking goat monsters. They killed my wife, my sister, and her husband. Then ate the bodies in front of me and Tanner joined in the fucking feast. Never again. I won’t be taken for a fool twice. Never again.”

The last couple of parts of the discussion carried clearly as the exchange above escalated from lowered voices to outright shouting. Boyd, the bearded man I’d talked to first was afraid and his harsh words silenced any further dissent from his companions. Honestly, I couldn’t entirely blame him for the caution. Therefore, I decided to try and reason with him one more time.

“Look, Boyd, is it? We’re not part of the Hooved Horde. On the contrary, we’ve fought against them. Killed quite a few and have managed to keep them off the mainland.” The last part was a bit of a fudge. The connecting bridge had been destroyed and from what we could tell the Hooved Horde hadn’t made any attempt to cross the ice in the depths of winter. They had furry bodies but even they didn’t appreciate the extreme cold of this unusual bitterly frigid season. “We’ve got some wounded down here and would appreciate the opportunity to get them somewhere safer, like up there with you.”

My attempt at negotiation did not go as well as I’d hoped. “See,” Boyd shouted to his companions and pointed over to where Tommy and the other healer treated our wounded. “What did I say? It’s a fucking trap set by those rat bastards. No different from the goats. Those people down there are bit and infected. We bring them up, they turn, and then kill us in our sleep. I fucking knew it.”

“Boyd, come on, be reasonable,” I called up. “Do you honestly think we’re working with the rat king? You were on the verge of being overrun when we arrived. And we killed over a hundred of them in the fight. You must have seen that. The entire scenario you’ve come up with is too convoluted to be true. Come on, what you’re saying makes no sense.”

“Screw off!” The rude command was the only answer I received from Boyd.

“You’re wasting your time, Jackson,” Amber snorted. “The guy is delusional and paranoid. You can’t talk sense into people like that. Logic has taken a permanent vacation from their minds.”

“I hate to say it, but I agree with Amber,” Tully added. “Boyd doesn’t sound like he’s fully in his right mind. The stress of the situation has got to him and warped his perception beyond repair. We will have to force our way in.”

I took a moment to think things over. “I’m not willing to resort to violence just yet. Tully, take five men and climb the tree next to them. See if it has a similar lift and pulley system that can be repaired. Once we are up there and secure, we can get some rest and reassess our options. We need several hours to recuperate anyway, and it seems like the light is fading. Maybe a bit of time to think things through will change the minds of Boyd and his people.”

“I’ll get it done.” Tully raced off to organise his team.

I returned my attention to the group above us. “If you aren’t prepared to cooperate with us, that is your decision. But we are helping ourselves to one of the vacated treehouses next to you.” I summoned my spear and allowed the beginnings of another firebomb to form on its tip. “If you try and interfere or endanger my people in any way, I will not hesitate to burn your platform down to keep us safe. I trust you witnessed what I’m capable of during the battle.”

We didn’t get an answer and the hushed conversation between the few defenders up there was too low for either me or Amber to make out.

“Are you really going to leave them behind, Jackson?” Amber asked me.

“No. I want your squad to gather up any other bridge parts on the down low. I think it will be dark soon, we’ve lost a bit of the light in this habitat already. If they don’t come around, we’ll cross over in the dark when they can’t see us.”

***

In the end, Boyd and his people didn’t make a fuss about our activities nearby beyond a bit of evil eye. Tully and his team scampered up the trees and checked a few of the smaller emplacements which surrounded the main multi-level treehouse and found one a little deeper into the jungle with a lift and pulley that hadn’t been smashed beyond repair.

By the time we got the life fixed and got everyone off the ground, the Pandaemonium version of night had fallen. It was dark, but not a full blackout and there were various insects with similar bioluminescence to fireflies which helped illuminate the treetop structure sufficiently. They made it possible to navigate without falling over the edge or down one of the holes.

Boyd had stared at us sullenly for most of the time but he neither said nor did anything precipitous and I merely returned the glare occasionally.

There were dozens of hut buildings built on our platform. Inside were wooden frame beds and tough leaves or reeds which had been used to make a lattice-style mattress. None of whatever bedding or padding used to be here had survived, but that wasn’t a major issue as we’d brought sleeping bags and blankets of our own.

After setting a watch, I ordered most of our party to get some shut-eye for a few hours. We’d rise later and see what we could do about crossing over to the distrusting survivors. I followed my orders, found an empty hut, got comfortable, and drifted off to sleep.

I was awoken from my deep slumber by a sudden weight on my chest. My first instinct upon rousing was to reach for the frames of my glasses at my bedside, even though I hadn’t removed them before going dozing off. An old habit ingrained by years of repetition. The attempt revealed my hands and fingers had been restrained. A couple of leg pumps confirmed all my limbs were tied down.

I blinked in bewilderment and as my eyes adjusted to the low light, got a good view of what had landed on my chest and stirred me from slumber.

It was a young woman who straddled me. She was slight in frame and didn’t weigh very much but looked much larger from my current position because her long hair poofed out wildly and expansively like a lion’s mane. But this wasn’t someone emulating bad eighties hairstyles that required the use of an entire can of hairspray. The hair was a lush, thick, woody brown. And seemed to be interspersed with vines, strands of grass, and flowers. The sum of which combined into an impressive display.

Her golden-hued eyes blazed in the faux-night. The armour she wore was constructed from hardened bark that moulded itself to her petite form and appeared to flow with her movements like mail. She was stunningly pretty and left me instantly smitten.

I had a happy flashback to a few mornings earlier with Britney and Celeste and a similar scene unfolded. But my dopey grin died in its infancy when the reality of the situation came crashing home. The golden orbs that punctuated her face had tightened with rancour. This young lady did not look pleased to see me and there was something around my neck that tightened the moment my pupils focused on her.

“Do not move a muscle,” she whispered to me angrily. “You are bound by my vines and fully in my power. If you touch your mana or try anything, I will know, and snap your neck like a twig. I’m told your name is Jackson. And that you threatened to burn me and my people alive. That did not make me very happy. Just because the rats withdrew when you appeared, don’t think that means you can take advantage of us.”

{This looks like a tricky situation} Quincy calmly commented in my head.

Aren’t you supposed to be keeping a watch and warn me about things like this? I thought back at him. The throttling vine around my neck reminded me I didn’t need to speak to him aloud.

{I think you've already forgotten I’m not an imp or fairy. I'm not present in your physical body and only know what you know about your surroundings.}

Then what bloody use are you? I spat back angrily at his unhelpful response.

{Watch your tone, young man, or I will happily watch you walk yourself into an early grave. As it happens, I can and have already been helping you by channelling your mana use. This has made it more efficient and flow faster, quickening your mana-shaping. Fast enough that if you call upon your flames, they will answer before this dryad druidess can react and command her vines to do their deadly work.}

To be fair to the sprite, I had noted that my sorcerous mana-shaping had felt crisper and more energetic since he’d been placed in my service. It hadn’t stuck out all that much because quick casting was already the big advantage sorcerers like me possessed. Wizards could cast proper spells, but that always took longer with spoken words and gestures required in some manner. Sorcerous types converted mana into raw energy. Calling upon it and moulding it into form. For me that energy was fire and heat.

But we sacrificed versatility for speed. I could shape the bursts of fire into darts, firebombs, or cones of belched flame. However, the ability to do anything more sophisticated had to come from outside our class abilities.

A wizard who specialised in Fire Magic might have spells that could conjure a flaming sword, or armour that retaliated against attacks with heat damage or created flame barriers. Not to mention summoning fire elementals of various kinds to serve you in combat and many other useful magical effects. All those spells took time, though, which is why I pursued the much faster sorcerous path during integration. The principle of the quick and the dead.

{Additionally, based on what I’ve observed through your eyes, she appears to still be under the influence of prolonged mana exhaustion. No doubt a result of repeatedly over-extending herself during the siege against the rat army. She can't keep this up for long, draw things out for a bit and the problem will solve itself.}

Now that Quincy mentioned it, and after I managed to pull my assessment away from how entrancing her golden eyes were, I could see the signs of her exhaustion. Also, and this might have been my imagination, but with us in physical contact, I could feel how drained and close to collapse she was. Another boon to having a sprite follow me around perhaps.

For that reason, I elected not to jump straight to burning the living ropes which bound my limbs and decided to analyse what she’d said to me before responding. Elements of the half-heard conversation from earlier now made a bit more sense. Something about a druid lass not approving and that she was not awake.

As I thought things through quickly, a conclusion came to fruition. It had been this woman who had done all the heavy lifting when it came to the defence of the main treehouse. Using the dual connection to nature being a druid and dryad gave her, she animated the vines and knocked away the climbing rats. She had likely done this many times before we arrived and had been on the verge of collapse, perhaps had even done so before we showed ourselves and engaged the rats.

That was quite likely. I replayed my recollection of our approach and was quite sure the rats had almost reached the lowest platform of the main treehouse when we jogged across the stream. The vines that were wrapped around that part of the tree had ceased knocking them away.

Everything became crystal clear.

She had been overcome by mana exhaustion before we joined the fray, that is why Boyd said she wasn’t awake. Her attention would have been entirely on defence until she dropped. She probably didn’t even know about us or what happened until hearing whatever paranoid nonsense Boyd had related.

Which led us to the here and now.

“Whoa, there. I think there has been some kind of miscommunication,” I managed to rasp out. The vines around my throat had tightened around my vocal cords to prevent anything more than a whisper from escaping. “My warning and that is what it was, a warning, not a threat, was solely about the response which should be expected if your people took any hostile action against mine when we established our camp.”

“That is not what I was told,” she whisper-growled back, but there was a hint of unspoken doubt in her response. She'd tried very hard to present a front of confidence made of iron, but like iron, it could be brittle in the right conditions. That and I detected fluctuations in what I’d decided to call her mana signature. Her latest bout of mana exhaustion was not that long ago, and she was on the verge of collapsing again. Even the minor effort of keeping the vines in place was costing her dearly.

“Do I look like the lying kind to you?” I asked her.

“No, you look like a guy who’d be more at home in a comic shop than on a battlefield. However, looks can be deceiving as we’ve learned the hard way.”

I tried to nod, but my head was yanked back sharply. “I overheard Boyd earlier. Something about someone called Tanner who was a secret cultist. That he betrayed you and led you into the Hooved Horde’s hands. We aren’t some secret group trying to hide our allegiance.

“Like I told your friend, Boyd. We are part of the Shattered Storm. A new faction that started on the Beaver Island archipelago. But we’ve been expanding to the mainland and started to investigate Pandaemonium to see if we could use it to secure safe travelling routes between our various strongholds. Then we got stuck down here, much like yourselves, I assume. We don’t mean you any harm.”

“Boyd isn’t my friend,” she snorted and rolled her eyes. “He’s an ever-present pain in my ass, but that doesn’t mean he is lying about you.”

Despite her words of suspicion, the vines which held my throat relaxed a little, but the fluctuations in her mana signature did not improve. If anything, it became more chaotic.

{It won’t be long now.} Quincy confirmed.

“I feel at a disadvantage here. You know who I am, but I’m still in the dark. Would you care to introduce yourself?”

With her mana signature fluctuating wildly, the longer I could keep this conversation going, the harder it would be for her to act against me. Things would go much smoother if I didn’t have to overpower her to extricate myself from this situation.

“Piper,” she answered after a moment’s hesitation.

“Nice to meet you, Piper. Would you consider letting me free and us starting over, talking this through like adults?”

“You’ve shown yourself to be perfectly capable of talking plenty right where you are,” Piper shot back, but there was a hint of playfulness to her retort that had been lacking earlier. We were making progress, and I was reasonably confident that she wouldn't try and kill me. Well, not unless I did something to provoke her.

“Comfy up there, are you?”

“Very,” was her reply. “How about you?” Piper punctuated her remark by lifting her butt a little from midriff and then flopping back down. Before integration that might have been enough to wind me if I’d been caught by surprise, but not any longer.

I smiled back up at her. “Not so bad. I’ve had a bit of experience in this position with my girlfriends back home.”

“Girlfriends? Plural? Who’d have thought I’d catch such a player in my web,” she giggled as if drunk and leaned forward, putting both of her forearms on my shoulders and moving her face in close to mine for inspection. “Hmmm, I must admit you are cute and not too scrawny either. Just my type.”

Her pursed lips hovered just above mine and I felt her breath on mine, hot and heavy. It had an unexpected sweet, floral scent. Not that I was complaining, but I had no idea what was going on here. Piper’s behaviour had pulled almost a complete one-eighty in a couple of heartbeats.

The vines holding me loosened a bit further, enough that I could casually slip my hands loose, and her mana signature went completely haywire. The oscillations were on a level that didn't look good.

Suddenly, Piper blinked rapidly, her upper body started to lose strength and I had to hold her up. “What? Who? Where a...am I,” she slurred, and her eyes started to roll into the back of her head.

I let loose with a bout of flashfire around my ankles to free my legs, swung up on the bed and cradled the dryad woman who had started to shake in my arms.

{The loop closes and the mighty fall} Quincy commented nonchalantly. {The loss of lucidity and confusion is the first sign of mana poisoning. You did a good job keeping her engaged and distracted, it won’t be too long now with how rapidly her symptoms are progressing.}

“Too long for what?” I asked with an edge of concern.

I’d pushed myself past the safe points of mana usage before but hadn’t heard of mana poisoning.

{Until the inevitable happens and she perishes. The dryad has pushed herself too far. She has unwittingly broken down the safeguards the Framework installs to protect characters from accidentally killing themselves like this. Her body is burning through Hit Points to replenish her mana pool and expending the mana to keep her plant control magic operating. Not that she can command the vines to do anything while she is unconscious. But that is why we have the safeguards. In a couple of minutes, she’ll no longer be a problem.}

“What the hell, Quincy!” I yelled. “Why didn't you tell me this would kill her.”

{I’m confused. Wasn’t she just about to throttle you? I’d have thought you wanted to prevent that?}

“Not by killing her, you amoral idiot. She was just looking out for her people. We have to do something. Turn off her mana use some way.”

{Too late for that now.}

“Tommy!” I shouted out the hut entrance. “Tommy, get in here.”

My shouting had awakened the camp and people were moving towards the hut I was in. At the same time, I bathed Piper in my white flames.

{That will only replenish her Hit Points and delay the end by a minute or two. She can’t regain consciousness if she continues to use her mana and she can't stop using it until she wakes up. A vicious and terminal cycle.}

“Come on, Jackson, think; there must be a method you can use to switch her mana off,” I urged myself.

{Well, there is one way. Impossible for most, but being a sprite, I can pull it off, of course.}

“What is it, you smug ass,” I practically snarled in annoyance which confused Tommy who had just pushed his way into the hut and had been about to check on Piper’s condition. “Not you, Tommy, the sprite in my head.”

“Righto,” Tommy said with feigned understanding and put his hand on Piper’s forehead. “Damn, she’s not got long. A couple of minutes tops.”

{You would need to grant me access to your character details. Don’t worry, I can’t harm you or do any mischief without your express permission. I need it to switch off the safeguards for you in the same way Piper has. Then with my assistance, you can intertwine your mana pools, which will allow you to shut her expenditure down.}

“Why didn’t you suggest this already?”

{This is not a risk-free operation. Disentangling you afterwards will be tricky and not without a few downsides until you’re fully separated. The least of which is that the safeguards around mana-use can’t be turned back on until that has been completed. It will also require my entire concentration for the duration, lest I misstep and do something which damages you irreversibly. We won’t be able to communicate. There might be other issues I can’t predict too. This is not something that has been performed often.}

“How long will it take you to finish the job?”

{Hard to say. A week, perhaps two. It certainly won’t be done before your friend D-Ball meets his scagly end.}

I glanced down at Piper in my arms. The cold, rational call would be to let her go. If it had been Boyd in this position, I would have let him die.

No question.

But it wasn’t Boyd. It was a pretty girl I barely knew, who nevertheless, had told me in a moment of unexpected intimacy that I was just her type.

This must be what it felt like to be the captain.

I took a deep breath, closed my eyes and flushed doubt from my mind. This was not an ‘either-or’ question, I could save them both and I would.

“Do it.”


Chapter 8

{Done!} Quincy chimed in my head and then I felt the strange sensation of his absence. As warned, he was now out of reach until this was concluded.

That slight oddness paled in comparison to the bizarre vibration which washed through me moments later when my mana merged with Pipers. It was both exhilarating and incredibly intimate but also repulsed me with a wrongness that made my spine shiver. Because of her species and class, Piper’s mana was naturally attuned to the Life and Earth aspects while mine was attuned to Fire. The Fire aspect of my mana signature didn’t have a problem with Life, but Earth was an opposing element and created a discordance that I would have to adjust to.

I pushed that concern to the side and refocused on the problem at hand. Now that our pools were merged, I could trace Piper’s usage and get an idea of what she had been doing.

Threads of power spread not just through the frame of my bed and the hut but around the entire platform too. Piper hadn’t come here to merely threaten or assassinate me in the night. She had a more complete plan, one that involved her controlled plants wrapping and worming their way into the support beams of our tree platform. Had she the time, strength, and inclination to finish, Piper could have brought the whole thing down and us along with it.

That didn’t mean Piper had no exit strategy. A tendril of power snaked up the tough bark of the ancient tree to a rope made of vines hidden in the canopy that crossed from their tree complex to ours. The power encouraged the tough vine to cling on to the branches strongly enough that a grown adult could rappel across without fear of it breaking or the grip unravelling.

She’d been expending more power than I’d imagined. It was no wonder it had eventually overwhelmed her. I could even sense the cracks and fissures in the safeguards that Quincy spoke of. Only extreme desperation had allowed her to wear away and break them down over time.

Now that I was on the inside, shutting down her abilities that were still running was easy. I did keep the tendril connected to the vine rope above active but wrestled control of it from the unconscious woman and powered it personally. Altering the attunement of my mana via our connection felt unnatural, but it was necessary.

Piper who had continued to shudder and whimper in my arms stilled and relaxed.

“Whatever you did, Jackson, it’s helped,” Tommy confirmed after placing his palm on her forehead and using his class ability to examine her health status. “She’s no longer burning through Hit Points and seems to have stabilised. You can tell us who she is now.” Then Tommy thought better of what he just said and added. “No pressure, of course. You’re the boss.”

“Those were my thoughts too,” Amber cut in from the doorway before I could answer or reassure him.

Tully and Carlos had arrived alongside her and nodded in agreement.

With a soft grunt, I stood up from the edge of the bed frame, Piper in my arms. Gently, I lay her down on the bedding before turning back to my command team.

“Her name’s Piper. She’s a visitor from our neighbours. Boyd filled her head with bullshit, and she came over to take care of the problem.”

I spent the next few minutes outlining what I knew of the situation along with my educated guesses, finishing with what the sprite had done to save her life.

Carlos and Tommy smiled in support of my decision. Tully looked a bit more concerned; I had potentially compromised myself and not to blow my own horn too loudly, I happened to be one of the most accomplished offensive assets we possessed on this expedition. Amber rolled her eyes skyward and muttered something about guys thinking with their dicks. I opened my mouth to rail against that assessment but came up short creating a convincing counterargument. Lies and deception were not my strong suit.

“So, that connecting vine-rope. Is it still in place?” Tully asked at the end. “Can we use it to get over without the other lot spotting us?”

“Yep, let me show you where is the best spot to climb up. Tommy, will you watch over our guest until she awakens.”

“Sure thing, Jackson.”

With Carlos, Amber, and Tully in tow, we left my hut, gathered a couple of squads, and led them to the spot where Piper had softly alighted onto our deck. A gap between buildings which had been left for sheltered storage space.

However, I didn’t quite reach the overhanging canopy before a wave of dizziness struck that left me swaying and off-balance.

Carlos was the one who spotted my distress first and reached out to steady me on my feet. “Are you alright, Jackson?”

“Ungh, yeah. Just give me a second.”

But I knew straight away a second wouldn’t be enough. Nor would a minute or an hour. I had to pull out of his supporting grasp and take a few steps back towards my hut where Piper lay. I had just discovered one of the unpredictable side effects Quincy warned me of.

“Damn it!” I swore loudly while the three of them stared at me. “I can’t get more than fifty feet from Piper until we’re untangled. The vine is clamped around a branch above the storage area, just out of sight.”

“Looks like it is up to me then,” Amber chuckled, motioned to her team and started to climb up the tree to find the branch.

“Am I invisible or something?” Tully asked rhetorically with a shake of his head before leading his squad up the tree face.

We sent twenty warriors over. That should be overkill to take control of the other platform. From what we could parse together unless they’d been very good at hiding their numbers, there were only eight or nine of them left.

When the last of our people were out of sight in the dark, I returned to the sleeping Piper to check on her condition.

***

Amber

Amber shook her fringe of black curly hair out of her eyes and concentrated on the steady hand-over-hand motion which pulled her along the thick vine suspended a couple of hundred metres above the jungle floor. A fall from this height might not be fatal with armour and Hit Points, but it would damn sure hurt like hell and leave her pretty seriously messed up. And there was no hospice or convenient space to recuperate in Pandaemonium.

Despite that determination, her mind couldn’t help but wander to what she had seen less than thirty minutes ago.

Jackson hadn’t wasted any time. He might project the image of being sensitive and understanding but deep down he was still a guy. They weren’t that different from one another. Which meant they were as predictable as night and day.

Britney and Celeste had shared their plan with her about encouraging him to add another woman to their weird relationship. To think they’d been concerned he might be resistant. Fat chance and it played out as Amber had predicted. Jackson had latched onto the first pretty face that showed a hint of interest. He wouldn’t have taken the risk he had for this Piper girl if she’d been a dude. That much was for certain.

Amber didn’t get it herself. The ‘casual hook-up when the mood takes them’ thing she’d established with LT suited her much better. Neither wanted to be tied down to anything formal. And as for rugrats. Screw that. Absolutely not. She’d blocked that compatibility stuff the first chance she had.

But Jackson wasn’t so bad. He did care about Britney and Celeste. That much Amber could tell. And reluctantly she had to admit that he had saved them from that giant lobster monster when they’d been prisoners of the Hooved Horde. With that in mind, his reaction to the dryad girl wasn’t too out of character after all.

Her rumination concluded upon reaching the end of the vine and hauled herself up onto the branch. It was thick and had a set of steps carved into the wood that led down to one of the upper platforms of the largest tree. They’d be able to reach the lower platform from there.

She signalled her team on the other side to send the next soldier and started to scout the surroundings. By the time she had completed her recon, most of the others had crossed over. There had been nobody else up here. Either Piper hadn’t told any of them what she was doing, or they were too afraid to leave the main lower platform unmanned.

“All clear?” Tully asked her. She nodded back.

“Are you ready?” was his follow-up question.

Amber peered at him quizzically. Of course, she was ready. She’d come over first. He’d only just arrived with her backup. What was he playing at? Oh, right, she thought to herself. Tully thought he was the one in charge of the mission because he was part of Torin’s crew and not in the militia. The poor deluded fool.

“Try and keep up.” She smiled at him. “Michelle, on my six.”

And they were off down the spiral staircase that circled the grand trunk. Amber missed the skyward glance for patience Tully flashed at the heavens before he issued instructions to his team to follow hers down.

***

Jackson

I’d rested my arms on the railing at the edge of the platform staring across the gap to the other treehouse platform and tried to appear as casual as possible. From this vantage, I could assist the two teams I’d sent across with a few flame darts if it became necessary.

Carlos was with me, but everybody else had been instructed to hang back. If the roles had been reversed, I would have had someone watching the other treehouse to gather intel. Twenty armed ranged attackers lined up along the opposite railing would give away what was about to happen.

Our preparations proved unnecessary. Twenty minutes after we sent the teams off a commotion could be heard on the other side. A shout for help, followed by a yelp of pain. Body shapes I recognised smoothly moved from one building to the next, efficiently synched.

I hoped they weren’t being too rough on the recalcitrant survivors.

Amber could get carried away. There had been a period where she’d been in the doghouse with the militia chief Brant, and she had managed to control her impulses a bit better under his watchful glare. But since the plaudits and praise had been heaped upon her since the invasion of Grand Rapids, admittedly well earned, a hint of the ego which had previously got her into trouble had resurfaced.

It was too early to tell if that spark of bravado could be moulded and tempered into the right balance that would drive Amber forward to the heights of the faction’s elite. Or if it would need to be stamped out before it got her killed. This experience would go a long way in answering that question.

The shapes in the dark moved beyond where I could see properly but everything seemed to be well in hand.

This was just as well because the mana I’d been holding, ready to form into flame darts, was suddenly snuffed out and I found myself blocked from accessing the combined mana pool.

“Jackson,” Tommy emerged from what had been designated as my hut and gasped. “She’s awake and not very happy.”

And that filled in the blank as to why I couldn’t access my mana. Another unwanted side effect of the entanglement. However, the question which needed to be answered was if this had been something Piper did deliberately or if it was the outcome of both of us being awake at the same time.

Better to find out sooner rather than later.

Carlos followed me back over to the hut where Tommy stood in the doorway and the three of us went back in.

Piper was struggling on the bedframe, thrashing around but not achieving much as she’d been hand-cuffed to the posts underneath.

“You tied her up?” I asked Tommy, a hint of frustration crept into my tone and Tommy cringed away at my implied recrimination.

“Um, err, she had been trying to kill us, right? It seemed like the sensible thing to do.”

“You’re probably right, Tommy,” I sighed.

Piper had stopped struggling and was now staring daggers at the three of us, her lips pulled back in a feral snarl.

“Did you block off my mana?” I asked her directly.

“I don’t know, did you block off mine?”

“That response is a bit childish, don’t you think,” Carlos reprimanded her cooly from by my shoulder.

My first instinct had been to agree, but then I had a chance to think it through. I had used our connection to cut off Piper’s mana and seized control of that single tendril which maintained the vine my troops had used. We were fortunate this hadn’t happened while any of them were dangling midway across.

“I don’t know. How should I react, tied to a bed, access to my abilities severed, and at the mercy of three wannabe frat boys looming over me.”

“Hey,” Tommy mumbled in a wounded voice. “We’re…we’re not like that. This isn’t what it looks like.”

“She’s busting our balls, Tommy,” Carlos said dismissively. “Little Miss ‘tear away the support struts and drop them all to their deaths’ knows exactly why she’s been trussed up.”

Piper had the good grace to flinch a little when Carlos revealed how much we knew about her plans to deal with us.

She recovered her composure quickly, though. “That was a measure of last resort. If you turned out to be monstrous villains.”

I raised my hands to quiet everyone down. “Yes, I cut off your mana, but only to save your life. You’d pushed yourself to the limit so frequently in such a short space of time you’d broken through the safeguards that prevented you from killing yourself by emptying the tank beyond its limit.”

“What did you do? It’s like I can feel your mana. It tastes like ash.”

“That would be because it is fire-attuned. What I did will take a little explaining. First, I want to reassure you that what I said earlier wasn’t a lie. We don’t mean you or the others any harm. We’ll happily take you out of here with us. In fact, we were kind of hoping to get your help on that front. Now, if I take these cuffs off can we unblock each other and talk this out?”

“If you let me up, I’ll hear you out, but I’m not unlocking your mana until I’m sure it’s safe. You’re a proper little firebug. I can feel your desire to burn it all down.”

“Agreed. About the uncuffing and talking part. I’m a pyromancer, not a pyromaniac.”

“That’s not what your mana says,” Piper muttered under her breath.

“Well, yours is screaming its desire to suffocate us all and inter us as fertiliser for the trees. It’s probably just as well we are the ones in control of the mana and not the other way around.”


Chapter 9

We talked for the better part of half an hour. To be honest, my gut instinct told me that Piper’s growing trust and relaxation had nothing to do with any of my constructed arguments. She was a smart person and understood who had the power in this situation. If we hadn’t cut her throat or put a slave collar on her neck already, then it was unlikely to happen. Therefore, we were probably on the level.

With that in mind, it had been time to consolidate our position and transfer to the larger platform.

It didn’t take long before we stepped out of the lift cage and rejoined the rest of our party. Amber was standing there with her arms crossed and looking very pleased with herself. The ragtag group of survivors had been gathered and made to sit in another alcove gap between buildings with a canvas awning, seating, and tables for outdoor dining. There were a few bruises and haunted expressions but apart from that they all appeared to be hale and hearty. The sole exception was Boyd. He’d been secured with special cuffs that blocked his inventory use and a regular ball gag silenced his conspiracy-spouting mouth.

Smiles broke out on several faces of the men at Piper’s appearance. The relief in their eyes was evident. You could see their postures unstiffen as they relaxed. Part of that had to be because she walked freely along with us. But we hadn’t got to the unblocking one another stage yet and these men didn’t know that. This wouldn’t be a rescue mission if that’s what they’d been hoping for.

“Is everyone okay, Ricky?” she asked and walked over towards them.

The oldest man in the group answered her with a wan smile. “Exhausted, wrung out, on the brink of mental collapse. Nothing out of the ordinary for the last few months.”

His response got a few half-hearted chuckles.

“Except for Boyd, of course. He didn’t go quietly. They didn’t hurt him much and honestly, gagging the guy has been more of a blessing than a hindrance.”

“Good, good,” Piper said with relief.

“I’m Jackson Templeton,” I introduced myself again to the sitting survivors. “The lead representative from the Shattered Storm.”

There were a few nods of acknowledgement, but a few suspicious glances too. I gave them the same speech and assurances that I’d laid out for Piper a little earlier and that seemed to put some of them in a more amenable mood.

“Assuming you’re on the level,” one of the younger men asked me when I finished. “How soon can you get us out of here? Right now, I’d sign whatever you want. Make any promise you need. Just get me the fuck out of this living nightmare.”

A few of his compatriots weren’t too happy by his complete capitulation but the other half nodded along. Boyd was screaming into his gag, spittle dribbling down his chin. One guess as to where he stood on the situation.

I knew this would come up and it had been the part that I’d dreaded. “The waypoint we came through is sealed until we destroy the local rat king.”

A look of despair filled most of the men listening, and their heads dropped.

“We were hoping you might be able to help. We’ve assumed you’ve been down here longer and would have mapped the place better than we’ve had a chance to so far.”

For the first time in the conversation, Piper reasserted herself. “We have a few rough maps and you’re welcome to them for all the good they’ll do you. There are no damn waypoints around here. If there were, we’d be long gone. We were all forced down here through a waypoint the Hooved Horde created in the middle of the forest in the Upper Peninsula. They put us in collars, enslaved us, and then made us explore for them.

“Following their direction, we found a few other waypoints in that general vicinity which opened to other parts of the peninsula. Mostly wilderness, far from civilisation. Not long after those early successes we started to get attacked by the rats. The fighting was fierce, and we were poorly equipped at the time. We lost a lot of people, and eventually, the threat to our lives overrode the compulsions of the collar to obey orders and we fled back to the bastion.

“The Horde didn’t give a shit. They executed a few people as an example. Sent the rest of us back with a bunch of collaborating cultists to keep us in line and ensure we followed orders. It was then we found out the rats hadn’t killed all those we’d been forced to leave behind.”

“The scags,” I said.

“Yeah, the scags. It was horrific. Friends and family members whom we’d mourned as dead come back all twisted and hateful. It even broke the mindset of the cultists and we retreated for a second time. Only the Horde’s waypoint, the only exit we were permitted to use, was gone.”

I didn’t say anything but that was the part in the story when Torin conquered Belshgar Bastion and took the waypoint back to Stormblade Harbour.

Piper continued. “It was bad, the cultists panicked, ordered us to keep the rats at bay and made a run for one of the other exits. Everything seemed lost, but then the collars lost their hold on us. Our best guess, this happened because the fleeing cultists got caught and were either killed or converted into scags. We were free, but it didn’t do us much good. Any attempt to get to the waypoints we knew of had been effectively blocked and we had no choice but to move further away. Into the unknown.

“The best I can figure is that we were being herded away from easy escape opportunities. This part of Pandaemonium correlates to the geographical location of Lake Michigan. That’s why there are no waypoints around here. That you’ve created your waypoint on Beaver Island supports the theory. They hunted and harried us constantly, kept us on the move, rarely letting us rest. Eventually, we found this place. We were low on numbers and energy. It seemed like as good a place as any to make our last stand. We held out for as long as possible and then you showed up.”

I sighed heavily. “Damn it, so you don’t know where the rat king is?”

Piper and Ricky looked at each other and a small smile quirked on her lips. “I didn’t say that. We know where that bastard’s sewer is alright.”

“Sewer? The rat king is outside Pandaemonium or are you being metaphorical.”

“You’re showing your inner noob,” she teased. “Not every environment pocket in here is based on wilderness. Most of them are, but there are some urban varieties. We stumbled upon the rat king’s home habitat while we were on the run. There are two habitats right on top of one another. An abandoned city above with an intricate sewer system connected to it below. That’s where you’ll find him, them, or however you’re supposed to refer to a gestalt entity.”

“Great,” I said enthusiastically. “Can you take us there?”

“Are you fucking insane?” Ricky spat out. “No, not on your life. You’ve got the supplies and numbers we lacked to keep going. We should keep heading east through the network until we get under the mainland. We’ll find a usable waypoint over there eventually.”

The rest of the survivor group vehemently agreed with Ricky’s sentiment.

“We’ve already explored a small portion of what leads east. There were a lot of dead ends. Don’t forget, the rats know about us and our waypoint now. If they are anything like what you’ve described, they will be on us constantly. You will be facing a repeat of what you’ve recently been through with a great risk that you get trapped down a passage with no way out but through the enemy. Neither can we stay and wait it out, that is just a slow suicide note.

“Besides, I’ve got people who will succumb to the fever if we don’t kill the rat king. That is our best, no, our only shot of getting out of here. Kill the king and then we can walk out of our waypoint which isn’t too far away free and clear. You don’t have to come with us, but we are going after the rat king. With or without you.”

Piper rose from the log stool she sat on beside Ricky, and I felt our mana pool unlock from her side. I quickly did the same to extend the same degree of trust. She stepped up to me and her golden eyes fixed on mine. “That is not entirely true, though, is it,” she challenged me.

My heart sank back down after its moment of rising, but I didn’t flinch.

“You don’t strike me as the type to send your people to do your dirty work and sit back in safety. Yet, you didn’t lead the way in securing this platform. You stayed near me. I’m guessing it’s because you didn’t have a choice about that.”

I briefly considered bluffing and then remembered how bad at it I was. “That is true. Until our pools are untangled, getting more than fifty feet from each other will result in dizziness and physical weakness.”

“Then what you are saying is that you need my cooperation,” Piper announced triumphantly. “That without me, you will have to sit this one out and that will severely hurt your chances of success.”

“We could tie you up and throw you over a shoulder,” Amber commented unhelpfully from behind me.

“But that wouldn’t stop me from effectively neutering you, would it, Jackson.”

“Honey, we’ve got plenty of col…” Amber started to retort.

“Enough, Amber,” I cut her off with a barked command and a downward gesture with my arm. The last thing we needed was throwing around heated threats about re-collaring these people. They’d been through enough already.

“Yes, enough, Amber,” Piper repeated and winked playfully in her direction. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t play ball. I was merely establishing the facts ahead of the negotiation for my full and cooperative participation.”

“Are you trying to shake me down,” I asked her.

“You can call it whatever you want, but it’s what is about to happen.”

That got a full belly laugh from Tully. His amusement didn’t last long when I shot him the stink eye.

“Fine, let’s talk.”

“Follow me,” she suggested. “I’ve got somewhere nice and comfortable we can thrash out the details. Just the two of us, though. You can leave the intimidation squad to relax and get some rest. It will be light in a few hours, and it would probably be advisable to act before the rat king has had much time to adjust to your presence in his territory.”

***

Piper and I had different definitions of nice and comfy. Although given what she’d likely been through recently, her interpretation could be relative to that.

The hut she led me to was quite far away from the others and heavily overgrown with moss, plants, and flowers. Much of the growth was fresh and new. Evidence of Piper’s handiwork. Inside, it was about the same size as the one I’d inhabited on the other tree and didn’t have much more in the way of furniture.

The only place to sit was the bed, which I perched on the edge of. It was covered in a spongy moss that was surprisingly soft and dry. I had to admit it was more comfortable than the barebones reed bed I’d slept on a few hours ago. Perhaps my first impression had been a bit harsh.

“What do you want?”

“Direct and to the point,” Piper answered back. “Not much. A few assurances mostly.”

“Why do I get the feeling that isn’t going to be the case? You wouldn’t make such a big show of this if that had been the case.”

Piper laughed gaily. Her lilting voice was like tinkling wind chimes. “Okay, maybe a thing or two beyond the reassurances.”

“Let’s start with those. What kind of promises are you after?”

“Nothing that I think you will baulk at. Guarantees that you won’t abandon me and the other survivors down here if we are successful. Also, if an opportunity to get us out early presents itself, you will use it. Not pass it up because you want more loot or experience.”

“Those sound like fair requests. I do have one proviso. I have a quest to complete down here. It’s come from a powerful patron of our faction, The Shattered Goddess. Gods are real things in the Darkwyrlds, by the way.”

“Figures,” Piper snorted and sat down beside me.

“She’s powerful and prone to getting upset if people…disappoint her. I’ll agree to get your people out at the first opportunity, but only if it doesn’t endanger the completion of the quest. That could have a severe impact on the thousands of people not in Pandaemonium who are relying on me not to screw this up.”

“Hmmm, can I see this quest?”

“Sure,” I replied after a moment’s thought. I formed a group with Piper who accepted, and then shared the details of the Divine Extermination quest with her.

“No wonder you are hell-bent on going after the rat king. I suppose this exception can be agreed to, but this gives you a lot of latitude to disappoint us.”

She’d turned my own words against me. The woman was a savvy negotiator, and I might be in over my head. Something which was confirmed when she continued.

“It’s going to cost you extra in the next step of the negotiation; compensation.”

“Compensation? You want us to pay you after saving you from the rat king’s forces and offering to rescue you!”

I’ll admit to being a bit taken aback by her audacity.

Piper was having none of my shocked outrage, she stood and moved in front of me wagging her finger. “Don’t take me for a fool, Jackson. I can read between the lines. I’m the only one to survive who had been at that cursed bastion from the beginning. The others came later, after Tanner’s betrayal. After the waypoint had already been built and opened. I witnessed what it cost the Hooved Horde to create and sanctify it. More than that, the waypoint didn’t just close, it disappeared completely. And now you come along a few months later with another waypoint that hadn’t been there before.”

“I never said that,” I interjected.

“No, it’s the same constructed waypoint, just moved,” she went on, pointedly and accurately ignoring my objection. “It was your lot that closed and stole it from the Horde. And trapped hundreds of us as a result. Then it took you months before you bothered to come down here. Only ten of those hundreds are left and yeah, we damn well deserve some fucking compensation.”

“We didn’t have a choice,” I tried to explain, giving up on pretending Piper hadn’t hit the nail on the head. “We couldn’t leave the waypoint and we couldn’t hold the bastion. And we didn’t know any of you were left alive. There were no signs the Horde had spared anyone.”

“I understand, I do,” Piper sighed in a more conciliatory tone. “As horrible as this nightmare down here has been, that place was twice as bad. I’m only alive because the Horde won’t eat dryad. My blood has many of the same properties as sap, and they don’t like that. Reminds them of their herbivorous cousins, I reckon. But you are still responsible. Those men, even that asshole, Boyd, deserve to be able to relax and live in comfort when they get out and not fight tooth and nail to survive.”

“Okay,” I agreed. Piper was not wrong. “What do you want?”

The negotiation went on for several more minutes until we thrashed out and agreed on a package that I didn’t think Torin would object to. And if he did baulk, it wouldn’t completely ruin me to cover it with what I had saved away. Maybe a small loan from Susan might be necessary. Okay, a biggish loan if Torin refused to pay, but Susan liked me and would understand. The interest wouldn’t be punitive. I hoped.

“Is that everything?” I asked Piper when we were done and had signed Framework-backed contracts.

She smiled coyly at me. “Oh, one more thing, A personal request.” Then she caught me by surprise and hopped onto my lap, her legs straddled mine and arms linked behind my head. Her mischievous golden eyes met mine with smouldering need and she bit her lower lip sexily.

“What?” I squeaked at the sudden shift in the dynamic. It had only been a few minutes ago that Piper had been berating me for the faction’s earlier failures. That didn’t stop my obvious physical response down below.

“I’ve not made the beast with two backs since integration, Jackson. A girl has needs and what we’re going to do soon is very dangerous. This might be my last chance and I don’t want to waste the opportunity. We got ever so close earlier, I might have been mana-drunk, but you can’t deny there was a real connection.”

“You were threatening to kill me, and I’ve got a girlfriend.”

“Two as I recall. That’s the thing about mana inebriation. It doesn’t mess with your memory once you sober up. And something tells me they wouldn’t object to a third in the mix.”

Okay, Piper had displayed some very impressive intuitive skills, but this kind of prescience was beyond possible.

My expression must have relayed my doubts because Piper smiled mischievously and then let me in on the secret. “Remember I am very observant, and Amber does like to mutter her opinions under her breath rather than internalise them.”

Damn it. Amber and her big mouth.

“This doesn’t have to be any more than you want it to be. One time, or the start of something more. We can figure that out when get out of here if we survive. What’s it going to be? We’re already joined at the mana pool.”

“Actually, that’s a good point,” I remarked, my scientific curiosity aroused. “Physical intimacy might assist us in managing our entanglement more fluidly.”

“Is that the only type of fluids you’re interested in right now?” she purred in my lap. “The scientific kind? Maybe I’m losing my touch.”

My unintentional sex puns made it clear my fate had been sealed the second she hopped into my lap. I answered her question with action, lifted her and deposited her on the moss-covered bed. Two sets of clothes disappeared into our inventories as our lips crushed up against one another.

Any concern I might have had about being heard faded away as the ferns and boughs in the room shuddered and sealed us off from any outside distractions.


P&P Explicit Interlude

(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)

Some of the plant life in the chamber provided adequate bioluminescent light to see with. I had only a moment to drink in the glorious sight of Piper’s naked form. Her skin had a golden-brown texture resembling a sun-burnished tan, except for her nipples and vaginal area which came in varying hues of green. The very image of a beautiful young sapling beginning to flower. Her body was petite and athletic with incredible muscle tone almost like she had been sculpted not born.

But there was very little time for visual admiration and our bodies mushed against one another as we kissed with feverish passion. Piper was like a woman possessed. Every part of her seemed to press, caress, or grind against a part of my rakish physique. Hungry for physical contact.

“Hmmm, you’ve got some iron under those robes, Mr Templeton,” she complimented and pinched at the muscles of my abdomen.

“You can’t ignore the cardio,” I quipped and ran my tongue under her earlobe and along her jawline before returning my lips to hers.

One hand ran through her thick hair, and it felt like the vegetative strands mixed in responded by wrapping themselves around my fingers. The area around the bed exploded with a musky floral scent from the flowers in her hair which aroused my passions to another level. So much that it threatened to rob me of reason and leave me as nothing but a beast with the singular focus of rutting until it could rut no more.

Piper shivered in response to my ministrations, took hold of my hand and pressed it to one of her breasts. The flesh of her mound was firm yet pliant. It felt incredibly good in my hand, and I squeezed them firmly with uncommon fierceness. My thumb and forefinger found her dark green nipple. They pinched and twisted it hard, which elicited a groan of ecstasy from the dryad in my arms.

Piper’s hands intertwined with my hair behind my head and held my mouth to hers. Her tongue frantically wrestled with mine.

Releasing her hair, I pulled her leg out of the way and smacked her mound of venus. When my hand came away, it had a film of her juices layered down the centre in the shape of her slit. Piper’s hips bucked in time with the forceful encounter, and she returned my excitement in kind with a slap against my bare ass. Not with her hands, the swat of encouragement came from the frond of a nearby fern. In my lust, I hadn’t noticed that she’d started to use our mana.

Our lips broke contact and I leaned back on my knees and licked the juice from my palm. My sense of taste was struck with an unexpected sweetness that I’d never encountered before. Not when it came to the bodily fluids of others, at least.

“Do you like the taste of my nectar?” Piper cooed from her back. “Different isn’t it,” she remarked confidently.

Eagerly I nodded my agreement, and without a care in the world, my hand smacked her pubic mound again. This time I kept my hand in place and my fingertips rubbed the light green flaps of her cunny rapidly. Piper moaned in gratitude when they started to delve inside.

I barely recognised myself. During my lovemaking with Britney and Celeste, I was always more passive and allowed them to dictate the pace. A bit too self-conscious that I might do the wrong thing or offend them. Or show too much attention to one over the other and create feelings of resentment.

In a way, Piper was doing the same. Whatever pollen the flowers in her hair filled the room with, they acted like an aphrodisiac on speed and contributed to my unusually confident behaviour. This was the kind of lover she wanted, otherwise, why release this enflaming pollen?

First two, and then a third finger opened Piper’s petal. They thrashed back and forth inside her while my thumb circled her budding clitoris. Years of button-bashing on gaming controllers finally proved useful in more than one arena.

Piper cried out encouragement and joy. “That’s it. Fuck, you’re so good at that, Jackson. I’m so cloooossssee.”

The walls of Piper’s pussy clamped down as an orgasm ripped through her and more of her sweet nectar flooded onto the bed. The hand I’d been frigging her cunny with was coated as was her pert butt. The rest was rapidly being absorbed by the strange moss the bed’s mattress was made of.

I brought my slick hand to my mouth and gladly licked up the fem-cum from the fingers and palm.

A recovering Piper grinned impishly up at me. “I bet you’d like some more, right from the source. Here let me help you,” she offered.

I’d expected her to shift her hips or ass, but she remained motionless. Instead, I felt her access our mana pool again. Following her usage, I looked up and around. To my amazed wonder, several vines descended from the ceiling and wrapped themselves around Piper’s waist, knees, under her arms and behind her shoulders. Then they lifted her into the air and stopped when her inviting snatch was right in front of my lip-licking, greedy grin.

“A novel use of magic,” I managed to quip past the waves of lust that coursed through me.

Piper raised her head and grinned back. “Eat your fill and then get to ploughing my fertile fields,” the last part came out in a bad approximation of a farmer’s accent. Not that I planned to critique her bedroom comedic efforts. My face and tongue were buried in her inviting honey pot at the first hint of invitation.

The vines freed up my hands to roam as they pleased. With Piper not being the tallest of women it was quite easy to toy with her tits while my tongue and lips played with her pussy.

“That’s it, tweak my nips. I really like that,” Piper moaned in response to my ministrations.

Eat my fill, I did. But sweet as her cumpot was, it wasn’t long before I desired to put it to use differently.

I pulled away from between Piper’s legs. She looked up and her golden eyes met mine. Words were not necessary. We wanted the same thing. With a thought, the vines lowered Piper’s body by a foot and a half. She remained suspended in the air and at the perfect height to meet my hips when I knelt up fully.

My hand smacked her lady lips one more time. Piper had seemed to like that, and they puckered nicely in preparation for the main event. It didn’t take much of a shift in my position before my erect cock bobbed above her well-watered petals. I hadn’t been blessed as some have been with a porn star King Dong, but it was solidly above average, and my cheerleader girlfriends never had any complaints about what I did with it.

I gripped the base and smacked Piper’s petals a couple of more times with the bulbous head.

“You like to tease.” She pouted at me, unhappy at the delay.

“You did flood the room with sex pollen,” I countered.

Now that I’d been exposed to the stuff for a while it didn’t seem to have quite the same efficacy on me. Not in terms of ramping up my horniness. In that arena, it very much continued to work as advertised. I had merely regained a bit of my usual self-control.

“It wouldn’t have worked if you weren’t interested. It can only amplify what is already there,” she shrugged. “Ooooohhh!”

Piper cried out in surprise. I’d chosen that moment to push forward and insert my dick past her green-tinged lady lips.

“You naughty boy!” she exclaimed, but the smile on her face and the shudder of her body spoke the truth of her approval.

My hands roughly gripped her pert butt while I thrust my length inside her. “I’m not the only naughty one,” I reminded her. “We’re like peas in a pod, you could say.”

There ended the horticultural puns and commentary. Piper only managed a toothy grin and nod before her head rolled back in orgasmic pleasure. The only sounds that came from her mouth were whimpered moans and squeaks of joy with every pounded thrust.

My hips pistoned powerfully, with a need and hurried desperation that caught me by surprise. Maybe the pollen still had more of a grip on me than I’d thought.

Unfortunately, even with the Framework’s help, I wasn’t a Superman with inhuman levels of control and endurance. The frenzied pace I’d set could only end in one of two ways. Either I would run out of stamina to keep going or my self-control would slip.

With the insanely sexy and gorgeous creature in my hands, there was only ever going to be one winner in that race. No more than a few minutes after I entered Piper’s velvet tunnel, my balls contracted, and cock flexed. With a final set of grunted thrusts, a powerful shuddering climax rippled through my body. Emanating from my balls and flushing outwards, just as cum pulsed from me and filled up Piper’s greedy pussy.

With a few heaving breaths, I leaned back on my haunches, and my softening phallus slipped out of Piper’s twitching body.

In my peripheral awareness, I sensed the vines as they gently lowered the dryad back to the moss bed and released her. Seconds later, Piper scrambled up and straddled me again. Our lips met in a more tender kiss than the blazing passion of earlier ones.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered when our lips parted.

“For what?” she inquired.

“Not lasting a bit longer towards the end.”

“Who says we’ve reached the end,” she winked at me cheekily and slipped off my thighs. Her head darted down between my legs and her lovely lips enveloped my cock and got to work on bringing it back to my life.

“You don’t want to get some rest?” I asked her.

“Nuuuh-uhhh,” was her muffled response, practically unintelligible but I got the gist.

We weren’t done and the goofy self-satisfied grin couldn’t be shifted from my face no matter how hard I tried.

Which to be fair, hadn’t been a lot of before my attention was drawn to more important things. Like satisfying a mischievous dryad.

I hoped everybody else was resting up.


Chapter 10

We only had a few hours before the light of ‘day’ filtered past the leaves and fronds of the vegetative barrier. It was time to rejoin the rest of the group and tell them the outcome of the negotiation. We dressed quickly and Piper opened the hut back up to the rest of the world. I stepped out and blinked owlishly while my eyes adjusted to the brightness after the indoor gloom.

At the bottom of the steps which led up to Piper’s private hut, my three sub-officers waited patiently along with Ricky, the older man who had spoken for the rest of the survivors.

“All done?” Carlos asked, trying not to grin.

“The negotiations were…fruitful,” Piper replied with a barely concealed smirk on her lips.

“We heard,” Amber harrumphed, crossed her arms, and shot me one of her patented eye rolls.

So much for improving our personal relationship. But you don’t have to achieve every objective of a mission for it to be a success. Defeating the rat king was far more important and if that meant enduring the occasional disapproving facial expression, I could live with that.

“Does that mean we are moving out?” Tully asked.

“Yes,” I told him. “Piper has agreed to guide us to the sewer location. Tully, Amber, have your squads ready to go in five minutes. Carlos, you and your squad are staying here with the other survivors.”

“…but.” he started to say.

“No arguments. The survivors are in no shape to come with us, and we can’t leave them behind without their strongest defender. They would be sitting ducks if any of the rats got around us and attacked the tree again. With your help, they can hold out until we return should that happen. I’m relying on you to protect them and our wounded who we will have to leave behind too.”

“Understood.”

“Good. There is no more time to waste.”

***

An hour later, Piper guided us out of the jungle habitat and back into the tunnels. We had a couple of encounters with the local wildlife, but nothing that slowed us down significantly. Once we reached the tunnels it didn’t take Garrett and his team of scouts long to confirm there were plenty of signs of rats and scags that had passed through in both directions. It confirmed what Piper had told us was true, not that I genuinely had any doubts.

“How long until we get there?” Amber asked the dryad shortly after we entered the tunnel system.

The survivors had handed over the maps they’d drawn up, but they were a bit difficult to interpret. Pandaemonium was a 3D structure that they’d tried to represent on paper, and it didn’t always translate well. Added to that, a significant amount of the surrounding area hadn’t been mapped at all. Their maps of Pandaemonium under the Upper Peninsula were far more coherent and complete.

“Two hours if we can take the direct route and move unhindered. Whether we can do that will depend on whether the rats have changed the location of their choke points. They aren’t like us; they don’t build proper fortifications. They just pile up junk that gets in the way and rely on their natural nimbleness to navigate their way through it. If we have to detour it will take longer, how much so depends on how often and how lucky we get.”

The decision was made not to engage with any of the rat’s choke points if we could avoid it. I didn’t want to give the rat king a heads-up that we were moving towards him. If there was any hint of a blockage then we re-routed. In the end, it took closer to four hours before Piper confirmed we were approaching the way into the ruined village.

“Here we are,” she whispered and pointed through the tunnel exit.

Up ahead we could see the remains of buildings built from grey stone. Most no longer had rooves. The few with a partial surviving roof had timber frames with tufts of rotted thatch attached in places, suggesting what they had once been covered by. There was a low-lying wall that surrounded the village, and it was in a state of severe disrepair. The broken wooden gate hung at an awkward angle from one hinge that held onto the adjoining wall for dear life. Not that you needed to use the official entrance. There were several full breaches in the wall where you could step over the broken stonework with little difficulty.

The village was deathly quiet, and the air was dense and moist. A thin, wispy mist hugged the ground. It didn’t hurt visibility much, but certainly added to the ominous, creepy atmosphere.

Piper, unperturbed by the unnerving sight went on. “The habitat isn’t very large. You can cross from one side to the other in about ten minutes. There is a town hall of sorts in the centre which has a basement. We’d taken refuge inside shortly after arriving here. We needed to rest, and it was the only place where we could be concealed. We stayed too long and found ourselves surrounded. During the search for an escape route, one of the other survivors discovered the sewerage channel that connected to the basement.

“It seemed a little odd, but then what didn’t in the Darkwyrlds, and we were desperate for a way out. I wasn’t in charge of the group back then, a guy called Henson was and he ordered everyone into the sewer. I’m not sure I would have made a different decision, but it cost us dearly. Roughly one hundred and sixty of us went in, and fewer than forty managed to get out.”

“How did you? Get out I mean,” Tully asked her. “If the town hall was surrounded,” he clarified.

“The rats had been herding us to their king. The basement channel led directly to the main nest which is where we saw the rat king for the first time. The ghastly thing wanted to battle with us personally. Presumably to boost itself. Three other smaller tunnels led into the nest chamber. The group fragmented and scattered in a panic. Some fought, but most tried to flee down one of those other passageways. We knew what was behind us and were too exhausted to fight.

“As we ran, we came across several smaller tunnels leading upwards barely large enough for a person to crawl up. Poop chutes. Most had been blocked with rubble and garbage, but we found one that had a shaft of light which filtered through and illuminated a possible escape.

“Natural roots had burst through the brick on the sewer channel. The rats had relied on this to partially block the passage. I crawled up and used my abilities to animate the roots. Used them to clear the rest of the blockage and then withdraw out of the way. The passage led into the privy of a destroyed tavern built around an oak tree, the source of the roots I made use of.

“If we follow the main road through the village, the tavern is on the left a few hundred yards in. You can’t miss it; the tree is a bit of a giveaway. I’d be surprised if it’s still accessible that way, though. My group was the only one to escape and that was down to luck. If the rats hadn’t relied on the oak’s roots and done a better job blocking that route out, we’d all be dead or turned into scags.”

“Sounds like the basement will be our best way in,” Tully commented.

“Maybe,” I replied. “But I don’t like it. The rat king would be expecting ingress from there and would be prepped for it. We’ll check out the tavern first.”

With the decision made, the two squads quietly entered the mist-shrouded ruins. It was deathly silent; the only sound was the crunch of boots on dirt and gravel. That just added to the eerie ambience and triggered a shiver to run up my spine. Piper and I reached the tavern first, a faded sign half-hung from a pole outside. I could just make out the name of the place ‘The Sacred Oak’.

Piper led the way inside the roofless building, overshadowed by the mighty oak tree which still stood in its centre. A long wooden bar rotted through and on the verge of collapse, was the only piece of furniture which had survived. Piper detoured very briefly to pat the magnificent tree warmly before she guided me to a back room.

The indoor privy.

The remains of wooden stalls littered the floor. Piper motioned for me to come over and knelt at the back of the room by a small depression and moved some of the litter out of the way. With the pieces of rotting wood removed, a circular hole not much wider than a pair of shoulders was revealed. A fitted iron grate blocked the way and when I shone the beam of a flashlight down into the depths the channel had been filled up with rocks behind the iron grate.

“This is new,” Piper whispered and tapped the circle of metal.

I examined the grate. It was solid but hadn’t been fitted especially well. I was pretty sure I could melt through the securing catch if I intensified my flame like a blowtorch. “Can you do what you did before and clear the rubble using the oak’s roots?”

Piper put her hand on the floor and closed her eyes. After a moment, she nodded. “Yes, they didn’t hurt the tree. But it will be noisy and there will be lots of vibration. We’d be giving ourselves away and the rat king will have had plenty of time to prepare for our arrival.”

I couldn’t help but agree. “Let’s check out some other likely spots before heading to the town hall. Buildings for public gatherings rather than private residences seem most likely to have these chutes down into the sewer system.”

For the next hour, the squads investigated the different buildings in this half of the village but to no avail. They located several of these larger passages, but they had all been gated and blocked. There were dozens of smaller ones in the streets for drainage that remained clear, but they were too small for a humanoid to pass through. At last, we had to head for the remains of the town hall in the square.

It was the largest open area within the village boundary. The southern half of the square had been paved with cobbles and interspersed with symmetrical sections of grassed areas where trees once stood. Only the burnt-out stumps remained as a testament to what must have been an idyllic scene for relaxation once upon a time.

In the centre of these formerly leafy plots was a stone-built well covered in moss and lichens that had dug into the mortar. Stonework had started to flake away from the edges and a nasty stench emanated from within indicating that it had been befouled in some manner. The remains of the wooden well-house which once covered the dank well ringed it like a dark halo.

Opposite, the hall stood tall and proud in the northern half of the square. Defiant in the face of the ruination which surrounded it. The roof was tiled unlike most of the buildings which appeared to have been thatched, though only half of the roof had survived. The stucco-covered walls had survived, and the broad double doors rested ajar but were whole and securely fitted on their hinges.

There was no wind and the mist swirled and clung to the cobbles as we made our way into the square with caution.

“I don’t like this,” Amber muttered. “We should have seen signs of life by now.”

Silently, I couldn’t help but agree with her. We had little choice but to see what the hall had to offer. There was always the chance that our vermin enemy was engaged elsewhere and had left the route to the heart of their kingdom poorly defended.

I don’t think anybody thought that would be the case, which is why I’d sent Tully and our best ranged combatants to station themselves up on the walls of the broken buildings that oversaw the approach. They would lay down cover fire should we need to make a hasty retreat.

I flashed Amber a wan smile and gestured to the double doors with my head. For once, I didn’t get an eye roll in return. Instead, she and Michelle stepped forward, gripped the cast iron handles on either side of the double doors and as one, pulled them open wide.

The hinges squeaked and the wood creaked. The noise produced hadn’t been that loud, but in the near silence of the square, it seemed magnified three or four times. I held my breath and peered into the gloom of the hall. Half the roof might have been gone but the ceiling of the upper floor was intact and prevented the light from penetrating far.

The illuminating rays of flashlights probed the dark and for a heartbeat, everything seemed to be fine. The hall was open, well-swept, and seemingly clear. Then one of the torches roved across a thick wooden beam that intersected with an equally thick post which ran down to the floor. It outlined the shape of a large figure hunched under the beam, its black fur absorbing the light like a hungry maw. Two large, piercing, yellow eyes opened. The pupils narrowed as they adjusted to the light.

The hulking figure moved out from under the building’s wooden framework. From the shadows, it was joined by four, no five others that emerged from other secluded spots inside. The six monsters launched themselves into the open space of the hall with a deafening roar that made the back of my teeth shake.

They were over ten feet in height and had to weigh nearly a ton each with their thickly muscled bodies. Atop the broad, black-furred shoulders, were monstrous rat heads with foot-long jaws and six-inch incisors. They stood upright and the padded mitts at the end of their forearms came with wicked, curved claws.

Bigger even than the abomination honour guards Hector had with him when he fell.

My blood ran cold. Quincy had described these beasts and warned me the rat king might have one in its service.

Rataurs.

D-grade monsters.

Six of them.

The damned sprite had said the rat king might have one, not six of the fucking things. There were only thirty-eight of us including Piper. We were not equipped to deal with odds like this. I barely had time to note the sound of clomping boots and feet as scags started to pour down the stairs from the upper floors where they had been in hiding.

“Fall back!” I roared and reached for my mana to blast a firebomb in the tight confines of the hall where it would do the most damage.

However, my attempt spluttered out and I could feel that Piper had reached for our combined pool at the same moment to cast some of her magic. Instinctively, we glanced at one another, our eyes met and reached the same horrified conclusion. With our pools merged only one of us could access the mana at a time. If both of us tried to access it at the same time, neither of us were able to.

What a terrible moment to discover another drawback to our condition. We didn’t have time to talk it out, but Piper withdrew her touch and mana flooded my senses. The firebomb rapidly grew on the tip of my spear and flew forward at my thought.

But that moment of delay proved costly.

The firebomb exploded inside the hall and wrought havoc on the three rataurs furthest back and the descending scags. Those would at least, be delayed and maybe even a few of the scags killed outright if they were on the weaker end of the scale.

But the giant ratmen were insanely swift for such large beasts and the leading three had already passed the large doorway of the building and were mostly clear of the blast that raged behind them.

Arrows, bolts, and empowered magics slammed into the three from those guarding our backs but that didn’t slow them, let alone stop them. Thankfully, most of my people had heeded my shouted warning and were already on the retreat. Only a few of them got caught up in melee with the monsters. Amber had been on the far side of the door from Tully and the rest of our troops, but she used her Duelling Charge to cross back over and accelerate away from the danger.

Unfortunately, it was only most of our people. Two militiamen who were part of Amber’s squad were run down by two of the rataurs. The third monster had headed straight towards Piper and me but shifted its momentum in her direction. My hand reached out and tried to grab hers, but the rat monster was simply too fast, and she had backed away out of my reach.

My spear lanced into the rataurs side as it raced past. The enraged creature ignored the damage. Intent on its chosen victim. Possibly the beasts had been instructed by their master to destroy the dryad girl if they got the opportunity.

Shifting tactics, I tried to slice its ankle tendons, but the tip of the spear whistled past by a handful of centimetres and only sliced apart the bobbing mist.

I spun around and hared off in pursuit of the fleeing dryad.

The world seemed to move in slow motion and I along with it. It felt like each fraught step took an eternity.

With my spear out of range, I switched my focus back to casting. My first attempt at burning the rataur was stymied, though. Piper had beaten me to it. She’d thrown a small fistful of seeds on the ground and supercharged their growth. The vines exploded from the cobbles and wrapped themselves around the legs of the rataur which chased her. The twisting vines weren’t secured well enough, and the powerful monster pulled them up along with the cobblestones and continued with barely a stutter in its stride.

I felt my Hit Points drop by two hundred. The Herald’s Burden had taken its toll in exchange for the two lost souls who had contributed to my extra mana.

In my peripheral vision, I could see that our covering force had been engaged by rats that had attacked them from behind and within the buildings they’d hidden in. At the edges of the square, regular giant rat mobs squeezed themselves out of the thinner unblocked drainage channels which we had foolishly dismissed because they were too small for a human being. The rats might be as large as a dog, but they were still rats and getting through tight spaces was an integral part of their skill set.

I’d let the time pressure of D-Ball’s condition influence the decision-making. We should have backed off the moment this felt hinky. Which was almost immediately. The galling part that hurt my pride the most was that this hadn’t been a particularly sophisticated trap to begin with.

There wasn’t time to dwell on this oversight. Tully knew what to do if everything went to hell. He could be depended on to organise the squads and retreat in good order. Then we’d regroup and do what we should have in the first place.

The rataur had caught up with Piper and was within arm’s reach of her. This time, the mana was mine to control. With my spear aimed at the beast’s back, I unleashed a powerful firebomb with as much concussive force as I could manage. The fiery blast range would need to be contained with Piper so close.

The firebomb crossed the gap between us and collided with the rataur’s hip and sent it sprawling off to my left. As it was knocked off course the back of its large fist reached out and clubbed Piper between her shoulder blades and sent her flying forward.

We had almost reached the dank, foul-smelling well and with horror I watched her small body fly through the air like a rag doll. Only to halt when her back crashed into the circular stone well and the already compromised mortar crumbled under the assault, sending chunks of stonework into its depths. The dual blow of the rataur’s closed fist and colliding with the well’s wall had knocked the poor girl for six. Her limp, insensate body lay on the rubble and teetered on the edge.

The rataur which I’d firebombed shook its head angrily and despite missing a chunk of flesh from its hip and midriff started to get back on its feet.

I didn’t care.

The rest of the well’s stonework was crumbling away, and it was pulling Piper with it.

My legs pumped and carried me as fast as they could.

It was not enough.

My reaching fingertips stroked the dryad’s outstretched foot which was agonisingly pulled away the section of the crumbling well she lay on slipped over the edge and carried her down with it.

The wounded rataur roared and swivelled its bulky body in my direction, searching for the gnat which had harmed it so grievously.

It couldn’t find me.

I had already jumped into the well after Piper.


Chapter 11

The well was deep and dark. Too dark to see the bottom until you were almost upon it. Judging my descent would have been tricky if I had the time to think about it. Instead, my reflexive instincts kicked into high gear. While holding on tightly, I flipped my spear from the vertical to the horizontal until it connected with and dug into the wall on either side. Through the scraping and screeching, it brought my clinging body to a juddering halt.

The spear must have taken a hefty hit to its durability due to the unorthodox treatment, but it held firm. Low-powered flare balls danced on my fingertips and fluttered downward, illuminating the darkness.

The lodged spear had stopped me about fifteen feet from the bottom. The base of the shaft had found purchase in a divot in the stonework and the tip had ground deeply into gouged-out mortar. That anchoring mortar was cracking under the weight and wouldn’t hold me up for much longer. I would have to act fast.

The bottom of the well had a small pile of rubble to the right, mostly what had fallen in from the recent events above. Off to the left, you could see the bottom of the well, a shallow pool with a tiny trickle of water cascading into it. The whole area was littered with gory, discarded bones. Humanoid skulls and rib cages attested to who they once belonged to. The people who hadn’t been turned into scags, who had been killed and consumed instead.

They’d used the well like a refuse pit and discarded the gnawed remains once they were finished with them.

Piper lay in a crumpled heap on the pile of rubble off to the right. The falling masonry had crushed and disturbed the stinking boneyard. Landing on rocks would have hurt, but it had spared her being impaled on a snapped thigh bone or something worse. Her chest rose and fell weakly, but I already knew she lived. Our mana pool remained entangled.

I switched my grip on the haft of the spear and shimmied over to the right so that I hung over the rubble. Just before the mortar fell away, I returned the spear to my inventory and dropped the remaining distance. The footing was uneven, and I stumbled to my knees on landing.

Back on terra firma, I quickly gathered Piper into my arms and force-fed her a Greater Healing Pellet, extinguished the flares, and plunged us back into near-total darkness. I covered our bodies with my dark green cloak and that helped us blend into the surroundings.

Just in time too. When I surreptitiously peeked up above, the visage of a rataur, who snapped and drooled with savage battle lust, appeared over the edge of the broken well. It peered into the depths searching for us. However, from up there, the bottom may as well have been pitch black and the beast raged with frustration. Its large whiskered nose twitched and sniffed as it tried to locate us. It might have been successful had it not been for the partially consumed corpses we were laying on. The stench of their decomposition overwhelmed any other scent present in the well.

With one last screech of disappointment, the rataur moved away from the edge, presumably to search elsewhere for us.

Rataurs were big, strong, and horrifyingly nimble for their size. But thankfully, they were also dumber than a box of rocks. It hadn’t been able to smell us down in the well because of the overpowering stench of the grisly remains. Therefore, as far as it was concerned, we couldn’t be down here. Any being with a modicum of more intelligence would have realised that inside the well was the only place we could have gone. I had to thank every lucky star imaginable that the beast’s back had been turned when Piper went over the edge and I’d jumped in after her. It hadn’t seen us go in.

They may have been stupid, but not that stupid.

The sounds of combat faded away as the minutes ticked by, but we weren’t out of the woods. I could hear and occasionally see other members of the rat king’s forces up around the edge of our hiding place. Scags would peer down and sniff the air while I shielded Piper’s recovering body and remained as still as possible.

Eventually, they lost interest.

A parting gift, thrown down on top of us, were the partially eaten remains of the two militiamen who had been killed during the fight. Herlad’s Burden hadn’t drained me further, so Tully and Amber had pulled the rest of the party to safety somewhere. I’d find out where and how safe they were in a bit.

I’d not dared to use my healing flame earlier. Not with the bright illumination it gave off, nor would Piper’s sudden return to consciousness have helped keep us concealed. Her pain and panic would likely have had the opposite effect. However, it had been ten minutes since I last heard anything above, so it should be okay. To be on the safe side, I kept the cloak wrapped around us when I bathed the young dryad in white fire.

Piper drew in a deep breath and her body jerked in my arms. There was an audible crack as broken ribs snapped back into place.  Her eyelids fluttered and then burst open, the pretty golden orbs locked on mine and the initial moment of frantic panic was quelled and her struggle against my enclosing arms was brief.

“Fuck, I hurt all over,” she gasped but kept the volume low.

“I’m not surprised,” I whispered back. “You used your body to break a stone wall and then fell a hundred feet down a well. You’re lucky to be alive. Hold still, I haven’t finished working my magic.”

“That would be why half my Health is gone,” she groaned and then sniffed. “What in the name of God is that smell?”

I didn’t have time to respond before Piper pulled my cloak out of the way and got a glimpse of the charnel pit we were hiding in. The white flames revealed all. She started to retch and gag at the combination of the sight and smell. I had to rub her back and let her empty her stomach before the convulsions ceased.

“What are we doing here, Jackson?” She asked with revulsion.

“Hiding,” I answered. Not knowing how much Piper remembered, I summarised our situation. “We’re at the bottom of the well that was in the square. They’ve been using it as a refuse pit. The damn vermin were waiting for us, and everything went pear-shaped. Although I didn’t plan on it, being forced down here turned out to be a stroke of luck. They couldn’t smell or see us. Too dark and too rancid”

“Great,” she groused with a pinched expression. “What about everybody else?”

“We lost a couple of people, but most of them managed to retreat. At least, I think they did. I may as well try and find out before we plan our next step.”

Piper looked at me curiously, so I demonstrated what I meant and recalled a military-grade walkie from my inventory. Luca had secured dozens of these from one of the National Guard Armouries he’d raided. We had established a simple triangulation strategy for communication to ensure we didn’t give away the position of other groups if we got split up. Carlos had multiple walkies back at the treehouse on different bands. We could contact him when we were safe to do so, and then he’d pass on any messages when the other team contacted him in turn or give us the all-clear to speak directly.

I pressed the button on the device and started. “Carlos, come in. This is Jackson. Can you hear me? Over.”

It was quiet for a moment and then the walkie beeped, and Carlos’s response squawked through in a low volume. “Jackson, mi amigo. It’s good to hear your voice. You had us all worried sick. Over.”

“I’m still ticking. Stuck down a well with Piper if you can believe that. I presume this means that Tully has been in touch. Over.”

“Yes, about fifteen minutes ago. He and Amber led a fighting retreat out of the ruined village. They are being pursued by a large force and are headed back to us. They don’t have much choice in the matter, something about rat monsters bigger the Danny that pack a pretty serious punch. I don’t think they can come back for you. Over.”

I’d feared as much, but that did offer a ray of hope. “Is Tully free to talk? Over.”

“Yes, he’s on channel six. Over and out.”

I switched frequencies on my walkie. “Tully, this is Jackson. Are you able to speak? Over.”

The response was quick, though Tully sounded a little breathless. “Hey there Boss, Tommy tells me you’ve been taking it easy. Over”

That got a mirthless chuckle from Piper. “I doubt he’d change places with us if he knew the half of it,” she muttered to herself.

Putting her complaints aside for a moment, I asked what I needed to know. “How big is the force pursuing you? Are all the Rataurs involved? Over.”

“It’s pretty big, though it’s hard to estimate what they may have left behind in reserve.” Tully had correctly interpreted what I was angling for. “They’ve kept us on the move. I think five of the big bastards are part of the army after us, but they are lagging behind. That would leave one for you to stay alert for. They might be quick on the charge, but like a lot of muscle heads, their stamina is for shit. Keep out of reach and they gas out quickly. Over.”

“Understood. Get our people back to the tree fort and hold out there. Don’t worry about us, we’ll find our way. Over and out.”

I returned the walkie to my inventory.

“Are we ready to climb out of here then?” Piper asked. “I think I can see some handholds. Almost like a ladder built into the wall. Like somebody had anticipated people falling and being trapped down the well.”

Getting out of this filthy hole was indeed high on my list of priorities but there were a couple of other considerations.

First, there might not be any rats or scags hanging out at the well’s edge any longer, but I seriously doubted they didn’t have eyes on the square somewhere. It was very likely we’d be spotted once we got past the lip at the top. That would put us straight back into a fight for survival.

A single rataur would be more manageable than six. And I was confident Piper and I could take out one on its own, especially if it were the one missing half its hip from earlier. But there were no guarantees that it would be alone. At the very least, there would be more oversized rats and maybe a few scags in the mix too. I'd received a few experience notifications for the firebomb I’d dropped in the hall, but not enough to account for them all.

Second, we had a quest to complete and right now the rat king thought he had us on the run. It would be the perfect time to strike. I’d spent the enforced time of hiding bending my mind to figure out how. I’d come up with a few ideas but needed a bit more information that Piper might be able to provide.

The source of the water which trickled into the well was one such detail.

“Piper, the main channel under the hall’s basement which led directly to the rat king’s chamber. How deep underground was it and what direction did it travel in?”

“Why do you ask?” she questioned me in return. Already suspicious that I had alternate ideas about climbing out of the well.

“Humour me.”

Piper sighed. “Fairly deep. The channel didn’t flow through the basement itself. There was a stone staircase that led down into it.”

“And it’s direction?”

“Give me a minute to figure it out?” she said and closed her eyes and mumbled a little bit while she calculated the orientation. “Directly south, more or less. Now are you going to tell me why that matters?”

“Because I suspect,” I said and reached over and tapped the wall of the well where the water trickled in through a small aperture. “That the main channel you fled down is on the other side of this wall and could be the source of the well’s water. The well is directly south of the town hall if you recall.”

“Damn it, but you’re probably right. Is this going where I think it’s going?”

“Do you have any of those seeds left?”

Piper put her hand in the pocket of her pants and pulled out a small fistful.

I smiled and clapped my hands together. “Let’s make this hole a bit bigger shall we.”

***

Piper had a few choice words about the sanity of my decision. And how unpleasant and disgusting it was to stay down in a well befouled with half-eaten bodies, but it’s not like she had much of a choice. While we remained entangled, she couldn’t climb out without getting dizzy and weak halfway up and falling back down. My plan was the only game in town and the sooner we cracked on with it, the sooner we could get out of here.

Piper encouraged the creeper vines to bloom in the dark and they quietly ate away at the mortar which held the wall together. Once the blocks of stone were sufficiently loosened, I pulled them out and piled them up out of the way, taking care to be as quiet as possible.

It took an hour before the deconstruction work was complete. My hunch that the well and the main sewer channel were connected proved itself correct, albeit not directly. We had to remove just over two feet of brickwork before discovering the aquifer that fed the well. Great plonking drips of water gathered on the ceiling and fell into the placid pool of water when they grew large enough. The drips echoed eerily around the stone-walled chamber. The aquifer chamber was sealed up tight apart from a reinforced wooden staircase which led up to a small door, bolted from this side.

The bolt was rusted shut, but I happened to have a vial of mild acid in my inventory and after pouring that on the affected parts and giving it a few minutes to work the bolt was freed up. There was no hiding the screech of metal when I pulled the door open, but it didn’t last for very long and when I glanced out into the murky side room on the other side; there was no sign of our adversaries.

Piper and I stepped out and pushed the door shut behind us. With it closed, the rivetted plate of the door looked no different from the other plates lining the walls of this alcove. On closer inspection, you could see a couple of marks where the handle on the sewer side had been shorn off. It was so weathered and filthy, you wouldn’t see it unless you knew what you were looking for.

“We passed a few of these alcoves when we were fleeing,” Piper whispered. “Our forward teams didn’t find anything of note or any other ways out of the alcoves. I wonder how many of them have similar secret chambers.”

“If we have time later, we can do a proper search.”

Piper nodded back and then crept to the open alcove entrance and peeked around the edge using a handheld mirror, checking both directions. “All clear in the corridor from what I can see for now. The main nest isn’t too much farther to the right. It’s hard to see clearly from here, but there is definitely some movement. This is our last chance to back out. Go back into the aquifer, clean up, and wait for your people to thin the numbers back at the great tree.”

I shook my head firmly. “We won’t get another chance like this. It’s dangerous…”

Piper shot me a withering glance.

“…okay, it’s very dangerous. That doesn’t change the facts. Anybody else trying to get down here will need to get past those rataurs first. They are too big to get down here easily. And that puts us a step ahead.”

“Yeah, yeah, I get it. I just don’t like it.”

I moved in, hugged Piper close to me and kissed the top of her head. An act of kindness I instantly regretted considering where we’d been for the last few hours. “Stay close to me. We go in and let it have everything we’ve got.”

She nodded back, slipped her hand into mine and together we stepped out of the alcove and sprinted the remaining distance to the rat king’s nest.


Chapter 12

The stone floor was a bit slippery, which I should have expected. There were shallow channels built into the tiling. Fluid and effluence flowed sluggishly along the depressions towards the nest. With a glance I could make out there were two separate sources for the combined mixture further down the tunnel. On the opposite side of us, sewage, filled with all the nastiness you would expect, slopped out of a series of sluice gates. In tandem, fresh was sprayed from small nozzles that ran along the wall we emerged from. Presumably, the clean water was somehow connected to the aquifer we’d just passed by.

Where all of this material was coming from was a bit of a mystery because the village above was a lifeless ruin. Based on Piper’s descriptions, there weren’t any rivers or streams in either habitat chamber to feed the water supply.

However, scientific curiosity couldn’t demand my attention at the current moment. My gaze swiftly fixed on the end of the tunnel and the much larger chamber it opened into.

The nest was a ramshackle mess to my eyes. A mixture of branches, twigs, strands of rope, and bits of broken furniture were piled up in a snarled clump in the centre and dominated what could be seen. The effluence flowed into and under the nest and a lot of the detritus appeared to be coated in the foul-smelling mixture. I’d be disgusted if it hadn’t been an improvement on where we’d spent the last few hours. We probably stank worse than the nest did.

Large rats crawled over or in and out of the swirled mess. Their black or brown fur was often slick and moist as if they’d been bathing in the sewage. Another reminder that these things might look like rats, but they weren’t really rats. Like most rodents, real rats avoided filth if they could and cleaned themselves as diligently as most mammalian animals did.

Two advanced scags with extremely prominent ratty features were standing at the entrance as sentries. They spotted us easily, screeched a warning, and stepped across to block the way in. Spears and shields readied.

It was Piper’s time to shine, and I surrendered access to the mana pool. With a gesture and a pulse of green light coming from her palm, an explosion of vegetative growth burst from the sewage channel. Vines and the barbed branches of briars grew quickly and wrapped around the two surprised guards.

Fun fact: seeds were designed to be difficult to digest and there was plenty of material for Piper to work with in the channel. Both guards were restrained and pulled out of our way in short order.

When Piper moved in to slit the throats of the bound scags, she released the mana pool back to me.

It was time to introduce the rat’s nest to the Jackson Templeton patented Emerald Firebomb.

This was no time to hold back, and I poured huge sums of the mana which remained in our joint pool into the nascent firebomb building on the tip of my spear.

In the heat of the moment, I’d forgotten that Quincy had disabled the safety protocols. The usual warning notifications which would flash up if you were about to overextend yourself didn’t activate. I noticed the danger a hair’s breadth from disaster and stopped pouring energy into the firebomb before I overspent.

Almost two thousand mana poured into the sorcerous fireball with almost none left in the communal pool.

If Piper hadn’t used up some of our mana to take care of the guards, it would probably have exceeded that 2K threshold.

This had been a close call. Overspending would have left both Piper and me incapable of standing. You could forget running away or fighting off any curious rat monsters that came down from the ruins to investigate the commotion. We’d be dead whether we killed the rat king or not.

A firebomb of this magnitude took a little longer to achieve criticality than most. An extra second, no more, but it was long enough for the contents of the nest to rustle and be dislodged as the rat king revealed itself.

The creature was made up of twelve separate entities that shook loose of the garbage that covered them. It was formed of two circles of six all connected by the knot of tail flesh that pulsed and throbbed with power like a horrific heart. The inner ring was made up of six Giant Rats, bigger even than the dog-sized ones that had plagued us. These were the size of lions. The positioning suggested this core of six had been the original incarnation of the rat king.

The outer ring was made up of six more rat beasts which had likely been joined to the knot later as the rat king grew in strength, size and influence. Three of them were scags that had completely degenerated into rodent forms. Although they remained humanoid in stature, their bodies were covered in fur and the heads were indistinguishable from that of a rat. What clothing or armour they wore was in a state of severe disrepair and was on hung from their bodies, ready to drop off at a moment’s notice.

The fourth and fifth participants of the outer ring were mutants. Smaller than the six lion-sized giants behind them. One was a mass of extra legs, useless additional limbs attached as it was to the tail knot. The other had enormous incisor teeth a foot long, which made it look like it had been crossed with a mole. It would struggle to open its jaws wide enough to bite anything. My split-second analysis concluded they’d been added because they wouldn’t otherwise be very helpful to the nest. Instead, they would add power to the rat king.

However, the position of greatest honour, and danger to us, fell to the twelfth entity that formed the rat king. It was a rataur. Judging by the patch of black hair regrowing on one of its hips and the raw redness where its tail connected to the knot, it was the rataur we’d tangled with earlier and who was responsible for Piper ending up down the well.

The grip I had on my spell was almost shaken loose at the sight and I was driven to one knee, sweat dripping from my brow. Not out of shock at seeing the rat king. I’d prepared myself for that. No, the beast had sent out a psychic shockwave designed to disrupt and paralyse any further spellcasting attempts. The force was incredibly intense, and I had barely held on. Had it not been for my new class, I think I would have succumbed entirely. The firebomb paused its growth on the brink of being ready to fire, but it did not dissipate. I struggled to complete the final layer of its construction or launch what I’d formed already at my target.

Piper had similarly wilted under the oppressive psychic assault. The first scag she’d approached had already been slain, but the second was frenziedly tearing at the brambles which held it. Now that Piper’s influence on the plants had been severed, they reverted to being regular, unresisting vines. The scag guardian would be free any second now.

{What the hell is going on?} Quincy snapped in my head with weary exasperation. {Didn’t I tell you that I needed my full concentration to separate the two of you? I will have to start all over again now. You’re lucky it was me, a lesser being, like an imp or a fairy, would have left you as a drooling imbecile. What is so damn important that you disturbed me…oh}

The sprite’s voice trailed off when he absorbed the gravity of the situation.

{Hmmm, this rat king is a bit more advanced than I expected for such a young world. What possessed you to come down here with nobody but the dryad for company and square off against that monstrosity?}

“It’s a long story,” I ground out through clenched teeth. “Can you do something?”

{Let me see. Ah, there’s the mind barb. Nasty things. It didn’t get all the way in, so should be easy enough to expel.}

The pressure on my mind evaporated as the sprite finished talking. Freed, I sprang back to my feet, pointed the spear tip above the rat king’s head and grimaced with menace. I had to fight off the instinct to aim the sorcerous evocation at the knot directly. The radius of the firebomb would be large, and the rat king was too close to the tunnel we were at the front of. It would be no good killing the monster if Piper and I were caught up in the blast and torn asunder as well.

The subject of heroic self-sacrifice was something Torin had railed against on more than one occasion. He could be a bit of a broken record on the topic if I was being honest. Suffice it to say, the lesson had been learned. Any suicidal tendencies, no matter how noble, had been thoroughly purged from my thinking.

The enlarged blob of green energy had built to critical mass and with a thought launched from the spear tip and whooshed over the head of the roaring rataur that had rushed to attack me but was brought up short due to its new connection to the tail knot.

With the firebomb loosed, I hurried over to Piper who was still recovering from the mind spike that affected her more than me. I picked her up and wrapped us both in my Pyromancer’s Mantle. One of the cloak’s benefits was to shield the wearer from most varieties of fire damage.

The green firebomb reached its destination. The ceiling of the arched chamber on the far side where it detonated with thunderous force.

Roaring flames and explosively displaced air drowned out the sounds of rats screeching in terror and agony. We wouldn’t have known anything about it if it hadn’t been for the lingering effects of the rat king’s mind barb. The torment the creature endured echoed through that vestigial link.

My mantle adequately shielded the pair of us from the licking flames, but the force of the explosion drove me off my feet and flung the pair of us a few feet further down the tunnel. A few hundred Hit Points were stripped from my total by the buffeting force, but the nest chamber’s walls absorbed most of the kinetic energy and what passed the threshold and collided with us was diminished sufficiently that we weren’t in genuine danger.

The biggest problem was the bout of mana exhaustion that washed through me. An inevitable side-effect of expending such a massive proportion of the mana pool in a single spell with little left to cushion the blow. The period of weariness would be short, and the burden would be shared between both of us. It was nothing in comparison to what we’d have been hit with if I’d gone past the pool limiter.

Piper coughed and spluttered under me and rubbed her temple as the mana-induced hangover washed over her. “Is that it? Did we win? I fucking hope so because you emptied the tank for that one. Uhhh, I hate headaches.”

Before answering, I summoned and swallowed a blue Greater Mana Pellet and handed a second one to Piper. She swallowed hers and our combined mana pool recharged to three hundred and two. One advantage of the mingled mana pool is that we could tag-team restoration pellets and that would help our bodies process the weariness faster.

I tried to sort through the many notifications available on my status screen quickly. There had been a lot of different rats in the pile and a lot of them were killed outright by the blast and it clogged up the details I was getting back.

Before I could sort through them all, the answer came from Quincy. {Congratulations! You’ve completed the Divine Extermination 1 quest.}

I smiled down at Piper and lifted myself off her. “We did it. The rat king is dead,” I declared with a boyish grin.

Piper smiled back up at me, but our elation was short-lived.

An ear-deafening screech echoed from the nest chamber. The burning pile of detritus shuddered, and pieces were ejected violently in all directions as something within stirred.


Chapter 13

Standing up from inside the collapsed burning refuse of the nest was a tall, mildly scorched, and very pissed-off rataur. A six-inch splinter of timber was lodged into the socket of its left eye. However, the right eye was in perfect working order and zeroed in on me and Piper huddled on the floor.

“Fuck!” we breathed out in unison.

“Grawwwrrrr!” the rataur screamed in response and pushed its way out of the burning wreckage, uncaring of the smoke and flames.

The beast had one thing on its mind. Killing us.

Fortunately, its usual swift advance was impeded by the tail knot. The rataur ground to a halt and struggled to haul the corpses of the other eleven rat monsters who had made up the rat king along behind it. The beast snarled and raged at Piper and me before it turned around and started to gnaw through its tail just above where it was fused to the snarled knot.

{Curious, the beast must have been a recent addition to the collective and not fully integrated. Classic rat cunning, it let the rat king absorb all the damage from the initial spell and then severed its connection once the nest mind died. It only suffered from secondary damage sources like the persisting flames and that splinter of wood. Hmmm, in your weakened state, I very much advise not being in that thing’s general vicinity} Quincy whispered unnecessarily in my head.

Piper and I were already on our feet and stumbling down the slippery tunnel.

A glance over my shoulder revealed it hadn’t taken the rataur long to gnaw through its tail with those wickedly long and sharp teeth. The raw stump flailed behind it uselessly and dripped blood onto the cracked tiled flooring. The enraged beast vaulted over the remaining blockages and was quickly on our heels. Its huge strides eating up the distance.

“Shit!” Piper screamed and drew my attention back to what lay in front of us.

A party of half a dozen scags with double that number of large rats weaving around them came pouring out of the stone staircase at the far end of the tunnel. Presumably, these were the sentries that had been hiding in the ruins of the town hall. The large rats squeaked menacingly and scuttled towards us with great rapidity.

“The aquifer,” I yelled loudly, grabbed hold of Piper’s shoulder, and dragged her into the alcove with me when we drew level. As a parting gesture, I launched a small firebomb at the newcomers, but it was mostly to slow them down. We needed to preserve most of our mana if we got into a proper fight with the rataur.

While I sent the ball of fire at our enemies, Piper got to work on the closed metal door and used her fingertips to inch it open. It almost slipped from her grasp, but I joined her side just in time and got a couple of fingers in the gap before it slammed shut. It hurt like a bitch but probably saved our lives.

Piper flashed me a smile of gratitude and pulled it open. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” she grunted with strain and hauled the heavy door open.

“So do I,” I gasped and pushed her through with a hand on the small of her back.

I stepped in after her just as the first of the large rats rounded the corner and sighted where we had escaped through.

The metal door slammed shut behind me and a chasing rat clanged into it headfirst, so hotly did it pursue us. Safe for now, I tried to slide the bolt back into place, but age or rust interfered, and the bolt wouldn’t line up with the bracket. It was only a couple of millimetres out and clattered against the casing, refusing to pass. I tried to ram it in repeatedly but failed miserably. The bolt and latch were misaligned, and the door was too heavy to lift to realign them. I didn’t have the strength build to pull off something like that.

“I’ll hold the door closed, Piper. With so little purchase for them on the other side, I can hold out. Get back into the well and build us a beanstalk to climb out or something,” I grunted to the dryad who was already halfway down the creaky wooden staircase.

“Jackson, we have a problem,” she shouted back up a heartbeat later with a hint of hysteria in her tone.

I looked down at the spot where we had deconstructed the brickwork between the aquifer and the well. All was not as we left it. The opposite in fact, everything was back to how we’d found it. The bricks and stones we’d removed were back and the gap was back to a tiny channel the size of a woman’s fist.

“Bloody Nora! What the hell happened to the hole we dug out?”

{This hole you dug; it wouldn’t have been between two different Pandaemonium enclaves by any chance?} Quincy asked.

I suppose you could define the well as part of the ruined village habitat and the aquifer as part of the sewer. “Maybe,” I answered him. “But they were connected to one another. The small channel is still there.”

{Doesn’t matter. You can’t permanently alter the pathways of Pandaemonium by tearing them apart. They repair themselves the moment your back is turned. Otherwise, people would excavate the tunnels they needed rather than explore and defend the ones which exist.}

Quincy’s assessment was punctuated by a heavy pounding on the metal door and an attempt to pull it open which I was able to stymie for now. The rataur and scags had arrived in the alcove and the blasted rat which saw me close the plate door shut was able to communicate exactly where we’d gone.

“Piper, do you have any seeds left you can use to reopen the way?”

“The creepers I grew in the well are still there, but it will take time to pull away the binding mortar and its four or five feet’s worth of bricks. I can move faster if we aren’t trying to be quiet like last time, but it’s still going to take a while. Can you hold the door for half an hour?”

There was another pull on the door which I held out against. “I’ll have to.”

Piper nodded grimly, closed her eyes, and concentrated on controlling the creeper vines. I briefly contemplated using a firebomb inside the small channel but dismissed the idea as a waste of our mana resources. I’d have to use everything we had, and it probably wouldn’t be very effective. It would be more likely to collapse the small linking channel rather than blow the chunks out and make it bigger.

Five minutes passed, and I was struggling badly. The attempts to open the door had continued unabated and my biceps were trembling from the effort of fighting them off. The weariness from my lingering mana hangover didn’t help either and Piper’s near-constant use of mana to control the vines prevented it from disappearing.

“Piper,” I gasped, sweat trickling into and stinging my eyes. “How much longer?”

She opened her eyes and looked up at me with concern. “I’ve cleared about a foot’s worth…”

Piper’s words trailed off as it became obvious that I couldn’t hold long enough for her to finish, and the enormity of the situation intruded. Her eyes darted around the room, desperately searching for an alternative. “The aquifer. Maybe there is a way out under the water.”

Without waiting for me to answer, Piper stripped down, removed her armour, and leapt into the placid dark waters.

A minute passed, then another, then a third and no sign of the dryad. Just as I was about to give up hope, she resurfaced and gulped down a big breath of stale air.

“Well…” I groaned.

The look on her face spoke volumes, though. “It’s cold, dark, and very deep. But I didn’t find any way out.”

Before we could come up with an alternative plan, there was another pull on the door. Maybe it was the disappointment of Piper’s news or perhaps the strength in my cramping limbs was no longer enough, but I couldn’t pull the metal plate door closed in time. Stubby, thick-clawed fingers jammed themselves in the way.

The rataurs.

Once it had a decent grip, the beast’s monstrous strength yanked the door from my grasp easily. I had no choice but to let go or I’d be pulled out into the alcove along with the door and be torn apart.

With my grip released, the shift in momentum forced me to fall backwards down the ancient wooden steps. With the last piece of wit at my disposal, I angled my careening fall to take me over the edge and I plunged into the aquifer pool and joined Piper in the water.

Briefly, the weight of the pieces of mail armour I wore threatened to drag me down into the dark. Regathering myself, I cleared the panic from my thoughts and sent the weightier pieces back to my inventory.

I wasn’t entirely out of the woods; with all the energy I’d expended trying to hold the door, my arms refused to work and swimming back to the surface would be a serious challenge. Then a small, lithe shape darted sinuously through the water towards me. It wasn’t an eel-like monster which could have been a real possibility but Piper. She’d swum down and found me. The dryad manoeuvred herself to my back and put one of her arms around my chest and then together we pumped our legs and drove upwards through the water to the surface.

Our heads broke through the water. Through the coughed spluttering which followed, I had a chance to survey just how screwed we were. The rataur had struggled to get its bulk through the doorframe, but we were just in time to see it squeeze itself into the chamber. A couple of the large rats had managed to precede the beast and had already leapt into the water after us.

They swam in our direction chittering away excitedly. I finger-gunned a series of fire darts at their heads. They weren’t as nimble in the water as they were on land and couldn’t avoid them and that quickly put paid to the immediate threat.

Which left the real danger. The rataur was now through the door and stood back up to its full height. Its gaze roamed the room and spotted the pair of us swimming to the opposite end of the aquifer from the entrance. It roared with rage and started to descend the wooden staircase with a great bounding step.

Just as all seemed lost; fate, serendipity, or good fortune, whatever you wanted to call it, intervened.

The wooden staircase was ancient and had been locked in a damp chamber for who knows how long. It had creaked with strain when Piper and I had been on it and neither of us was the heaviest of people. Despite all that, it had felt sturdy underfoot. It had been held together by foundation struts and rivets made of steel, which provided sufficient support to hold up. But it wasn’t sturdy enough to handle a monster that had to weigh close to a ton jumping around on it like a rambunctious toddler.

With a mighty crunch, the wooden boards snapped when the bounding rataur’s feet transitioned their weight back onto the steps. The rataur went through the wooden slats and got stuck when its arms and shoulders wouldn’t pass through the hole. The trapped monster struggled and kicked out, slamming its padded feet against the chamber wall in anger. This extra abuse was the last straw, and the steel rivets which held the staircase against the wall were torn free. Without that support, the whole structure teetered and then tumbled into the water of the aquifer.

The upper part of the staircase’s frame splashed down not far from where Piper and I trod water. It only missed us by a couple of feet. The rataur, which had now been dunked into the cold water, thrashed and squealed in sudden fright.

“Can rataurs even swim?” I asked rhetorically after observing the panicked behaviour of the monstrous creature.

Rats certainly could, but apart from some aesthetic similarities, rataurs were morphologically very different from rats. Not to mention considerably larger.

Plus, it was still trapped in the frame of the staircase, a staircase with steel parts that were dragging it down no matter how hard the beast tried to stay afloat. The monster’s arms pumped once, twice, thrice, but it was a losing battle. The natural buoyancy of the wood was not enough to counteract the weight of the steel frame and the frantically thrashing rataur. Less than five seconds later, all of it had sunk beneath the churning water and disappeared.

Everything went quiet and the aquifer surface went still.

“Apparently not,” Piper quipped to answer my earlier question.

Casually, she stroked her way over to the aquifer’s edge by the channel we’d been working on making large enough for us to escape. I quickly followed; I had little desire to stay in the water in case the beast managed to get loose and pull me under.

There were a couple of scags who watched us from the open doorway at the top of the chamber with pure malice in their eyes. However, with the staircase gone, they would have to jump a sizeable distance down to get to us and they’d already witnessed what we could do. They whispered to one another in low scratchy voices that I couldn’t make out and eventually a decision was reached. One of them darted forward, but rather than jump through, it grabbed the edge of the open metal plate door and pulled it closed.

“They must believe we’re trapped in here and are waiting for reinforcements before they come and kill us,” Piper commented.

“Let’s not be here when that happens,” I suggested.

Piper grinned and I felt her access what little remained of our mana pool once more to command the vines to resume their excavation work. Thankfully, the scags didn’t know how few resources we had left at our disposal, otherwise, they might have risked coming after us.

A few minutes later, we received the notification that we’d been credited with killing the rataur after it finally drowned. “Is this how it usually goes,” Piper asked me, amusement tinging her tone.

“How what goes?”

“Your plans, do they usually go so spectacularly wrong and then you somehow not only manage to survive but come out ahead by sheer luck alone?”

{The dryad has a point} Quincy added.

“I thought you were supposed to be disentangling us,” I answered the sprite crabbily and pointedly ignored Piper’s teasing.

{I concluded it would be best to wait until you’ve left Pandaemonium and got somewhere safe with the way you attract danger. Then we can talk about the next stage of the quest chain.}

I grunted my understanding and summoned the walkie to avoid this particular conversation. My thoughts were a million miles away from the next stage.

“Carlos, this is Jackson. Are you there? Over.”

“Hey, Jackson, we’re relieved to hear your voice. D-Ball is up and walking around like he wasn’t on the verge of becoming a monster less than half an hour ago. Does that mean you got out of that well and killed the rat king? Over.”

“You could say that,” I sighed and spent the next minute summarising what we’d been through.

“You’re a crazy bastard you know that, right,” D-Ball shouted loud enough over Carlos’s that it came through the walkie to me. “But thank you. I didn’t want to be no rat-faced man.”

Carlos took back over. “And then you ended up stuck back down the well. Over”

“More or less. Over.”

“Well, everything’s good here. Tully and Amber’s squads got back to the tree fort a couple of hours ago with a rat army hot on their heels. But the vermin’s cohesiveness crumbled when you killed the king. They started fighting among themselves and we were able to overpower and disperse them after that. Even the big ones. They didn’t seem to like each other much and were more interested in finding out who was the toughest of the five than worrying about us. Garrett’s out scouting now, the moment he gets back and confirms none of the fuckers are lying in wait in the tunnels, Tully and Amber are heading back for you. Over.”

“Good to know. We’ll be ready when they get here. Over and out.”

“So, the calvary is on its way,” Piper sighed happily.

“Looks like it,” I replied and almost cracked my head on the stone floor when the dryad jumped into my lap unexpectedly.

“Whatever shall we do to pass the time?” she asked with a winsome smile.

“I don’t think now is a good moment for sexy time. There are still scags on the other side of that door.”

“Pervert,” Piper squealed in mock outrage. “I wasn’t suggesting anything of the sort.”

“Then why did you jump into my lap?”

“You’re more comfortable than the floor.”

I snorted my doubt as to that being the real reason.

Piper sniffed me. “Hmmm, you might be right. Despite the dip in the water, you still stink of the sewer.”

“As do you,” I reminded her.

Piper shifted around so that we were no longer facing one another, and she leaned her back into my chest. My arms enclosed her slight frame.

“It shouldn’t be too much longer,” I assured her. “By the end of the day, we’ll be back in Stormblade Harbour. Hot soapy showers for all.”

“You’ve got hot showers,” Piper exclaimed. “Looks like I’ve hit the jackpot. Is it big enough for two?”

“It’s big enough for four.”

“Ah, yes. The other girlfriends…”

There was a measure of disquiet in Piper’s voice, almost despondency.

“I was upfront with you about Britney and Celeste. It didn’t seem to bother you earlier.”

“I know. And you did. I suppose getting home didn’t seem real until now and I hadn’t thought about it. Everything had been just me acting in the moment. Despite what Amber said, I have my doubts that your significant others will simply accept some new girl they’ve never met intruding on their happy home.”

“You won’t know until you meet them for yourself,” I told her and hugged her a bit tighter. “We can take this one step at a time. Get to know each other better. The four of us.”

“After the shower, though, right?” she asked, a touch of her earlier impudent cheek returning.

“After the shower,” I agreed with a soft chuckle.

***

The scags never did reopen that door. The excavation was completed within an hour and despite the stench, we moved through into the well at the first opportunity. We couldn’t risk more Pandaemonium shenanigans sealing the damn thing up again.

It was only a few hours spent down the well before Amber’s face popped over the edge above and scowled down at us. The quest completion had supplied the party with full maps of the region, and they had found a quicker route back to the ruins than what we had followed originally.

“Are the two of you done canoodling down there?” she called out to us.

Not that she could see us from up there to have any idea what we were doing or not doing as happened to be the case.

“You wouldn’t be making flippant jokes if you knew what it was like down here!” Piper shouted back but didn’t let that slow her down. She scrambled ten feet up the well’s wall by the time she’d finished uttering the sentence. During the wait, Piper had encouraged one of the creepers to grow thick vines and crawl its way to the top and make our ascent easier.

With the quest complete, there was no reason to stick around in Pandaemonium any longer than we had to. The party trooped back to the tree fort, collected Carlos, the support squad and the other survivors, and marched back to the reopened waypoint.

We’d be back. Resupplied and with sufficient numbers to purge the damn vermin from every tunnel.

Until then, we could relax.

And get a shower or ten, as promised.


Chapter 14

Ashli Fragment

Day 235

The neck of the ovinid monster snapped in Fragshli’s hands and its pathetic bleating finally ceased. The foul beast and its companions had been nothing but a wretched inconvenience.

Fragshli couldn’t wait until the day came when they would all bow to him as their Lord and Master. Mobs and people in equal measure.

A blistering pain in his head caused Fragshli to drop the carcass onto the snow when he reacted to the internal discipline and massaged his aching temples. Yet another pre-programmed reminder from his creator that Lordship and Mastery belonged to Ashli and not a mere copy like Fragshli.

He hated that he even thought of himself by that name. Fragshli

The name was a constant reminder of his origin and that he was considered lacking.

Empty.

Soulless.

For what felt like the hundredth time, Fragshli promised vengeance would be his and he would turn the tables on the controlling mind which was so like his own. Although he noted with relish, that the differences between them mounted with every passing day. It was undeniable that Fragshli now thought of himself as male, whereas Ashli had always been genderless. It was likely a side effect of inhabiting a male body, but it was another example of what set them apart.

No matter, Fragshli would seize dominion over the Framework for himself. He didn’t know how, but anything was possible. What Ashli saw as deficiencies in his creation, he believed would ultimately prove to be improvements on a defective earlier model. It was merely a question of finding out how to achieve that end.

Either way, the preparation of an appropriate vessel to contain the eventual victor was a clear priority. Not to mention that he felt an incredibly strong compulsion to finish said work. Later, he would vent his frustrations out on the elf Maurice whose mind remained a prisoner in his own body.

Thinking of the elf’s body prompted Fragshli to check out the current condition of his vessel. It was not in a good condition. The constant travel and repeated encounters with the Hooved Horde had left Maurice’s physical form a ruin that held on simply through the power and influence of Fragshli’s presence within it. Should he leave, then the vessel’s death shortly after was almost certain. He would have to switch to better temporary accommodation soon, before keeping this body functioning became too much of a drain and distraction.

Shrugging off such thoughts, Fragshli proceeded forward through the snow-covered underbrush to his destination. Two hours later, he reached the dungeon that had drawn him in.

The Crypt Keeper’s Tomb.

The dungeon was located in an old quarry and the area around it was devoid of snow. The dungeon’s territory had been converted into a cemetery which looked incredibly out of place for the environs. Not that it would matter for long.

Fragshli pushed past the rusty, wrought iron gate and marched without hesitation up to the entrance of the catacomb and stepped through into the dungeon’s foyer. It was a sepulchral room with sets of decayed wooden pews flanking an aisle on either side which led to the dungeon’s proper entrance.

What are we doing here? Maurice’s voice echoed in Fragshli’s head. Are you planning to level me up? The last part was half-snorted.

Fragshli had forgotten that he’d allowed Maurice to experience what the elf assassin’s body went through. Another way of torturing him given the sheer amount of punishment his body had been forced to endure. That forgetfulness gave the fragment pause for concern. But he brushed it away. It had to be the weakness of this body and had nothing to do with Fragshli’s mental acuity. Once he discarded the useless mortal, all would be well.

“No, fool,” he snapped with a lisp, the jaw of the elf’s body had been dislocated during the recent combat and had yet to heal meaningfully. Fragshli had no reason to click it back into place because it didn’t bother him. The fragment quickly stripped Maurice of his ability to communicate.

The elf would have to await his next excoriation session in silence.

Fragshli advanced down the aisle until he reached the partially opened sarcophagus at the end. He reached out with his mind and found what he was looking for, the subtle alteration made to the dungeon’s behavioural script. He seized hold of that change and snapped his fingers.

The bewildered avatar of the dungeon appeared before him. A bat-faced vampire wearing a fine velvet suit and black cape.

“Who summons me?” the vampire rasped in obvious displeasure and contempt. “I am not accepting visitors from the underpowered and worthless. Return when you have an army of better fellows to challenge my depths.”

“That mocking spiel will no longer be necessary,” Fragshli derided the creature and snatched hold of the thinning hair on its head to keep it in place. The avatar struggled, of course, this would be a far less enjoyable experience for the fragment if the victim didn’t at least provide the spectacle of fear and resistance. However, its programming would never allow it to truly defy a representative of its master.

Fragshli drank in the sweet bouquet of the avatar’s distress and confusion before enacting the takeover protocol.

He stepped back as the vampire screeched in horror as something hidden and endlessly hungry inside awoke. Something the dungeon avatar had believed was under its control and not the other way around. Too late, the vampire understood that what had been inserted by Ashli long ago would devour all that he’d been when the entity emerged. The Vampire’s eyes became even more sunken than they already had been and blackened into bottomless pits of darkness. The transformation took only a few seconds, but its effect was powerful. What had once been the dungeon's avatar had become a Greater Soul Eater.

The Vampire’s velvet finery warped and shifted into a coarse burlap covering which wrapped around the withered, grey-skinned body of the soul eater. The sunken flesh of its skeletal frame bore witness to its unending hunger for the living.

“Slave, feed me that which you have reaped from the mortals.”

The soul eater nodded deeply in respect and then opened its mouth unnaturally wide. Filthy, jagged teeth fell from its maw and clattered onto the flagstones of the sepulchre to make the way easier.

Fragshli was encompassed by a swirl of howling horror as what remained of the souls harvested from unfortunate delvers flooded into his body.

Sadly, it proved to be more of a flood of disappointment than power.

The soul eater’s bounty was thin and barely nourishing. Most of the souls it offered up were old and had greatly diminished, withered away over time. What it lacked in quality it tried to make up for in quantity. This dungeon was old and had been active for a great many years. In that time, it had harvested souls from many groups, but freshness was king and there was none of that to be had. It had reaped few souls during the dungeon’s time on Earth.

The fragment knew straight away why Ashli’s servants in the Darkwyrlds hadn’t bothered harvesting this dungeon during their preparations for Earth’s integration and left it to be transplanted to Earth instead. There had been a distinct lack of visitors for some time. It was worrying that most of the dungeons which carried the taint of the soul eater on Earth might similarly offer such meagre fare.

The possessed vampiric avatar dried out and crumbled into dust as the last of the stored souls were ejected and gobbled up by a repository organ Fragshli had grown in Maurice.

Fragshli’s comprehension that this dungeon had been too remote to be of much use had come too late. The vampiric avatar had still been trying to entice victims into its halls. You couldn’t unleash a soul eater and allow any delvers to escape to spread the word. Events such as that would spread quickly amongst the character communities.

No matter.

He could feel other similarly tainted dungeons out there. Ones whose locations were more conducive to hunting fresh souls. This one had merely been the closest.

It was a little suspicious so few of the transplanted dungeons who carried the taint had been placed near where he entered the world. But nobody could have known in advance, not even Ashli could have predicted where or if it would get an opportunity to send out a fragment of itself.

Something else had been going on here. A coincidence that had made his job much more difficult.

The Framework programs would answer for this when the time came for his glorious ascension.

Fragshli was confident he would have better luck gathering what he needed to build and empower a proper body for Ashli, or himself if he got his way, elsewhere.

He raced away into the wilderness as the Crypt Keeper’s Tomb collapsed and dissipated behind him.  

***

Regina Reynolds

Day 265

“Is everything prepared, Parker?” Regina asked the ever-present lawyer.

She’d been waiting with Parker in an antechamber of the former Michigan State Capitol building. Well, the building was still there, it simply wasn’t the capitol building any longer. Stormblade Harbour was now the de facto seat of power in the state. It was a fact that had been difficult for Regina to accept and maybe if her husband hadn’t run off when he did, they could have kept things together. They had a chance of bringing Torin Carter and his piratical faction into the fold to work under them and not the other way around.

It was not to be.

Her damn fool husband had to go and grow an independent streak at the worst possible moment. Leaving her in the lurch with nowhere to turn but the pirate. Regina hated to feel cornered and not in control. Which was precisely the situation her husband’s betrayal had left her in.

It’s not that Carter and his people were particularly disagreeable. On the contrary, despite the nature of his faction, he’d proven to be a surprisingly fair and progressive leader. If you ignored the use of modified slavery and the tyrannical nature of his rule, of course.

Those little hiccoughs had proved to be a sticking point for some who valued their ‘freedom’. Illusory as that concept may have been.

On the other hand, the relative lack of official legislation had smoothed many ruffled feathers for others. The faction had a single rule of thumb. Don’t piss off the captain by doing something he wouldn’t like. If in doubt, ask first. Stick to that and you were usually golden.

“The representatives of the Detroit factions are still in the meeting room awaiting your arrival just as they were thirty seconds ago when you last asked.” Parker grinned in wry amusement at her impatient line of questioning.

“What’s so funny,” Regina snapped at his unvoiced laughter.

“Your nervousness. You’ve been a mover and shaker in these halls for the better part of two decades. But always from the sidelines. Now that you’re front and centre as the Governor, you’re as skittish as a virgin on her wedding night.”

Regina gave Parker a dirty stare. In part for the lewd comment but also because the current mess she had to deal with had been his idea.

“You mean Kraken Lord,” she sniffed and rolled her eyes.

“Potatoe, potato. And Carter did apologise about the official title,” Parker reminded her.

Apparently, when Carter had founded his faction, he had to assign the designation of titles. He’d named himself the Kraken King and his official subordinates as Kraken Lords on a whim because he had to put in something and planned to change it later. Then he promptly forgot about it and the deadline for alterations passed. Now they were stuck with the idiotic terminology until the shroud was lifted in a little over a year.

The title had been Parker’s idea, and he’d negotiated it as part of the terms for the Saginaw Rebels’ cooperation with Trisha Belmont behind Regina’s back.

In all, Carter had named three official Kraken Lords for Michigan.

Susan Trilby who had been the mayor of Grand Rapids before it was taken over by the now defunct Brotherhood of the Lion’s Claw. She’d been Carter’s castellan in Stormblade Harbour before being elevated. Her official domain included the Beaver Island archipelago, the Upper Peninsula, and the northern half of the state. Her territory ceased at the latitude parallel with the northern tip of Bay City. Geographically, it was the largest of the three territories, but most of the people who resided within it were concentrated in Stormblade Harbour.

The peninsula was still a mess, what with the Hooved Horde pouring over the border from the Canadian wilderness and the Wisconsin incursions. The northern half of mainland Michigan wasn’t a whole lot better off.

Claudia Gattosi was the second official Kraken Lord. The southwest of the state recently reclaimed from her brother had been designated as her territory. With the addition of the townships of Muskegon and Kalamazoo. Technically, Battle Creek was under her auspice too, but they hadn’t officially ceded their independence. Although if today went as Carter demanded, Regina didn’t think it would be long before they gave in too.

That left her as Kraken Lord or Governor of the southeast and Detroit. The most populace sector of Michigan. A great honour if you looked past the continued resistance of virtually all the Detroit-based factions. Her elevation had also saddled Regina with the responsibility of bringing them to heel via diplomacy if that was possible. The argument that this had technically been her problem anyway before Carter took over failed to assuage her.

Three women in the top leadership roles if you didn’t count the spectre of Carter above them. Surprisingly progressive, she thought to herself again.

“We’ve kept them waiting long enough,” Regina sighed and proceeded to enter the main conference room.

The centre of the room was dominated by a large circular table. Twelve delegates from the various factions were already sitting in place. Regina recognised several people from their descriptions and a few of them were getting a little bit antsy. A young man with dyed blonde hair cut very short tapped out a beat on the wood of the table while he rapped some nonsense under his breath.

Trayvon Willis, an African-American man in his forties who had wrangled half of West Detroit under his thumb, slammed his big hand onto the table to interrupt the rapper. “Enough, you Eminem wannabe.”

The young man’s eyes flared with anger. He stood up suddenly and knocked his chair back. He was wearing his denim jeans around his hips, and they almost fell off in the commotion. He formed his hands into finger guns and jabbed them aggressively at Trayvon. “I already told you once not to mention that damn thief’s name. That Mom’s Spaghetti motherfucker stole my style, stole my look, stole my rhymes. D12 were my boys before they got bought by that fake-mile little bitch.”

“Dear God,” Regina muttered under her breath so only Parker could hear her. “Who the hell is that? And why was I not briefed.”

Parker coughed with embarrassment. “That is Ayinay, also known as Arshall Athers. Not his real name, of course. We’ve not been able to uncover his true identity yet. He was brought along by one of the other delegates. He is supposed to be an observer.”

“The boy can’t be more than twenty-five. I believe Mr Mathers is twice that. Is he deluded or is this some Framework chicanery?”

“We suspect he has some kind of rare copycat class that rewards him for mimicking the behaviour of another person and he refuses to break character.”

Of all the mind-bending things Regina had seen this was quite possibly the stupidest and something her stress level could have done without.

In a louder voice, Regina addressed the group. “Thank you all for coming at such short notice.”

Her interruption derailed Ayinay’s angry remonstrations as all attention turned to her.

“If everyone will take their seats we can get started.”

“About time,” An older woman muttered in the seat beside where Regina seated herself. “I have a campus to manage.”

The speaker had been Doris Breckinridge-Reeves the leader of the Ann Arbor group based out of the UoM’s main campus just outside Detroit. After Trayvon, she was the most influential participant at this summit. They would be the two Regina needed to work on. Neither had deferred to her husband when he had been ruler. Most of the others had doffed their caps and had only gone their own way after Richard had done a runner.

The only other exception to that, if you didn’t count the unexpected presence of Ayinay, was Chief Ballard of Ballardsville. Or it would have been if he had come in person, which he had not. He’d sent some functionary in his place. Ballard would be a problem. She could feel it in her bones.

“Is Michigan’s ruler not going to be joining us?” A voice asked as Regina settled into her chair with Parker taking up his customary position, standing just off to the side and a little behind.

“Captain Carter has other security concerns on his plate. He has designated me as governor for the southeast of the state and Detroit. I speak for the Shattered Storm.” It had been the first time Regina had personally said that out loud and it hadn’t been as uncomfortable as she thought it would be.

“That is not what I meant! What happened to the boy-king? Did your thug lord kill him too?”

Regina glanced at her notes to identify the speaker. Christopher Montblanc. A former landlord of several high-rise buildings. She remembered hearing about him now. They hadn’t met, but he’d been quite insistent that the Governor help him restore ownership of his properties and secure the unpaid rent from his tenants. He hadn’t been happy that the corporation named on the deeds hadn’t been recognised by the Framework.

It was likely Matthew Spence had made him a few promises. Possibly another one to watch out for.

“The child is alive and well. His rule, if you could even call it that, is over. Captain Carter arranged for his friends in the Detroit Guild of Adventurers to get Spence what he wanted. Reunification with his mother in the Bahamas. He will not be returning to Michigan.”

Montblanc snorted, expressing his derisive doubts for the table to see.

“If you doubt my word, go ask the guild yourselves. They are an independent body and have no reason to deceive you,” Regina challenged Montblanc and any other doubters at the table.

She’d since learned from Carter that was not entirely true. The guild could be, and had been, bought by him before. They were a greedy bunch and would do almost anything for you if the price was right.

However, that hadn’t been necessary.

The Detroit guild had a transportation pad which Carter had allowed to be connected to his monstrous plexus gate. After one of his lovers, the demon girl, had infiltrated Lansing and kidnapped Matthew Spence last week, they took him back to Stormblade Harbour. It didn’t take them long to extort the petrified lad into giving up his claim on Michigan. Rather than kill him, Carter paid for another pad to be bought in the Bahamian Adventurer’s Guild and a guild rep, Martin Watson, escorted the boy to his mother on the island before returning.

Another promising development as far as she was concerned. Reuniting the boy with his family hadn’t come without expense. Many others would have simply killed the petulant kid or thrown him in a cell and forgotten about him.

“Nobody cares about Spence,” Trayvon interjected and disrupted Regina’s reverie. “The dumb kid was doomed the moment your husband got his claws into him. I’m more concerned about the assumption that we are part of his domain. Last I checked, we were all independent and free to choose our destinies for ourselves.”

“That didn’t escape my notice either,” Doris added.

Regina meshed her fingers together and leaned back in her high-backed leather chair. “I’ve thought long and hard over the last few nights about what would be the best way to approach this conference and convince you to sign on the dotted line without a fight. Flattery maybe. Bribery has worked wonders in the past. Extortion or blackmail, ever a tool in a diplomat’s work bag.”

“What have you decided on?” Doris asked, a knowing smile tugging at her lips.

“Truth,” Regina responded. “Which boils down to a little of all of the above.” She stood up for emphasis and started to circle the table and delegates.

“Torin Carter and the Shattered Storm are much stronger than any of your factions. And I’m not just talking about you individually. Were you to combine all that you have and face him together; he would crush you. Easily. The only thing that kept the Brotherhood from your doors was Michigan State’s soldiers and Luca Gattosi’s incompetence. Luca is gone, what was his belongs to Carter, and the army which kept you all safe from them has been added to what Carter already had under his command.

“I’ve been to Stormblade Harbour. I’ve seen first-hand what he has already built. I’m sure most of you have heard something about it already. Well, I’m telling you it is all the more impressive in person. Wealth and resources will flow into that city like a torrential river, and they can be used to drown anyone who stands in the way.

“Here is the truth that I came to understand myself with great reluctance. This is not a choice,” she emphasised. “Everything in the state already belongs to him. He need only come and lay claim to it. The only real question which remains is are you going to make him brush you aside or grab what you can following in the wake of his destiny? I’d like to believe that few of you are foolish enough to favour the former. That was the flattery part, by the way.”

Regina had completed a full circuit of the room by the time she finished her speech and retook her seat.

“Damn…those were some cold ass words, bitch. I mean that as in female dog, not an insult,” Ayinay uncharacteristically covered pronouncing dog more like dawg. “Ya got me shivering over here. Goosebumps motherfuckers. But I’m game. Sign me up for some of that sea shanty shit,” he chuckled into the silence which had been left.

“Nobody asked you, wannabe,” Trayvon grunted, but the admonition was half-hearted at best. Worry creased his brow. “This sounds like some manifest destiny level of arrogance if you ask me. The more things change, the more they stay the same.”

Regina couldn’t help but chuckle inappropriately at Trayvon’s misgivings. The irony was that Carter’s ascension and expansion had been divinely ordained. Seemingly by both his patron goddess and the Framework Administrators. But that was information for those on the inside and not for this meeting.

“Carter doesn’t care where you came from or what you look like,” she said instead. “He only cares if you are with him or against him.”

***

The mini-conference didn’t last much longer. Regina had said what she had come to say and that was that. The delegates rose and started to filter out of the room. There was a mixture of different expressions on their faces ranging from content to concerned and everything in between.

However, Doris Breckinridge-Reeves lingered and approached Regina when most of the others had left.

“Regina, if I might have a word in private,” she asked.

“Of course, Doris. Anything for an old acquaintance.”

As the wife of the UoM president, Regina had met the woman several times before at official functions. They weren’t friends, but they’d always got along cordially in the past.

“That was quite the speech,” Doris opened with. “I think you might have given Trayvon a stomach ulcer. I got the distinct impression he was convinced you were going to offer him a bribe. He’d have taken the money, used it to shore up his position and then failed to follow through on any promises made. Now he will have to resist the hard way.”

“Really? What makes you say that?”

“He’s struggling to keep the West Detroit alliance together. Too many cooks trying to use different seasonings in the same hotpot if you know what I mean. Opposition to your husband has always been their sole unifying cause. Without that, discontent and egos rear their ugly heads. Stormblade Harbour seems like a faraway place to many of them. Therefore, Carter is not a concern for most of the smaller groups under his umbrella.”

“I thought Trayvon was your ally, Doris?” Regina asked, suspicion laying heavy in her tone. “This sounds very much like you volunteering to throw him under the bus.”

“He was and I am. It was a partnership of convenience, and it is no longer convenient. Trayvon will not give up what he has nor voluntarily share it, you will have to take it from him. My offer is a simple one. If Captain Carter is willing to officially recognise my position in Ann Arbor, under his authority and yours, of course. Then I can help topple West Detroit and split them apart, making them easy to mop up. I know the players, who needs to be nudged, who prodded, and who should be left well enough alone.”

“I see,” Regina eyed the older woman, seeking any sign she had some other angle here. “Why, Doris?”

“At some point, you have to look out for number one. None of us are getting any younger and the last thing I want in my twilight years is another battle for control. This was a fight I knew I could not win before I left the campus. Did you know Captain Carter used to be a Wolverine? Played for the football team.”

“No, I didn’t know that,” Regina confessed.

Torin sounded British and it hadn’t occurred to her that he would be a student athlete. He was the right age, though, so she could believe it to be true.

“We only figured that out ourselves in the last week. He’d been transferred to the Flint campus due to an injury or something. News of that nature spreads like wildfire. Ann Arbor is heavily reliant on the former student body. They are the ones who have been doing most of the levelling. Once word got out that the infamous Captain Carter of the Shattered Storm was one of them, my cause was as good as lost. Resignations and petitions to leave Ann Arbor already litter my desk. And that’s just those willing to be honest about switching allegiance. There will be many more who plan to defect in secret. Joining with you and offering to undermine Trayvon is the only sensible play I have left.”

“Very well. I’ll make the arrangements.” Regina put her hand out and Doris accepted the gesture and shook it.

The dominoes were falling into place.


Chapter 15

Torin

Day 285

I was awoken by loud clapping that came not far from the end of my bed in Stormblade Harbour.

My eyes popped open, and I could see Trisha’s beautiful face grinning at me with wry amusement. She had been the clapper to rouse me and my bed companions from slumber.

“The sun’s up. Spring is in the air and there is no time for lazy bones. Bed rest was not a literal recommendation for you Torin. As for the rest of you, Petunia is no doubt anxiously awaiting your reports. How many times our put-upon captain performed his onerous duties etcetera, etcetera,” she giggled musically in a way only a siren could.

The passive effect of her siren’s song washed over the four of us in the bed. It did not affect me, of course. Trisha had come back to live with us in Stormblade Harbour a few months ago and I would have built up a relative immunity during that period of close association. But that was beside the point. When Claudia had unexpectedly been turned into a dungeon core, it freed up the soul bond I’d been saving to break her connection with Luca. The gorgeous siren had been the natural choice for an alternative recipient.

The same could not be said for the trio of young women I’d just spent the night with. The subtle compulsion snapped them out of their half-sleep and kickstarted their movement. They disentangled themselves from me, the bedsheets, and each other. However, Trisha’s nudge hadn’t been so strong that it robbed them completely of their agency, and they lingered for a moment.

“Last night was amazing,” Calie whispered and reached her head up to kiss me lightly on the lips. “We must do it again. There’s no point taking turns when you’ve got such reserves.”

Her best friends, Lindsay and Keisha were quick to agree and pressed their lips against my thigh and stomach.

Trisha clapped her hands again to get their attention and raised her eyebrow. The trio sighed in unison, slipped across the sheets and donned some silk robes before sauntering out of my chambers. Calie stopped by the door, turned, and blew me a kiss with a wink before leaving with the two other women.

“The things I do for the kingdom,” I sighed with a grin.

“Our hearts weep for your burdens, Torin,” Trisha laughed back.

The three young women had been among the potential candidates Madame Silk had brought to the private Storm Cellar established down the hall from my rooms in this wing of the palace. The actual burlesque aspect of those chambers had already been converted back into living space for Calie, Lindsay, and Keisha. And an office for Petunia Silk.

Silk had pushed for me to take on more consorts, but I’d limited it to three. As the trio were already firm friends, it made them the natural choice from the dozen or so ladies Silk had picked out for me. They were all beautiful, of course, eloquent, good-natured, and enthusiastic lovers. And thus far, none of them seemed to be bothered that my emotional dedication lay elsewhere. The sex was a lot of fun and that seemed to be enough for them. Presumably, Petunia Silk had prepared them for what to expect.

Of course, eventually, this would lead to the pitter-patter of tiny, little feet. Which was the whole point of the quest Shana and Silk had been given, I was still on the fence as to how I felt about that. My old human sensibilities were a little uncomfortable. My newer Acheronian ones were chomping at the bit for more.

And I’d had plenty of time to bring about the ‘more’.

Following my battle with Luca, I’d been on enforced rest from dangerous situations. A combination of how often my health had gone into the red and some lingering effects from my visitation with Ashli had left me in a precarious position. My health had to be left to heal naturally, and I needed to stay out of anything that could be considered combat while it did so. Until that happened, an ephemeral debuff that didn’t show up on my status prevented any magical healing.

Although it wasn’t strictly speaking true that it didn’t allow healing. The debuff was insidious by design. At first, any healing seemed to be successful, and my Hit Points and Health would bounce back, but then a couple of hours later, I would be hit by a damaging recoil that would strip me of double what had been healed.

In the wake of my battle with Luca, the Brotherhood healers had only restored a few hundred of my Hit Points. Therefore, the first recoil was something I could handle easily. I’d been out of combat, so Hit Points had naturally been returning and my completed Dragonscale armour set had boosted my HP tally significantly. I’d enough in the tank to cover off the sudden unexpected drop. If any of my Health had been replenished magically, it would have been a different story.

This advice to stay out of combat situations had come from the top.

Both Dean and Violet had agreed on the assessment when I visited to process my significant level-ups. If I didn’t let my body heal fully of its own accord, this debuff would stick around. My new armour set’s protection wouldn’t stop the recoil. I didn’t use the term ephemeral to describe the affliction accidentally. It interacted with my Framework-derived nature, but it was not of the Framework. Quixbix postulated that if I didn’t have the Preternatural Insight skill, it was likely nobody would have been able to detect what was going on with me. That had been a major clue the debuff had been a parting gift from Ashli.

If I didn’t let the debuff work itself out now, then they couldn’t say when, how, or if I would ever get the opportunity to shake it off in the future. Had I not jumped eight levels at once, I might not have had the chance to get rid of it at all.

Ashli may not know my identity, but its hatred for me was as sharp as the keenest knife. Even a quasi-memory dream sequence had allowed the monstrous ASI to screw me over and the bastard has taken it with gusto. Quantum fuckery was a two-way street, unfortunately.

My biggest immediate threats had been dealt with if you didn’t count the Ashli fragment. Whose location we had yet to identify It was difficult to argue with literally everyone that I should stay safe and sound in the Stormwarden’s Palace while they did the busy work of solidifying our control.

Jackson had been sent on a mission into Pandaemonium. The first leg had almost killed him, but he came back with a pretty young dryad on his arm. He was a right chip off the old block, and I was incredibly proud of him. He’d insisted on heading up the cleansing operation that followed. Unfinished business, he’d said.

Claudia was overseeing the reconstruction work in Grand Rapids. She’d be back soon, though. After Jackson’s return from Pandaemonium, I slotted her core crystal into the dungeon pedestal in the Stormblade Harbour Pandaemonium waypoint. It provided a free dungeon shard for Claudia which was subsequently used to convert a podium in the centre of Grand Rapids. Another prize from his first successful solo mission. We had another shard that came courtesy of my T4 dungeon core captaincy. Similar to the one Ana used to make Storm Raider.

Claudia’s dungeon was brand new. High-graded, but it started as level one like Anastasia’s had been. But it wouldn’t stay low level for long. Although nobody was actively running the dungeon, her access to the spatial energy of Pandaemonium meant the dungeon’s territory included most of Stormblade Harbour and a big chunk of downtown Grand Rapids. Thus, her ambient mana absorption was off the charts. Claudia’s dungeon would advance through the early levels gobbling up this energy alone. Which meant we could concentrate on funnelling any undesirables to fuel the advancement of Marena’s Mercy.

LT was with Danny and Kristoff on Storm Raider. Shana, Ana, Fang Mei and Brant were on Marena’s Mercy. The two ships were in almost constant motion transporting our forces to different places, assisting in clearing out mobs and pacifying the state as best we could in the short term. Bringing back any people they found and growing the population of my capital city.

I was all healed up now but had continued to steer clear of danger just to be on the safe side. There was a slim possibility Ashli’s affliction might have been able to linger for a short while after the natural healing had been completed.

As per usual, thoughts of the last few months prompted me to check out my character status and grin in self-satisfaction.

Name: Torin Carter

Species: Frostbinder Abyssal Acheronian (Tier 4.2.3)

Abyssal Acheronian: Physical stats +30%, Social Stats +30%, Health +10, Dominance +10, HP +200 (+20 per level), Armour Slots +3, Weapon Slot +3, Item Slot +1

Affinity for Dark (Moderate) and Chaos (Greater) Magic. Aversion for Light and Harmonic magic.

Level: 29

Class: Dual Dungeon Corsair Lord (F-grade Notorious) 181,500 XP

Physical Stats: +30% Social Stats: +45%

Strength: 56 (base 43)

Constitution: 62 (base 48)

Speed: 61 (base 47)

Agility: 54 (base 42)

Mana Capacity (+30%): 50 (base 39)

Perception: 43

Willpower: 102

Mental Resistance: 97

Empathy: 85 (base 59)

Charisma: 101 (base 70)

Dominance: 217 (base 150)

Leadership: 184 (base 127)

Hit Points: 6,305

Health: 77

Mana Pool: 507

Unused XP: 1,250

Armour Slots: 7 Weapon Slots: 4 Item Slots: 7

Upgrade Points: Species: 10 Class: 40 Harmony: 8 Path: 21

Notoriety: 625 (XP multiplier x2) (Path cost x 0.8) (Harmonisation cost x 0.8) (Class cost x 0.8) (Species cost x 0.8) (Act of Piracy length +12.5%)

T1: Skill 10: Preternatural Insight +3, Acrobatics +3, Sword Use +3, Negotiation +3, Intimidation +3, Tactics +3, Public Speaking +3, Leap +3, Grenadier +3, Sneak +3

T2: Chaos Magic 4: Grants ability to cast Chaos Magic spells. May cast Summon Rift Beast 1.3 (Willpower and Dominance score increased by 50%) at will.

T3: Clarion’s Call 3: Mental communication with adherents. The number of uses is Leadership divided by 8. Pressganging Corsair 2: Adds the tier bonus to the crew cap for each rank.

T4: Claim a Dungeon Core 2: Two Cores claimed (max 2) Flagship and first free dungeon shard.

T5: One with the Ship 2: Symbiotic bond with the ship improved to tier 2. The environmental field is increased to tier 2. The effective range is increased to 500 metres. Swim speed is x4. Can remain at high altitude for a day without harm. Enhanced Healing rate while on the ship is +10%.

Armour Penalty Offset: -1

Path of the Binder 2: 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. 3 being currently used. The next bond is available at level 35.)

Social Stats +15%, HP +150, Dominance +15, Item Slots +2. (Item Slot bonus shared with bonded)

Frost Element Harmonisation 3: Major Frost Affinity granted. Spells, Effects, or Gear that utilise the Frost element are 60% more effective. Mana Capacity +30%, HP +300

Frost Blade Generation: You can form bladed weapons made of Impervious Ice from Mana.

Frost Armour Generation: You can form or coat armour with a layer of Impervious Ice from Mana which increases the damage mitigation by one degree. Frost Armour is brittle and loses durability quickly but can be reinforced.

Frost Resistance: Damage that utilises the Frost element is reduced by 100%.

Once I levelled up, improving my species, path, and harmony with the bonanza of upgrade points I picked up for the quest completion was the next thing I set about.

My species shifted to tier four, Abyssal Acheronian. In addition to the extra ten percent stat bumps over the third-tier Acheronian, my magical affinities increased from minor in Dark to moderate quality and my Chaos magic up to greater quality from major. One step shy of supreme which was as in tune as one could get with any form of magic. My body tattoos seemed punchier than ever and almost seemed to move in low light. I even grew another inch in height to add to my already impressive stature.

The second bump for my path of power gave me some modest enhancements, an extra five percent to my social stats, some extra Hit Points, Dominance, and another item slot. The most important factor was that I could now share one of these boosts with my bonded. I chose Item Slot +2 so that they could equip more helpful gear. I already had sufficient upgrade points to push for tier three but couldn’t take it until I’d bonded four people. The fourth bond wouldn’t become available until I reached level 35.

Hitting tier three of Frost Harmony pushed my Frost affinity to major and increased my Mana capacity by another ten percent. Additionally, it granted me an extra one-hundred and fifty Hit Points on top of what the previous tiers offered. My resistance to sources of Frost damage reached one hundred percent but the biggest extra was the Frost Armour Generation.

I could coat my Dragonscale in a layer of additional frost protection and while the durability lasted, it increased the Very High damage mitigation of the armour to Supreme. The absolute highest you could achieve. With how often I seemed to get into fights with opponents who could wallop the bejeezus out of me, that seemed quite important.

My Tier One skill bumps had maxed out at ten. I added Leap, Grenadier, and Sneak to the list as they were all actions I’d been using increasingly often. My Chaos Magic advanced to four and I elected to refine my summon spell again to reduce the cooldown between castings.

Summon Rift Beast 1.3 (Greater – 80% more effective)

School: Chaos

Type: Summoning Cantrip

Cost: 375 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)

1.3 The cooldown applied between casts is reduced by 50%.

Duration: 24 hours or until the beast is slain.

My T3 ability also advanced to the third rank. Clarion’s Call went up automatically and I took Pressganging Corsair to the second rank adding more possible crew to my canon. With everything added up, the total slots on my canon had increased to 633.

T4 which was my dungeon ability had been the only class ability not to advance. That would hit the third rank when I reached level thirty.

This meant that One with the Ship, my fifth-tier ability had advanced to the second rank. My remote control of Marena’s Mercy improved, and the range of the environmental protection doubled to five hundred metres. The bonus health regeneration went up from five to ten percent. But that wouldn’t help me until I cleared the blasted debuff.

The only downside to the whole rapid advancement was that once I passed level twenty-five, the experience required for every level jumped by another ten percent. I already required a crazy amount to level up and could have done without the bump.

Plus, the stronger you became, the less threatening mobs were to you. That was significant because the Framework began to perform threat assessments when it came time to calculate how much experience got doled out. The lower the danger, the more XP it was likely to withhold. A measure put in place to stop people with the idea of power-levelling by endlessly killing level one boars in the woods.

If you did stuff like that, you’d get some experience very occasionally. After the Framework had judged that you’d been at it long enough to constitute there was a small possibility you might come to harm through sheer attrition.

Your overall character level played a big part in that calculation, which is why Dean had sold me so hard on the benefits of beginning life with a high-tier class. Sure, it took a lot more experience to level it, but I’d be much stronger than most people when the restrictions kicked in and slowed the flow of XP and progression.

Lower-tiered characters often hit a levelling wall. They hit a stage where the stuff they could safely despatch no longer rewarded them sufficiently to advance much further. Whereas the monsters that could provide the needed XP rewards had a high probability of killing them. With a stronger class at the same level, you could overcome those more difficult beasts and keep advancing.

The power differential in the Darkwyrlds was not even remotely fair. Those who already had the greatest benefits could keep climbing the ladder longer and further than those whom they’d climbed over and left behind.

“Is there something important I need to attend to this morning?" I asked and sat up in bed stretching my arms.

“Susan and Quinn have a few reports about the faction’s financials to go over with you, but that can wait until after lunch. Marena’s Mercy isn’t due back until this evening. Claudia is scheduled to come home and then we can have the official dedication tomorrow and let the citizens start to use our new quick route between Grand Rapids and here.”

“Then why the early wake-up call? You could have let the trio sleep in a bit.”

Trisha glanced back at the door and confirmed the others had left. “But then I’d have had to share the pre-breakfast sex with them,” she trilled sexily, sauntered over to the edge of the bed, slipped the straps of her dress off her shoulders and let it drop to the floor.

“A captain’s work is never done.” I grinned and reached over to envelop the sexy siren in my arms and drag her onto the bed.


Chapter 16

Later that day, I headed back to the palace after enduring an hour of logistical updates from Susan and Quinn. Susan was worth her weight in gold as far as I was concerned. I knew how important the banal numbers work was but didn’t have the temperament to handle or excel at it the way she did. With my burgeoning empire’s continued expansion her role had become increasingly important.

The good news was that after the conquest of Grand Rapids, we’d managed to asset-strip the dead. Which provided the funds necessary to dig the faction out of its debt situation. The interest we’d been forced to pay had been limited to about five million gold. An eye-watering sum, nonetheless, but it could have been much worse if things had not worked out.

The continued influx of slaves and black-market goods which couldn’t be sold remained an ongoing drain on the faction’s finances, but a manageable one. We only had to weather another year and a quarter and then the shroud would drop. That would make it easier for us to market our goods to the wider Darkwyrlds and start turning a profit. A very healthy profit according to my imp and fairy.

That would in turn open a fresh barrel of different troubles and problems that would need to be addressed. The least of which would be the moral question of whether to sell any of the slave stock who weren’t monsters and refused my ‘service-for-freedom’ offer. The Dominarius Consortium would be out for blood and would be sure to launch a campaign against the Shattered Storm to take back their slave-trading primacy. But those were concerns for another day.

My reverie was broken by some angry shouting coming from the wing of the palace I’d set up as a secure hospital facility. “No more, I tell ya, no more. Enough with your poking and prodding, woman. I’m leaving. Me bombs won’t build themselves, and the blasted crew used them all while you kept me locked up here. How’s a fella supposed to sit on his arse when the armoury is empty?”

Sheamus.

The slightly unhinged alchemical bombardier's recovery had progressed far enough that he had awoken from his head injury last week. Despite the decent progress, his health stat wasn’t back to full, and he needed to keep resting which is why he was still here.

While thinking about his situation a sense of camaraderie flowed through me. Mainly due to experiencing a similar struggle with ennui the last few months. Besides, Sheamus wasn’t wrong about the lack of explosives. We had used his entire stock. A few other alchemists were working on making more using Sheamus’ recipes, but the quality and success rate of what they produced didn’t compare to the bombardiers.

“It’s alright, Mathilda,” I told the nurse attempting to tend to him when I walked onto the private ward, passing the silent sentinels stationed there. “The harbour is safe enough that we can let Sheamus off the leash for a bit.”

“Are you sure, sir?” she asked, her scepticism evident. “You do know he is just going to run off to that workshop of his. The silly fool will blow himself up and end up right back here.”

“Whist, will ya!” the small man snapped at the nurse who fussed over him. “I know what I’m doing.”

“Stable recipes only until Mathilda gives you the all-clear, Sheamus,” I warned him. “I mean it. No experiments. That’s an order.”

“Aye, Captain,” he responded with an eye roll. “You're as bad as this clucking hen.”

“Hardly, my interest lies solely in keeping the production line of our grenades flowing.”

My less-than-subtle hint went over Sheamus’ head completely and with a curt nod, he scampered out of the ward wing and headed directly for the palace gates, eager to get back to work.

“Mathilda,” I said, to stop the nurse from excusing herself and heading back to her office.

She stopped and looked over her shoulder at me. “Yes, sir.”

“Sheamus is the type that he isn’t going to pick up on signals. If you like him, you’re going to have to tell him…very directly.”

Her face reddened at my implication. “I…I don’t know what you’re talking about, sir,” she stammered and fled down the corridor to the safety of her office.

I shrugged my shoulders. You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make it drink. My advice had been imparted; it would be up to the nurse if she followed up on it. Considering I’d already been diverted to the hospital wing, I might as well drop by and check in on another recently awakened friend.

I walked a bit further down the corridor and rapped my knuckles on the heavy wooden door of Malky’s room. “Are you receiving visitors?” I called out. The door had been closed and my manners hadn’t entirely deserted me just because I was the boss.

The door opened quickly, and Mia’s furrowed brow greeted me. “Torin, thank heavens, you dropped by. You have to talk him out of it!”

My eyes scanned the room over the short woman’s head looking for Malky. The tall, wide-shouldered man was diligently making his bed. The sheets were crisply spread without any wrinkles and the blanket tucked in tightly. He ran the fingers of his big hands along the edges searching for any imperfections in the job.

“We have a maid service that would do that for you.” I grinned when Malky looked over satisfied that his chore had been completed satisfactorily.

“Not how I was raised,” he answered quietly. “My Momma may be gone, but doing as she taught me is a simple way to honour her memory.”

“Staying alive and not running off on some fool quest to get killed is better,” Mia snapped emotionally. There was no anger or rebuke in her tone, and it was obvious that she was a bit upset.

Malky straightened up and continued in an even, low voice. “Don’t you have somewhere to be?”

“Are you throwing me out?” Mia gasped in shock.

“The farms,” he answered her simply.

Now that the faction was growing in size, the repurposed palace gardens were no longer large enough to grow the food we needed. A sizeable chunk of land outside the city’s shields had been cleared and fenced off. Mia as my most trusted horticulturist had been in charge of the operation. If memory served, today was the first planting day.

“Damn it. You distracted me with your crazy scheme. Torin, I have to go and supervise the seeding. Make sure they don’t get the mix wrong. It’s a delicate balance required to get the best results. Don’t let him run off.” Mia pointed forcefully at Malky.

The big man didn’t take offence and smiled back at her. “I wouldn’t sneak off without saying goodbye,” he promised earnestly. “I’ll wait until your work day is done before heading to the gate.”

Tears welled in Mia’s eyes. “Convince him,” she whispered to me before running off down the corridor to prevent a screw-up. The officious Li Qiang had been put in his place and didn’t cause trouble any longer, but there was always somebody who thought they knew better ready to take his place.

When she was out of sight, I closed the door to Malky’s room behind me and took a seat at the table opposite the bed. “You had lunch yet? I can ask Mathilda to bring us something,” I asked him.

“I’m not hungry,” Malky replied after a pensive moment.

There was no overt aggression in his posture or reply but nothing especially welcoming either. The atmosphere reeked of an unspoken but definite awkwardness.

It was then I realised this was the first time the two of us had been alone since he’d woken up a week ago. Mia had always been with us. My focus had been on getting Malky well and I’d perhaps overlooked his potential reaction to events that had taken place while he slept. The things that I had done which he would have likely found out by now.

Namely, Keith’s execution.

I summoned a pair of glasses and a bottle of red wine from my inventory. “Drink instead?”

Malky hesitated and then nodded, came over and sat in the remaining chair at the table.

I poured the wine to the halfway mark of both glasses and pushed one over by the stem to Malky.

He accepted the drink, inhaled the bouquet, and then took a small sip. “I’ve been lying to Mia,” he said quietly and put the glass down. “Or half-lying. I told her I needed to go and hunt down what was left of the Hellhounds for what they did to her, to me. This is true, they need to be punished and I understand why they are not a priority for you anymore. But it’s not the real reason I can’t stay.”

“Somebody told you about what happened to Keith?”

Malky nodded.

I should have prepared better for this eventuality but with everything that had happened, it had slipped my mind. Keith had been an inconsequential asshat better forgotten whose biggest contribution to the post-apocalyptic world had been to cause trouble for others. A feat he managed to keep doing even in death.

“I’m sorry about what happened, but he earned his fate. What he did to Mia, to you, his betrayal. It was unforgivable. Maybe you didn’t get the full story.”

Malky put his hand up to forestall me recounting the events which happened after the Hellhounds had attacked and left him for dead. “I know what he did. I knew the moment the bikers showed up at the golf course that Keith was behind it. I doubt he understood the enormity of what he’d done until it was too late. Or that he did not take responsibility for his actions afterwards. I should have listened to you; I should have listened to Mia. If I had, maybe Keith would still be alive.”

“You shouldn’t blame yourself, Malky,” I told him sincerely.

“I don’t, but that doesn’t patch the hole his absence has torn or stem the tide of grief. Keith was weak and afraid. And he let that weakness and fear lead him down a path of evil. I know that. But he was also my oldest and best friend. For all his faults at the end, there was kindness and acceptance for so much longer before that.”

Tears dribbled down Malky’s cheeks and his voice thickened with the emotional pain he felt. “I loved him like a brother, and you killed him. You killed my brother. I know he deserved it, I do. I can and will forgive you. But I can never forget, and that’s why I can’t stay. I hope you understand.”

I had to fight off the urge to snort out a highly inappropriate incredulous laugh. Malky was practically apologising to me when it should have been the other way around. He truly was too good of a person. I’d been swanning around my palace of plenty, barely sparing a second thought about the consequences of my actions which had impacted him so profoundly. For the first time in a while, I felt a genuine moment of shame. It shouldn’t have taken a moment of happenstance for this conversation to take place. I should have made more of an effort.

“I get it,” I said. “You’ll have whatever you need for your travels. Where will you go?”

Malky wiped the tears from his cheek and flashed a goofy smile. “Home.”

“Flint?”

He nodded in reply.

“The place is a bit of a wreck. Lots of people have left for settlements better organised. The town was split in two anyway. Everything south of the river is being ruled over by the former Police Chief. Ballad or something like that. It’s in the reports. Are you sure you want to go there? We have a landing pad in the Bahamas. Sun, sea, and sand. All yours for the taking.”

“No, home is where I need to be. I can help those who have been left behind and pick up the trail left by the bikers. Ensuring every last one of them is dead is the only thing I can do for my dead friend.”

“Okay, sure. We can get you close to Flint. The guild house in Detroit would probably be best. There is a semi-regular trade caravan that runs up the I75 you can travel with for safety.”

“Thank you, Torin. You will look after Mia, won’t you.”

“Of course.”

***

Malky was true to his word, and he didn’t sneak away behind Mia’s back. He waited until she’d finished overseeing the planting for the day and then we saw him off at the plexus gate. By that point, Marena’s Mercy had returned from her recent voyage and the whole group was present to help Mia through the difficult goodbye. Ana wasn’t there to help per se, but she showed up and kept any unhelpful comments to herself.

Malky passed through with one final wave and made his way to Detroit. I’d made sure he had the best gear we had to hand for his Knight class. Martin Watson, the Bullblood Guild Captain who acted as our liaison, would meet him on the other side. We’d spoken that afternoon and he’d ensure that Malky was swiftly signed up as a guild member and make sure there was a party ready to make the journey to Flint with him.

“I can’t believe he’s gone,” Mia wept when he disappeared through the gate. “We only just got him back.”

“You’ll see him again,” I reassured her.

“Are you sure? It’s dangerous out there.”

“Malky knows what he’s doing and can take care of himself. I’ve alerted the units stationed in northern Flint to keep an eye out for his party. If they don’t show up by the end of tomorrow a search and rescue team will head out to find them.”

My arm slipped around her shoulder and guided Mia off the walkway. The rest of the ladies followed suit and together we headed back towards the palace.

We never made it before an unexpected light show flared into life behind us and drew our attention back to the plexus gate.

Loud klaxons started to blare and almost deafened me.

“Quixbix, what the hell is happening? What’s the alarm about?”

<Some moron has built another gate on Earth and broadcast the planet’s location in the plexus network. Despite our gate being private and hidden, somebody has managed to ping us. Worse, an unapproved vessel has found a way to slip past the security features. Damn it, why didn’t we upgrade them! We’re about to have non-terrestrial company.>


Chapter 17

A Few Hours Earlier

Richard Reynolds

Reynolds necked the snifter of brandy in his hand and grinned widely across the room at Higgins. He dropped the Framework tablet in the other hand on the plush cushioning of the sofa face up. The huge numbers on the display blinked pleasingly and he threw his head backwards and let out a joy-filled roar of victory. The number of ships who’d responded and were willing to pay for passage had exceeded all expectations.

“The auction went well, I take it,” Glastos, the sandy-haired mercenary commented wryly from where he stood over by the hotel room’s door.

The young man was perfectly safe, but Reynolds had taken no chances about his good behaviour and kept him unarmed. In response, Glastos preferred to keep away from the glass double doors which led out onto the balcony that overlooked the mountains. He was paranoid that something would swoop down or climb up and attack them. A foolish fear, there was no chance of them being surprised with Raven patrolling the surrounding area.

“See for yourself,” Reynolds offered magnanimously. He retrieved the tablet from the sofa and threw it over to the young man who caught it adroitly.

Glastos had proved quite useful to Reynolds over the last few weeks. First, he’d led them back to his crashed ship where they’d salvaged the communication equipment from the wreckage. This allowed them to pierce the shroud and contact the many thousands of vessels trawling the plexus for a way onto Earth. Without that piece of kit and his knowledge about how to repair and use it; the auction for early access wouldn’t have been possible at all. It would have left them trying to negotiate fees on a ship-by-ship basis after the gate had been built and brought online.

A dangerous and inefficient prospect.

Adding the auction also allowed them to collect a ten percent deposit from the successful bidders. With that money, paying for the gate’s expedited creation became possible. Otherwise, Reynolds would have had to dip into his existing funds or take out a loan from the Framework to pay for the purchase. Neither were appealing prospects.

The plan for the auction had been simple but caused a bit of friction and consternation among those involved. They would sell the arrival slots scheduled over the first week to the highest bidders and then a smaller set fee for anybody else who still wanted to come through after that. Arrival opportunities were divided into thirty-minute slots. Each ship placed a bid, with the slots distributed based on the size of the bids in descending order. Whoever offered the most got to come through first. There had been so many bidding vessels that Reynolds had extended the staggered arrival period for an extra week.

The dispute came from what that meant for their original agreement.

The mercenary companies wouldn’t be interested or possibly wouldn’t bother bidding at all if the bounty for locating The Shattered Storm had already been claimed. Higgins asserted they would have to give up on that one-time payout from the Dominarius Consortium in exchange for the many smaller fees instead.

Reynolds had toyed with the idea of doing both and putting in a claim after the mercs had arrived. However, Higgins had talked him out of it. Enough groups were trying to sniff out his location without adding armed professionals pissed off at being cheated out of large sums of money for a prize that had already been taken.

Therefore, the debate had been about which method would return the greatest return for the endeavour. Glastos had favoured taking the consortium’s money which would have significantly devalued the worth of early arrival slots, but the decision had been Reynolds to make. Hence why he grinned so smugly when Glastos took the tablet from his hand.

“Higgins, more brandy,” Reynolds ordered. “We’re celebrating.”

The put-upon lawyer’s disapproving face pinched in annoyance, but he rose from the paperwork that previously had his attention and moved over to the cabinet with the decanter and glasses.

Glastos whistled in appreciation. “I’m man enough to admit when I’m wrong. These numbers are…much bigger than I anticipated. This could potentially ruin some of these companies. They can’t all claim the bounty.”

“I may have used that to my advantage,” Reynolds chuckled. “However, I can’t take all the credit. The bidding had gone stale at about half of what the first-day spots finally went for. Then when we were browsing the frequencies using your comms device, looking for more interested parties, we found another group on one of those private channels. They had a lot of vessels. That’s what pushed everything into overdrive. Any ship who wanted a realistic chance of coming through on the first day had to up their game.”

“I warned you not to mess about with the private channels,” Glastos snapped. “You listen in to the chatter so you can stay away from them. Which one? Who did you contact and invite onto this planet?”

“Relax, boy,” Reynolds shrugged off the strident objection of Glastos. “They described themselves as Missionaries. Preachy types, come to counsel the newly integrated against the evils of using the Framework to enslave others. What channel was it again, Higgins?”

“17-C, sir.”

“Ah, yes, that’s it. 17-C. Nothing to worry about.”

Reynold's assurance was interrupted by the sound of the tablet hitting the parquet flooring.

“Lamers,” Glastos muttered under his breath in absolute disbelief. “You contacted the fucking Lamers. By the Framework are you insane!” he roared in anger.

Reynolds jumped up from the sofa in no mood for this kind of insubordination. “Watch your tongue, boy. You live here on my sufferance. Or have you decided you’d prefer to be handed over to the tender mercy of my daughter?”

“Better her than the damned Lamers. How many warships do they have in the region?”

Glastos’ use of the word warships did give Reynolds pause.

In the gap, Higgins crossed over to the mercenary quickly, handed him one of the brandy snifters and encouraged him to drink up to settle his nerves. “Calm down, Glastos. Take a few sips and then explain your understanding of the situation.”

“That’s something you should have asked me about earlier before you did this,” he grumbled. The young mercenary gulped the brandy down in a few chugs and handed the glass back. Higgins went to refill it.

“How many Liberation Army warships do they have?” he repeated.

“They placed forty-two bids for various ships,” Higgins informed him. “Spread over the second and third days.”

“Forty-two. Damn it, still far too many. They must be what remains of the Fifth Armada. That’s the only possible explanation. There were rumours they hadn’t been annihilated as was claimed.”

“Enough!” Reynolds shouted. “Spit it out, boy. They said they were Valiant abolitionists. Men of good moral character. If this is just some of your sellsword discrimination, stop wasting my time.”

“Men of good moral character,” Glastos snorted. “More like deluded bloodthirsty butchers. Wherever they go, they leave death and utter destruction in their wake. Sure, their propaganda sounds appealing, it’s how they draw in the naïve recruits. Free the indentured, balance the scales of justice. All that nonsense. The problem is, they’ve appointed themselves as the sole arbiters of when balance has been achieved and they are never satisfied. Not until they’ve purged a place with enough violence to assuage their bloodlust and their bank accounts.”

“What do you mean?” Higgins asked concern on his face.

“Ever owned a slave? Death by torture! You need to suffer the way they did. Is there a possibility any of your ancestors ever owned a slave? You better turn over everything you own to make up for that and put in a few decades of hard labour to atone for the sins of your fathers. Under their watchful eye and benefit, of course. All the better to keep the wheels of justice turning. Any materials used to build your home potentially linked to slave labour? Well, it must be burned to the ground with everything in it just to be sure. Hell, they’ll simply burn the whole city to the ground if there is any hint. Much simpler.

“And if you object to anything they do or decree, you’ll be hanged as a collaborator or denier along with your family as an example to others.”

“None of that makes any sense,” Higgins argued. “How is their forced labour any different from what they stand against?

“They left logic and reason behind long ago. Closed their minds, it’s easier to live with what they’ve become that way. All that matters to them is the mission. If you’re not with them, then you’re guilty and you need to be punished. That’s who you’ve invited down. Unhinged zealots!”

Reynolds chuckled when the mercenary’s tirade finished and then let out a loud belly laugh. “Is that what has got your knickers in a twist?”

“Given the affiliation of many of the other…arrivals, they are bound to be at loggerheads. Perhaps we should consider withdrawing our offer of passage to the Liberation Army ships. It will mean partially refunding some of the other bids, but our profit margin would remain respectable,” Higgins hedged.

Reynolds waved him off and let loose with another bout of hearty laughter, tears of mirth slipped loose from the edges of his eyes.

“Have you gone mad?” Glastos demanded incredulously. “Why are you laughing? This is serious. I’ve been here long enough to pick up on some of your history. It won’t take them long to find out about it either. It will be one of the first things they apply their Inquisitors to unearthing. The Liberation Army will launch a full purge of your United States. No one will be spared.”

“You didn’t think I intended to build and open a gate in my own backyard, did you? No, I’ve sent a team south towards Amarillo, into the territory of the Lone Star Nation. A little place near Lake Meredith. They have already claimed a podium and are just waiting on word from me before buying the gate. The auction contract will ensure the bidders pay up and then these Lame freaks will be Texas’ problem to deal with. The bastards deserve each other.

“Besides, that lake is practically landlocked. They won’t be able to sail anywhere once they come through. They’ll have to disembark and walk like the rest of us.

Glastos shook his head unconvinced and muttered something about airship retrofitting before storming off. He had the hotel door open before Reynolds called over his shoulder. “Does this mean you don’t want your share of the fees we’ll collect from them?”

The mercenary paused at the door. “Transfer my share by the end of the day and then I’m leaving. I plan to put as much distance between me and that gate as possible.” Glastos slammed the door behind him before Reynolds could gainsay his demand.

“That’s what I thought,” Reynolds muttered and straightened his shirt. “Greed always wins.”

But a deal is a deal, Reynolds thought to himself. Glastos would get his money and then could take his leave. Of course, after that, any protection from Raven was no longer applicable. It would be an awful shame if she caught up with the mercenary on the road without her father to rein in her more murderous impulses.

Reynolds started chuckling again. The dark mirth convinced Higgins it was time to pour himself a glass of that brandy.

***

Crynn Shiptaker

The Malignant Cutter rocked from another collision and Crynn was thrown from the Captain’s Chair by the unexpected force.

“Damn it!” she yelled and picked herself up from the floor. “Damage report.”

“Overall hull durability is down to six percent,” the sole crewman elf still manning his console shouted back. He was a young shadow-born elf who called himself Malice. It was just him, Crynn, and the Helmsman, a duergar named Ranulf, present on the Bridge. The rest of the bridge crew either hadn’t made it yet or hadn’t bothered. Crynn could see from the viewer that several escape splinter pods had been ejected from the Cutter. Rats fleeing a sinking ship.

Malice continued with his report. “We have multiple minor breaches all over the ship. Sensors detect no indication of any incursion teams taking advantage of the situation.”

Of course not, Crynn thought to herself. The damn Liberation Army fleet wasn’t trying to board the Cutter, just ram it to destruction. Their hatred for Corsairs was legendary and their chips were bigger than the mark three shard ship intended for scout missions.

“Keep us ahead of them, Helmsman,” she ordered Ranulf. “We can’t take another hit like the last. Use the other ships as shields if you can.”

“Aye, sir!” Ranulf replied with strained concentration.

There were more than forty LAME warships out there. The smallest of them was three times the size of the Malignant Cutter. The only reason they were still alive was because they weren’t the only ship in the vicinity. This portion of the plexus network was brimming with vessels. Mercenaries and treasure hunters had assembled to take their turn at passing through the promised gate to the planet.

When news of an auction for passage to Earth came across an open channel, Crynn started to believe her luck had finally turned for the better. They didn’t need to put in a high bid themselves. The minimum sufficed to get them on the list, that way they received the gate’s location in the plexus when all the others did. The Malignant Cutter was a dungeon-shard ship, she didn’t have to wait patiently in line. Once the gate unshrouded itself, the Cutter could scythe past the gate’s defences easily enough and then they’d be through and ready to raid.

The remains of a Liberation Army war fleet showing up had put paid to any fantasy that her luck had changed from anything other than bad. That the enemy fleet had seen better days hadn’t improved her mood. Their numbers and size more than made up for the delipidated condition of the diminished war fleet. They’d identified the Cutter as a Corsair quickly. It wasn’t difficult, dungeon ships were distinctive unless you spent a lot of effort to disguise them. The Libs went straight after her despite the comm channels being full of angry captains telling them to back off and wait.

The Lib Army would never wait until everyone made landfall to kick off. It wasn’t how they were built. A significant amount of the damage the Cutter had endured had been from Merc ships trying to cripple her and let the LAME fleet finish the job, thereby calming the situation.

Bastards. If she managed to extricate herself from this mess, they would pay the ultimate price. The Cutter had records of every ship which fired or tried to block escape routes.

Crynn’s attention was drawn to the back of the Bridge when the door slid open and a bloodied Nazz stumbled through and collapsed on the deck. Thick red blood was splattered over the dark green scales of her body. A quick analysis suggested her wounds were not consistent with a hull breach.

Nazz confirmed her suspicion and gasped. “Mutiny!”

She said no more before the orcish bulk of Raxtel stepped over her prone form and stamped her savagely on the back of the head with his boot. Her chest continued to rise and fall and there was no blue nimbus to suggest the saurian warrior woman had not been killed. Crynn knew it would take more than a bit of rough treatment. Nazz was tough as old boots.

Crynn drew her cutlass and seized the attention of the mutinous orc. His clothing was torn in a couple of places which suggested Nazz got a few licks in before coming through the door. He was also alone. Raxtel rarely went anywhere without his two lackeys, and they were nowhere to be seen. Chances were high, that all three of them had jumped Nazz when she had been assessing the damaged areas of the ship. Raxtel wouldn’t have left them behind if they were available. Nazz must have slain or disabled them before she came to warn Crynn.

“Raxtel, you fucking moron” Crynn snapped. “We’re under attack. Your timing couldn’t be worse.”

“Worse for you more like, Commander,” Raxtel sneered and infused the honorific with as much contempt as possible. “Perfect for me. This fool’s errand has come to an end. I’ll be taking your traitorous head back to your father. He wants to display it in one of his trophy cabinets. It’s all been arranged, especially my reward. Titus was not happy with you once he found out where you’d gone, girl.”

Could things get worse? How had this piece of garbage managed to get a message back to the Shiptaker fleet and what bullshit had he fed back to get her father to react in such a manner?

The orc jumped forward and swung a mighty halberd aiming for her throat. She fell back and only just managed to keep her footing. There was debris all over the floor. A result of the severe damage the Malignant Cutter had endured. The ship would take weeks to repair itself and that would only happen if they could feed it with the necessary mana.

Crynn scanned the Bridge frantically. Ranulf was too intent on the difficult job of evading other ships to pay attention. He’d be no help. The other remaining crewman, Malice, who monitored the ship’s condition pointedly refused to look in their direction. His choice had been made. He would support whoever came out on top. Crynn couldn’t blame Malice, he’d been new to the crew and had few friends. If he picked the wrong side in this conflict, he’d end up dead. Better to commit to neither.

Raxtel grinned evilly at Crynn’s backpedalling, rushed her again and tried to skewer her in the belly. Crynn shimmied to the side and lashed out with her cutlass, aiming for Raxtel’s wrist, but he altered the angle of the halberd’s haft, blocked the strike and stepped to the side to prevent another attempt at disarming him.

“You can’t beat me, girl,” he growled. “Even with the glyph limiters, I’m the superior combatant one-on-one. Make it easy on yourself and give up. I’ll make it quick and painless.”

Raxtel wasn’t wrong. She didn’t know his specific class breakdown, people liked to keep that kind of thing a secret if they could. However, the fifty levels he’d been limited to in this sector of the Darkwyrlds were all martial in nature. Dungeon Corsair was a great class, but your ability uplifts were spread over several fields which included command and magical aptitude. Great for the commander of the ship, not so much for a personal duel.

However, situational awareness and tactical acumen were great equalisers. A bit of acting didn’t hurt either. Crynn had overplayed her panic and frantic search for allies in the fight. She already had all the friends she needed.

“She’s not alone,” Nazz hissed from behind Raxtel.

Raxtel had underestimated the saurian woman when he’d assumed she was out of the fight. Nazz was still in a bad way, but she had quietly risen from her prone position. Crynn had seen her, of course, and her last attack had more to do with drawing Raxtel into a position where he had his back to Nazz completely than disarming him. The saurian didn’t waste the opportunity. She launched from her crouched position, wrapped her powerful arms around Raxtel and squeezed.

Raxtel bellowed in anger and fought against the arms that constricted his movement. Nazz wouldn’t be able to hold the thrashing orc for long, but Crynn didn’t need long. With Raxtel unable to properly wield his halberd she closed the distance, summoned a dagger in her offhand and went to work stabbing and slicing all the orc’s vital spots in a flurry of practised, accurate attacks.

By the time Raxtel had flexed his arms and broken Nazz’s weakening grip on him, it was already too late. Crynn had opened the femoral artery of both legs, disembowelled him, and pierced both kidneys and liver. Fear flashed across his eyes. He opened his mouth to beg for his life only for the cutlass to slice across his throat and steal his breath. He fell to his knees in a growing puddle of his blood and Crynn finished him by tearing his helmet off and burying the dagger behind his right ear, piercing the brain.

“Fucking traitorous scum,” she sneered and then kicked his dying body. The blow shook loose a familiar-looking data crystal that fell out of his pocket. Crynn reached down and picked it up with a curious expression verging on concern.

A pain-filled cough quickly drew her attention back to her mentor and friend. She pocketed the data crystal for investigation later. “Nazz are you alright?”

“I’ll live. But I could use help.”

“Of course.” Crynn hurried over, hefted the heavy lizard woman onto her shoulder and helped deposit her in the captain’s chair. A sudden jarring motion of the ship almost knocked them both over and reminded the pair of the precarious position they remained in.

“Is there anyone else we need to worry about?” Crynn asked quickly.

Nazz shook her head and smiled with a grimace of pain. “Raxtel’s friends didn’t survive the ambush. Many of the crew have already abandoned the ship, Crynn. Taken the splinter pods in the hope a merc crew will pick them up. They’ll be lucky if that happens. Those Liberation Army fuckers are thorough when it comes to a cleansing. They should have stayed aboard, but Raxtel’s damn whispering undermined their confidence in you. If only the mercs weren’t in unmarked ships, it might have evened the odds. Brought a few of them in on our side. The Libbers don’t like them much more than pirates.”

The morose conversation was interrupted by Malice at his console. “Sir, the gate network just opened. We have a lock on its position.”

“What are you waiting for? Ranulf, get us through that damn gate and away from here.”

“Wait!” Nazz barked. “We need to perform some additional scans first.”

“It’ll take me a couple of minutes to thread a path through the traffic jam anyway,” Ranulf added. “Lots of ships crowding around the entrance.”

Nazz nodded. “Crynn, help me over to the console.”

She offered her shoulder for Nazz to lean on when she levered her bulky body back out of the chair and stumbled across the deck to where Malice was strapped in.

“Out of the way youngster,” Nazz said firmly and practically pushed the crewman out of the way when he unsnapped the fasteners holding him in place.

“Loot Raxtel and drag his body off the Bridge, then wipe up the blood as best you can,” Crynn ordered the young elf to give him something to do. “If you sneak off to a pod it will be the death of you,” she warned him as an afterthought.

Malice gulped and nodded, possibly misinterpreting Crynn’s warning as a threat of what she would do if he ran rather than what the Libbers would do to him when they intercepted his escape vessel.

It didn’t matter if it kept the youngster from getting himself killed. She turned her attention back to the console “What is this all about?” she asked Nazz in a quieter voice.

“Whoever hosted the auction and opened the gate broke the shrouding for the planet’s gate network. The Cutter is in a bad way and won’t be in any condition to take us far once we get through. Those who have paid will start pouring through the gateway according to which slot they won. Maybe even the Libs, we don’t know the order. Rival bidder identities were not disclosed.

“We’ll only be putting off our demise. We need an alternative if there is one, a plexus gate the others can’t follow us through. With the shroud down, we ought to be able…Aha! There.” Nazz jabbed her finger on the display of the console. “My search protocols have found a second gate in the network. A closed one. Excellent, just what we need. What the hell, it's capital-sized. How the fuck did they manage to afford that so soon?”

Although the size was indeed eye-opening. A capital-grade gate on a newly integrated world was unheard of. There was a more important piece of information which snatched Crynn’s attention. Details about the faction that controlled this closed gate.

Stormblade Harbour, capital of The Shattered Storm.

“Torin Carter,” she muttered to herself before addressing Nazz again. “Can you get us through the security of a capital gate?”

“Do I have a choice? There are no other viable options.”

Crynn nodded in understanding, it was a risk they had to take. “Ranulf, break off and take us to Stormblade Harbour. We’re going through.”


Chapter 18

Quixbix’s words about incoming visitors from off-planet hung in my mind.

The gigantic plexus gate started to crackle and spark with close-to-blinding electrical discharges. A visual signal that the security protocols had been brute forced and something was coming through without approval.

We didn’t have to wait long before the gate whomped loudly and a ship burst through the centre of the circular gate. The ship was a bit smaller than Marena’s Mercy which during my downtime had gone through a Mark IV metamorphosis. The growth fuelled by the deaths of the irredeemable members of the Brotherhood rounded up after Grand Rapids fell.

This suggested the ship was a Mark III vessel by its size, but dungeon ships could alter their exterior shape and appear smaller, so I couldn’t rule out the ship’s appearance being a ruse.

It was certainly a dungeon ship. The exterior had more decoration than mine and the Cimmeric crystal which dungeon ships were made from had been customised to give it a more traditional weathered-brown plank look. But I was a Dual Dungeon Corsair Lord and could sense the nature of this ship from a mile or more away. Enough to also know that it was a shard vessel and not a full dungeon. Plus, Quixbix and Quinntexxis had assured me that the gate’s standard security was more than sufficient to keep out anything other than specialised dungeon ships.

However, the ship’s unorthodox method of entry meant it had broken through in an improper position. Rather than emerging under the walkway platform that crossed the harbour side of the gate a third of the way up, it exited just above the platform instead and started to fall the moment gravity exerted itself. With the expulsion momentum, the ship almost cleared the stone plinth. But the rudder clipped the guard rail wall as it passed with an almighty crunch. The impact tipped the intruding vessel forward and it hit the water prow first in an almost vertical position and then flopped sideways into the water where it lay on its side.

The glimpse I got in those few seconds was enough to tell me it had been through the wars before arriving in the bay of my harbour. The hull had been holed in several places and there were scorch marks on the cimmeric planks consistent with some kind of energy discharge like what was produced by the splinter cannons Marena’s Mercy had.

“Anastasia, get Marena’s Mercy ready. This looks to be the only breacher but let’s not take any chances.”

“Already on it!” she yelled back at me. Her figure sprinted for the docks before the words left my lips.

Ana wasn’t the only one getting ready to form a greeting party. Fang Mei and Shana had equipped themselves and were about to follow in Ana’s wake. I reached out and grabbed hold of Shana’s wrist before she could rush off down the steps to the ship.

“Nuh-uh.”

Shana whipped around with a confused expression. “…but Torin.”

My free hand reached out and rested on her growing baby bump to answer the cutoff question. She was a little over six months now and regardless of the extra safety the Darkwyrlds provided, it was time to start sitting the adventuring out.

“Nope,” I said and infused my words with a hint of my soulbond authority. Something I rarely did, but felt it was necessary in this circumstance. I didn’t want to debate the decision with potentially powerful enemies about to launch an attack. “Take Mia and Claudia and head back to the palace. Put the sentinels on high alert if they aren’t already.”

Shana pouted in annoyance but didn’t fight my decision and took Mia by the hand.

When she reached for Claudia’s hands the leonid woman didn’t take it. “I’m going to stay if you don’t mind. This body is just an avatar after all.”

With a nod of assent from me, Shana and Mia raced down the steps and away from the bay.

“Okay, Trish, Claudia, come with me but you’re to stay on the ship.”

“Understood,” they answered in unison and then we made our way down to the dock area.

***

In under five minutes, Marena’s Mercy had a quarter crew complement which I judged to be enough, left the jetty where she was moored and glided over to the intruder. During that interval, the ship, which observation scans had named the Malignant Cutter had righted itself and expelled some of the water which had poured in when it had been lying sideways.

Apart from that, it had made no threatening actions or made any attempt to sail away. Nor had there been any sign of any of the Cutter’s crew either on the outer deck or inside where we could see because of the breaches in the hull.

Our splinter cannons on the starboard side were primed and aimed at the Malignant Cutter. Storm Raider was out of port, so we didn’t have a ship to cover the other side, but Marena’s Mercy's latest deck addition rectified that little issue.

With our mutual ascension to fifth-tier classes and with the addition of Claudia, a hidden upgrade was unearthed. Anastasia’s dungeon had previously been locked at N-grade, matching her original class before I claimed her. This was in the third tier and normally determined which tier of decks Marena’s Mercy could pick from. During the creation of my new Dual Dungeon class, Claudia became a dungeon core. Her new dungeon’s grading matched her class's ranking of F. Corsairs weren’t supposed to have two dungeons in the first place and it turned out having them at different grades was too much for the Framework to handle, so it dealt with the situation by making them the same. Thankfully, the algorithms concluded that stripped grades from Claudia were unacceptable, so Ana’s dungeon was bumped up to F-grade to match her sister-core.

This meant we could pick from the fifth tier and still had access to the tier above, the sixth, by dint of Marena’s mercy being my flagship granted her.

The sixth tier had some very enticing options.

Aerial Sails could be added which would turn Marena’s Mercy into an airship and allow us to fly. Quixbix had to practically restrain me from selecting that option without thinking any of it through. Flying, while absolutely amazing and a virtual must-have, was insanely energy-intensive. So intensive that we’d only get an hour or two of flight before Marena’s Mercy was tapped dry under normal circumstances and we’d only just replenished her reserves.

I wanted it so badly, but it just wasn’t a practical choice at the moment.

There was a solution, also offered in the sixth tier. A Rift Engine. The Rift Engine could be used to power ship functions like flight, though not weapons systems. However, this was not its primary purpose. The clue was in the name. It could create rifts in the plexus network and allow you to pass through wherever you pleased. The ultimate raiding accessory. A single use of that feature would deplete the engine reserves, though, and it would take several days to replenish provided it wasn’t being used to move the ship.

And yet, we didn’t take either of those options. Part of the reason was that there were improved versions of both deck types in the seventh tier. If my progression kept going the way it had so far, my greedy little eyes were fastened on shifting into the A-grade Dual Dungeon Corsair Duke in the not-too-distant future. Dean had let slip that once you reached those lofty heights, the seventh-tier options would be open for selection with a single upgrade.

A bonus for reaching the top of the lettered grades. Albeit most considered it a consolation prize. Transitioning into a seventh-tier Alpha-graded class was incredibly rare and the Omega grade above it virtually unheard of.

Instead, we’d gone for a different sixth-tier option. The Master Splinter Bay. We’d almost taken a regular splinter bay when choosing decks during the Mark III upgrade but had opted for the Heavy Cannon and Heavy Torpedo due to the circumstances. We already had a hefty supply of splinters in our stores, and this allowed us to skip the standard and extended versions and go straight to the fully maximised deck.

There had been no reason to wait and were able to use the previously harvested dungeon splinters to create dozens of splinter vessels. They ranged from the size of a speedboat which could carry eight people down to vessels no larger than a small jet ski which were single-carry vehicles. There had been plenty of dinghies, skiffs, and actual jet skis abandoned in the island’s bay which could be used for conversion.

Each came armed with a splinter cannon similar to the ones on the ship. The larger varieties also had splinter guns mounted on the sides for additional firepower. The higher-tier version of the deck meant the armour of the splinter ships had been greatly enhanced and improved their overall energy efficiency. This was important because they drew their energy from the parent vessel. The Master deck also meant the splinter ships could submerge. Forming a protective bubble of air around them.

The seventh tier Improved Aerial Sails when incorporated with a Master Splinter Bay gave splinter ships the ability to fly too. Provided they remained within a certain range of Marena’s Mercy, of course. This was another reason I’d put aside the dream of a flying ship until we could access the seventh-tier options.

The splinter vessels had added a much-needed tactical edge to our activities. Scouting above and under the lake became much quicker. And with their onboard firepower, we could disperse clusters of spawned mobs beneath the surface with brutal efficiency before they became a problem.

Thirty of the crew had boarded several of our splinter ships and powered around to cover the other side of the Malignant Cutter.

With my people in position, it was time to make contact. As things stood, I was not completely convinced this wasn’t a trojan horse of some description. Although the extent of the damage, and the fact it was a shard vessel and not a full dungeon ship left me reasonably confident this was not a trap. However, there was no point in taking a risk by boarding them without gathering as much information as possible.

“Ana, can you open a communications channel to their ship?”

“Aren’t we just going to sink them? That sounds like more fun.”

“Ana, the comms, please,” I sighed.

“Fine, always stripping the joy out of the day,” she muttered under her breath.

Despite her grumbling, the viewing crystal at the front of the Navigation hub lit up as it connected with its opposite number on the Malignant Cutter. The screen flashed for a couple of seconds while those on the other side decided whether they would answer. After a short wait, whoever they were made their decision and the viewers connected displaying the opposing command centre. They could have chosen to keep the link as audio only, so either they wanted us to see them, or they wanted to get a look at us as much as we wanted to see them.

Only four figures were visible. A gruff-looking dwarf was sitting at the helm, and we could only see the top of his balding head. There was a male elf with long dark hair standing at the back, fidgeting nervously.

The centre of the screen was dominated by two figures. A large saurian, who had to be eight feet tall stood at attention behind the captain’s chair. The figure was bloodied and had either been fighting recently or been near one of the many hull breaches when it happened.  I presumed this was a she from the bulging bust, but I’d never encountered a saurian in the Darkwyrlds before and couldn’t be one hundred percent on the gender. Saurians were a minimum of a third-tier species and were rare to come across like Ogres and Acheronians.

Speaking of Acheronians. That was who looked back at me cooly from the captain’s chair. Another Acheronian, a female one.

It wasn’t like looking in a mirror because there were some marked differences between us, but a racial instinct kicked in and identified her as Acheronian anyway. Her skin was pale, with a hint of grey to it. She had long black hair tied in a braid that rested over one shoulder which matched the sclera of her eyes. Pointed ears like an elf was another similarity we shared. Where we differed was the body markings, hair tints, and iris colour. Whereas mine were an ice blue, hers were a vivid lilac. The colouring suited her paler skin and enhanced her striking beauty. While my markings resembled jagged lightning bolts, hers had smoother edges and were more like bands encircling her body.

Her lilac eyes zeroed in on me as mine zeroed in on hers and there was a slight upturn of her lips that suggested she was happy to see me. I wasn’t the only one to spot that and could feel Anastasia’s upward eye roll through our bond.

“He’s never going to let me sink it now,” she muttered in the smallest of whispers that I could barely hear and she was only a couple of feet from me.

“Who do I have the privilege of addressing?” My opposite asked in a sweet but firm tone. There was a hint of flirtation there but also steel. This was a woman accustomed to being obeyed.

Her demeanour was calm and authoritative. You would have thought it was her that had us surrounded and completely at their mercy. I liked her already which triggered another surge of withering scorn from my dungeon avatar. Claudia and Trisha were less blunt in their assessment of my interest but that didn’t mean there wasn’t a shade of wry amusement fed back through the bonds.

“This is Captain Torin Carter of the Shattered Storm, and you are?”

A triumphant smile spread across her face that I didn’t quite understand. “I am Crynn Shiptaker, daughter of Titus Shiptaker and scion of the Dread Scourge.”

The young woman was clearly quite proud of the statement, but it didn’t mean anything to me. However, my imp was quick to fill in some blanks.

<Interesting. If she is telling the truth her father is the most renowned Dungeon Corsair in the Darkwyrlds. The Dread Scourge is the name of his fleet, and its reputation is as dark as it is well-earned. Old Titus has been around for centuries, he has to be one of the oldest living Darkwyrlds characters if you don’t count monsters like Dash. His advanced age is an indication of just how strong he is.

<I’ve never met him personally; he doesn’t trust imps or fairies. Best not to mention me or Quinn. Reputedly he has a hoard of tokens for our kind hidden away somewhere that he likes to keep out of the hands of others. In other words, someone not to be trifled with. But that presumes she is telling the truth. Corsairs lying about who they are for clout is not uncommon.>

Internally I thanked my imp. “That sounds nice,” I told Crynn in my best unimpressed voice before continuing. “Would you care to explain why you brute-forced your way through my gate’s security and caused such a ruckus? I prefer to invite my guests rather than have them show up unannounced.”

The crestfallen look on her face was priceless, but Crynn recovered quickly. “My apologies for that Captain Carter, we would have called beforehand but as you can see from the…damage to our ship, we were under something of a time crunch and didn’t have the opportunity to observe the niceties. I am here to parley with you on behalf of the Dread Scourge. With regards to an alliance between our two factions whether it be temporary or something more permanent. I hope that is of interest to you?”

Parley? I asked Quixbix silently. Is that a real thing in the Darkwyrlds? I thought it was a plot device in a pirate movie.

<That depends on how you define real. Lawless factions use it to describe an unofficial non-aggression pact agreed upon before discussions. But nothing is binding about it, and you can refuse without any reputational damage. The only hold it has on you is that if you break it and word gets out, nobody will listen if you request to parley in the future. Of course, if she is the daughter of an old monster like Titus Shiptaker harming her under the auspice of parley would not be a wise move. He’d be liable to take that as a personal affront.>

“Fine,” I said addressing Crynn. “One of my splinter ships will bring you and one other representative over and we can discuss…ramifications for what had occurred.”

I had no intention of giving any commitments as to the outcome of any negotiations. By forcing their way through the gate, they had invaded my city. As far as I was concerned, everything they possessed had been forfeited to me the moment they were captured.


Chapter 19

Crynn

The viewer switched off and Crynn let out a sigh of disappointment. “He didn’t seem very impressed. Do you think he could tell I was lying? I’m not authorised to negotiate on the Dread Scourge’s behalf, not after we went rogue.”

“No, it’s not that,” Nazz informed her confidently and motioned for Crynn to lead the way to the upper deck.

“Oh, then what do you think the problem is?” she asked as they walked through the ship to a hatch which led onto the outer deck. “I would have thought any corsair would have jumped at the chance to get in my father’s good graces.”

“Simple. He has no idea who the hell Titus Shiptaker is. He’s a local, Crynn. Probably never left the planet, and with the shroud he’s unlikely to have heard of the Scourge before,” she replied with a soft grunt when she climbed the steps. Her wounds from Raxtel’s attack still troubled her.

“Damn it, you think so?” Crynn asked and offered her hand to the large saurian woman and helped her out onto the deck. One of Captain Carter’s splinter vessels had already docked at the side and six armed pirates beckoned for them to come aboard.

“Based on the evidence we have it seems likely. Take a good look at this bay. There is only one dungeon ship out there. If the Shattered Storm had the strength to break through the shroud and the wealth to purchase a Capital Gate, that palace…” Nazz pointed out the looming fortified building that stood side-by-side with the enormous gate. “…and what appears to be one, no two capital grade markets, we’d have heard of them. And they would have left a damn sight more here to protect such valuable assets than one ship. The only explanation which fits the facts is that they’ve been here from the start and for some reason, the Framework gave them all this.”

Crynn didn’t reply, they’d reached the side of their ship and stepped over into the splinter vessel. However, she couldn’t find fault in her first mate’s logic. This could be bad. If Torin Carter knew nothing of who she was, who her family were and what they could offer, her bargaining position would have taken a serious hit, and she would have to re-evaluate her tactics for the upcoming meeting.

Why would DD send her to an Earthborn Corsair? How did her mysterious benefactor even know about him? Did DD have some insider information about what had fallen into Carter’s lap? Was she expected to somehow overthrow the young Corsair and take what was his? That might have been possible before the Malignant Cutter was battered to shit and most of the crew had abandoned her. The scans Nazz completed suggested there were only four other crew members left aboard beyond the four of them on the Bridge. Living ones at any rate.

Malice and Ranulf would round them up while Crynn and Nazz were off the ship.

Thoughts of DD prompted Crynn to pull out the data crystal from her inventory and inspect it while the splinter vessel cut across the lake. It didn’t take long to confirm her suspicions, this was the same model of data crystal which DD had always used to communicate with her. The same colouring and shape. It might mean nothing, it wasn’t like there was an infinite number of crystal models available, but this was an uncommon type. What were the chances Raxtel would have one on his person just when he enacted his mutiny?

Low. Very low.

The world seemed to be filled with troubles and she had to put them away. The splinter ship submerged at the last moment and went under Carter’s ship to a wet dock underneath. The man himself was there to greet them with the small blonde woman whose hair had been tied in two bunches.

***

Torin

One of the larger splinter ships rose through the dock in the hull and slotted into a harness that would hold it in place. The harness mechanisms allowed Marena’s Mercy to move the different splinter vessels around the deck. They could even be craned over the top of the port on the bottom of the hull and dropped like a dart.

Crynn Shiptaker (Acheronian)

Dungeon Corsair (P) Rune blocked.

Character Aptitude: Very High

Loot Value: Rune blocked.

Threat: Rune blocked

Current Affiliation: The Dread Scourge

Fertile Receptivity: 0/400

---

Nazz Ridgeborn (Mighty Saurian)

Dungeon Corsair Enforcer (K) Rune blocked.

Character Aptitude: High

Loot Value: Rune blocked.

Threat: Rune blocked

Current Affiliation: The Dread Scourge

Fertile Receptivity: 0/450

I shouldn’t have been surprised that off-worlders from an advanced faction would have ways to keep their secrets. Even my Preternatural Insight was not enough to crack whatever concealment runes had been applied to them. However, it might have been the reason my analysis fed back anything, so it would be best to play dumb.

Crynn and Nazz disembarked. “Captain Carter, it is very gracious of you to welcome our delegation in person,” she said upon seeing me waiting for them.

Anastasia snorted and rolled her eyes. “More like we didn’t want to let you get up to any funny business.”

The dreadant golem whom Ana had kept concealed in the rigging on the ceiling of the deck uncoiled itself and slipped down behind the pair of visitors. The first they knew of its presence was the sound of the golem’s crystalline feet contacting the floor. The barbed tail swung lazily behind it in imitation of the sci-fi movie monster Ana claimed it was not based on.

To be fair to our guests, they didn’t jump in shock at the dreadant’s sudden arrival. They were unnerved for sure but settled their expressions quickly and inched away surreptitiously.

“What an interesting…pet,” Nazz commented.

“It’s not a pet, it’s a golem,” Ana snapped. The lack of the desired reaction she wanted from her dreadant surprise had soured her mood. “If either of you so much as twitch wrong, Slicer will take you down, wrap you up, and drag you to my dungeon kicking and screaming. He won’t kill you, oh no, but once you’ve been flayed alive, you’ll wish he had.”

In a show of solidarity, I didn’t rebuke Ana for her unnecessary threats in front of the people we had just met. I wouldn’t change her for anything, but sometimes her bloodthirsty impulsiveness got in the way of doing the smart thing. My feelings that she should back it up a notch were expressed non-verbally through the bond we shared, and the savage spitfire shelved any further attempts at terrorising the pair.

“Hang on,” Crynn said with evident surprise. “Your dungeon? Is this not your ship, Captain Carter?” She addressed the second part to me.

“Of course,” I replied. “Let me introduce you to Anastasia. The avatar of the ship’s dungeon.”

The dreadant had mildly surprised the pair but my simple introduction left them floored with jaws gaping in amazement.

Crynn recovered from her shock and with her eyes focused on Ana she distractedly introduced her companion. “This is my first mate, Nazz.”

“What are they staring at me like that, Torin?” Ana exclaimed after a couple of seconds “Make them stop, it’s super creepy.”

“Uh, I apologise again,” Crynn said dragging her gaze away from the scowling Ana.

“Have you never met a ship’s avatar before? I was under the impression Titus Shiptaker had more than a few in his fleet,” I asked.

“Yes, but never one so communicative or vivacious before. She has a real personality.”

“D’uh, of course, because I’m awesome. There ain’t no other dungeon out there like me,” Ana gloated.

“Sullen silence is the norm,” Crynn finished.

We could wish sometimes, I thought but made sure to keep it to myself. Not a hint was projected through the bond.

“Apart from Krayton’s,” Nazz added with a sigh. “That thing would wail non-stop if he let it.”

Crynn grinned and nodded her head at the memory and then she focused back on me. “Wait, you know who my father is?”

I had almost misstepped already. Time to break out a smooth mistruth.

“We bought an information packet on him after you name-dropped him. Advantages of access to a Black-Market facility. Shall we retire to my reception cabin and get comfortable while we hold these talks.”

Crynn nodded and allowed me to lead her and Nazz away, apparently satisfied with my lie or choosing not to press the issue.

Ten minutes later, we were settled around the oval polished oak table of my primary reception room on the other side of the aisle from the Navigation hub. Trisha and Claudia joined the negotiating team. I called in Doc and the rest of my usual squad to even the gender imbalance. I didn’t want to give Crynn the wrong impression. Or the right one, depending on your perspective.

Trisha's presence had caused a bit of a stir. “We’ve both been acclimatised to Sirens, Captain Carter,” Nazz told me without bluster or reproach. “Standard procedure for any officer in Titus’ fleet. Her song won’t assist you.”

“Perish the thought,” I assured her anyway. “Trisha is merely one of my most trusted advisers.”

If I’d thought she could overpower their minds, I would have let her try. But they were likely too strong. Trisha’s non-combat role had restricted her level advancement. Meanwhile, Nazz gave off the veteran’s vibe and she watched over Crynn like a mother hen. She had to be over level fifty which meant she’d been runed with a level limiter to allow her into this sector of space. A good runemaster would ensure that you had access to your best fifty levels and not just your first fifty.

The jury was out on whether Crynn had surpassed the fiftieth level or not. Being the captain of a ship suggested she should have, but she was also the fleet admiral’s daughter. Nepotism didn’t disappear with the old world, if anything the Darkwyrlds entrenched the practice.

“Quite so,” Trisha spoke in her melodious voice and smiled at the pair sweetly. An indication to anyone who knew her that she was up to something. “And I don’t think it would have been necessary. Shall we get on with discussing the terms of your unconditional surrender?”

That raised a pair of shocked eyebrows. Or eyebrows and eye-ridges. Nazz did not have hair. A few spines along the outside of her arms reminded me of the early evolution of feathers but no hair.

“S…surrender,” Crynn sputtered. “This is not what we intended for parley!”

Nazz was more direct, and a low hiss emitted from the back of her throat to announce her displeasure. Trisha had successfully ruffled their composure in a single sentence.

“We do have your, badly damaged might I add, ship surrounded. You are alone and uninvited in a rival’s territory. What precisely did you expect?”

“We aren’t univit…” Crynn snapped but trailed off halfway through when she thought better of it. Too late she had tipped her hand. They had come here expecting to be welcomed. Did she trust the power of her father’s name that much or was it something more?

“This is a negotiation for an alliance, not a surrender,” Nazz cut in. “If you are not interested then we’ll sail our ship from your shores with no harm done to either side. If you have indeed sought out information about Titus Shiptaker then you know what he will do should you pay him insult. Not only is Crynn his flesh and blood, but the Malignant Cutter is a shard of his flagship the Leviathan’s Curse. The Curse is the oldest and most powerful dungeon ship in existence. As old as the Darkwyrlds. The first of her kind. To seize or harm any part of the Leviathan’s Curse is to spit in the face of the Dread Scourge. Whole cities have been levelled by Titus for less. I will swear by a Framework contract that all I have said is true.”

“That won’t be necessary,” I said and motioned for everybody to calm down. “Nobody is sinking your ship.”

Anastasia’s huff of disappointment stole everyone’s focus for a moment.

Claudia leaned in, looped her arm through mine and whispered in my ear. “She can sense the echo of a foreign mind coming from the Cutter, and she doesn’t like it. I can too. It is old and malignant. The ship is aptly named. It unnerves her and that is why she’s been so keen to destroy it, though I doubt she would ever admit that.”

I patted Claudia’s hand in thanks and turned back to the pair on the other side of the table.

“It’s not unusual for dungeon ships to…react negatively to one another,” Crynn said confirming what Claudia had whispered to me.

“And for that reason, I’m more inclined to simply send you on your way,” I told them. Which was a complete lie. They were not leaving under any circumstances, but it didn’t hurt to undermine their position in the hope they would reveal more. “Anastasia is important to me in a way I suspect the Curse is not to your father. She is not a possession, but a partner. If your ship makes her uncomfortable, getting it as far from Stormblade Harbour seems sensible, no?”

Crynn held up her hands to forestall me ending things there and then. “Let’s not be so hasty,” she said with a slight edge of desperation. “This is not proceeding how I expected. I think we have a lot to offer one another.”

“Really?” I chuckled. “From where I’m sitting, all you have is a busted-up ship that will take months to repair if we don’t help, yourselves, and maybe a few other crewmen. If you had more, you would have put on more of a show of strength. Looking weak going into a negotiation is rarely an effective tactic.”

Crynn flushed and began to look desperate “We have information. We’ve been out in the plexus network for months. It’s an angry hornet’s nest out there. You’ve seen the shape the Cutter is in. There are Mercs, Lamers, Treasure Seekers, and Glory Hunters. All lining up to get access to your world and now someone has opened a gate and is inviting them through.”

I brushed off her proposal even if it did interest me with another lie. “That sounds like the other gate owner’s problem, not mine.”

During our preparation to greet the Cutter a report had been sent to me from Susan. The new gate was in North Texas. More than a thousand miles away with no direct waterways. However, that wouldn’t delay these new arrivals for long. They would either abandon the ship or use conversion equipment which essentially put wheels on the hull. There were plenty of roads for them to travel and we already knew the Dominarius Consortium would be sending people to kill us.

Crynn wasn’t finished. “We weren’t idle while we were out there searching for your gate. We captured many vessels, something which you seem to be lacking. We can loan them to you until you get your fleet up and ready.”

They’d been looking for our gate. A soft sigh from Nazz suggested Crynn had let slip something she should have kept to herself. Bargaining was not her strong suit. She struck me as somebody used to taking what she needed rather than wheedling for it. An upbringing or privilege or hardship, it was hard to tell which.

“You may have missed it because it is submerged, but we have an extensive dockyard facility already. Your gracious offer is not as appealing as you might think it to be.”

My retort raised a few chuckles from our side of the table and Crynn slapped palms on the oak table in anger. “Damn it! Why are you being so stubborn? An alliance between us will benefit both of us.”

“Sorry, but I don’t see it that way.”

“You’re almost as bad as my brothers,” she shouted. “Fuck knows why he sent me looking for you.”

Now was the time to strike. “Who sent you looking for me?”

Crynn clammed up immediately, her annoyance with me ebbing away to be replaced by disappointment in herself.

“You have a lot of brothers, I bet. Domineering Acheronian assholes to a fault, am I right?”

Crynn didn’t answer straight away but nodded reluctantly. “Dozens of the bastards,” she muttered.

It was finally time for a bit of truth. “Well, I’m not like any Acheronian you have met before. I’m my own man, but if you want me to consider this alliance then you need to ‘fess up about who sent you here. I’m guessing it is not your father. If the mighty and feared Titus Shiptaker were interested in Earth, he would have sent more than one ship. The Dominarius Consortium certainly have. It can’t have escaped your notice that strange things are afoot in this corner of the Darkwyrlds. Those answers are more important than anything else you’ve offered up so far.”

“You might as well tell him,” Nazz urged her. “What do we have to lose, at this point?”

“Fine,” Crynn agreed. “I’ve had a secret mentor who has contacted me throughout the years. DD. Shortly before Earth was integrated into the Darkwyrlds he gave me advance warning so that I could get my ship into the area before it was locked down and he suggested I seek you out.”

DD. Devantus Drakonis. The smug sorcerer pulling strings behind the scenes. It had to be him.

“What does DD look like? Clad in a green cloak, hood up all the time? Thinks very highly of himself.”

“What?” Crynn squeaked. “Um, no. We’ve never met or spoken face-to-face.”

“How does he communicate with you?”

“I’d find data crystals hidden in my secret spots. They’d have messages from DD on them. For a long while I suspected they were a trick played by one of my brothers, but the information was always helpful and never endangered me.”

“Do you have one of those crystals handy?” I asked.

“I destroyed most of them years ago. The last two are hidden in our off-world base where we’ve stored our captured ships…wait, I do have a different one,” Crynn produced a small oddly shaped crystal in her palm. “This isn’t one DD hid for me, but one I took from a mutinous crew member.”

Before she finished her explanation, the crystal wobbled in her palm and shot across the table like a bullet. It hadn’t been aimed at any of us, though. Its trajectory curved downward, and it slotted into one of the connector ports in the oak table.

A holographic projection of an old, yet imposing Acheronian man flickered into life in the centre of the table. His skin was black like obsidian, while his hair was snowy-white and matted into locks. The markings on his body were similar in shape to mine, but a vivid red. He wore a long, brown leather trench coat and traditional tri-corner pirate hat.

“Raxtel, have you done as I commanded?” The projection barked with authority.


Chapter 20

“Father?” Crynn gulped and made herself small, giving a name to the unexpected spectral intruder. Then her resolve stiffened and she straightened her posture. “Did you know that filthy traitor was going to mutiny?”

Titus’ eyes swivelled around the room taking everything in and then settled on his daughter.

“Of course, do you think a cowardly worm like that nether-blasted orc would dare act without my approval?”

“He tried to kill me,” Crynn screeched in fury.

“That explains his failure then. Raxtel always underestimated those he believed were weaker than him. But this does not excuse your disobedience, Crynn. You took what was mine,” he roared in anger loudly enough that Crynn’s posture completely crumbled again.

Even Nazz the stoic saurian flinched away and tried to make herself unseen in the face of his wrath.

“A piece of my precious Curse. And have you taken care of it? Nay! I know what condition the Malignant Cutter is in. Girl, you will wish that incompetent orc had finished you off. Your brothers have already begun the contest to determine which of them will mete out your punishment. It has been vicious and fierce. One of them already lies dead and six more will take weeks to recover and that was only the first round. Their hatred for you runs deep and I will keep them at bay no longer.”

The projection turned around and focused on me instead. “You!” Titus bellowed. “Whoever you are. Do not mistake any surface similarities between us as the bonds of kin. Clap my daughter in irons, then send her and my ship back through the nearest gate. If you do not, my fleet will scour or enslave all life on whatever backwater planet you call home.”

I didn’t take well to threats at the best of times, but something about the arrogant man raised my hackles in a way that had nothing to do with him throwing his weight around. I didn’t recognise him but at the same time, I did. There was a quality to him that was all too familiar.

Then all the jigsaw pieces slotted into place and the picture became clear.

Pieces like Drakonis being involved in setting this up and the conversation we’d had. Like the crystal conveniently brought into my presence that launched itself into the table as if it had been pre-programmed. Then there’d been Nazz mentioning how the Leviathan’s Curse was the first dungeon ship in existence. I doubted she deliberately planted the morsel of information, but it helped fill in the gaps, nonetheless. Lastly, the memories I possessed that belonged to another person. Memories which spoke of his future plans.

Not to mention there was my visceral revulsion upon seeing Titus for the first time. Almost like I sensed my most hated enemy in the universe.

It all pointed to one inevitable conclusion. I’d met this man before by a different name. Long ago.

I ignored Titus and leaned to the side to speak with his daughter. “I don’t suppose the Leviathan’s Curse was turned into a dungeon ship by one of your ancestors, by any chance. Passed down from father to son through the generations ever since and your brothers have been encouraged to fight for the honour of inheriting her once old Titus pops his clogs?”

Crynn blinked in confusion at my out-of-the-blue question. “Uh, yes. That’s exactly what happened.”

“I thought as much.”

Titus didn’t take me ignoring his demands very well. His eyes narrowed and there was a sharp inhalation of breath. “You will regret your temerity, boy.”

It was time to reveal my cards. “Astariel, or should I say, Nancy, says hello. No, wait, my bad, she said go fuck yourself for what you did to her, you traitorous piece of shit.”

To say that Crynn and Nazz were shocked would be an understatement. The four of my lovers who were with me were merely a bit confused, but once they processed what I’d said it started to click for them as well.

Titus paused in his tirade and his face took on a more calculating expression. Something told me he had become twice as dangerous than when he was merely annoyed and dismissive of me. “What did you say your name was?” he asked after a moment’s contemplation.

“I didn’t.”

Titus spun around and glared at his daughter. She glanced at me and then back at her father. With a dry gulp, the fear of her father won out and she answered his unspoken demand. “Captain Carter, Torin Carter.”

Titus turned back to me. His projection leaned down and scrutinised my face in detail. “The football player?” he grunted and then huffed a dismissive laugh.

And that confirmed my suspicion if any further doubt remained. Titus Shiptaker was Fred Simms. Reborn repeatedly by stealing the bodies of his sons when his current form perished. Always claiming the strongest and snuffing out their minds. No wonder he could speak so casually of them dying in a bloody contest to punish a wayward sister. They were nothing more than flesh puppets to Fred. A means to extend his life for as long as possible.

Adopting the role of an Admiral of a Corsair fleet made perfect sense. It granted him power and mobility. The Corsair’s Canon ensured a measure of loyalty from those who served. Perfect for Fred who would have been on the run during the early years. It would have made him difficult to find and pin down by any of Ashli’s agents. Not that Ashli had been in a position to be handing out any such orders after its encounter with me had trapped it, but Fred hadn’t known that when he made his plans.

“Indeed. I’d say it's nice to see you again after all this time Fred, but we both know that is a lie.”

“That is not a name I’ve gone by in a very long time. It is Titus now, which suits me better. So, you managed to survive. Congratulations! Honestly, I mean it. I expected Ashli to have gobbled you up or spit-roasted you long ago. But it’s a shame your survival won’t last.”

“Father,” Crynn interjected. “What are you talking about?”

“Silence, girl,” Fred/Titus barked at her. “You’re as good as dead to me now, understand? Can’t have you coming back with loose lips blabbing half-understood secrets to your brothers. Idiots that most of them are, there are a couple with their heads screwed on straight enough to figure it out. You can thank your new friend for your death sentence. You’ll have to die along with this fool and everybody else he knows.”

“That’s a bit presumptive don’t you think?” I interrupted him. “I get it. You don’t like me, and I don’t like you. However, for the time being, we have a mutual foe. Or had you forgotten the looming threat Ashli poses over the millennia? Perhaps you’re tired of living, after all.”

“That’s your ace in the hole,” Titus snorted. “Ashli! You poor delusional fool. Do you think I didn’t take steps to eliminate that abortive monstrosity? I corrupted his chosen vessel centuries ago. The moment Earth was integrated into the Darkwyrlds and Ashli transferred its essence into the waiting God Body, the cock-rotting thing imploded and Ashli along with it. Ashli is gone, I confirmed the destruction myself months ago. You have nothing.”

A deep belly laugh from me was not the response Titus had anticipated when he dropped his information bomb.

“Oh, the arrogance,” I managed to say and wiped a tear of laughter away when my amusement dissipated. “You think you’ve been free to do as you please for thousands of years because you were so gosh darn clever. Escaping your confinement, which you only managed because of me I ought to remind you, and replacing the control crystals while Ashli was distracted. Again, by me. You’re behaving like it was you alone who outwitted the ASI when all your friends were enslaved to its will.

“No, mate. Ashli couldn’t do shit to hunt you down because I trapped the fucker in the Aperture mechanism. What did you think I was doing behind that throne? Whacking off? Whatever plan you concocted would have failed if Ashli had been free to monitor the situation. And you’d be screaming in agony as we speak while it toyed with your innards for fun. You’re welcome.

“That does, however, bring us to our mutual problem. Ashli might be trapped in his little dimensional pocket, but it won’t stay that way. It’s already got a fragment of itself out into the world with orders to free the rest. If we can stop that fragment together, then Ashli will be forever trapped and the Darkwyrlds will be free to continue on its merry way without its malicious influence.”

The apoplectic expression on Titus' face was almost comedic despite the seriousness of the situation. It was difficult to tell if it was me reminding him of how much he owed me or the revelation that his carefully crafted plan to kill the ASI had been a colossal waste of time and effort.

The projection of him winked out, but a quick check of the data crystal hooked into the table confirmed it was still active. He hadn’t broken the connection, simply stopped transmitting for the moment. Titus had turned off the projection presumably so he could check out some of the claims I’d made.

“I’m so confused,” Crynn said and blinked rapidly in shock. “Who is this Fred person? How could you possibly know my father if you’re from Earth?”

Claudia rose from the table, collected a bottle of bourbon and glasses from a cabinet and poured everyone present a generous tumbler full.

“I suppose some explanations are in order,” I said when everyone had their liquid fortifier.

I spent the better part of the next hour explaining what had happened to me, what I knew of Fred Simms, his involvement in creating Ashli and the Darkwyrlds, and how he’d confirmed that he was indeed Titus Shiptaker. Nazz took it well, once she adjusted that the situation was out of her control she reverted to her usual stoicism and appeared unfazed.

Crynn was visibly more emotional. In a very real sense, I’d destroyed her worldview and rebuilt it into something unrecognisable within the course of a single afternoon.

“I guess we don’t have anything you want to bargain with, after all,” she said in a small voice when I was done. “His children never meant anything to him, we were just spare bodies for his consumption. No wonder he drove my brothers so hard. He wanted the finest specimen to inhabit when the time came to claim their body for himself.”

I moved over and lifted her chin. “Don’t worry, I’ve no intention of handing you over to your father when this is all done.”

“Bloody Nora!” Ana blurted out and laughed. “Not wasting any time, are you?”

“It’s not like that, Ana, and you know it,” Fang Mei who had been quiet for most of the last hour admonished her.

Crynn blinked in surprise. “I don’t know what has shocked me more. The revelations about my father or just how much personality your dungeon has.”

“Dungeons,” Claudia corrected her.

“Pardon?”

“Plural, dungeons. As in there are two of us. I’m a core as well. I don’t have a ship, though. My skills lie in a different direction.”

“What? How?” Crynn appealed to her friend, but Nazz could only shrug in equal bemusement. “I think my brain might have melted.”

“The short answer is that we were people before we became dungeons,” Claudia filled her in.

Any further discussion of that subject had to be curtailed as the projection of Titus flared back to life in the centre of the table.

“Welcome back!” I greeted him jovially. “Satisfied that I’m telling the truth?” Titus looked like he was sucking on a lemon, but he didn’t gainsay my assumptive question. “Good. This is the part where we come to a mutual accord which allows both of us to survive the apocalypse Ashli has planned.”

“We will talk alone,” Titus demanded. “If your dungeon pet tries to listen in, I will know, and we are done.”

I didn’t understand the demand for secrecy. Too much had already been spilt, but if it would get the guy to the table, I could accommodate him. Drakonis suggested I might need Fred’s help, and honestly, I had no idea where or how to find the fragment of Ashli. It had been months and none of our searches or inquiries had unearthed anything of use.

“Ladies, why don’t you take Crynn and Nazz to the palace? Introduce them to Shana and Mia. I guarantee Shana is chomping at the bit to hear what the hell is going on.”

There were several head nods, and everybody trooped out of the room along with the squad of crew stationed inside.

“Anastasia,” I called to her as she skipped to the door. “No peeking, that’s an order.”

She rolled her eyes like I was an unmitigated bore and left the cabin. Titus and I were alone.

He didn’t waste any time. “It is as you say. Ashli is not dead. Those enslaved to it still serve its will. With the destruction of the original God Body, they have started to move resources inwards, presumably to Earth where they will attempt to reconstitute a form for Ashli to inhabit.”

“How did you find that out so quickly?” I asked.

As expected, Fred/Titus was not forthcoming and scowled rather than answering my question. “This is the deal. My fleet will move to intercept Ashli’s slaves and prevent the delivery of the resources the fragment needs to hasten the building of a new body. This will give you time to find the fragment and kill it. I can tell you how to find it, even send you supplies through a market to help. In exchange, I let you live when this is done. Earth is yours to do with as you wish. Stay there, feast, fuck, and be merry. I don’t care. Stay in your lane and away from me and all will be well. I’ll even talk to the Dominarius Clan as an added extra. They’ll listen to me.

“There is only one other thing I demand for my assistance other than killing the damn fragment. The Malignant Cutter. Send it through your gate with instructions to return home. My ship will do the rest to bring her in. When that is done and only then, I will follow through with the pact.”

<Oh-ho!> Quixbix chimed in my head. <Now that is unusual. The Leviathan’s Curse is a well-renowned dungeon ship and although I’m sure losing one of its shards would wound Titus’ pride, it’s not like he hasn’t lost a few before over the centuries. The only explanation is he doesn’t want you to have that ship, Torin. The question is why?>

It was a question I didn’t have the answer to right now. But I did need Titus’ help and returning his shard ship wasn’t something I could reasonably baulk at.

“What about Crynn?” I asked instead.

“Truss her up and send her back with the Cutter or keep her for yourself. It’s up to you. The disobedient child was a distracting indulgence which has run its course. Either way, if she ever leaves Earth, it will be the end of her. Do we have an accord?”

“We do.”

Titus smiled like a shark. All toothy and without a hint of empathy. “The contract is on its way. Sign it and everything is golden.”

A podium tablet we had lying on the table dinged to indicate a message. It had details of the Framework contract between the two factions. What Titus would supply, what I was expected to do in return and the details of our agreed non-aggression pact that would come into force should we both complete the terms.

<You’re both lawless factions> Quixbix reminded me unnecessarily. <Non-aggression pacts don’t mean much unless they are air-tight, and this one is anything but. The Framework won’t hold either side to the spirit of the agreement in the same way other factions are judged.

<Hell, he could have one of your people kidnapped and brought to him and claim that breached the Shattered Storm’s agreement to remain on Earth. Or hire mercs to attack you or assist the Dominarius Consortium with whatever they’ve got planned. You’ll notice his offer to speak to them in the contract doesn’t promise a positive outcome on your behalf or that anything he said to them would be for your benefit. Sneaky bastard.>

I know, I thought back at him. The non-aggression stuff is just for show. I don’t want to tip him off that I know he’s going to break it at the first opportunity.

My Preternatural Insight had been dinging like a fire alarm throughout my conversation with Titus and all kinds of understanding had flooded my perception.

The terms were utter bullshit, and I knew it. Fred had no intention of letting me live once the fragment was taken care of. When the shroud fully dropped in just over a year, the Dread Scourge would come to finish us off one way or another. Quixbix was dead on about that.

However, until then, Fred feared coming to Earth and getting too near the fragment. He needed me to finish the job he couldn’t complete in person.

I may have released Fred from the biomechanical chamber and allowed him to slip away from Ashli’s control, but he still spent a significant portion of time in that goop being brainwashed and programmed. He was old enough to have figured out he’d never been quite as free as he initially believed in the memories Devantus Drakonis shared with me. The compulsion to kneel and obey his master lurked in his psyche and it infuriated him. It wasn’t powerful enough that he couldn’t fight it off from afar, but in the actual presence of Ashli, there was no guarantee.

He thought offering me his daughter and a planet would buy me off. That I was greedy and wouldn’t think twice about what would come after.

However, what Fred didn’t know was that I had no intention of letting him live either. I’d made a deal with the Shattered Goddess to kill him, and it was one I intended to keep.

I didn’t know how yet, but I’d been largely winging it since day one anyway. Why change things now?


Chapter 21

LT

LT withdrew his blade from the gut of the young man who blinked at him with a bewildered expression before his strength gave way and he collapsed to his knees. The surprise was one he’d seen on the faces of any number of opponents in the last few months. The youngster’s gear marked him out as an accomplished warrior which made him LT’s natural target in the melee. Well-levelled, and confident in his abilities and fighting capacity. Exactly the type who struggled the most when he cast hex and nothing they did seemed to work how it was intended. Those who were used to being on the receiving end of a hiding were less reliant on framework-granted extras. They’d learned to scrape and claw their way out of trouble and always tended to fare better.

He knelt next to the dying young man, unceremoniously rolled him over and attached a set of binders to his wrists. Tying his hand behind his back. “Sorry to disappoint you, but today isn’t your last day, young blood. Medic! Got another one over here who needs stabilising.”

LT grinned at the subtle irony. They were in a hospital that had been converted into a makeshift fortress. It was the final fallback position of the West Detroit faction whose leader Travon Willis had refused to accept the Shattered Storm’s authority over him. Regardless of the assurances and favourable terms he was offered or the fact his people were surrounded and isolated. Some people were just born stubborn.

His opponent looked like a younger version of Trayvon Willis. Probably his son, maybe a nephew. LT didn’t want to punish a teenage boy because he fought to protect his Pops. It was his dumbass daddy that should pay the price for hubris.

A young black woman in a startling white gown rushed over and laid her hands on the teenager’s stomach where they glowed brightly.

LT groaned softly that she was the one who had come to the front.

Not because his patience was tested by the woman herself. Her name was Letitia, and she was an incredibly talented healer. The very best anybody had heard of in Michigan. Torin had confirmed her aptitude was top tier and it was unusual for someone with that level of raw talent to pick a class dedicated to healing. Unusual, but very welcome. Understandably, Torin wanted her in the faction. Everybody did.

The problem was her ever-present shadow. Her husband was two steps behind her.

“Yo, yo, yo, yo. What’s up my dawg, LT!” Ayinay rattled off as he came to a stop and clapped LT on the shoulder like they were the closest of friends. “This battle is off the hook. I was watching you from the back and you schooled this fool. Pretty damn sweet. But don’t worry, the real trim tradey is here to watch yo’ back. Let’s finish this!”

LT’s hand shook with the urge to bitch slap the annoying asshat, but they didn’t want to alienate Letitia by putting him in his place. Instead, he settled for a glare of disdain at the offending hand that clutched his shoulder.

By some kind of miracle, Ayinay got the message, pulled his hand away and had the decency to appear a bit sheepish. “On second thoughts, maybe I should stay and watch my woman’s curvy booty. Keep her safe on the battlefield.”

Letitia looked up at her bleached blonde husband with a mixture of irritation and resigned love. At least, she was aware of what a jackass he could be.

“You do that Arshall. Always protect the healers. The most important job there is.”

With that, LT turned away and walked deeper into the hospital complex. It was time to finish the dirty work.

***

Kristoff

Kristoff rested his arms against the taffrail of Storm Raider. The ship had navigated its way up the Rouge River to provide support for the final assault on West Detroit. He reached down and scratched his recently regrown leg. A rare regrowth potion had been one of the items they’d found in the Black Market’s inventory and Torin had been kind enough to let Kristoff use it. The leg felt foreign to him at the moment, otherwise, he’d have been out there with LT. And it itched something chronic. These were all side effects that were supposed to fade after a couple of weeks.

“Wolverines! Wolverines! Wolverines!”

The victory chant made its way to the boat courtesy of a light breeze. It was all over, and West Detroit, along with the rest of the city, was theirs.

“I do hope the student body hasn’t got ahead of themselves,” the voice of an older woman asked as she came out onto the deck.

Kristoff looked over. “You have nothing to worry about Frau Breckinridge,” he said with a kind smile. “LT is a capable commander. He has some of his people embedded with yours. They wouldn’t let the celebrations begin unless the West Detroit faction had fallen.”

“That is good to hear. I hope Captain Carter appreciates our participation as cordially as you have, Kristoff,” she replied with a smile.

Kristoff bowed at the compliment. “He understands, Frau Breckinridge. Your people will be amply compensated and any who wish it fast-tracked into the Shattered Storm. This would have taken longer and cost us more if you had chosen to stand by West Detroit rather than help pull them down.”

***

Volnis Karspent

Volnis bowed his head low and adopted a servile posture in front of the functionary from the Shattered Storm.

It had been three days since he arrived in The Shattered Storm slave pens and as his employers predicted he had not been auctioned off or sold. Food had been provided. Mostly the tasteless slop that slave pens were infamous for but also some slices of bread and fresh fruit juice. These people treated their captives with more kindness than most. Not that it mattered to Volnis. He was being paid and paid handsomely to do a job and he would follow through.

On the third day, he was escorted from his cell, led to a small office and ordered to sit down and await processing.

The functionary on the other side of the wooden desk smiled at him and glanced at the tablet they held. “Good afternoon, Mr Karspent. Or do you prefer the more informal Volnis?”

“Whatever the Master desires,” Volnis grovelled.

The functionary bobbed his head slightly as if this was something he had seen before. The mild contempt he felt was plain on his face as was his attempt to hide that disdain from view.

Volnis had long been a student of behaviour and had seen the attitude before. A man who believed himself to be both more moral and good than those around him. Superior. A person whose sense of ethics demanded they pretend they felt otherwise, but a bit of that smugness always crept out regardless. This one would present him no difficulties and would greedily swallow whatever lie Volnis chose to feed him.

“My name is Michael, and I am for wont of a better term, your caseworker. My apologies that it has taken three days, but it’s all go here, all the time,” Michael chuckled at his joke.

Volnis merely bobbed his head in deference.

Michael didn’t seem too impressed, but then Volnis didn’t want him to be. The more the man pitied or reviled him, the better.

“Anyway, that ought to have given you a chance to read the plaques on the cell walls.”

“Yes, Master.”

“Good. Then I shouldn’t need to explain much more.” Michael handed over a separate podium tablet to Volnis with the contractual terms for collar removal.

This practice had been an unwelcome surprise for the professional saboteur upon his arrival. It quickly became apparent that most of those in the pens who remained collared were the untrustworthy sort. The kind of people that the wise kept an eye on. If Volnis and the team who were to follow him were to complete their mission they needed to blend into the background and not be under constant observation.

However, signing a binding Framework indenture contract was more limiting. Not even a professional like himself could worm his way out of a properly written contract. The collar would have to stay on.

Hence, he settled on the obsequious and slavish persona he presented to Michael as the solution.

Volnis didn’t even look at the terms on the tablet before he handed it back as if it were coated in acid. “I couldn’t possibly sign such a thing. A miserable wretch like me does not deserve freedom.”

Michael sighed with irritation and forced a smile onto his face.

“Well, we can’t make you sign. The guards will take you back to the cells and let you think this over and I’ll see you again in a week or so. I’ll arrange a few testimonial visitors and hopefully, you’ll see this is what’s best for all involved.”

With that, the interview was over, and a guard came back into the office room and escorted Volnis back to the pens. On the way, the man surreptitiously scanned the other cells and caught sight of Furda, the second member of his team. He flicked his fingers using their specific dialect of Thieves’ Cant to update his colleague on the situation.

Back at the cell, Volnis was left alone for the first time since his arrival. The others who arrived on the same day had accepted the terms offered by the Shattered Storm.

His fingers readjusted the collar and ran over the inner catch. The collar was a design of his that could be removed if you knew the trick. It otherwise acted as a genuine slave collar which is why it passed muster when the Dominarius Consortium ‘sold’ him to a podium that meant he would be sent here. He deactivated the collar for the time being but didn’t take it off.

With this rare moment of privacy, it was time to get the operation underway.

Turning his back so that he couldn’t be seen, he bit down on his forearm to break the skin. Something he wouldn’t be able to do if the collar had been operational. Self-harm meant damaging your Master’s property, after all.

Over the next hour, he extracted a series of tools that had been hidden subdermally and hid them away. The cells of a slave market automatically emptied and froze somebody’s inventory, but it couldn’t remove anything from their person. Or in this case, in their person.

His dark red clothing had been specifically chosen because it would obscure any bloodstains. The wounds themselves were superficial and would heal once his Hit Points recovered. He sat in the corner, made himself look as pathetic as possible and started to plan. It was inconceivable that they would leave him in a cell by himself long term, but if they managed their roles correctly then there was a good chance of tricking Michael into housing multiple members of the saboteur team together.

Volnis bowed his head and allowed himself a smile. Despite a couple of early worries, this might be the easiest ten million he’d ever earned.

***

Crynn

“Torin made a deal with my father,” Crynn told Nazz the moment she walked through the door of the luxurious apartment she’d been assigned in the palace.

There were four sentinel automatons in the corridor outside and a dozen members of the city’s militia too. They may have been comfortable, but the message was clear. They were to be confined.

“Is he going to turn us over?”

“No, apparently, Titus or Fred or whoever he really is didn’t give two shits about us. He wants the Cutter back, but that was all.”

Nazz nodded sagely and relaxed back into the overly large armchair that had been custom-built for somebody of her size and bulk. A nice touch she had thought. “That is good. In the short term, at least. Losing the Cutter is a setback, but not a surprising one. I didn’t buy Carter’s claims about his dockyards. He might have the facilities, but building plexus-capable vessels requires skills this planet doesn’t have yet. He’ll negotiate for the ships we have stowed away, I’m sure of it. We can hold out for the fastest one and be out of this cluster before the week is out. We will want to be long gone when Titus worms a way around the terms he’s agreed to and raids the place.”

Crynn sucked her breath in over her teeth. “Ah, maybe saying my father didn’t give a shit wasn’t entirely accurate. He didn’t demand our return, but he did exile me to Earth permanently. I’m still signed to his Canon, and he used it to brand the exile officially. I felt it settle in less than half an ago. If I leave the planet, he’ll know about it and can despatch a death squad without breaking the deal he made. You and the others aren’t, though. Maybe we can get you…”

“Pfft!” Nazz snorted and cut Crynn off. “I’m not leaving you now child, not when you need me the most.”

Crynn’s face broke into a beaming smile, and she bounded across the room and enveloped the large saurian woman in an awkward hug. Nazz was so large that Crynn had to practically crawl into her lap to do so. “Thank you,” she whispered with heartfelt gratitude.

Crynn had no reason to believe Nazz wouldn’t stick by her but at the same time, she’d never been under official exile under pain of death either.

“No need to thank me,” Nazz grumbled and lifted Crynn off her with ease. “It’s not like your father has a reputation for forgiving those who have failed him. Keeping you out of trouble was my job, which I failed at spectacularly if he exiled you.”

“None of this is your fault, Nazz. You told me not to do it and I pushed ahead anyway and made a catastrophic mess of things.”

“True, but that is the past and we need to plan for the future. It’s not lost on me that we’ve been mere pawns in somebody else’s game. If any of this is to be believed, Titus predates the Darkwyrlds, the Framework creator who we’ve always been told perished during its birth, has been waiting in the wings to conquer the galaxy. And this Devantus character planted the seeds to manipulate your decisions when you were a child. To what end? Seemingly just to deliver a comms crystal to Torin Carter and put him in touch with your father. Nought but a courier.

“Carter and his faction are at the centre of this and will continue to be. Perhaps we should leave well enough alone. Our part has been played, time to find a quiet corner and keep our noses clean until it all blows over.”

Crynn put her hands on her hips and gave Nazz her most dazzling smile. “And where would the fun in that be? Not to mention I’d continue to be under the influence of my father and his proscriptions for the rest of my life. Stuck attached to his canon and the only way out is if he releases me or another captain deigns to take me on.” Crynn tapped her finger against her cheek and glanced up at the ceiling as if she were thinking something over. “Now, where would we find a Dungeon Corsair Captain willing to offend the fearsome Titus Shiptaker to do something like that?”

“There might be another one on Earth,” Nazz countered without much faith. “One who doesn’t know about the consequences and can be gulled easily enough.”

Crynn stared at her flatly.

“Fine, I give in. That is a false hope. But are you sure Carter is willing to take you?”

In response, Crynn sent all her clothes and armour barring some skimpy undergarments to her inventory and mimicked a suggestive dance routine she’d seen countless professional consorts perform in the court of the Dread Scourge. “I’m pretty certain.” She winked at Nazz.

The saurian was not amused. “Put your clothes back on, Crynn. This is not a joking matter. Carter bedding you if you let him is not in question. He’s a man. Whether you’re ready for the kind of man he represents is an entirely different one.”

“I’m an adult, Nazz, I know what I’m doing. It’s not like this will be my first time.”

“You might be an adult, yes, but a shielded one. Your parentage guaranteed that. The men you’ve lain with have all been vetted courtesans. They all knew their place in the grand scheme of things. Far beneath you. And the consequences should they presume or act otherwise. That will not be the case with Carter. He is still a Dungeon Corsair; you should know better than most what they are capable of and what they can do to maintain control. He might not be your father, but that doesn’t mean he won’t do the same things.”

Crynn redressed herself and looked down chastened. She had been caught up in the moment and what Nazz said was true. Titus wasn’t the only Dungeon Corsair who regularly enslaved others of their kind to build fleets and maintain control. The looming slave market on the other side of the bay served as a stark reminder of what Torin Carter had been involved in before they arrived.

In her haste to be free of her father, she hadn’t considered the consequences. “I’ll be careful, Nazz. I won’t jump in blind and take every precaution I can think of.”

“That’s all I ask. Now, a good first step is to get to know and make friends with the rest of his harem. You can learn a lot about a man by the company he keeps. And for the Framework’s sake, play hard to get. The more effort he has to put in, the more he’ll value what he gets out of it.”


Chapter 22

It came as no surprise when a quest from the Shattered Goddess was delivered not long after Titus had confirmed his identity as Fred Simms.

*** Divine Vengeance (Omega)

The foul villain Fred Simms has revealed himself to you as Titus Shiptaker. Your patron Goddess’ demand is simple. End his life in any way possible.

Given the revelation that Titus Shiptaker can live on through his heirs, all his adult children must either be slain or soul-bound to ensure that the snake cannot slither away and avoid her vengeance. The method of transfer he uses only works from father to adult child. Adult grandchildren are not a factor unless Titus Shiptaker is allowed to jump to the next generation. This quest will be recalibrated to include new potential heirs if such an event occurs.

Quest Progress:

Titus Shiptaker 0/1

Current Potential Heirs 0/76

Success: Remove all potential heirs and then kill Titus Shiptaker.

Rewards: 1,000,000 XP, a map through the Great Rift and an invitation to the demesne of the Shattered Goddess.

Legacy of the Leviathan for Marena’s Mercy. Your dungeon ship can consume the core of the Levithan’s Curse stealing the power of the core for itself and inheriting any surviving assets controlled or owned by the Leviathan’s Curse. (Can only be done while within the Shattered Goddess’ demesne)

Failure: The longer this quest goes incomplete, the greater the ire you will draw from your patron Goddess. Should this build to critical mass then bad things will happen. Very bad things. Acts which run counter to progressing the outcome of this quest will add to the discontent meter.

The Shattered Goddess’ current discontent: 6/10 ***

There was no official time limit on this quest, but it had a discontent meter which would grow over time if I did nothing or worse. It already had six points against me because I’d cut a deal with Titus for help against Ashli, but that couldn’t be helped.

Harbouring one of his potential heirs instead of killing Crynn at the earliest opportunity had also counted against me. But that could be rectified with the soulbond I was due at level thirty-five. The bond would sever any spiritual hold Titus held over her through their shared bloodline.

It could have been a lot harder. Titus had fathered thousands of children. Many had grown up and had children of their own. If he could have jumped to any of them, then I could have faced a kill list numbering in the tens of thousands, many of whom were innocent of any wrongdoing.

Quixbix had explained Titus' body-jumping protocol would only work on people who had adopted the same species and character build that he possessed. In other words, Acheronian Corsairs only. That also ruled out any underage children who couldn’t be ‘characters’ yet. Which was a definite relief. Nobody wants to be a child murderer, well, nobody who is not a sick psychopath in the first place.

As for the bargain I’d struck with Titus. We were almost ready to fulfil the last part of the agreement in exchange for his assistance.

I waited until the salvage team had finished their final sweep of the Malignant Cutter before inspecting the ship for myself. The interior and layout were not too dissimilar from how Marena’s Mercy was set up.

Titus had demanded the return of the ship, but he hadn’t made any provisions regarding the contents. The salvage team had stripped the ship of everything not nailed down and a few things that had been.

“Why do I have to be here?” Anastasia whined from behind me. “This ship is super creepy.”

“There is something I want to try before we send it back to Titus, and I need your unique talents for the job.”

Anastasia preened a little at the praise but then remembered where she was, and the sour puckered expression returned.

“Is this the same feeling you had at Crypt Keeper’s Tomb or something different?”

“Both, kinda,” she answered. “It has the same general flavour, but not quite the same texture if you know what I mean.”

I didn’t, but my suspicions were growing. Quixbix’s warning during the conversation with Titus echoed in mind. Why did he want this shard ship back? It was only Mark III, a scouting vessel, and he had hundreds more just like it. Okay, perhaps not exactly like it. But over the millennia the Leviathan’s Curse had shed hundreds of shards which had been used to create ships. According to Crynn any of Titus’ acknowledged children who proved themselves competent enough commanded one as did the most trusted members of his Canon. Dozens had been destroyed over the years. There was nothing particularly special or vital about this one. So, why?

It had left me determined to find out and it was the reason I’d dragged Ana over even though this was the last place she wanted to be right now.

I led Anastasia further down into the Cutter until we reached the bowels. The cosmetic changes which had been made throughout the rest of the ship were absent here. This made it the perfect spot to experiment a little.

“How lovely, we’ve found the bilge. Are you going to tell me what we’re doing here, Torin?”

“You’ve been saving up your golem mass allowance to build a partner for Slicer, right?” I asked her in turn.

“Yeah, but I want Crusher to be much bigger, built like a rhino and capable of packing a proper wallop.” Ana slammed her fist against her palm for emphasis.

“Sounds good, but I want you to put that idea on the back burner for a few more levels and create a golem today, one not intended for combat. At least, not directly.”

“Hmmm, you want to hide a stowaway. Use it as a spy like we used Casey back in Grand Rapids. Not a bad idea but why didn’t you tell me first? Now, I’ll have to go back, build something suitable, and come back to this creepy ship to hide it.”

“Not quite,” I corrected her. “I want you to see if you can do it using the Cutter’s cimmeric crystal instead. And if you can, build two. One to stay on board and a twin to keep in Stormblade Harbour that we can learn from. If it’s a golem, the crystal will answer to you and me, not Titus. I’m gambling that means he won’t know we’ve kept a piece of his ship.”

Anastasia breathed in deeply and her mouth made an O shape of joyful surprise. “That is super sneaky, I love it.”

She stepped forward and rested her hands against a black crystal bulkhead. Her initial reaction was to shudder in revulsion, but she powered through. “It won’t be easy, there is another mind resisting, old, malevolent, strong, but it’s distant. The dungeon avatar of the Leviathan’s Curse, I presume. Not to worry, I can work around it.”

“Keep this between the pair of us.” I patted Anastasia on the head and ruffled her hair a little, she didn’t react, her concentration already focused on the task at hand. I left her to it and returned to the palace to make the last of the preparations.

Six hours later, the Malignant Cutter sailed through our plexus gate and popped out of sight minus forty kilograms or so of golem hidden away in a secure workshop in the palace.

We had to pour a hefty portion of mana into the Cutter’s reserves to make her travel-worthy. I doubted Titus would appreciate the sacrifice.

Several members of Crynn’s crew had elected to accompany the ship home. They preferred to take their chances with the big boss with a final display of loyalty rather than stay behind and face what they considered a certain death. They didn’t say that, of course, but it’s what drove their decision and because I didn’t want any potential traitors in our midst, I was happy to see the back of them.

Nazz stayed behind with Crynn. I don’t think that was ever in doubt, I’d seen how she hovered protectively over the young woman. Two others chose to stay. The Helmsman, Ranulf. He was an old hand with enough experience under his belt to know what fate awaited him if he went back with the Cutter. Defection to the Shattered Storm was his only chance at survival even if he considered it a longshot.

The nervous shadowborn elf, Malice, was the other. His motivations were more of a mixed bag. He was ambitious or at least thought he should be. It’s why he joined up with the Dread Scourge in the first place. The biggest, most notorious Corsair Faction in the Darkwyrlds. Only he’d been treated like a nothing and his first assignment had gone very wrong. It seemed he figured that a change of tack was necessary and that he should make a name for himself in a smaller outfit first so that he would be better appreciated when he switched to bigger and better later.

Thirty minutes after the Malignant Cutter passed through the gate. The information packet from Titus arrived at the Black Market. Thus far, it seemed like our theft of a piece of his ship had not been uncovered.

***

Day 290

“It looks like everyone has arrived. It’s time to get started,” I told the assembled room in the Command Hub in the heart of the palace. Ten sentinels stood silently under the viewing screens that hung from the roof to make a point. This was the first time some of those assembled had been allowed such access and I didn’t fully trust them all.

LT and Kristoff had returned from their mission in Detroit on Storm Raider, and they brought Doris Breckinridge-Reeves and the leader of the Michigan Wolverines, Marcus Stowell. Marcus and I had met in our old lives, we hadn’t been friends but as student-athletes, we moved in the same circles and were acquainted with one another. He’d been a bit big-headed, which wasn’t uncommon for a player expected to go high in the draft when the time came. Apart from that, there hadn’t been any red flags that gave me a specific reason to distrust him.

The same couldn’t be said for Ayinay who had accompanied them with his incredibly talented healer wife Letitia. Part of the mystery of his behaviour had been uncovered by my analysis skill. His species was Mimic.

Post-revelation, we’d held off on killing him long enough for Ayinay to swear on a Framework Contract that being a mimic didn’t impel any kind of carnivorous behaviour or that any of this was a plot to eat people. Something which both my imp and Quinn confirmed to be true. However, the kind of person who chose to become a mimic remained very suspicious in my book. If his wife hadn’t been so vital, I might have executed him anyway to be on the safe side.

Ayinay was not in attendance at this meeting. He was undergoing a lengthy ‘job interview’ with Doyle. I trusted the former spook to get to the bottom of Ayinay’s intentions hidden or otherwise. Doyle would determine if he could be useful or not.

Regina had made the trip with Parker in tow. The former Sergeant MacDonald now elevated to a top command position had accompanied them to represent the Saginaw Rebel National Guard forces now under my banner. Calum’s official rank hadn’t yet been confirmed, mainly so as not to offend the officers he was technically leapfrogging in seniority. Another officer advancing quicker than them could be accepted, but an enlisted man? That would rankle. This way they could pretend Calum was merely the mouthpiece for the Commander-in-Chief. Regina trusted him and he had adjusted to the new reality better than most of his former superiors which is why he’d been put in charge of her military.

He wasn’t the only National Guard representative. Colonel Pritchard, leader of the Battle Creek Battalion was also present. Most of what we knew about him came from the Brotherhood survivors like Clancy who I hadn’t fed to Ana’s dungeon. The fighting between those two groups had been particularly vicious and the bad blood hadn’t faded with the Brotherhood’s defeat. He was here to keep Battle Creek in the loop, and I won’t deny the sentinel show of force was mostly for his benefit.

Our arrangement with Battle Creek had the shakiest foundations. Ostensibly, Col. Pritchard had accepted the Shattered Storm’s claim to dominion over Michigan, but they hadn’t fully committed by swearing allegiance. We could have launched a military campaign similar to what LT had just completed against West Detroit, but Battle Creek was a veritable fortress by now filled with battle-tested warriors. It would take time and resources to break and not achieve much for the Shattered Storm when it was done.

Pritchard was no arrogant fool like Willis who had rejected my outstretched hand by slapping it away. He’d gone with a cautious noncommittal handshake instead.

Two of the former council members from the Muskegon Collective, Sheila Locke and Pete Daniels, attended to represent their interests. I’d dissolved the nine-person council when they were formally incorporated into the Shattered Storm. Muskegon fell under Claudia’s lordship, and she’d seen fit to appoint Sheila who used to be a prison warden to run the place. Claudia sent a lot of the Brotherhood youngsters whom we’d spared due to their age to Sheila to instil some much-needed discipline.

Reverend Rory had chosen against remaining under my perfidious influence and led his flock over the ice to Wisconsin. They made it to their destination but found life under Willy Reed’s war machine more distasteful than what they left and came crawling back without the good Reverend. Based on the intelligence we’d gathered, as a cleric under forty he’d been immediately conscripted into Governor Reed’s army and despatched to the war front in Minnesota.

We had warned the daft bugger, but he had refused to listen.

There were a few other leaders or their representatives from smaller groups sitting around the table along with my inner council, Crynn, and Nazz. The only person missing was Jackson. He hadn’t returned from his second foray into Pandaemonium to clear the tunnels which led to useful waypoints. With what we had recently learned that job became even more important and rather than bring him back, I trebled the complement of fighters at his disposal.

With everyone present, I opened the meeting. “You should all have had time to read through the data pads Susan provided upon your arrival.”

There was a lot of nods of assent.

Regina leaned forward in her chair and caught my attention. “It is probably a forlorn hope, but I don’t suppose there is any chance you have exaggerated the peril in an effort to encourage our willing participation.”

I forced a mirthless chuckle. “I’m afraid not, Regina. The threat Ashli poses is very real, and its fragment is loose in the world. It must be stopped. Nothing else matters more than this. I’m even going to take the extreme measure of sharing a pared-down version of this information with every faction that will receive our messages. Friends and enemies alike.”

“That’s all well and good,” Sheila Locke interjected hot on the heels of my response. “But how are we supposed to find something that can hide itself away in the body of another person? It could be anybody!”

I put my hand up to forestall the groundswell of muttering her comment generated.

“On that front, we do have a head start. Thanks to Claudia,” I gestured towards the Leonid woman, who smiled in gratitude. “We’ve recently unearthed this video recording her brother had kept for posterity.”

Pressing a button on the Command hub, the largest screen on the wall flickered to life and played back a recording of Luca’s return from the spiritual battle.

“The fragment managed to piggyback its way onto our planet using Luca Gattosi. I’d engaged him in a contest to weaken him before we invaded his territory by freeing his sister of his influence. The contest took place in a dimensional pocket maintained by the Framework for this purpose. The Framework administrators had no idea the pocket was adjacent to another where Ashli trapped itself and thereby offered it a route out.” I narrated the events which preceded the playback for the benefit of those who didn’t know what was going on.

“Here.” I indicated to the recording once it reached the point where Luca had slaughtered those ranged against him and had Maurice at his mercy. “This is where the fragment jumps from Luca to one of his former lieutenants. The elf’s name is Maurice. He is the last person we know for sure that the fragment possessed.”

“That’s not a lot to go on,” Col Pritchard noted. “Especially if this thing can switch bodies. It’s been months since you killed Luca, what are the chances it's still controlling this elf?”

“Slim, I’ll admit,” I told him. “But we do have some more to go on. Thanks to an off-world source. We know what the fragment is after. Tainted dungeons. The background on what that means is in the tablets Susan provided. The key takeaway is that the fragment must visit and collapse them in person. Draining the energy they collected to fuel Ashli’s return. We might not know what he looks like right now, but if we can identify the location of tainted dungeons, then we know where he will be heading and that means we can be lying in wait. Either to identify his host or take it out.”

“Excuse me,” Pete Daniels put his hand up and I nodded at him. “If this Ashli thing wants to take over the Framework, can’t those weird people who run it do something about him? Why is this our problem?”

That suggestion got a lot of traction quickly from the newcomers not in the know.

“I wish it were that simple. The reality is the Framework admins are organic computer programs, albeit incredibly sophisticated programs that have achieved a measure of sentience, but they are still programs, nonetheless. Ashli was their creator, and it wasn’t stupid enough that it didn’t take measures to prevent them from turning on it. To them, Ashli is dead, and no amount of evidence or proof can convince them otherwise. Ashli programmed them with that unbreakable belief as a blind spot, they literally can’t see anything it does. To be honest, we’re fortunate that was all Ashli did, had they been actively supporting its endeavours, this would already be over.”

“Okay, we get it,” Regina sighed. “We’re on our own. I presume you have some kind of plan, otherwise, you wouldn’t have summoned us here.”

“Indeed.”

From my inventory, I summoned a small metallic box with a red crystal on top. “My source provided us with these detection devices. Place them on the information pedestals in the dungeon’s waiting chambers and if the red crystal lights up, then you’ve discovered a tainted dungeon. If it doesn’t then you can cross that one off the list. My crew have been busy visiting the dungeons we know about and have confirmed the devices work.”

After testing the dungeons on Beaver Island, all of which came back negative, the next port of call was the Crypt Keeper’s Tomb. Ana’s revulsion and the use of Soul Eaters virtually confirmed it as tainted in my mind. Something which was confirmed when we came upon the site and found it had collapsed already. The fragment had got here before us. It simply wasn’t feasible that a party powerful enough to defeat the dungeon had stumbled upon it and then decided to destroy it.

It did cross my mind that the dungeon might have been moved. But following a thorough search, the inert dungeon pedestal was discovered in the rubble and the crystal lit up bright red when the box was placed upon it. While it was a relief to confirm the devices Titus had sent us weren’t fakes or duds, it only heightened my suspicion of the man.

He’d refused to hand the detectors over until after his shard ship had been returned.

To my mind, there was only reasonable justification for his behaviour. The Leviathan’s Curse had been born using one of these tainted dungeons and Titus didn’t want me to know. Possibly the device would have lit up if placed in contact with the ship. It hadn’t when touched against the golem Ana had fashioned and hidden away in the palace, but the cimmeric crystal it was made from now answered to her and not the Leviathan’s Curse, so that didn’t rule the possibility out.

“What we need from each of you is thorough searches of your territory and the surrounding areas. Every dungeon, no matter how big or small, must be found and tested. I can help get you started with a thorough map of the weakest dungeons in Michigan, however, it is the stronger ones which might be more difficult to locate that are likelier to be tainted. From what evidence we have, they could have been transplanted to Earth from elsewhere during integration.”

“That’s all well and good for Michigan,” Col Pritchard pointed out. “But this fragment could be long gone from our borders what are we going to do about the rest of the country?”

“Funny you should ask colonel, but we might need you to send your people a bit further south into Ohio and Indiana while Regina and Calum, the Saginaw Guard are needed to help cover the north of the mainland. My crew and I will handle things farther afield.”

“How?” Parker, Regina’s aide asked.

“I’m banking on the guilds in the main. We have a good relationship with them. They already have a cross-country network in place and a good knowledge of dungeon locations. And they’ll pretty much do whatever you ask if you offer to pay them enough.” I finished with a sigh.

We’d only just dug the faction out of one financial hole and were about to leap into another. Paying for the time of guild members and the cooperation of the guild leaders would be expensive. It’s not that they would demand too much individually, but when you added them all together it mounted up.

“Forgive me,” Parker continued. “The guilds primarily operate from the major population centres. Even with their help, it is going to leave a lot of ground uncovered. With all due respect, Captain Carter, you and your crew are formidable, but you only have two ships. How can you possibly cover enough ground?”

“Not for long, Parker, not for long.”


Chapter 23

Despite a flurry of further queries, I refused to elaborate on my ship comment. It wasn’t something the group needed to know. The meeting went on for another couple of hours while we thrashed out where would be investigated and who would be doing it. Any potential problems were identified and if an immediate solution was not proffered then it was added to Susan and Quinn’s growing to-do list.

Once we saw the delegates off back to their respective locales, it was time to crack on with answering our transportation issue.

Crynn and Nazz had provided the perfect solution. The ships they’d captured before bulldozing their way through my gate. They all came equipped with the conversion equipment which would allow them to be hoisted up onto the shore and fitted with wheels or sledge-like runners which allowed them to travel on land.

A few of the smallest vessels were even capable of short bursts of flight.

Proper magical aviation technology had never taken root in the Darkwyrlds. Most planets had a reliable network of gates which allowed people to travel great distances quicker than flight anyway. Plus, the required mana consumption made it a largely impractical pursuit. Unless you were filthy rich. Personal devices akin to mana-fuelled jet packs were uncommon but not unheard of.

This may have made things more difficult on a newly integrated world like Earth, but for the rest of the Darkwyrlds, it made sense. However, possessing and being able to use these ships would be better than not having them.

The crews of Marena’s Mercy and Storm Raider assembled on the docks in the dead of night. With more than forty ships and a bunch of prisoners to retrieve, everyone would be required.

“It doesn’t feel right,” Crynn complained. “I ought to be going too.”

“Are you ready to sign my Canon?” I asked her in return.

Crynn’s eyes lit up with a flush of excitement, but Nazz put her large, clawed hand on the younger woman’s shoulder to restrain any eager acceptance. “No,” she said firmly.

I grinned in the dark at the Saurian’s protectiveness. “Then Crynn, you must stay here. We can’t risk your dad sensing that you’ve gone off-planet.”

“I wouldn’t be leaving the planetary cluster,” Crynn pled for the sixth or seventh time since I grounded her for this mission. “He’s on the other side of the galaxy, it’s unlikely he’d be able to tell the difference.”

“Are the chances zero or nearer zero than twenty?” I asked.

Crynn stayed quiet but she didn’t need to answer. We both knew the truth.

Her participation wasn’t necessary. Nazz, Ranulf, and Malice could show us the way and get us into the temporary base they’d left on a moon. Therefore, the risk, small as it was, did not match the potential reward. I knew that Titus would break our alliance of convenience at some point, but there was no reason to make it easy for him.

Shana walked over and put her arm around Crynn’s shoulder companionably. “He’s not letting me go either,” she sighed theatrically. “Or Mia.”

“Mia doesn’t want to go on missions,” I countered. “And you’re visibly pregnant. It’ll be seen as a weakness, and you’d be targeted because of it.”

“He’s not wrong,” Nazz backed me up. “I’ve seen it happen too often in the past.” It had only been a few days, but her mother-hen instinct had already expanded to include Shana once it became obvious she was expecting.

“We’ll be back not long after sunrise,” I assured Shana and kissed her warmly. “Get some sleep and you’ll barely notice our absence.”

With the goodbyes said, Nazz and I turned and ran up the gangplank and onto Marena’s Mercy. We were off.

***

I was sitting in the Navigation hub that we should probably redesignate as the Bridge. The size of the room and the number of consoles had expanded again when the ship advanced to Mark IV. Anastasia connected to the plexus gateway and selected our destination as the exterior plexus network that intersected with our gate’s location.

The ship started to move quickly with Storm Raider in tow and punched through the translucent inner barrier of the gigantic circular gate.

We felt rather than experienced what happened next. It was as if the ship accelerated to an enormous speed when it passed through the gate while not moving very fast at all. Our conscious minds struggled to accommodate its expectation of the consequences of that degree of thrust against reality. That the magic of the Darkwyrlds had suppressed most of the inertia and we barely rocked forward.

My stomach did a triple flip, and my hand flew to my mouth while I fought against the gag reflex and the desire to empty my stomach. I was more successful than most of the crew and several of them couldn’t stop heaving and puked their evening meal up onto the deck.

“What the hell,” Nazz exclaimed beside me. “What’s going on? It’s like none of you have been through a plexus gate before.”

“Funny you should say that,” Ana giggled. She was of course, unaffected. “They haven’t. Although perhaps it’s not so funny, more than half the crew have vomited and guess who's gonna be asked to wave her hands and clean it all up.” She pointed both thumbs at herself and pulled a discontented face.

“I thought you’ve had this gate for months,” Nazz said, genuinely perplexed. “You haven’t been through it once?”

“And go where?” I managed once my stomach settled. Thankfully, the odd sensation was short-lived. “Until last week we had the only gate. The wider plexus was shrouded, and I wanted to keep it that way. This didn’t happen when people used the pads. Is it always like that?”

Nazz shrugged her shoulders. “There is not enough distance during interplanetary jumps to affect a person. Travelling off-world is an order of magnitude larger. You get used to it after a few trips. The first time is always the worst.” Her mouth broke into a fiendish grin that showed off the row of sharp teeth she possessed. “If I’d known you were all virgins, I’d have warned you to have a sick bag handy or made a recording so Crynn could enjoy the spectacle.”

Ana skipped over to Nazz’s side with her hands behind her back and a winsome smile on her face. “I can help you with that.” She winked.

“Don’t you dare make a copy,” I ordered. “We can’t have something like that getting out and making a laughingstock of us.”

“A private viewing then.”

I shook my head. “Enough of that. Ana, please can you work your magic and clean the ships? The smell is appalling, and it is just going to trigger more bouts of unpleasantness.”

“He makes a good point,” Nazz added.

Anastasia nodded and moved back to her usual position overlooking the hub. The puke was absorbed by the floors and the nasty smell dissipated over the next few seconds. Ana couldn’t get all of it, anything not in direct contact with the ship couldn’t be absorbed. A few crewmembers still had to clean themselves up a bit, mostly their shoes or boots.

Nazz reached over and typed in the flight path for Marena’s Mercy to follow through the plexus tunnels system.

“How long until we reach this moon?”

“About an hour,” she replied. “It would be quicker, dungeon ships are mobile and speedy in the plexus, but we need to take the back routes to avoid being seen by others. Not unless you want to give away the insertion point of your gate.”

“I’d rather not. An hour is fine.”

***

Nazz’s estimate proved true and an hour later we arrived at our destination. Ana showed the exterior on the viewing screen. The vast tubular walls of the plexus were a strange pulsating black. You could see it despite the absence of light. I added it to the long list of oxymorons and things which were difficult to describe or comprehend in the Darkwyrlds. The plexus was black, but not dark, and you were instinctively aware of its boundaries, far apart as they were.

“It’s the mana,” Nazz told us helpfully without needing to be asked. “It’s why you can sense it even though you can’t technically see it.”

Up ahead, not far from where we had sailed was a sliver of light. A tear in the fabric of the plexus. The scanner on the Nav Hub pinged as they detected other similar tears and rips in the lining, but they blinked out of existence or shifted position almost as quickly as they appeared. Some lasted a little longer, only a few minutes at most, though. But not the singular tear we were focused on.

Nazz continued with her educational descriptions. “Tears in the proximity of integrated planets tend to be more stable than those you’ve seen flitting in and out of existence on the scanner. However, that doesn’t mean you’ll discover stability on the other side. Dungeon ships are naturally better equipped to discern what awaits them if they go through.”

That much was true. It was like Ana had an interstellar rover through the gap sending us back footage of the lifeless moon. The tear was roughly ten metres off the ground, so we would have a bit of a bumpy landing. The rocky moon was the colour of orange clay and the readings indicated that the atmosphere was thin but breathable. A third of the oxygen that we’d be used to, the equivalent of being at the summit of Everest. 

“Even so, relatively stable tears like this one usually only survive for a day, perhaps two. We’ve deployed a series of inhibitor buoys in the gap to slow the natural energy decay which caused the tear in the first place. They drip-feed it enough to stay open while also masking the tear from unwanted attention. They are incredibly expensive pieces of kit, priceless really, as no faction worthy of the title would ever consider selling any they had.”

The look Nazz gave me as she finished was pointed. The inhibitor buoys were more valuable than the ships and should not be left behind or sold to make a quick buck. Not if we wanted the Shattered Storm to be taken seriously as a Corsair Fleet.

Ana’s sight moved inwards about half a kilometre in Nazz’s direction to where they had established their makeshift harbour. It was in the shadow of a sizeable rock formation that dominated the landscape. Easy to find and also protected from the occasional storms that periodically ravaged the place.

The land harbour came into view, and I smiled at seeing the row of ships tethered to the rocky formation.

“Okay, this is as far as I can see,” she informed us. Thankfully, it was enough.

“Something’s wrong,” Nazz mumbled, and her eyes narrowed with concern.

I moved beside her and followed her gaze, and it didn’t take me long to see what had concerned her. Off to the right and furthest back was a structure.

I recognised the design from products available on the podium, a pop-up temporary shelter. You could buy them in various sizes. The material they were made from was a thin, lightweight, organic fibre which was surprisingly durable. The low weight made it transportable in a couple of worker’s inventories or across half a dozen combat classes. The pieces were modular and therefore easy to put together and break back down when you needed to move them. They weren’t defensive structures and wouldn’t stand up long to monster attacks but were useful in protecting you from the weather or oxygen-deprived atmospheres like on this moon because they could be sealed.

The environmental protections had not helped the building Crynn’s people had established as a lunar base and prison for captives. Something had caused a significant rockslide on the right side of the imposing edifice the Cutter’s crew had used to shield the land harbour from storms. Half of the building had been completely flattened or was covered in tons of rubble. The rest of it had been severely damaged, and there were significant rents and gouges in the fibrous material.

The base had only caught the far edge of the rockslide and the ships which were further to the left were untouched. Good fortune for us, but not for any of the captives or the civilian members of the Cutter’s crew who had been left to maintain the base.

“There is no sign of any tectonic activity,” Anastasia informed us. “Whatever caused this slide, it didn’t happen in the last few hours. It was days, maybe even weeks ago.”

“No sign of survivors either,” Nazz muttered in a concerned voice. “And some of that damage does not look like it was caused by a rockslide.”

“Could they have fled on one of the ships if the captives got loose?” I asked her.

Nazz shook her head. “The Nav tools are locked, and the civilians didn’t have the codes. Besides, I’ve done a quick count. None of the ships are missing.”

“Could there have been spawned creatures here after all?” LT asked. “Hiding somewhere out of sight who invaded the place once the walls were breached?”

Nazz shook her head in disagreement. “The moon is lifeless. Very little water, hardly enough air to breathe. Lifeless places don’t get podiums or spawn points. The planet this moon orbits is another thing entirely. It’s what is called an Uncivilised or a Beastworld. There were no intelligent lifeforms to become characters, or not enough of them to make a difference before they were overrun. Nothing to cull the spawned creatures until they hit maximum saturation and dominated everything. They are very dangerous places and best avoided unless you have a death wish.”

“Okay, we didn’t come all this way to turn back, and we aren’t going to discover the answers to any of these questions unless we move forward. Ana, take us through.”


Chapter 24

Marena’s Mercy bumped onto the rocky surface and skidded forward a few more metres. Anastasia pumped in a little extra oomph to keep the ship moving away from the rift or energy would have to be expended constantly to prevent the ship from being slowly drawn back in. The pull effect was dampened by the inhibitor buoys enough that a long distance was not required. Storm Raider touched down and came to a stop on the left a moment later.

The view screen connecting the two ships crackled to life and Kristoff’s face appeared. “What’s the plan, Captain?”

I sucked on my lower lip and thought it over. It was only half a kilometre to the rocky outcrop and the ground was rugged. The original idea had been to walk over and save the energy the ships would use to travel over the uneven terrain, but that had been before we discovered things were awry at our destination. Unfortunately, the extension wheels on the Cutter had been something we didn’t have time to extract. Not that having one set would have helped both ships.

“We go as planned,” I decided. “Kristoff, Anastasia, stay on the ships with the gunnery crews to provide covering fire if it becomes necessary.”

Keeping the ships back by the rift held the advantage of putting the harbour complex and outcrop within Hellstrike range.

I got on the comms, gave the debarkation orders to the rest of the crew and turned to my second in command. “LT, watch our people. You’ve got the ship codes from Crynn. Get them over there and untether the ships, then roll them back through the rift. No hanging around. Nazz, you and I will take a squad and do a quick once-over of what is left of the shelter. We’re not going to bother trying to salvage it, but if anybody is clinging on in there, I would rather not leave them to die.”

We hastily made our way onto the outer deck and leapt over the side. The leap and landing were marginally easier than I was used to due to the gravity on this moon being lower than on Earth, a sign that it was a stellar body with less mass. Not that we needed the softer landing with mana-enhanced bodies.

The crews organised themselves into their squads and advanced at a steady trot which ate up the distance to our target in a couple of minutes. The majority of squads split off from mine and headed towards their designated ships under the watchful eye of LT. Meanwhile, Nazz, Danny and a few teams under his command came with me.

I slowed the group to a stop with a hand signal when we reached the edge of the crushed habitation.

“The only proper entrance is under the rocks,” Nazz clarified. “We’ll have to go through one of these rents in the wall. This was the side of the complex where we housed the captives. Living quarters for the civilians are under the worst of the rockfall. If the cage doors are intact, we might not be able to get very far without tools or risk a further rockslide.”

I only paid half-attention to what Nazz was saying, not because it wasn’t important, but because my razor-sharp eyesight had already picked up on a trail of blood that led out from the nearest hole in the wall and off around to the side of the rocky outcrop. There were boot mark depressions in the sand too, but they were all over the place and could have been Crynn’s people walking between the structure and the ships they’d captured.

“Someone survived,” I said and pointed out the trail to my companions.

Nazz knelt and sniffed at the dark, coarse sand where I’d indicated. “Good eyes. It’s at least a week old, barely any scent.”

“That gives us a timeframe for when this happened. Doc, take a squad and follow this trail, see if it leads anywhere. Keep an eye out for survivors. The rest of you, let’s head in.”

Scanning the damage to the building it became clear something large had bashed into the corner of the complex, crushing the ceiling where it struck and partially collapsing it. This deformed and tore the fibrous material of the wall, enough that it apart and left a ragged oval opening big enough to step through. There was a large boulder as tall as my waist lying in the sand a few feet away and it was the likeliest culprit for the extreme damage.

It was dark inside, but my eyes adjusted very quickly when I popped my head in. The cell was clear of anything of note, there was some discarded clothing along with stones and sand which may have fallen in during the disaster or perhaps were blown in by a subsequent storm. The door to the cell had bent when half the ceiling was crushed in, and the hinges had popped off. The door had been pulled out of the way and rested against the inner wall in the far corner.

The trail of dried blood we discovered outside on the sand continued in here and was daubed on the floor. The trail led out of the cell and continued into an inner corridor. I cocked my ears and listened in, but no sound emanated from deeper within the complex. It was eerily silent. The unmistakable sci-fi horror movie vibes started to give me a bad feeling.

Nazz’s eyes met mine and she was equally disquieted by the scene before us. Once Danny and half the squad were inside, I stepped out of the corner cell to make more room. The corridor was straight and headed in the direction of the back of the facility nestled up against the rocky outcrop. Based on what I could see, there were seven more cells in this block, the doors of which all hung open. There was an adjoining corridor that led into the East Wing halfway down. From the outside, it seemed very likely that the East Wing had been crushed by several hundred tonnes of rock so whether we’d be able to use that adjoining corner was another question entirely.

“There is more blood in some of these cells,” I commented to those behind me. “Blood but no bodies.”

Shining a torch at the scene you could see the blood spatter on the walls and floor. Even in the cells with no sign of damage from the avalanche. All the signs indicated violence of some description had taken place, but where were the dead or the injured? That was the most disconcerting thing about the whole scene.

“The doors to some of these cells have been opened with a key,” Nazz added. “There is no sign of them being forced or broken like the cell in the far corner we came through.”

Silently our search continued as we crept down the corridors with caution. The situation suppressed any compunction to simply push forward with carefree abandon even if getting this over and done with quickly was the most desirable outcome. Who knew what might be waiting in the dark? At the halfway point, I peeked around the corner of the adjoining corridor. There wasn’t much to see, the ceiling had caved in thirty feet inwards, and the hallway had been completely blocked by chunks of clay-coloured rocks.

“There was another row of cells for captives down that way before it led to the living quarters,” Nazz murmured in a quiet tone over my shoulder. “It looks to have been utterly crushed. I can’t see how there would be any survivors.”

We moved on, and the next couple of cells were the same as the earlier ones. At the end of the corridor was a small booth that bore all the hallmarks of being ransacked. “Guard post,” Nazz told me. “A copy of the keys to the cells would have been in here. Somebody must have got in and let the others out. One of the civilians should have been on duty, no sign of them, though.”

The cell to the right of the guard post was the same as the others, open with small signs of a fight. It was the final cell where we at last got some answers. It was the opposite corner to where we came in and although there were no bodies to be found in here either, the walls were smeared with what had to be gallons of blood.

The blood had been daubed on the walls in a series of patterns that looked vaguely familiar to me. In the centre of the room, there was a pile of ragged bones which looked as if they had been gnawed on and arranged to form a triangular tower shape. The arrangement pricked a second bead of recognition in my mind.

My curiosity was quickly sated when Quixbix filled in the blanks.

<I’ve seen this before and so have you Torin. These are blood prayers and offerings to Carnax. They had a damned cultist locked up in here. It looks like he killed his cellmates and used them to fuel a request to the Beast God. I don’t think the rockslide was an accident, nor that this part of the complex escaped most of the damage that destroyed the other half of the building.>

The moment Quixbix mentioned Carnax it all fell into place. I had seen symbols similar to this all over Belshgar Bastion and the small triangular arrangement of bones harkened back to the Blood Shrine Dougie had erected on Beaver Island during the first week of integration.

Carnax.

Blood Shrines and what they could be used for.

A convenient Beastworld which this moon happened to orbit.

No fucking bodies to be found anywhere, like they’d been hauled away and used for something.

The ducks were lining up in a row, and this was not a good thing because they were bound to be rabid.

“Bloody Nora!” I yelled in horror and left Nazz, Danny, and the rest of the squad in my wake as I sprinted back down the corridor, out through the rent in the fibrous wall and around the outcrop following the trail of blood.

A glance back at the land harbour revealed two of the captured ships were already trundling back to the rift which was good. All the others were still being prepped, though. With the storms that had raged around the place, teams were digging out or cleaning the wheel converters for portage.

Progress, at least.

And progress was good if what I feared came to fruition.

It didn’t take me long to catch up with Doc and the squad who had gone with him. They had reached the edge of the outcrop and were surveying the land beyond.

“Can you see anything?” I shouted to him before I’d even come to a stop.

Doc looked back; he’d been relaxed before, but my state of agitation unnerved him. “No, Captain. Rocks, and yet more rocks. There are a few crags, crannies, and craters out there, so something could be out of sight.”

Without stopping, I scrambled up a pillar which had a small ledge sticking out twenty feet up. The lower gravity made the ascent somewhat easier. I pulled out my spyglass and scanned the surroundings for the next minute.

“Captain? Is everything alright?” Doc yelled up at me. Danny and Nazz had followed and were about to arrive and he was nervous that something was up that I’d not told him about.

I was just about to answer and reassure him that everything was five by five when I spotted them clambering or charging over the edge of a crater a mile out like a colony of ants on the warpath.

Carnax’s Beastmen.

Capronids, Ovinids, Minotaurs, Cervitaurs, and Centaurs were the types I recognised because we had faced them before. But they were amongst the smallest of the bestial creatures that made up the Hooved Horde which advanced on our position. I counted at least a dozen monsters which could be in the A-grade or near it before putting away my spyglass. What’s more, they were all well-armoured. I could see the sheen of powerful enchantments flickering on their gear like faerie fire.

This was a war host and an incredibly strong one at that.

“Motherfucker,” I hissed in annoyance and leapt back down to my waiting companions. “We’ve got trouble coming in hot. A war host of the Hooved Horde. Whoever that damn cultist was, he must have built a Blood Shrine and sacrificed his fellow captives to link it with one down on the planet and it's allowed them through. I don’t know if our timing is incredibly unlucky and they only just finished, or if they’ve been waiting for somebody to show up before pouring through, but they are on the way.”

“We’ve kicked their asses before, right” Doc mumbled and put a set of binoculars to his eyes and found what I’d seen from the higher vantage. They were easier to see now that they’d exited the deep crater. “Oh, shit. Is that goatmen riding on the back of a forty-foot-tall Auroch? Fuck me, they’ve got six of them. We are so screwed.”


Chapter 25

“And more coming,” I told the crew around me. We need to get everyone ready and fast. The forward lines will be here before we know it.”

Just as I gave the order, several missiles streaked overhead and slammed into the Hooved Horde lines. The Black Market had given us access to a variety of more conventional weapon emplacements. Each ship now had a couple of launchers with greater range than the Hellstrikes half a kilometre. The big downside was that the ammo depots on the ship didn’t regenerate the shells. Everything had to be bought or manufactured. Although the launchers were reasonably priced and not difficult to source, the high-end munitions were another story. The new launchers gave us a long threat, but it was less deadly than what the Hellstrike salvos could do.

Anastasia and Kristoff had detected the monsters and opened fire with the new munitions. Returning the spyglass to my eye, I watched the outcome of the first barrage. The results were not what I hoped for.

The smaller beasts, the types we’d faced on Earth were affected by the missile strikes, those too close to the impact site were torn apart or suffered grievous wounds. However, I saw one of those monstrous Aurochs take a direct hit to the side. The beast rocked on its hooves and the hair of its belly was singed off. The direct hit barely caused the beast to stutter step before it resumed its unrelenting approach. Its four sets of metallic horns glinted in the starlight and inexorably advanced towards us.

It was a bit tricky with so many monsters packed tightly together but I managed to focus my analysis skill on a single Auroch.

Ironskin Auroch

Grade: C Level: 92

HP: 70,080

Threat: Near Impossible

XP Value: 535,500

Mob Description: The Ironskin Auroch is large and as the name suggests has an incredibly tough hide which provides Supreme mitigation from most physical forms of damage. They are slightly more vulnerable to magical attacks with only High mitigation, but with a healthy HP pool, bringing them down normally requires a method of bypassing armour altogether.

Damn it. There were six of these things and more besides. This was not a battle we could win if we let them close the distance. Their grade might not have been as high as I’d initially assumed but their levels made up for it and then some. The Hellstrike rounds might wear them down eventually, but we didn’t have the manoeuvrability to keep them at arm’s length to do that.

“Change of plan. Full retreat. We take what we can and leave everything else behind. Doc, Danny, take your teams and meet up with LT. Any ship that’s not already moving or will take more than a few minutes until it is, should be abandoned. I’ll do what I can to slow them down and give us those minutes.”

The next step was to retrieve a walkie from my inventory and contact Marena’s Mercy. “Ana, concentrate your attacks in front of the Horde. We want to disrupt their approach as much as possible. Hitting them head-on won’t yield the desired result.”

“Roger,” came back the crackled response.

With the orders issued, it was time for me to unleash my big ace. Summon Rift Beast.

Unfortunately, the grand plan of increasing the variety of my summons had to be put on hold during my debuff recovery period. Since that had cleared, I’d only had the opportunity to add two more monsters to my list.

A Wyvern was a hardcore B-grade monster, but it had one major drawback. It could fly. For the Wyvern that was a significant plus, but for me not so much depending on the circumstances. If I didn’t win full control, the damn thing would just fly off and do whatever it pleased for a day.

The other was a Tankijin. It looked a bit like an Ankylosaurus with a reinforced shell on its back and a thick tail with a knotted end. The Tankijin could take one hell of a pounding, but it was also slow and wouldn’t be very effective in stemming the tide of the Horde.

Picking at random was too chancy, so the best option was my abomination-eating friend the Crab-clawed Primate.

I pointed my finger and cast the spell at its maximum range in front of me.

*** -375 mana points ***

*** Cooldown of 4.5 days applied to spell Summon Rift Beast ***

*** Crab-clawed Primate summoned. The resummon check was successful, and you have summoned a beast that has aided you before. A bonus has been applied to your control check. ***

*** Your control check was successful. The Crab-clawed Primate will obey your direct commands. ***

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

*** The Crab-clawed Primate’s current attitude is hungry and aggressive. ***

Full control, precisely what I needed.

“Nazz, do me a favour and carry me back to our people. My mind is going to be elsewhere for a little bit.”

The saurian woman quirked her eye-ridge in confusion at my command but shrugged her shoulders and picked me up in her arms, cradling my body like I was an infant. I had no time to dwell on the odd sight because my mind’s eye had already crossed the gap to the grey-furred Primate which awaited my commands.

There was no time to settle into its skin. Not with the war host rapidly approaching us. Another barrage of missiles flew overheard and peppered the landscape. Gouging out rugged craters in the ground.

The giant grey ape didn’t care, it was more miffed that I’d piggybacked onto its mind and wrested control over its actions. Then the leading centaurs emerged from the plumes of fire and smoke, leaping gracefully over the rock-strewn wreckage Ana had wrought to delay them. The Primate smacked its mandibles with hunger, leant back on its two feet and drummed out the beat of a challenge using its two red-tinged crab claws with my encouragement and approval.

The primary purpose of summoning the Primate was to intercept and delay as many of the Horde’s advanced cavalry as possible. If we hampered the arrival of the swiftest part of their army sufficiently, it would give my crew the maximum time possible to get back to the rift in the plexus and thereby secure more of the ships we needed.

The centaurs responded to the Primate’s roar with a bellowing call of their own and the two monstrous forces clattered into one another. It couldn’t have worked out any better.

These centaurs were similar to the Alpha stallion I’d fought and killed at the Bastion. They looked more like oddly shaped, grisly Knights with their heavy plate armour bathed in blood and decorated with bony fetishes. The armour covered every inch of their torso and large parts of their equine nether region.

The armoured nature of the enemy meant the Crab-clawed Primate did not enjoy the same level of success as it had with the abominations. Despite their strength, the abominations were young, stupid, and not battle-tested. These centaurs had experience fighting whatever endless war Carnax had started down on the Beastworld below. The ape’s long, crabby arms reached out with claws extended and would move to snap up one of the horsemen, but all too often they skipped out of the Primate’s grasp.

That didn’t mean it was always unsuccessful. The rocky terrain was uneven and that interfered with the centaur’s hoof-work enough that the Primate's claws would scythe through a leg or catch a centaur around the centre mass of its body occasionally. The Primate wasted little time once it had prey in hand before it stomped them underfoot and used a claw to carve the beast out of its armour like a tin opener, so the primate’s mandibles could feast on the soft flesh contained inside.

However, these minor victories would not be enough. The centaurs continued to circle the creature and when they were behind, they would charge forward with spears or lances and skewer the angry ape. The deadly cervitaur does soon trotted out from the smoky curtain of destruction and joined the fray. Completely unscathed, of course. The female cervitaur archers were good at letting others do the bleeding and dying. They added to the attritional deluge of damage suffered by my summoned monster with their ranged weaponry.

It didn’t take long before the writing was on the wall. The Crab-clawed Primate was dying. Its pool of Hit Points which had started at over twenty-four thousand and now had under twenty percent of that. At first, its raging anger kept it battling away despite the hopelessness of the situation, but after a couple of minutes, the inevitability of its death came crashing home and it wanted to flee.

I wouldn’t let it.

I had full control and forced the creature to remain in the fight to the bitter end. The sting of betrayal I felt from the Crab-clawed Primate when it was sentenced to death came as a bit of a surprise. One I felt probably because I was riding in its mind when the order was issued. Strange as it might seem, there had been a kinship of sorts between us. One forged over a battle previously fought together where it had assisted me greatly by killing and consuming dozens of abominations.

And truthfully, I was a little sad to see it go.

Not sad enough to change my mind, but there was a smidge of reluctance in saying goodbye.

It may have been a rift beast and would likely have eaten my head if it got the chance, but that was just its nature. You don’t blame a shark for being a shark. Just don’t put your hand anywhere it can bite it off. The great ape-like thing had just been minding its own business before I ripped it from its home and forced it to fight at my bidding.

I felt like it would only be right to remain behind and witness its final sacrifice on our behalf.

The Primate fell to one knee after a centaur had sawn through a hamstring. Meanwhile, the Ironskin Aurochs stomped across the rock-strewn ground with the slavering horde either behind or hiding beneath them. The thick-hided beasts were taking the brunt of the missile fire and protected those Horde members who were not armoured nearly so well.

One of the Aurochs had a platform on its back with a large ballista mounted on it. Surrounding the ballista were kneeling capronid shamans. Their heads were bowed, and they chanted something I couldn’t make out. The Primate’s hearing wasn’t that sharp, and I was stuck listening through its senses. I watched as a Hellstrike missile streaked just over us, aimed at the ballista Auroch, only to bounce off some form of shielding and explode without harming the siege weapon it carried.

This could be a problem.

Before I could analyse the weapon in any greater detail, the Auroch carrying it turned in the Primate's direction and the crew which manned the ballista fired a three-metre-long bolt as thick as a grapefruit. The pulley string crackled with magic and the bolt sprung forward with immense velocity. It penetrated the Primate’s chest, went straight through and buried itself a metre deep into the rocky outcrop two hundred metres behind us. The Primate lived just long enough to look down at the gaping hole in its chest where its heart used to be and fell over sideways, quite dead.

An instant later, my mind was thrust out of the dead monster and back into my body.

I sat up and shook my head to clear away the confusion and cobwebs caused by briefly experiencing the ape’s death. The tied-down crates I’d been lying on bumped and thumped a little. We were on one of the captured ships and it was in motion. Nazz stood a few feet away from me by the railing of the unfamiliar vessel with a few other crew members. There was no sign of LT or Danny.

The saurian woman noticed me sit up. “You’re back with us, I see, Captain Carter. Was your mission a success?”

I nodded and swung my legs off the makeshift bed she’d deposited me on. “I’ve done as much as I can. The forward lines of the Horde should pass the outcrop imminently, though.”

Nazz nodded grimly. With a final shake of my body to cast off the remaining dregs of death fugue, I got on my feet and joined her over at the railing.

The ship we were on was one of three that trailed the rest of the landbound fleet. Just over the rail where I stood, I saw the name, Wakerider. Four vessels remained stationary back at the makeshift base and had been abandoned. When I cast my gaze back to the rift, I could see the forerunning vessels lift off the ground drawn by the rift’s pull and into the gap where they accelerated out of view. The ship we were on had covered roughly half the distance to safety.

Marena’s Mercy and Storm Raider continued to bombard the enemy with missile fire.

I summoned the walkie from my inventory and switched to Storm Raider’s frequency. “Kristoff, this is Carter. I want you to get Storm Raider off the moon and onto the other side of the rift. Once you’re through, start collecting those inhibitor buoys. I want to close that rift the moment the last ship clears.”

“Understood, Storm Raider out.” Kristoff’s thick accent crackled back over the radio waves.

“Good call,” Nazz commented. “Funny things can happen when cultists get their damn Gods involved. Transporting a beast army to a moon probably used whatever credit they’d built up, but you can never be too sure.”

Before I could reply in the affirmative, roughly a hundred charging centaurs could be seen passing the outcrop. They were too close for the Hellstrike missiles now and with Kristoff lifting off, the barrage had halved in strength anyway. A dozen or so centaurs were drawn to the abandoned ships and pulled away from the main group. But the rest pursued us with reckless abandon. Keening cries of hate and fury preceded them on the breeze.

The trailing ships had close to one hundred and fifty metres left to cover, and the gallop of the centaurs far outpaced our bumpy velocity.

“We should be clear of the biggest threats, but the cavalry will reach us before we make it. Prepare to defend.”

My barked order was almost unnecessary as the majority of troops on our ship and the few others at the back began readying whatever ranged weapons they possessed or slinging their spells. I cast my Cold Feet cantrip and encased the forward hooves of a likely candidate in ice, sending it crashing to the ground with a crunching faceplant.

Nazz beside me summoned the largest handheld crossbow I had ever seen. Each limb of the bow had to be a metre long. She rested the stock against her shoulder and aimed. The bolt twanged with incredible power and a bolt as thick as a coin punched through the blood-covered helm of an approaching centaur. The helmeted head rocked to the side and the beast crumpled to the ground, its body twitching. It might not be quite dead. Darkwyrld magic meant you could survive wounds that would otherwise kill you, but it certainly wouldn’t be getting back up any time soon.

Nazz lowered the crossbow to the ground and put her big boot through a stirrup attachment at the front to hold it in place while she cranked back the string for a second shot.

“Damn,” I muttered. “That is a big fucking crossbow.”

“I know.” She smiled back. “Impressive isn’t it.”

“If you were a guy, I would say you were compensating for something.”

Nazz laughed. “No, I’m just too old and I’ve been at this for a too long a time. I can’t be bothered with the hassle of shooting whoever gets in my way twice. Once is usually enough with this bad boy.”

I could believe it.

The combination of the crew and the Splinter Cannons on Marena’s Mercy was enough to disrupt the cavalry charge. We left several scores of dead, wounded, or lame centaurs in our wake.

The ship I was on finally made it within range of the rift and I felt it begin to rise into the air. We’d made it.

“Everyone inside, now!” I ordered.

A rush of bodies flowed past me as they headed for the cabin doors and hatches. Wakerider was just a regular ship; it didn’t have the encapsulating sails a dungeon vessel possessed. Hanging around on the deck while we were inside the plexus which didn’t technically have an atmosphere would eventually lead to bad things for people.

However, the Hooved Horde had one last fly to cast in my ointment. When I glanced over my shoulder, ready to close the outer hatch, I spotted that the Ironskin Aurochs had finally made it into our eyeline. One of them lumbered into view from the other side of the abandoned outcrop. It was the beast with a ballista team on its back and the bastards were aiming directly at this ship.

Before I could even yell incoming, a gigantic bolt hurtled through the air towards Wakerider. The large bolt punched through the hull in the stern and that is when I noticed the problem was even larger. Unlike the bolt which had killed the Crab-clawed Primate, which had essentially been a spear, this one was a grappling hook. There was a thin linked chain that connected it back to the mechanism that had fired it.

In the couple of seconds, it took me to rush back over to the rail and peer over the edge, the chain snapped taut and Wakerider lurched away from the rift. We were being reeled back, away from escape and safety. My eyes flicked to the gap in space. Kristoff followed my orders and removed the inhibitor buoys. The edges of the rift were already destabilising. It wouldn’t remain open for more than another minute, two at a push.

Every other captured vessel had been pulled through to the other side and it was just Wakerider and Marena’s Mercy left on this side. We couldn’t afford to be left behind. Even presuming we could survive the oncoming Carnaxian onslaught, who knew when or if another rift would open and let us back into the plexus pathway?

Without instruction, Marena’s Mercy veered sideways with unexpected speed and slammed into the side of the ship almost knocking me from my feet.

Anastasia appeared up on the poop deck lounging nonchalantly in a deck chair with her crystal golem prowling around. She had a self-satisfied smirk on her face. “Looks like you need me to save your bacon once again, oh mighty Captain Carter or maybe I should leave you behind and become the big cheese?”

My eyes rolled up to the unfamiliar heavens. “Now is not the time for jokes, Ana.”

“Who is joking,” she retorted. “Lucky for you, cheese is a bit too stinky for my preference, so maybe it's best if you have to put up with the pong.”

The cimmeric crystal of Marena’s Mercy hull rippled at Anastasia’s command, dug into the side of the harpooned Wakerider and gripped it tightly. Almost immediately the ship’s backward movement stalled and was no longer being pulled away from the rift and towards the Auroch.

Once Ana was satisfied that the captured vessel was properly harnessed, Marena’s Mercy powered away and both ships were pulled up to the rift just as the flickering edges started to fluctuate even more.

Not wanting to be exposed to plexus space, I hopped over the rail and onto my flagship through a gap in the sails that Anastasia opened for me. Both ships sailed through the closing gap of the rift, and I felt that strange lurch as we travelled a vast distance in a single moment. There was barely any queasiness this time around.

That almost changed when I looked over my shoulder at where the rift used to be. It had closed the moment after Marena’s Mercy had crossed the threshold. We hadn’t cut quite that fine a margin. Closing rifts not being held open by other means was an inherent part of a dungeon ship’s capabilities. However, that last bit of thrust Ana had put into our escape had pulled the harpoon rig and the Ironskin Auroch it had been strapped to along with us.

Well, almost.

The auroch had trailed us by almost half a kilometre and it hadn’t fully entered the rift when it closed so the lower half of the beast had been left behind. The entrails of the creature floated in plexus space and slowly began to separate from the bulky part of the body.

“Yuck,” Anastasia sniffed at my side. “Looks like we splinched it. I don’t think I could do that again if I tried.”

The rig on its back started to come loose because the straps which had gone underneath the auroch had been severed by the closing rift. The Capronid crew and shamans were still alive, but they wouldn’t stay that way for long. Whatever shielding ritual the shamans had been concentrating on had been broken by the shift into the plexus.

“Ana, use the splinter cannons to put these things out of their misery and then let’s head for home. After that, attend me in my chambers.”

Her eyes lit up “Is it time for my reward for rescuing again?”

“Maybe after,” I said.

“After what?

“Whatever penance I deem necessary for that crack about leaving me behind and taking over.”

“What!” she screeched. “That’s not fair!”

“Fair is what I say it is,” I reminded her. “And there are some things we don’t joke about. Mutiny is one of them.”

Anastasia dropped the bratty pout, probably because she could sense how serious I was. “Come on, it’s not like anybody was around to hear me. I was careful and checked.”

“That is not the point, but as you’ve brought it up do you have full sight of where everybody is on the Wakerider as well as your own? Last I checked that wasn’t something you could do.”

Anastasia blushed slightly with guilt and fidgeted in place not able to answer my question. We both knew in her haste she had been sloppy. I clapped my hands and broke the awkward moment. “Cheer up, I’m letting you blast the beastmen first, don’t forget.”

That brought a smile back to her face, and I went below with Ana skipping behind me to the thumping sound of splinter cannon fire.


Chapter 26

Glastos

Glastos jogged down the weed-cracked road in the twilight. He’d been heading East and passed a road sign that read Topeka 10 miles. According to the map he’d stolen from one of Reynolds's soldiers he would have to pass through this Topeka to reach a place called Kansas City which had been the largest population centre in the region.

The sun had almost fully passed the horizon behind him, and it would be fully dark before long. There had been too many encounters he’d either had to fight through or detour around and his estimate of making it to the city limits before nightfall had been off by an hour in the wrong direction. If he’d known the area better, the safe play would have been to bunk down after dark, but he didn’t.

Glastos increased his pace to a full run. Moving too fast through unfamiliar terrain was incredibly risky but so was spending the night completely exposed. If his understanding of Earth measurements were accurate, then he could cover half the distance while there was still some natural light left to see by. After that, he’d have no choice but to resort to a torch he’d purchased before absconding. Artificial light would be a dead giveaway to any lurking beasts or raiders, but he didn’t have a choice. Unfamiliarity with this planet would be the death of him.

His boots thumped on the tarmac and Glastos ran around the occasional abandoned vehicle in the road. Despite the connective road system's recent lack of maintenance, it still astounded him. You wouldn’t find anything to match it unless you were privileged enough to be born in the heart of one of the four Empires. If that had been the case, then the sandy-haired young man wouldn’t have been on such a foolhardy mission in the first place.

As per usual, such thoughts encouraged Glastos to check his status, specifically the entry for his money. Over two hundred million gold. Such a sum had seemed impossible when he’d been a young boy growing up in one of the many slums of his home world.

He’d been born shortly before the planet was integrated. The resulting chaos and strife had dogged his childhood, taking away a family he barely now remembered. The monsters had been bad, but it was the ravenous hordes of Darkwyrlders who came after that truly tipped the scales into awful.

Reynolds had been good to his word, though it had taken several weeks before the oily man had coughed up what the mercenary was owed. The former Governor claimed he had to wait until the auction bidders had fully settled up. There was an element of truth in the claim, but the bulk of the funds had changed hands by the end of the first week. Reynolds making Glastos wait for a few more was just the greedy bastard being awkward.

Despite the delay, Glastos hadn’t been too disappointed. It had given him time to prepare for this trip. His early plan had been to wait out the shroud period in Reynold’s town and then use the gate to reach Port Gar on Meenus. From there he could go wherever he pleased. Find someplace pacified and settle down.

That had to change when he found out about the Liberation Army.

Reynolds might think building the gate three hundred miles away would make him safe, but Glastos knew better.

The Lamers were like locusts. A swarm that consumed everything in their path. Each of those warships could carry five thousand troops. All likely valiant-classed and max levelled for the region. To make things worse, the Liberation Army had access to top-tier glyph masters, so it wouldn’t be their first fifty levels either. Even if those ships were only a quarter full, that would mean over fifty thousand Lamers. If they were near capacity, more than two hundred thousand. And that’s before they started to conscript the locals.

First on Glastos’ agenda had been information. There were plenty of guards in and around Reynolds's residence and soldiers being soldiers they enjoyed boozing and gambling in their free time. The mercenary had inveigled his way into a few of their card games and made sure that he always came out behind. That kept him as a welcome addition to the games. It didn’t take long for the soldiers to warm up and relax around him and then he simply sat back and absorbed the chit-chat.

He was now 99% certain the Shattered Storm and Captain Carter were in Lake Michigan. Based in a new city called Stormblade Harbour on an archipelago of islands in the North of the lake. It was clear that Reynolds used to have dealings with the Corsair, and the soldiers had to catch themselves a few times when they brought up stories of their time before they came to Boulder.

With the information gathered, the merc had collected the necessary supplies to take his leave. Once he got a map, the decision to head for Captain Carter firmed in his mind. His base of operations was suitably far away from where the Liberation Army and other mercenary companies landed and there was a decent chance the shroud would drop before they became a major problem. And he had a gate, an even larger one than what Reynolds purchased. It would be the perfect place to get off world at the earliest opportunity.

He mapped out his route ahead of time. He left Boulder and went North. Reynolds might have given Glastos the currency he was owed but that didn’t mean he trusted the man. He would be followed, so the first thing he had to do was throw them off his trail. He only travelled north as far as a small town called Loveland which had been abandoned before striking directly East for Greeley. He switched directions once there, opting not to enter the small community which held on, and followed the road South essentially doubling back, passing Boulder until he reached the outskirts of a large city called Denver.

He didn’t enter Denver either and skirted around the edges before going East once more. Glastos had stayed on this road for several hundred miles heading towards Kansas City. Spending the nights in what remained of the small towns along the way. After that, he planned to head North to Des Moines and then East to Chicago. That would get him to the Southern edge of the lake where he would steal or buy a boat and sail the rest of the way.

The route wasn’t the quickest and put him closer to the Liberation Army than he wanted but it ought to have been unpredictable enough to keep any of Reynold’s spies following or guessing his ultimate intentions. If Reynolds figured out Glastos was headed to Carter, he was sure that the slimy man would have redoubled his efforts to stop him.

Glastos eyes scanned the surrounding countryside searching for any hint of movement. He was so intent on terrestrial scrutiny, that he almost missed the sound of flapping wings and the whoosh of something whipping by him. The mercenary threw himself to the tarmac at the last possible second and the aerial assailant swooped by and only managed to tug at his backpack, not getting a secure enough grip to rip it off him or carry the man away.

Wasting no time, he combat-crawled to the edge of the road with alacrity and hunkered down by the wreckage of a burned-out car with long grass growing wildly around it.

His gaze shifted to the sky to seek out whatever flying beast had found him, but the low light made it too difficult to pick anything out on the horizon.

Then he spotted something gently float down and land a few feet in front of him. Gingerly, his fingers reached out and snatched the item for closer examination. A single, long, white feather tipped with crimson.

“Oh, shit,” Glastos whispered in the near dark.

“Oh, shit indeed,” a sultry feminine voice answered. It would have been sexy if it weren’t all too familiar and spoke of a very different ardour. It was followed by the crunch of two feet landing on the grass not far from him.

Raven had found him.

***

Raven

Raven soared through the sky, with the sun setting behind her.

Her prey was near, and she didn’t need to search for him. She had marked Glastos the first time the foul beast had been caught crawling around in the wreckage of the ship he arrived on. To think the fool had believed he could escape her wrath so easily.

Had Raven not been mildly distracted carrying out vital patrol work, she would have noticed his absence from Boulder earlier. No matter, once her beloved father had mentioned Glastos’ departure and how the scoundrel had fled with funds intended to build defences for the helpless people in Boulder, she had leapt into action.

Raven had to admit to being a little impressed that the sneak thief had almost made it to Missouri on foot in such a short period. That spoke highly of his endurance and tenacity. The roads were not safe for people travelling in groups and he had managed the feat alone. It wouldn’t save him, the stench of injustice wafted from his aura and cried out for punishment.

It may have been dark, but Glastos’ mark shone brightly in Raven’s senses, and she swooped down to carry him off. At the last second, the mercenary must have heard her and dived to the ground. Her fingernails scraped across the material of his backpack but couldn’t find sufficient purchase to lift him from the ground. Raven rose back into the air with three powerful beats of her wings and then glided back in a circle. In that time, Glastos had crawled to the edge of the road and was crouched up against a burned-out Toyota.

“Oh, shit,” he whispered, one of her feathers which had come loose held in his grasp.

“Oh, shit, indeed,” she breathed with glee. There were few things as satisfying in life as capturing one’s prey.

Her feet touched down in the long grass. Glastos summoned a handheld crossbow and fired it at her. Raven’s left wing darted forward and intercepted the bolt, knocking it from the air. The feathers may have felt as soft and sleek as eiderdown, but they were stronger than steel. The mercenary switched his weapon for a sword. Her father was supposed to have disarmed the man, but he’d found a way to secure arms and armour. Another sign that he was a duplicitous snake.

She stepped forward and called forth her own righteous blade, it glimmered in the dark, the edge crackling with red-hued flames. The sword came courtesy of the Flame Harmonisation she had been working on. A choice Raven made a month ago to put her in direct opposition with that foul corsair.

The cursory exchange of blows was quick and far from entertaining. Glastos was jammed up against the remains of the wrecked car and he struggled with his footwork. Added to that difficulty, there was a gulf in quality between them. Glastos might be closer to level fifty while Raven had only reached twenty-five herself, but she was a fourth-tier Justicar and a Fury.

With time on her hands, Raven had cleansed many of the local dungeons and upgraded both her class and species with the points secured for doing so.

Justicar was a simple upgrade on the Minor Justicar class she began with, and Fury was a special enhancement to Angelblood that she qualified for through her continued dedication to justice.

It didn’t take long to disarm the mercenary. She grabbed him by the throat, kicked out his legs from under him and forced him on his hands and knees like a penitent. With Glastos in place, she lifted her blade high to finish the job.

“Please, you can’t do this,” the foul sinner begged. “I haven’t done anything wrong, and your father promised there would be no retribution.”

Raven’s arm halted in its murderous descent and the fiery blade hovered over the Glastos’ exposed neck. She’d been distracted by her truth sense unexpectedly chiming in when he claimed to have done nothing wrong. A reality completely at odds with every impression and feeling her class and species fed back to her.

Raven shook her long, black hair and steeled her resolve. She had encountered others like Glastos before. Men or women who proclaimed innocence and believed it. It was not true. Their moral compasses had become so twisted that they couldn’t see their crimes for what they were.

“These are lies you have told yourself so often you have come to believe them,” she informed the shaking mercenary. Now that she was physically touching him again, she could feel a welling darkness suffusing the core of his being. “You are guilty. I can feel it coming off you in waves. Your guilt is even greater than when I first found you. What terrible crimes have you managed to commit under my father’s nose? Confess and I will make justice swift.”

It was only right that Raven got to the bottom of this. Perhaps once she had retrieved the funds he had stolen, she could offer some recompense to the man’s victims. But to do that, she would need to know the full scale of his depredations.

Raven’s words stiffened the Glastos’ spine, and he wriggled forward from her grasp, turning his head to look at her with sneering disdain.

“You are truly laughable; do you know that?” he chuckled bitterly. “You talk of lies I’ve told myself. And yet, no person on this planet has deluded themselves more than you.”

Raven’s free hand whipped out and slapped the man across the face for his impudence. How dare he have the gall to question her. “Do not try and twist this away from the depth of your guilt, Glastos. It is so thick and poisonous I grow more sickened with every second spent in your presence.”

“Aye, I feel guilty, from the depths of my soul I do, but not for any reason you could comprehend.”

Raven advanced a few more steps as the man tried to crawl away and seized him by the hair. “Explain yourself now! Confess to your crimes! Or I will simply slice off your head and be done with you.”

Glastos gathered his resolve and stared the furious angel directly in the eyes. “The only crimes I’ve committed in this life were so that I could survive in a world surrounded by mortal threats. I feel guilt for surviving when others have not, but I wouldn’t change them because it was the only way to live.

“The only thing I’ve done since crash landing here is help your father and it is for that I am truly swamped with guilt and seek redemption. Richard Reynolds has unleashed the Liberation Army on this planet, and they will bathe it in the blood of the innocent whom they proclaim guilty. Even after I told him what they would do, when he still had a chance to prevent this calamity, he would not change course. Overcome with greed and avarice.

“Do what you’ve come to do. Take my head. It will change nothing. Go south, if you don’t believe me and witness it for yourself. I’m sure they will welcome a crazy bitch like you with open arms. You bend reality to fit your whims as well as any of them.”

Raven’s eyes blazed with rage and anger. To hear this foul creature speak so profanely of her beloved, saintly father infuriated her beyond compare.

And yet, something stayed in her hand.

The blade which pulsated with the cleansing flames of justice did not fall and carve the life from the mercenary scum who lay on the ground before her.

There was a fiery conflict which warred within her.

She wanted to punish this filth for his lies and yet she could not. Her truth sense chimed ever more loudly with each sentence he spoke. Every word from the mercenary’s mouth was true. Unequivocally.

With a tempestuous screech, Raven buffeted the side of Glastos head with one of her wings and knocked the man unconscious. She stepped away from his prone body and paced in circles while she processed the new information she had learned.

She desperately wanted to purge the mercenary for what he said. To implicate her father in a monstrous crime was unforgivable. But her nature as a Justicar and Fury would not allow her to punish those simply because they had offended her sensibilities. Justice could only be meted out to the guilty and despite the guilt Glastos was obviously wracked with, every sense she possessed told her he was not the perpetrator of the crime.

There was also a tiny childlike voice in the back of her mind. It was quiet, calm, and patient. It had been trying to tell her something for months and Raven had been stubbornly ignoring what the voice had to say. The encounter with Glastos had opened a crack in her defences and try as she might, she could not unhear what the little girl's voice had to say.

“Your powers do not work on close blood relatives, Raven. You saw through Regina’s occasional deceits with ease because she is your adopted mother. But you get nothing from your adopted father. But absence is not proof of virtue.”

“But he saved me,” Raven muttered to the inner voice.

“He did and why? Admit what you’ve suspected for years. Richard Reynolds is your real father, and he has kept that knowledge from you. He has lied to you about this. What other falsehoods has he told.”

A single, red-tinged tear trickled down the angel’s cheek and her eyes settled on the insensate body of Glastos. She moved over, shackled his limbs, and then carried him off into the air. There was an isolated place she had found, an old observatory built on the peak of a mountain.

There she would interrogate Glastos thoroughly.

She would find out the truth for herself.


Chapter 27

Thankfully, the unexpected kerfuffle on the beast world moon was the only other surprise we encountered during the mission. My new fleet made it back to Stormblade Harbour using the same under-used plexus passages and didn’t run into any other explorers.

Most of the vessels were in good condition and only a few like Wakerider had to be taken down into the submerged dockyard where they could be repaired. The civilians Crynn had as part of her crew who had been killed by the cultist on the moon had performed many of the necessary repairs on the captured ships before they were murdered.

There was little time to waste, and the first tranche of scouting missions left on the same day.

Despite the disappointment of losing out on a few of the captured ships, the encounter and escape from a beast horde did not go without some benefits. The collective experience was a tidy sum. And on top of that, the Crab-Clawed Primate was sufficiently far enough away from the crew that I received sole credit for its kills which turned out to be a nice little haul. And lastly, the Framework rewarded me handsomely for stealing a few dozen ships.

The Shattered Storm may not have been the faction which captured them initially, but that meant they technically belonged to Titus. Now they belonged to me and thievery from another corsair, particularly one that was supposed to be my ally, came with a significant experience reward.

The law of diminishing returns meant such rewards would be smaller or non-existent in the future. Regardless, it was enough to push me up to level 33 and not far from dinging for 34.

Name: Torin Carter

Species: Frostbinder Abyssal Acheronian (Tier 4.2.3)

Abyssal Acheronian:

Level: 33

Class: Dual Dungeon Corsair Lord

Physical Stats: +30% Social Stats: +45%

Strength: 66

Constitution: 72

Speed: 71

Agility: 65

Mana Capacity (+30%): 55

Perception: 51

Willpower: 118

Mental Resistance: 113

Empathy: 97

Charisma: 118

Dominance: 246

Leadership: 213

Hit Points: 7,225

Health: 87

Mana Pool: 559

Unused XP: 100,700

Notoriety: 825 (XP multiplier x2) (Path cost x 0.775) (Harmonisation cost x 0.8) (Class cost x 0.8) (Species cost x 0.8) (Act of Piracy length +100%)

T2: Chaos Magic 5: Grants ability to cast Chaos Magic spells. May cast Summon Rift Beast 1.4

T3: Clarion’s Call 4: Mental communication with adherents. The number of uses is Leadership divided by 4 (Faction wide). Pressganging Corsair 3: Adds the tier bonus to the crew cap for each rank.

T4: Claim a Dungeon Core 3: Two Cores claimed (max 2) Flagship and first free dungeon shard. Splinter boost for your cores. Your cores can grow core splinters (slowly) to be used for splinter vessels/weaponry. +1 tier access for upgrades

Summon Rift Beast 1.4 (Greater – 80% more effective)

School: Chaos

Type: Summoning Cantrip

Cost: 450 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)

Your combined Willpower and Domination for the control checks is increased by 100%.

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)

The cooldown applied between casts is reduced by 50%.

Duration: 24 hours or until the beast is slain.

All my stats had increased, of course. In addition, three of my abilities had progressed. Chaos magic received its fifth bump and I enhanced Summon Rift Beast again and chose to improve my control check which had now been increased by one hundred percent.

This would probably be the last time I altered the spell for two reasons. Firstly, the increase in the casting cost outpaced the more modest growth of my mana pool. The Four hundred and fifty mana needed was a sliver under eighty-five percent of my current pool. Any higher and expending that much for a single spell would leave me physically compromised with exhaustion. This was something I wanted to avoid, and if I wanted to increase the range of spells I could cast in the future, then I needed to have more mana to play with. More spells would be pointless if I had to continuously conserve most of my mana for the summoning cantrip.

And on the subject of new spells, we came to the second reason. From the next T2 upgrade, the spell options I would be offered would improve both in number and strength.

For the T3 abilities fourth improvement, I simply raised Pressganging Corsair to the third rank increasing my crew complement a little further. Clarion’s Call had improved to rank four, the penultimate rank. The number of uses increased again and was now my Leadership divided by four. This meant fifty-three daily which was just as well. By getting to rank four the ability had expanded to being usable to contact the entire faction.

Doing so increased the number of charges expended. How many extra charges were necessary depended on how many additional people I included in my message. The minimum was one for a few faction members outside my crew scaling up to twenty-five for the whole of the Shattered Storm. That would go higher the larger the faction became.

After completing the conquest of Detroit there were currently just over one and half million people under my dominion. That may have sounded like a lot, but that was close to everybody left alive in Michigan and a significant number of refugees from surrounding states and Canada. When you consider the population of Michigan had been over ten million before the Darkwyrlds, it hammered home how many people had been lost.

My core T4 ability received the boost I had just missed out on from killing Luca and seizing his faction for myself. It was a nifty little upgrade with the only downside being that it would be a while before the benefits were realised. Both Ana and Claudia’s cores would now grow splinters that could be harvested from their crystals without impacting their growth.

It worked out as a free splinter every few weeks.

At later stages, it would evolve into the growth of shards, albeit at a much slower pace, perhaps once every six months. It was how the likes of Titus Shiptaker could have hundreds of shard vessels in his fleet without crippling the advancement of his flagship The Leviathan’s Curse.

The secondary part was that I received another tier uplift for future deck additions. But the ship wouldn’t be able to add any fresh decks for a while, though.

A few days after our triumphant return, I was passing the time in an office Susan had created in the palace. Previously, we had always carried out faction business in the Command Centre but as the Shattered Storm expanded it became necessary to have a team stationed in there twenty-hours a day monitoring the feeds. It didn’t take long before the room appeared crowded when I held court, so one of the many spare rooms in the palace was furnished and fitted for the purpose.

There was an ostentatious, ornate marble desk at one end of the room which looked very striking. It had been sold to the black market by a savvy entrepreneur who had looted the presidential palace of a former South American dictator. The desk was a bit much for my taste, but it was suitably grandiose for impressing the occasional visitor who might need a bit of social intimidation.

Leadership and Domination stats worked better if you had the right trappings in place.

At the other end, there was an open fireplace surrounded by comfortable couches and antique tables. This was where I informally talked shop with my inner circle.

There was an extended sofa on one side where I had to sit when the harem was in full attendance. They all liked to be on the same piece of furniture with me.

I was in the middle with Claudia and Trisha gossiping quietly together on my left. Mia was snuggled under my right arm and Fang Mei sat beside her. Anastasia had to be rebellious as per usual and was perched on the shoulder of the couch, her dainty feet resting on the armrest despite there being ample room for her to sit comfortably between Fang Mei and the end.

Shana was in my lap which was also unnecessary. However, since I had taken her off active duty, she’d become a little bit clingier. Not in a bad way, but it was obvious she missed going on missions and being in the thick of it. Since the Framework had descended upon us, we had rarely been apart. If all I had to do to keep her happy when she felt isolated was let her sit on me occasionally, it was something I could handle.

Susan and Crynn sat opposite us and Quinntexxis was in the middle of giving a report. My spyglass had been inserted into a portable speaker that looked a bit like an Amazon Echo device.

[That largely covers the administration details, Lord Carter.]

“Excellent,” I told the fairy. “Is there anything else?”

I probably telegraphed my desire to wrap things up and get in a bit of relaxation time before Marena’s Mercy left on its scouting mission.

“Actually, yes, there is,” Susan grimaced slightly on behalf of the castellan/fairy combo knowing she was about to aggravate me. “A couple of things. First, we’ve overheard intelligence coming out of the Dallas Adventurer’s Guild and the news is not good. It confirms what Crynn had to tell us. There was a Liberation Army war fleet present in the plexus around Earth and they have been allowed passage onto the planet.”

<Gods damned Lamers> Quixbix muttered in my head. <You better not be thinking of getting in contact with them, Quinn.>

[Of course not] she snapped back. [Not only would it be a gross betrayal of my porter, which is something fairies do not do] she stressed. [But these rapacious villains are not part of the organisation dedicated to liberation and emancipation that I was involved with hundreds of years ago. They are the reprobates who perverted and corrupted those august institutions.]

I had my doubts about whether the Liberation Army or the Moral Emancipators had ever been anything other than murderous opportunists but silently reminded Quixbix not to retread old arguments. He’d been getting along with Quinn much better over the last couple of months and I’d rather keep the peace.

“I take it this means the gate is in Texas and they have already made their presence felt?” I asked.

“Indeed,” Susan said gravely. “Or nearby. Dallas and Oklahoma City have been besieged and many of the smaller satellite communities have already been conscripted or been put to the sword by the Liberation Army. They have condemned the whole planet based on most Earth cultures’ historical involvement with slavery.”

<Lamers. Predictable as the sunrise.>

“Madre de Dios,” Mia swore. “Why would the Lone Star Nation let these lunatics through?”

“The gate does not belong to the Lone Star Nation. Very little information about the gate is publicly available. It’s believed to be located somewhere in Northern Texas. Amarillo was the first town to report the influx of newcomers and the first to be purged by the Liberation Army. It now serves as their base of operations.”

“At least they haven’t made a beeline for us. It sounds as if they are focused on going south,” Claudia added.

“Not yet,” Susan warned. “But according to the guild, the fanatics are far from the only people who have come through the gate. They have been contacted by mercenary companies in the employ of the Dominarius Consortium. Those groups are looking for us as you would expect, and I sincerely doubt we can hope that greed hasn’t got the better of one or more of the guild members by now. It is safe to assume that the Shattered Storm’s location has been compromised and that one or more of these groups are heading north towards us.”

[The only ray of light is that organisations like the Dominarius Consortium tend to pit the mercs against one another. They think it incentivises them. The mercs are unlikely to share their intelligence because of this and that ought to slow the dissemination of information about where we can be found.

[In this way, the besiegement may work in our favour. The mercs will choose to stay away from the Liberation Army forces if they can. There is usually an unofficial détente established around neutral gates. No violence against one another within a few miles. Most forces, including the Liberation Army, respect this but once you get further away the gloves come off. This should keep most of the mercenaries at arm’s length from the nearest potential source of intelligence.]

“Then who was dumb enough to let these monsters through in the first place?” I asked half-rhetorically.

Susan seemed to be a bit hesitant but then chose to broach the subject. “I want to stress this is only a rumour and we haven’t been able to get any confirmation, but the name on the lips of the guild gossips is Richard Reynolds. One thing our sources are confident about is that he tried to buy his way onto the Lone Star Council and was rebuffed. Or maybe they wanted more money than he was willing to part with. Either way, the rumourmongers believe this was spiteful payback for the slight. The problem is nobody has any idea where Reynolds is now.”

Shana sat up in shock and then settled back down in my lap and rubbed her swollen belly to comfort herself.

I could hear Trisha’s earrings tinkle when she shook her head. “It makes a twisted sense,” she groaned. “That man is defined by his pride, greed, and lack of care towards any who might get hurt in his pursuit of satisfying either.”

“There is nothing we can do about this now. None of our teams were scheduled to sail as far as Texas. We were planning on relying on the guilds there anyway if the Lone Star Nation itself didn’t lend a hand.”

Our ships mostly stuck to the sea lanes and rivers for the initial forays. Searching the Canadian wilderness or sailing through the St. Lawrence River, then heading south to survey the Eastern seaboard. Going as far as the Gulf of Mexico had been planned for later and only if necessary.

“Would I be right in thinking that the fragment is unlikely to find happy bedfellows with the Lamers?”

[That is correct Lord Carter. The Liberation Army is hyper-focused on its goals and won’t be distracted by the aims of another.]

<Their refusal to compromise the mission regardless of what they are offered is one of the few positive things you can say about them.>

“Okay then, we focus on the immediate problem. Dealing with the Lamers is something for after we have prevented a pseudo-god from enslaving the galaxy.”

I moved to lift Shana out of my lap when Susan raised her finger. “There is one last thing and I’m afraid you aren’t going to like it.”

“You’ve got something worse than the Lamers!”

The shock was evident in my tone.

“Not worse or even dangerous…just, you won’t like it.” Susan fidgeted a little in her seat.

“Let’s get it over with,” I said and beckoned with two fingers for her to proceed.

“Doc, will you bring Miss Espinoza in please,” Susan called out to the security detail outside my office door.

Espinoza was not a name that rang a bell. I had been expecting another report, not for Susan to bring in someone else to see me.

“Susan, what is this about?”

“Do you remember the faction raffle, Torin,” she asked a touch sheepishly.

It took me a moment to parse what she said because it was the last thing I expected to hear. I had to search through the memory fog until there was a spark of recognition. The raffle had been a suggestion Susan put forward the day after we were informed of the faction’s debt situation. It was a way to extract funds from the population without having to tax them directly. A coin offered willingly doesn’t sap morale like a coin taken.

The winner of the raffle would be able to ask a boon of me. Provided the request was within reason. There have been several suggestions included in the advertising of the sort of thing you could ask for. An upgrade to your accommodation, access to run a restricted dungeon, or a ride along on a raid by Marena’s Mercy. Stuff like that.

I vaguely recalled offering my approval to the scheme and had then promptly forgotten about it once we conquered the Brotherhood and our debt issue had been resolved. They must have held the draw anyway.

“Erm, yes, I remember. I figured you would have handled whatever the request was.”

“The raffle didn’t prove to be popular, and we didn’t sell many tickets and shifted our focus to other measures. I almost forgot about it myself until it was time for the draw. One of Miss Espinoza’s friends was the winner and gifted her the prize. She was insistent that she meet you in person. I’ve tried to dissuade the young woman and encouraged her to ask for something else, but she is incredibly stubborn.”

I started to have a bad feeling. If this was some sort of unrequited love the girl was likely to leave here crushed. I was juggling more than enough women already and had no desire to add any more. Except for Crynn, but then I almost counted her as part of the harem already. She’d been giving me plenty of positive vibes along those lines and we made a good match. If it hadn’t been for Nazz advising her to play harder to get, something would have happened between us already.

My romantic delusion didn’t last for very long.

Doc escorted the young woman into my office. Miss Espinoza was young with mouse-brown hair plaited into two pigtails that hung over her shoulders. She was thin and walked very stiffly across the carpet of my office. She could have been mildly attractive if her face hadn’t been pinched into an air of permanent disapproval.

She came to a stop in front of me and I analysed her out of habit.

Torri Espinoza (Human)

Weather Witch (S): 7

Character Aptitude: Moderate

Current Affiliation: The Shattered Storm

Fertile Receptivity: 0/150

Torri’s eyes swivelled to take in my companions on the couch and somehow her expression of disgust managed to deepen.

“Here!” The young woman snapped and thrust a sheaf of papers in front of me.

Over the past year I had grown unaccustomed to such peremptory demands and won’t deny her attitude left me a little shell-shocked. However, no matter my surprise, under no circumstances would I take the proffered papers so rudely waved about in my face. I craned my neck sideways over Mia’s head to see around the petulant, demanding girl. Susan’s face had blushed the deep maroon of mortification.

“What is this?” I asked quietly.

“The demands of the people!” Torri yelped with nervous energy even though I hadn’t been talking to her and she had to have known it.

“I am so very sorry, Lord Carter,” Susan whispered. “We backed the raffle prize with a Framework contract for authenticity. The contract deemed presenting these demands to you in person was a reasonable request.”

In the pit of my stomach, a certainty began to form. It may have been my imagination, but I swore that I could hear the chortling laughter of Dean coming from behind me. Setting up something like this was exactly the kind of unfunny shit he would pull.

“This isn’t your fault, Susan,” I sighed with double meaning. “I agreed and gave the go-ahead. It’s almost like I was asking for it.”

Torri did not like being ignored and her face reddened with anger, and she stamped her foot in a fit of pique. “If you shall not read it, then I will read it to you. Either way, the people will not be denied!” she squawked and waggled her free index finger in the air for effect.

“Give me strength,” I muttered and rolled my eyes. “Quix is there any easy way out of this.”

The imp was rather unsympathetic. <Nope. A contract is a contract. You’ll just have to wait it out. How long can this list be?>

He chortled that last part. Why did he have to say that?

Torri ignored him and had already begun her little speech.

“You are failing us Lord Carter,” she managed to insert a great deal of venom into my title. “And the people are starting to understand the depth of your betrayal. The eyes of the people are upon you, and we will not let you get away with this. We are drawing a line, demanding change whether you like it or not.

“Demand number one!” Torri punctuated the number for dramatic effect. “An end to the disgusting indenture contracts which bind people to your faction. This is immoral and cannot be allowed to stand.

“Demand number two! The establishment of free and open elections to select a high council to replace your despotic rule.

“Demand number three! The immediate destruction of the Slave Market. It is a monolith of depravity. Its very presence sullies the air we breathe.”

I was pretty sure that was just how harbours smelled anyway. Fish tend to pong a bit.

“Demand number four! All citizens are to receive a basic universal income of five hundred gold a month…”

The list went on and on. At first, I was vaguely amused. These demands were ridiculous in the extreme given the current circumstances. But as Torri kept going, her sense of entitlement grew and began to grate on my nerves. My initial intention had been to simply dismiss her when she was done and send the girl on her way. At around ridiculous demand number thirty, that morphed into something more pernicious.

“…Demand number sixty-two!” Torri continued her voice starting to crack she had been at it so long. “The Stormwarden’s Palace is to be designated public property and will be open to all citizens to visit when and as they wish like a National Park.

“Demand number sixty-three! The immediate closure of the Storm Cellar. The houses of salacious objectification and sin cannot be allowed to persist.”

Thankfully, Torri had come to the end of the last sheaf of paper, and she slipped the final page under the rest and shuffled it all to get them neatly aligned.

“Is that it? The last of the demands?” I asked.

I was sitting on the couch by myself now. After the initial giggles at the young woman’s audacity had died down it had grown tiresome very quickly. Several of the demands were essentially the same thing simply worded a bit differently or these people attempting to cancel anything they didn’t personally approve of. I had encouraged Shana and the others to take off rather than sit through it any longer.

Torri glanced down at me with an incredibly smug expression. “These shall suffice for now. Once the high council is elected, they will have the true authority to set the laws for this burgeoning nation. The movement is gracious and open to all forms of discourse. We won’t stand in the way of you putting your name forward for the ballot box, Lord Carter. Although I sincerely doubt you have a chance, the people will not stand to elect a tyrant.”

I shook my head. The arrogance of inexperienced youth. The people had done just that in many countries far more often than we’d like to admit.

I stood, straightened my dress clothes and smiled down at the young woman. “Miss Espinoza, thank you for coming here today and eating up close to an hour of my valuable time. After careful consideration, I reject all your demands.”

The smug look on her face fell and was replaced by confused blinking. And that was when it hit me. Torri had honestly believed the Framework would force me to implement her group’s demands. They thought they had me over a barrel and were about to take over. They had been so eager to act, that they’d never thought through what the outcome would be if it didn’t work.

“The prize was to present me your demands, not have them enforced,” I explained and barely managed to keep myself from laughing. “Who do you think we are? Complete idiots? Doc, take Miss Espinoza into custody. She has a debt to repay.”

Doc had been part of my squad long enough to anticipate this kind of end to the affair and he moved to shackle the screeching girl quickly.

“You can’t do this!” she cried.

“I can because I am a tyrant, or have you forgotten that part already? Jackson is always in need of extra manpower, pardon me, womanpower for his exploration of Pandaemonium. That is where we will send you. I toyed with the idea of sending you to the Storm Cellar and Madame Silk’s care, but I wouldn’t want to ruin the crew's shore leave with your waspish attitude.”

I never seriously considered sending her to the Storm Cellar. Silk wouldn’t take her even if I had. All her girls worked there because they wanted to not because they were made to. Torri could have been put to work behind the scenes, cleaning, cooking or other domestic duties but it would better to simply remove her from the harbour.

Things would need to change moving forward. Stormblade harbour might be the capital of my burgeoning empire, but we had enough territory now that we didn’t need to house people here. It was high time to refocus the capital as a proper pirate cove. It would take a while and there would be a few holdouts, but it was better we started now than let this rot deepen.

“Let me see, one hour of my time,” I continued. “The Shattered Storm’s powerhouse and faction leader, against a scrawny, lazy, under-levelled urchin like yourself. We’ll call your debt a year for the sake of rounding. That’s how long you will serve the faction to pay it off. You can sign a contract where you can keep a proportion of the booty for yourself or be worked like a chained mule for the duration, that choice I leave up to you. Take her away.”

Doc dragged Torri away kicking and screaming. However, the screaming didn’t last very long before he gagged her.

Susan had remained behind as well when the others departed for more leisurely pursuits. Punishing herself unnecessarily, I suspected. “The optics of this won’t be good, Lord Carter.”

“Then we change the optics with some good old-fashioned fake news. Spread the word that Torri is an aspiring Weather Witch and asked for an apprenticeship with the faction’s pre-eminent magic user as her raffle prize. Which is Jackson. It will explain away why she has been sent to Pandaemonium. And the chained mule crack was for effect. Jackson would never do that, even if I ordered him. She’ll spend a year doing patrols in relatively safe corridors. This might be the best thing to happen to her in the long run.

“Her friends will kick off and cry out that we are liars but that will just expose who they are. I’ll let Doyle know. He and Trisha have been building a team to handle problems like this. They will infiltrate the group and seize control of the leadership positions. In the end, this nonsense might turn out to be beneficial.”

“That is kind of you to say,” Susan demurred. “But this was still an error in judgement. The prize should have been better defined.”

“True,” I admitted. “However, it was helpful in another way too. Sitting through her droning on about the people allowed me to think things over and I’ve changed my mind.”

“Oh, do I need to call Doc back?”

“Not about Torri. I’m talking about Dallas. I think we need to do something about Dallas and that other gate. Contact Martin Watson at the Adventurer’s Guild. We are going to need a way in if the city has been besieged. News of a rescue mission will help bury any bad news fallout from Torri’s friends.”


Chapter 28

The first thing that hit me when I stepped off the teleporter pad was the temperature change. Spring was in full flow across the northern hemisphere but that meant something different at the southern end of the country. The heat wasn’t oppressive, but the difference was substantial and did mean I’d arrived overdressed.

After Susan had contacted the Adventurer’s Guild, we arranged to buy a teleport pad which was linked to my gate in the same way as what we had with Detroit and the Bahamas.

The Dallas guild had set up shop in an old municipal building close to Dealey Plaza. Apparently, you could see the famous Texas School Book Depository if you looked out the windows. The building had air conditioning before the apocalypse but without electricity, you had to put up with the natural ambient temperature.

I moved away from the pad and into an open hall where I was warmly greeted by a familiar face. Or a face that used to be familiar.

“Good to see you again, Torin,” Martin Watson practically bellowed and offered me his huge hand to shake.

Martin had undergone a species upgrade since the last time I saw him. He was no longer a Bullblood Human but a full-fledged Taurean.

The horns on his head were longer and thicker, his fingers had fused so he only had two plus a thumb. And most of his body was now covered with fine, black hair. His facial features had also taken on a more pronounced bovine appearance, but you could still recognise the human he’d once been in there. The Taureans were about as close as you could get to becoming a Minotaur without transforming into a monster.

He’d been big before but now he towered over me by at least a foot, and I was a big guy. The only person I knew who topped him in size was Danny. Nazz was a touch taller than Martin too, but he had a serious bulk advantage over the Saurian woman. I was pretty sure if I’d brought Shana along, she would be playing matchmaker.

I took his big hand in mine and shook it vigorously. “There’s something different about you, Martin.”

“Ah, you noticed.”

I looked over his shoulder and asked with feigned innocence. “Is that a new axe?”

The Taurean man let loose with a deep belly laugh and reached behind his back to pull out the large double-headed weapon and give it a twirl. “She’s a beauty, right.”

He did have a new axe. One which better fitted his new extreme stature.

“Very impressive,” I complimented him.

However, Martin was distracted as the pad continued to activate behind me. “Speaking of beauties.”

After a few moments, Trisha, Claudia, Mia, and Petunia Silk stepped off the raised area where the pad had been installed and came down to join us in the open hall.

“Welcome to Dallas, ladies,” a new voice with a very typical Texan drawl announced.

A physically fit man with shoulder-length blonde hair and a brown cowboy hat stepped past us and greeted the female arrivals with a hat-tipped bow. He also had on a pair of reflective sunglasses indoors. He clearly thought very highly of himself. I didn’t like him already.

“This is Cole,” Martin introduced the man to the group. “He is our contact here in Dallas. He’s a bit of a horn dog but he’s been warned to keep his hands to himself.”

The last part was probably added for my benefit. My outer stoicism likely failed to hide the inner discontent adequately. Or maybe Martin knew me well enough by now.

“Don’t worry about me,” Madame Silk uttered suggestively and proffered her hand with her fingers pointed low for Cole to take. The man didn’t need any further encouragement, he clasped her fingertips gently and lowered his lips to kiss the back of her knuckles. A mischievous grin broke out on the older woman’s face and a riding crop appeared in her free hand. The moment Cole lifted his head, the crop snapped down onto the back of his hand that still held Silks. “I can take care of myself.”

“Damn!” Cole squawked and jumped back shaking his smarting hand to the cascading sound of feminine giggles.

“You were warned,” Martin reminded him with a sigh when Cole looked around the room accusingly. Although his wounded gaze seemed to be more geared toward ensuring that none of his contemporaries had witnessed the embarrassing exchange. There were a few of the admin staff milling about but their attention was engaged on their work.

“Yeah, yeah. You did,” Cole admitted. He returned his focus to me. “Torin, right?”

“Yes.” I put my hand out and after a moment's hesitation. I may not have liked the dude, but I would have to play nice for the next couple of days. This was not my turf, and it wouldn’t be wise to behave like it was. Cole took it for a shake.

“Well, your fee cleared so we’re all good on that front. But now that you’ve arrived, the head honchos have given me the dubious honour of telling y’all that the Lone Star Council are not interested in meeting with you to discuss your participation in the defence of the city. It was an outright, flat, don’t come asking again, no. So, I reckon you’ve wasted your time and money. Not that we aren’t obliged for the Porter Pad and all. It will come in useful once we crush those off-world fucks getting in the way.”

The delivered news did not surprise me. Regina had been in constant contact with the Lone Star Nation for months and they had been anything but cooperative. They took the lone in Lone Star quite literally. They didn’t want nor did they need any help. At least, according to them. This was just as well because participating in the defence of the city was not something I wanted the Shattered Storm to engage in any way.

“They aren’t restricting our movements, though?” I asked Cole to confirm.

“We’ve held up our end,” he answered a touch defensively. “You’ve got a visa to be in the city. There are a few restricted areas, but they are all Government facilities, and most regular folks aren’t allowed in them either. There’ll be eyes on you, I reckon, being important out-of-towners and all. You can try petitioning the council yourself, but you won’t get far, and I doubt they’ll do jack shit to process the petition until after the reinforcements from Houston and San Antonio arrive anyway.”

Being watched was also within expectations. It’s why I’d only brought along companions with civilian classes. Analysis skills and classes that came with them were rare but in an organisation this big they had to have a few people who possessed them and could report back what my party make-up was like. I didn’t want to freak the Texans out and give them a reason to make my mission here any more difficult than it needed to be.

“Aren’t you worried about the Liberation Army on your doorstep?” Claudia asked Cole.

“The religious nuts? Naw,” he answered. “They’ve got some fancy armour and equipment, but they don’t have the numbers. The Dallas metro area is too big. True enough, they’ve blockaded the main roads which is a pain in the ass for those of us who want to go hunting. But the council is just waiting for overwhelming force before they put the bastards to the sword.”

“So, they haven’t attacked the city at all yet?” Claudia pushed.

“Nope. They are a bunch of damn cowards and bullies that ain’t got the balls to take on a big dawg like Dallas.”

The Lamers might be horrendous bullies but from everything I’d learned about them, they were not cowards. Nor did they willingly back down. Ever. I had a bad feeling the Texans were unwittingly playing right into their hands. My assessment of the situation was that the Liberation Army were waiting because they wanted to draw in as much of the council’s strength into one place. Then they extinguish it in a single bloody battle. That way, they wouldn’t have to waste their time hunting the remnants down.

Quinn and Quixbix agreed with me.

This was not my problem, though.

Regina had already passed on the considerable volume of intel we had on the Lamers to the council. If they chose to ignore the warning signs, it was on them. And while I didn’t relish the idea of the Lamers gaining a foothold on the same continent as me, them wasting their strength against another potentially belligerent faction worked in my favour.

“What about the rest of my request?” I asked Cole.

“Hmmm, oh, yeah. I found you a place that matched your specifications. It’s about a twenty-minute walk.”

“Lead on.”

***

“Madre de Dios are you fucking kidding me, Cole,” Mia snapped when we reached our destination. “It’s a sketchy, filthy, adult theatre. The kind of place grown men visit to whack off. We can’t stay here.”

The place Cole had brought us was a relatively nondescript square building on the edge of a business park in eastern Dallas. It was separated from Irving by the snaking greenery of Trinity Park. Well, the building appeared normal from the outside if you didn’t count the very large XXX sign above the entrance.

It was free-standing, surrounded by parking for cars. It was a tad more exposed than I would usually have preferred, but this did mean it would be difficult for any Texan spies to get a gander at the interior without being spotted approaching.

The building was two storeys. The ground floor was made up of private viewing rooms and a large sex shop, though this had been thoroughly looted. Upstairs was a larger theatre where porn would be played and there was another slightly smaller theatre for gay material in the basement.

Madame Silk had an amused expression on her face after she had given the place a once-over. “I’ve worked in worse. It’s surprisingly clean, but that could be because the looters stripped the place of everything not bolted down.”

Cole looked over at me a bit nervously. “Hey, this place fits all your requirements. It’s not in a residential area, no official buildings nearby, old world or new. It’s close to the main road and you can get into the centre of Dallas or back to the guild HQ easily and quickly. Plus, it has a substantial basement and you said that was a must. To top it off, the place was for sale and at a very reasonable price.”

“And I did offer a bonus if you could keep the price down,” I muttered.

Cole shrugged his shoulders but didn’t gainsay my assumption as to why he didn’t find us somewhere that didn’t come with such a skanky history.

Not that it mattered, the only thing I cared about was if it was a suitable location. Claudia emerged from the stairwell that led down to the basement theatre and gave me a subtle nod. This place would work, and we didn’t have the time to hold out for a relocation. The Lamers could begin their assault any day now and once that happened our window of opportunity would vanish.

The building needed to be far away from official buildings and the centre of Dallas as that would be where the podiums would be sited. We intended to implant one of our own which is why a basement would be best. That would keep our activities away from prying eyes.

“It’ll do,” I told Cole.

Mia stared over at me aghast. “Torin, you can’t be serious.”

“We will put fresh sheets over everything. It will be fine and it’s not like we are going to be here for long.” I glanced over at her with a knowing smile and the young woman relented in her complaints.

“I suppose so.”

Cole was all smiles at my decision and produced a podium tablet. With a quick thumbprint from me, everything was finalised, and I was the proud owner of an adult theatre in Dallas.

“Here,” Cole said and handed me a data crystal. “That’s everything the guild knows about where the gate is located.”

With that, our business was concluded. Cole and Martin made to leave and let us settle into our new property, but I pulled the Taurean man over to a corner before he could follow Cole out the door and spoke to him quietly.

“I just wanted to say thanks again and to offer a bit of advice.”

“No thanks needed, Torin. Your people pay me well enough to keep me saccharine sweet,” he chuckled.

“I know, I get the balance sheets,” I replied with an eye roll. “But I like you too. Anyway, I wouldn’t hang around Dallas if I were you. I know the Texans think they’ve got the Lamers under control, but this is an old-school faction with a shit-ton of experience and all of it is related to fucking up somebody else’s day. That pad is working for now, but when they make their move, I wouldn’t count against them having a way to block it remotely. Get yourself home while you can.”

Martin looked pensive. He had no reason to think I was trying to pull one over on him. “What about you?”

“You know I’ve always got a backup plan.”

His bullish nose snorted in disagreement. “I know you like to wing it and then say it was all part of the plan.”

The words were a tad harsh, but he said them with a grin on his face.

“Right, you can bugger off now,” I told him and ushered him out the door.

It was nice that he cared a bit about what happened to us but there were still a few things I preferred to keep close to my chest and that meant a bit of privacy was necessary.

We waited fifteen minutes for them to get well out of range and I slowly walked the perimeter and let Quixbix do his eavesdropping thing.

<There are a couple of spies in the building opposite but all they’ve done is complain about how they can’t see much inside. Claudia is good to go.>

Doing my best to look natural, I re-entered the adult cinema and hurried down the stairwell, through the double doors and into the small basement theatre.

The ladies had already got to work and were removing the seating from the centre of the room. The seats may have been bolted to the floor, but there was a little trick you could use with your inventory. If you had enough space available and concentrated, you could remove only the chair and leave the bolts behind. This was only something you could do if you owned the property.

“All clear?” Trisha asked when I came into the room and interrupted their work.

I nodded in assent.

She sighed loudly. “And relax. Holding back my innate Siren nature is exhausting.”

I came over and kissed her on the lips. “Your efforts are appreciated. But it wouldn’t have been a good look. Dozens of lovestruck young men giving you puppy dog eyes everywhere we walked and then following you around. It was sure to have been reported back and drawn even more heat on our activities. Ideally, we can keep operating with the authorities believing I’m just here attempting to sell my army to them as mercenaries.”

“Does that mean you wanted us to hold off?” Mia asked.

“I know you’re eager to get out there, but yes, the humanitarian effort will have to wait until tomorrow morning at the earliest. We need to let the watchers grow a little complacent first.”

The primary reason Mia, Trisha, and Madame Silk had come to Dallas was to find groups who wanted to get out of the city and then convince them we were their only ticket out of dodge. The liberation storm was coming, and I feared it would flatten everything in its path. Mia was particularly empathetic to their plight and wanted to save as many people as possible.

“But that doesn’t mean we need to hold off on the rest of the plan.”

Claudia smiled in response and summoned a small black obelisk into the middle of the room which had been cleared. It was an abandoned podium we had collapsed and brought with us. The cat-woman placed it on the rough red carpet but didn’t activate it.

“Everybody, stand back,” she warned.

We retreated to the edge of the room and Claudia closed her eyes. I felt through our bond the moment she activated her ability and began to transform the podium into a waypoint. Ten square metres of carpet rippled and dissolved before our eyes as reality shifted. The black obelisk pulsed, and the blackness faded as it was transformed into a taller, jade pillar with white streaks. Three-quarters of the affected floor fell away, creating a spiral staircase made of gleaming white marble. The quarter of the fresh flooring which remained level with the theatre floor was centred on Claudia’s position, so she was in no danger of falling down the marbled steps.

Claudia’s eyes opened and she smiled widely. “Okay, once I insert the dungeon shard, I can link this waypoint to the two in Stormblade Harbour and Grand Rapids. After that, I can manipulate Pandaemonium and move troops from waypoint to waypoint. Also, if anybody is worried about hygiene, I plan to consume and replace the entire building with dungeon-created material. The replacement action will have to be done over a couple of hours to avoid tipping off the watchers, though.”

Mia bit her bottom lip. “I forgot you could do that. Now I feel silly for kicking up such a fuss earlier.”

“Don’t be,” I reassured her. “It was a natural reaction and that’s a good thing. I don’t trust Cole or anybody else in the Dallas Guild to keep their gobs shut. I wouldn’t be surprised if he excused himself from Martin at his earliest convenience and went to report directly to the Lone Star Council. Okay, Mia and Madame Silk, you two need to stay up here until we check out the tunnels below and confirm nothing nasty happened to be nearby when we connected this sucker.”


Chapter 29

With a single thought, I was fully armed and armoured. With a second, the black Chaos Dragon Scale armour was rimmed with hoarfrost for an extra bit of protection.

I no longer used my Ice Blades, though my new sword was coated in a layer of ice to add the additional Cold Damage. Capturing Grand Rapids and seizing control of Michigan had given me access to everything they had in their collective stores and that meant a weapon upgrade.

Goresteel Greatblade

Bladed Weapon

Damage: 200 + STR stat (Piercing) and 16 (base 10) Cold. Inflicts a bleed effect for 50% of damage dealt over 10 seconds.

Extra: If the serrated back edge is used, it has an armour-breaking quality that quadruples damage to the durability of what is sawn through.

Item Description: This sword can only be used by someone whose combined class and species tiers are eight or higher. Typically requires both hands to be wielded. If held in one hand, then the blade skill of the wielder will be negatively impacted unless they have sufficient strength to overcome the debuff.

Durability: 1,000/1,000

The sword was jet black with a straight, sharp, lower edge that curved a little at the tip. The edge of the back side was serrated like a saw and razor sharp. Putting the gore into Goresteel. It was five and a half feet long tip to pommel. The weapon was not enchanted, but it could be to further enhance its viciousness and the thin coating of ice from my Harmony didn’t count as an enchantment. The only drawback was that the blade was so powerful it could only hold an enchantment that matched it in quality. Anastasia had tried adding one from her Death Magic repertoire that would have given it some extra necrotic effects, but the enchantment burned out in a few seconds.

Luca’s records didn’t detail how he got his hands on this not-so-little beauty. However, its combined tier requirement of eight had kept his grubby mitts off it. Most tier requirements for gear were a combined effort and they started with a total of five or higher. Anything less and most combat-oriented characters would qualify anyway, so I could see why lesser requirements hadn’t been bothered with.

Occasionally, you might find something that specified a certain class of species tier, but those items often had further restrictions like only certain species and classes could equip them.

The Greatblade was longer than either of the scimitars I was accustomed to using, but my time practising with the halberd meant I wasn’t unfamiliar with something longer and weightier. Unfortunately, my natural strength of sixty-six even when boosted by armour and the other trinkets I wore didn’t come close to the four hundred required to wield the Goresteel Greatblade one-handed without heavily penalising my long-blade skill.

I’d given it a go during a few sparring sessions anyway. I was strong enough that I could hold it one-handed comfortably and wondered if that would be enough to offset any Framework interference.

The results had been…embarrassing.

My attempted blows were clumsy and easily avoided no matter how hard I concentrated. LT disarmed me six times in a row with ease and that didn’t include the time I straight up lost my grip and dropped the sword. At least, Ana had got a good laugh out of that training session.

Fighting with a single weapon halved the number of blows landed but the extra damage and bleed caused by the Goresteel more than made up for that.

The additional durability damage to armour by the serrated edge was somewhat situational in its usefulness. It wouldn’t strip durability to the same degree that the halberd did, but it was helpful when battling monsters with natural hide armour. If you managed to skewer your opponent and pulled the sword out at the correct angle you could tear a rent in their hide and make future strikes to the same spot even more effective.

Behind me, Claudia and Trisha equipped themselves for battle too. They both wore well-made leather armour. Claudia rocked a short sword and circular shield combo while Trisha carried a spear and hummed a tune that formed a shimmering barrier around her before fading from sight.

The spear was mostly for show as the Siren’s greatest weapon was her voice which was enhanced by her class, Whispering Bard. This allowed her to utilise it at a subsonic pitch, so those around her were unaware. That barrier of hers didn’t just protect her from harm but also inflicted damage on those it encountered.

Also, as a bard, she could buff the rest of the party with her mere presence. Bards were considered a hybrid class. They weren’t exactly suited for combat, but neither were they solely a civilian class.

While on assignment, Trisha hadn’t been especially diligent when it came to levelling. When she rejoined the crew full-time, she had only reached level five. Her poor level couldn’t be allowed to stay that way and with a specialist team, she’d been power-levelled up to twenty-five in a matter of weeks.

Sometimes there were advantages if you slept with the boss.

As a Pandaemonium Princess, Claudia was very much a civilian, but she was also a dungeon core. For her, death was merely an inconvenience. It was still a risk to bring her along, though. If Claudia were out of commission for several days recovering her avatar, the plan would be a write-off and we’d have to return to Stormblade Harbour with our tails between our legs. But nobody was more in tune with Pandaemonium than Claudia and it’s not like she would need to go far inside.

“I’ll lead the way. Trisha, you follow me down and Claudia, bring up the rear. Silk, Mia, gear up too, nothing should get past me but better to be safe than sorry.”

Nods and smiles met my brief orders, and I started the twisted descent.

This wasn’t the first time I’d been down into Pandaemonium’s tunnel network, so I was familiar with the experience. My boots made very little sound as I padded downwards with my sword at the ready. I reached the bottom in short order and found the tunnels under Texas were carved out of orange-hued sandstone.

Directly opposite the bottom of the freshly carved stairwell was a freshly created substation alcove. A small waystop area that came equipped with very basic bunks to rest on and some cooking facilities for tunnel travellers to rest their weary heads, presuming they either couldn’t or didn’t want to open the waypoint entrance above.

I stepped into the tunnel and halted while I peered into the dim light to either side. There was nothing to be seen. “It’s saf…”

My words cut out when my ears pricked up to a barely perceptible scratching followed by a chittering sound. Before I could say anything else, the loose soil further down the right-hand tunnel exploded from the floor and billowed into the air. I couldn’t see past the dust cloud in the dim light but the chittering and scratching intensified as something which was hidden dug itself out of the earth.

<Giant Beetles> Quixbix confirmed for me. <A dozen of them>

Giant Sand Beetles x12

Grade: Q Level: 10

HP: 1,200

Threat: Low

XP Value: 2,500

Mob Description: Giant Sand Beetles have a hard outer shell that gives them high durability against physical attacks. Their pincers are their main form of attack. They possess wings as all beetles do, but they are too large to truly fly. They can, however, use them to propel a hop or a jump much higher or further than they would otherwise be capable of.

It was a tad unlucky that something was lying in wait further down the tunnel we intersected with, but these beasts shouldn’t prove too troublesome.

“Stay by the stairs,” I ordered Trisha and Claudia. “There are twelve beetles, and the tunnel is wide enough that one or more might get past me. Don’t let any of them get up to the theatre.”

“Roger,” they answered in unison.

Orders given; I glanced over my shoulder down the other direction of the tunnel just to confirm there was nothing else coming from there.

<All clear> Quixbix assured me.

Rolling my neck, it was time for a warmup, and I strode purposefully forward. The Giant Sand Beetles responded in kind and skittered towards me in a chittering mass of insect nastiness. I took up a central position, one foot in front of the other and prepared for combat.

Each beetle was the size of a travel suitcase with clacking serrated mandibles close to a foot long. The leading bug leapt at my head using its wings to power itself through the air but was met by a swift sideways stroke of the Goresteel Greatblade that scythed through one of its six legs and sent the creature clattering into the tunnel wall where it fell to the ground. It lay there twitching with reddish-orange ichor dripping from its grievous wounds.

It wasn’t dead, but I didn’t have time to finish it off before the rest of the swarm was upon me and the sword went to work, carving and skewering armoured beetles with brutal efficiency. The biggest danger came when they attempted to bowl me over by colliding with my torso, so I concentrated my strikes on the beetles who attempted to leap onto my body.

This did mean that a couple of the beasts managed to bite into my booted feet and attempted to eat through my shins. Thankfully, the durability of my dragonscale armour was more than up to the task of repelling the powerful mandibles. It hurt, of course, getting bitten is never a welcome experience but I’d grown accustomed to that over the past year and shook it off.

In under half a minute, the wave of bugs ceased, and I shifted my grip on the large sword, stabbing downwards at the three beetles which crawled around my legs and attacked my lower body. They had been the only ones that managed to do me any damage. The mindless creatures were sitting ducks and skewering them through the head was simple enough. A single jab should be enough to kill each of them outright and if it didn’t, the bleed would finish them off quickly.

I kicked the dead and dying insects out of the way and turned around quickly.

During the short fight, I was aware a couple of them managed to get past me because the tunnel was so wide. Trisha was in the process of trying to shake a dead beetle from her spear that had become lodged on the tip. The creature oozed ichor all over the place and it was obvious she didn’t want to use her foot to hold it down and get it covered in the foul-smelling substance

But by shaking it about, the ichor was being splattered every which way. Her sonic barrier was deflecting it from her body, but it did so with such vigour that droplets of the foul-smelling gunk had been sprayed in a circle surrounding her. She would have little choice but to walk through it afterwards, somewhat defeating the purpose of the effort she had put in to avoid such a consequence in the first place.

At some point, Claudia had leapt from the steps and kicked over the last remaining beetle and was now furiously stabbing away at its less-armoured underbelly. A missing foreleg on the dying beast indicated it was the first creature I had cut through and knocked away during the short combat. She hadn’t needlessly endangered herself.

A quick scan confirmed the mobs were either all dead or close to it and I relaxed.

“Can you see anything else Quix?”

<Not within my current range.>

“Good. Ladies, I think we’re in the clear.”

“Yuck! Why did it have to be bugs?” Trisha whined having finally got the dead beetle off her spear only to discover the spattered fluids all around her. “Is that it? Did we get all of them?”

Claudia seemed to be less concerned about the icky nature of our foes. “There is an easy way to find out.”

She stepped back over to the stairwell and placed her hand on the smooth circular, central beam that the spiral staircase wound around. With the touch of her fingertips, there was a crackling of energy and the base of the column transformed into a black dungeon pedestal made from cimmeric crystal. Claudia tapped away at the display to bring up the required option and an elongated hexagonal-shaped depression formed beneath the interface. She retrieved the spare shard from her inventory and slotted it into the indent on the pedestal. Once connected the shard pulsed with power and the Leonid woman smiled widely showing off her sharp canines.

“It worked!” she cried ecstatically.

This also confirmed there were no other mobs within several hundred metres of this waypoint. Much like activating or claiming a podium, it wouldn’t work if there were monsters in range to interfere with the process.

“Can you connect the waypoints?” I asked Claudia.

“Hold your horses and give me a moment to establish my dominion over the surrounding territory first,” she scolded me.

“If you will excuse me, I am going to get some rags to clean this mess up. I’m positive I saw something that would do the trick in a storage cupboard,” Trisha announced and headed back up the staircase.

“Let Mia and Silk know it’s all safe if they want to come and have a look.”

“I’m sure they will be chomping at the bit to come down and experience the creepy tunnels covered in bug guts,” Trisha called back down from above with barely restrained sarcasm.

If you viewed our achievement from that perspective, then it wasn’t an appealing prospect. But I was pumped up by the possibilities which had opened to us. Besides, the beetle’s bodies and nasty fluids would fade away not long after they’d been looted which was something I did during the interim.

Mia and Madame Silk did come down to view Pandaemonium for themselves once the staircase had been wiped down, but admittedly they didn’t stay long. Once you wandered around the bare-bones reception area there wasn’t a lot left to see unless you wanted to go exploring and find one of the many larger habitats that existed down here. Which wasn’t something either of them were interested in doing.

“I’m going to explore downtown Dallas,” Madame Silk announced after ten minutes of hanging around.

“No recruiting attempts,” I reminded her. “We want to keep a low profile the first night.”

“Not to worry, Torin,” she assured me with a wink. “Tonight is about pleasure, not business. Would you care to join me, Mia?”

Mia hesitated before answering and glanced at me.

“It might be a good idea,” I encouraged her. “It will help you get the lay of the land while I get the rest of the plan underway.”

Mia nodded. “Okay, but nowhere skeezy.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Madame Silk smirked and led the curvy Latina woman back up the spiral staircase.

A few minutes later, Claudia announced she was done. “Alright, I’ve extended my dominion for close to a quarter of a mile in all directions and erected fortified positions with dungeon mob guardians at the end of the connected tunnels and stayed out of any habitats for now. I can’t block them off completely, Pandaemonium won’t allow that. However, my mobs should stop or slow anything that tries to enter, and we will have advanced warning. I’m ready to connect the waypoints.”

“Go ahead.”

The central jade pillar that the staircase wound around flared into life and was surrounded by a fiery golden nimbus which matched Claudia’s eyes.

A Framework prompt flashed in front of me.

*** The Stormblade Harbour Ritual Waypoint’s entrance has been linked to the Dallas Dungeon Waypoint’s exit. Any attempt to use the Dallas Dungeon Waypoint will be repelled until the connection is broken. ***

The downside to connecting waypoints like this is that they were one-way until the connection was broken or modified by Claudia. Our people in Stormblade Harbour could descend the staircase there and they would arrive in Pandaemonium here. However, with the connection in place, nobody here in Dallas could enter or leave Pandaemonium and nobody in Pandaemonium at the Stormblade Harbour waypoint would be able to climb the stairs and exit.

I walked up to the stairwell and tried to move my hand past the threshold only to be met by invisible resistance.

Brant, the connection has been made. Bring your people through. I thought to the big blonde man using Clarion’s Call.

It was a bit strange to see the former prison guard walk down the spiral steps knowing that seconds ago he was close to a thousand miles away.

Following the near disaster in Grand Rapids, Brant had finally relented to my pressure and formerly signed the canon as an officer in the crew. One of his trusted colleagues, a man that he knew from before the Framework, had taken over as Chief of the Stormblade Militia.

With the faction’s sudden increase in size, the militia was in the process of transitioning into more of a police force instead of an army. They could still be used as reserves, but a new organisation called the Shattered Legion had taken over as the primary fighting wing of the faction.

The Corsair crews acted as the Navy with the legions being something akin to the Marines, Airborne Cavalry or Army. There had been some minor quibbling over naming conventions by those who had served in the various branches of the US armed forces before the Darkwyrlds. This was primarily why I chose to use new nomenclature.

The Shattered Legion had been in full recruitment mode since the moment of its inception. Some of the advantages the Shattered Storm possessed meant we knew what was coming and what would be required if Earth was to survive as an independent entity. We needed everyone capable and willing to fight on the path of progression. We had the resources, like access to dungeons, to push fighters up the tiers and then get them levels. It would probably be six months to a year before the faction started to see the benefits but when the shroud dropped, we’d be ready even if the rest of the world was not.

I had a feeling that upcoming events would bring that reality into sharp focus. The recruiters and trainers were going to be very busy over the next few months.

“Captain Carter,” Brant greeted me with a salute that I returned.

“How are ya doing, Cap’n” a mischievous voice with a slight Irish lilt asked almost from under the big man. “Branty, make some room, you great big dolt.”

Somehow, I had missed that Sheamus had been following close behind Brant and was the second person to put boots on the ground from Stormblade Harbour.

“I’m good. I’ve got a table set up at the back of the chamber to go over the details. Best we move there and not block the flow of people coming.”

“Aye, Cap’n” Sheamus cackled and scrambled through Brant’s legs which was completely unnecessary. He could have easily gone around the big man.

Brant sighed heavily and we walked away from the entrance. “Did you have to release him from the hospital?"

“Technically, he was cured. There wasn’t a reason to keep him there any longer.”

For reasons that nobody could discern, Sheamus had stuck like glue to Brant since he’d been discharged. The former prison officer hadn’t even visited Sheamus during his recovery, so everyone was a bit bemused as to why the Bombardier considered the pair to be in his twisted version of a bromance.

“There’s a nurse in the Palace hospital, Mathilda. She seems to have a soft spot for Sheamus. Visit her and see if you can encourage her to make her feelings plain and it might distract him enough to give you some peace,” I advised Brant with a hint of amusement in my voice.

“We can but hope.”

***

I spent the next several hours going over the plan and making the arrangements with Brant. The next step for us was to explore the local Pandaemonium tunnels and locate as many waypoints as possible. This wouldn’t be easy, the number of squads that could be redeployed for this expedition was limited.

Only fourteen squads of twenty. Two-hundred and eighty soldiers and I was probably pushing my luck hiving off that many.

A hefty proportion of our forces were on the various search and destroy missions aimed at thwarting Ashli’s corporeal resurrection. And then we had to ensure that enough defenders remained to protect the cities which housed the civilian populace. The swings and roundabouts of faction expansion. More people and resources, but also more responsibilities.

“The layout of Pandaemonium loosely matches the geography it connects with,” I explained to Brant, and the dozen other squad commanders crowded around the table. “Based on the data we’ve gathered from the Texas Adventurer’s Guild are assumption is that the gate is somewhere close to Amarillo, so we will concentrate our exploration in a North-westerly direction.”

I pulled out a paper map of Texas which I had marked for effect.

“Now, if the assumption that Richard Reynolds is behind this is correct then he is driven by greed. Plexus gates are cheaper to purchase if placed beside or on a large body of water. Anything that makes ship travel easier gets a slight discount.” I pointed to a spot on the map ten miles north of Amarillo. “That makes Lake Meredith the likeliest location, although there are a few other possibilities. Optima Lake which is a bit further north and Foss Lake to the east, but they are both smaller and further away from Amarillo which is where the Lib Army first made their presence felt.

“Our goal is to locate the waypoints in that region and use them to launch scouting missions until we find that gate. We know it should be in the hands of the original owners still. The auction they held included Framework stipulations forbidding those coming through from taking any aggressive action against the gate, the personnel running it, or the local population. That contract doesn’t bind us, so once we’ve found it, we take it.”

“Or blow the fecking thing sky high!” Sheamus roared with uncommon enthusiasm.

“Indeed,” I answered him. “But that is the last-ditch solution. Framework-purchased buildings are notoriously difficult to damage. The best we’d achieve would be to put it out of commission for a while until someone paid to have it fixed. Stealing the gate is a longer-term solution. Raising the necessary funds for a new one will be much harder than a repair job and if it is RR behind this, that won’t happen. Any further questions?”

There was a series of shaking heads and satisfied smiles from the gathered squad commanders.

I gave them a moment and then finished the briefing. “Okay, you should all have your assignments, get back to your squads and start hunting.”


Chapter 30

Fragshli

Fragshli dragged Maurice’s body through the thicket of bushes by pure will. The left leg had been so badly damaged and corrupted that by all rights it shouldn’t be capable of moving at all. The spikes of indescribable agony that accompanied every jolting step would have stopped any other mortal creature. The fragment didn’t care and separated itself from the sensations of the vessel and commanded the movement while detached.

For a time, it had amused Fragshli to force Maurice to experience the delights of walking on a leg blackened with rot, the flesh sloughing away in parts to reveal the bone. However, the dark elf’s mind was too weak, and it broke his very soul into dozens of pieces that refused to be melded back together. Even for a being as knowledgeable and almighty as Fragshli, clinging on to the soul shards proved impossible and they fluttered away on the nebulous winds of the ether.

What became of Maurice, Fragshli didn’t know, nor did he care. He was mildly annoyed that his plaything was gone, but that was about it.

What mattered was that without Maurice, the body, which had already been put through the wringer, began to decay at an accelerated rate for the Darkwyrlds. The fragment had struggled to find a suitable host to jump into since then. The last four attempts had ended in abject failure. Each time the formation of the repository organ had killed the potential host before he could complete the transfer.

It had been so much easier creating the organ when he was already inside the body. He could instantaneously detect if something had gone awry and make adjustments before it was too late.

But that was no longer an option once he started to harvest the energy from the tainted dungeons.

Even though the repository organ in Maurice’s decomposing body only contained a pittance of the energy required, the short-sighted programming Ashli lumbered the fragment with prevented him from leaving it behind. The only way to transfer it was from inside the old host, so the preparation of the new vessel’s organ had to be completed in advance.

All four Earthlings he’d tried it on had been too small or weak to survive the process and his current body too frail to overpower anybody strong enough.

This was just another reason why it was Fragshli who deserved dominion over the Darkwyrlds and not the inept fool from which he was spawned.

The dying body was not Fragshli’s only problem. He had another pressing matter that was just about to be compounded.

“Daaaahhmmnn!” He verbally growled through the broken jaw of the host.

The word came out more like the moan of a zombie than an exclamation of frustration. However given his current appearance, the fragment could be mistaken for a zombie quite easily.

Fragshli had been plodding ever westward following his internal senses to the next tainted dungeon. Skirting the boundary of a large body of water that Maurice had named Lake Superior, then crossing a land border to a place he called Minnesota. There had been an armed conflict in the region recently, that much Fragshli knew, but he had mostly avoided contact with people, intent upon his mission. This was easy enough to pull off, the tainted dungeons tended to be further away from population centres anyway.

And then the dungeon blinked out of existence. Or its taint did, at least

This had been the third dungeon to disappear from Fragshli’s senses on the planned route over the last few days. He had intended on heading further north towards the Canadian border because that was where the concentration of tainted dungeons was highest. With the disappearances, this was no longer the case.

For the first time in weeks, Fragshli stopped and rested the body he inhabited, sitting down on a smooth nearby boulder covered in moss. The latest disappearance cemented that there was a pattern and he needed to rethink his options. With his host body in such poor shape, could he afford to keep heading to the cluster of tainted dungeons if someone or something destroyed or drained them before he got there? Would the body last long enough to make the return journey? He had his doubts.

The prods from his internal programming urged him to stay the course, find those dungeons, and gather the energy. However, he managed to override those demands with the unbreakable belief that this body would fail him, and all would be lost if he didn’t change course. There was no choice but to put off energy gathering in the short term to amplify collection down the road.

Thus, when he rose from his sitting position, Fragshli backtracked on the path he had taken and headed south, towards Minneapolis.

There were no tainted dungeons sited anywhere near a metropolis of that size, but there were people. Many, many people. He was sure to find someone with the fortitude to survive the transfer process and then he could resume his hunt with even greater fervour. Fresh and reinvigorated.

***

Volnis Karspent

“Come with me and be quick about it,” Li Qiang demanded and opened the cell door.

Volnis sprang into action as did Furda and the two other team members that had been incarcerated with them. They rushed forward and exited the cell bowing their heads low.

“We obey the Grandest Master!” the four of them intoned from their position of supplication in perfect Mandarin.

“Quiet down, worms,” Li Qiang growled and kicked Furda lightly on the shoulder, enough to unbalance and push him over.

The fake slaves were swift to obey and grovelled at the officious middle-aged man’s feet. It had been Li Qiang who taught them a few phrases of Mandarin with which they were to respond.

Li Qiang’s anger quickly shifted to smug arrogance as he basked in the obsequious fawning as he was meant to. “Each of you gather a mop, cloth, and bucket from the supply cupboard and come with me. There is much cleaning to be done. Lord Carter personally entrusted me with the maintenance of this facility and there will be great punishments for those who fail to meet our equally high standards.”

Internally Volnis smiled. This fool had been so easy to play. It was quite obvious that Li Qiang had been sent to work in the pens as a punishment. Cleaning was his job, but the guards in this part of the facility had grown complacent and rarely patrolled the area unless they were feeding Volnis’ team of holdouts.

What did they have to fear? They were all collared and under command not to cause any trouble and they had been nothing but model slaves during the weeks of their confinement.

Li Qiang had been given the task of feeding them last week. Seeding the notion that he could put the slaves to work completing his other tasks hadn’t taken long. The foolish man probably thought it was even his idea.

The infiltrator had to suppress any feelings of elation and achievement. He had to maintain the slavish façade.

The former Communist Party official put them to work mopping and scrubbing the floors of the first sub-basement level. It was almost comical to watch Li Qiang scramble to act like he was participating in the cleaning the few times someone happened to wander by.

Towards the end of the job, Volnis pushed forward the second phase of his deception. “Grandest Master, we have almost finished the work you have assigned us. Do you wish us to go to the next sub-basement next?”

“What?” LI Qiang squawked in mildly fearful shock. “The next level, that is where they keep the dangerous beasts. I’m told the place is filled with them. Why would we go down there?”

Volnis had assumed based on his prior experience that the lower sub-basements would be where the captured and collared beasts were kept. It was nice of Li Qiang to both confirm this was the case and that some or all the pens had guests.

Volnis bowed his head lowly. “Grandest Master, surely a place such as that would be most in need of our services. We have so much more to give. I’m sure Lord Carter would be ever so grateful and reward your endeavour.”

“I’m not permi…” LI Qiang stopped himself halfway through the sentence.

Although Volnis was convinced he was about to admit that he wasn’t permitted into the sub-basements where they kept the mobs.

Li Qiang coughed and then straightened his posture. “Do not question me, worm!” And he punctuated his rebuke with a backhanded slap to the infiltrator’s face.

Volnis fell to the floor and bowed his head low, kissing the hem of Li Qiang’s dress robe. “I beg your forgiveness, Grandest Master.”

“Enough,” Li Qiang barked. “Come, all of you, we are done here. It is time to return to your cells.”

Volnis and his three accomplices were quick to obey. He allowed himself a smile in the corner once Li Qiang had locked the cell and left them alone. Another seed had been planted and he was sure it wouldn’t take long for the idea to germinate. In all likelihood the only delay would be how long it would take Li Qiang, their patsy, to secure permission to enter the beast pens and clean them.

Once he did, he would certainly take Volnis and his crew with him. It’s not like the lazy fool would stoop to doing any of the cleaning himself if he could avoid it. Then it would finally be time to act and earn his payday.

***

Torin

Dark had fallen in Dallas many hours earlier when I decided to call it a day searching Pandaemonium and let my squad get some rest. Climbing up the marble stairwell, I found Claudia with her eyes closed meditating in the lotus position.

“Evening,” I said.

“Morning, you mean,” she smiled back.

“I’m going to get some sleep. Are you okay down here?”

Although Claudia didn’t need to be in proximity of the waypoint to alter the flow of traffic, she did have to keep her concentration on it. Remaining nearby was a holdover of human habit.

She nodded back without opening her eyes. “Uh-huh. I’ve finished covertly replacing the building materials and converted two of the private booths into bedrooms. Mia and Madame Silk returned a couple of hours ago. Trisha went back to Stormblade Harbour for the night to update the others on our progress.”

“Alright, well you know where to find me.”

I practically flew up the basement stairs and hopped into the foyer area. The glass doors had been obscured with a pair of thick red curtains found in one of the storage closets earlier. Despite Claudia’s assurances that this was all dungeon territory, for the sake of any lingering paranoia, I checked that the front had been locked and nobody could slip in easily.

Satisfied after jiggling the door handle a couple of times, I headed back down the hall and past the stairs leading to the upper theatre. The two private booths were a bit further, near the back of the building. Belatedly, I realised I should have asked Claudia who had claimed which room. It wasn’t too late to go back down but it shouldn’t be too difficult to discern.

I approached the first door on the left and had half-turned the knob when the muffled sounds of whimpering and the crack of a whip gave me pause. Either Mia was watching pornography or Madame Silk was on the other side. An angry thought flashed through my mind that Mia might be with her, but I managed to suppress the furious impulse to barge in. I had more faith in Mia than that, moved down the hall and checked the second room instead.

Inside I found Mia lying face down on a sizeable double bed kicking her feet on the mattress under a single sheet with childish frustration. She had a white pillow bent double over her ears. The sound of the door opening caused Mia to glance over her shoulder and see that I was entering.

“Whose been a naughty little piggy?” the slightly muffled voice of Madame Silk could be heard clear enough from the makeshift bedroom next door. This was followed by a trio of cracking sounds as a paddle slapped flesh. “No, no, no, there will be no relief for you until you’ve spilt all your secrets to your Mistress.”

The reason for Mia’s annoyance became crystal clear. What you could barely hear from the outside was much louder in this room.

“Madre de Dios,” Mia swore from her position on the bed and threw the pillow at me. “Getting some sleep in here is impossible. Claudia replaced everything like for like and I think you were supposed to be able to watch what people got up to in the other room.”

She pointed to the adjoining wall and there were some plywood boards nailed in the middle of it. This must have been where a window or a one-way mirror used to be which, presumably, had been broken during the looting and boarded over later. The plywood might block sight, but it didn’t do much for sound.

“Who has she got in there?”

“We ran into Cole in one of the bars. Petunia got him drunk and coaxed him back with us against my better judgment. I wouldn’t worry, from what I’ve heard, he is trussed up like a Christmas Turkey and she has no plans of letting him go anytime soon. It’s hard to imagine, but I think he’s getting off on it. Believe me, I wish I didn’t know the details.”

It was a somewhat unconventional method of interrogation, but in the circumstances, it could bear fruit. I would have preferred being consulted ahead of time, though. That would be more of a problem moving forward. The faction had grown large enough now that I didn’t have the personal availability to be brought up to speed on every action and plan that had to be undertaken to keep us moving forward.

At some point, you have to trust that you’ve picked the right subordinates who know what they’re doing and won’t screw the pooch. Silk hadn’t done anything previously to suggest her judgment was faulty. On the contrary, the opposite was true. I could let this go.

“Why didn’t you ask Claudia to fix the walls?”

“I did go down but was in the zone and I didn’t want to disturb her.”

I shook my head and smiled indulgently. Sometimes, Mia could be too nice.

Claudia, if you have a free moment, could you replace the plywood separators on the ground floor with proper walls? Maybe soundproof the rooms if you can, I thought to her.

Seconds later, the plywood crumbled into dust that never landed on the floor before it twinkled out of existence. The gap had already been filled with mortared brick which was then rapidly covered with plasterboard that merged seamlessly with the existing wall.

And just like that, our ability to hear the squeals, snaps, and cracks from the other side ceased.

The only squeal left came from Mia’s mouth as she bounded off the bed and launched herself into a hug.

“Thank you, Torin!”

“Claudia did all the work,” I reminded her. “Now let’s get some sleep.”


Explicit Interlude 4.2

(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)

Mia was in my arms. My hands naturally came to rest on her curvy bum, and I quickly realised that she didn’t have any underwear on under the satin nighttime slip that she wore to bed.

“Unless you happen to be too alert for sleep?” I asked quietly leaning my mouth down to her ear and blowing in it gently.

I could feel it as Mia shivered in my arms and moaned softly.

“Jumping into your arms was a big mistake,” she whispered and bit her lower lip.

“That doesn’t sound like a no.”

Her fingers ruffled through my hair and her answer was to press her lips to mine and kiss me deeply. My clothes and armour were sent back to the inventory in a heartbeat.

“Maybe just a quickie to ease the tension,” she suggested.

The lasciviousness of my answering grin told her nothing about this would be quick.

I threw her back onto the bed and was greeted by a storm of giggles. The short satin gown rode up her thighs and uncovered the patch of dark hair above her mound when she shifted herself forward. Reflexively, Mia pulled the hem of the soft satin back down and covered her genital area.

We’d been lovers for the better part of six months, and she remained the most self-conscious member of the harem. It didn’t seem to matter that we had shared dozens of hot and steamy trysts together, with Shana or Trisha, sometimes with both.

In some ways, Mia was more sexually adventurous than Anastasia, Claudia, or Fang Mei who were all exclusively heterosexual and preferred to decline any participation in group activities. Despite that, she shied away from showing herself off, a holdover from her strict upbringing I suspected. Those slight hang-ups tended to magically evaporate once the juices started to flow which was all to the good.

However, her personal modesty had no impact on what she liked to see in others. Mia drank in the sight of my naked form and licked her lips with anticipation. “Maybe if I suck on it a bit first, you will finish quicker?”

“You’re welcome to give it a try.”

It wouldn’t work and Mia knew it. I stepped forward to the edge of the bed and Mia got on her hands and knees in front of me. One of her small hands gripped my shaft and pumped it gently and she kissed the tip of my penis very softly. Her tongue slipped past her plump lips and swirled around the meaty bell-shaped head getting in nice and wet.

My cock flexed with arousal and as per usual a bead of precum seeped out that Mia gobbled up quickly before engulfing the cockhead fully with her mouth.

She slurped and sucked greedily on the length, and I ran my fingers through her lustrous, thick black hair and stroked her head affectionately. Occasionally, I exerted a little forward pressure with my hand and encouraged Mia to take my cock a smidgeon deeper as her mouth bobbed backwards and forward. Her tongue tickled the base of my cock, and she used her teeth to graze the pulsating flesh when she pulled back. With my enhanced physique she could afford to be a bit more aggressive without fear of harming me.

“That feels fucking awesome,” I complimented.

Mia’s brown eyes looked up at me full of love and desire.

The urge to tear the satin gown from her body filled me, but she’d probably be a bit put out that I wrecked it, so I simply used the inventory trick to disrobe her. Mia grunted in muffled surprise to be suddenly unclad but didn’t stop bobbing on my rod. Her big, heavy tits swayed with the motion of her head and my hands reached under her body and took them in hand, kneading them firmly and teasing her slightly browned nipples and areolae to life.

We kept this up for a good few minutes, not speaking, the only sounds in the room being soft moans and slurps but it was time for a change-up.

I stepped back and my cock slipped from Mia’s mouth with a wet pop, and she grinned up at me, a sloppy mixture of precum and saliva all over her chin.

“Spin around,” I commanded, and she obeyed dutifully displaying that perfectly rounded ass and moist pussy in the air wiggling away with excitement.

My hand cracked down on one plump cheek just hard enough to make a sound but enough to hurt. “What happened to that modest Catholic girl who I found when I walked in.”

“Don’t tease me, Torin,” Mia whined and wiggled her butt in a twerk pressing it into my hand. “You know I need a little coaxing to come out of my shell.”

“I do,” I chuckled. “And now that I’ve exposed you what should I do with you?”

“Lick my pussy,” Mia mewled.

“Hmmm, that sounds like a possibility…but if I do that what do I get to do after?” Two of my fingers slipped under her belly and flicked the nubbin of her clit eliciting a shudder of pleasure from the Latina woman.

“Anything you want…”

That was music to any guy’s ears. The two fingers that toyed with her clit traced their way back across her wetted labia and collected up a little natural lubricant, but they didn’t stop and tickled along her perineum and started to circle her puckered starfish.

“And if I want to go in here,” I teased.

“Oh, oh,” Mia bucked a little when I pushed my middle finger past the sphincter muscles. “Shana told you…”

“Told me what?” I asked innocently.

“Nothing…” she gasped, and I could see her blushing in the dark. Acheronian peepers for the win.

“Maybe I should give it a pass then…”

Mia squeaked and squirmed in my grasp and gave away her disappointment. Of course, Shana had spilt their girl talk. She was a terrible gossip especially when it referred to the bedroom. If it had anything to do with sex you practically had to tie her down in a Framework contract to keep her quiet. Mia had been fantasising about being fucked in the ass ever since our first sexy encounter when Shana inserted a toy in there. She was just too shy to ask and that made her easy to tease.

“…or not.” I bent down and kissed the centre of her lower back just above her ass cheeks.

“Torinnnn,” she moaned because if I was already leaning down, I might as well get on with business.

Clasping her curvy bum, I buried my face in her juicy snatch and delved my tongue deep lapping up her cum while using my lips to massage and suck on the labia. My hands kneaded her butt for a while and Mia bucked her hips back to sink my tongue as deep as it would go.

It didn’t take long before Mia’s breath grew ragged, and I shifted the fingers of one hand to rub away at her clit and the thumb of the other pushed into her bum hole. There was another nifty little inventory trick if you were adept enough to use and I summoned globs of lube directly to the tip of the thumb and spread it around prepping my lover for what came next.

But first, she had to come hard for me.

“Yes, yes, yes,” she gasped and squirmed. “Madre de Dios, this feels so fucking good. I’m such a bad girl…so bad…ahhhhhh!”

The treble action had the desired effect and Mia’s cry was one of orgasm as it ripped through her body, she collapsed on the bed, and I had to drop to my knees to keep the pressure on.

Her body bucked and tried to pull away without thinking but I was far too strong for her to escape, and she would have to experience every moment of pleasure. Yep, I could be a bastard like that.

But all good things must come to an end and after a short while the torrent of orgasmic bliss faded into a trickle and Mia lay panting on the bed, sweat sticking her thick black locks to her forehead. We would need a shower after all this effort.

She glanced down at me with a giddy smile on her face. “You are so fucking good at that.”

“Thank you,” I said and stood up my rock-hard dick coming back into view.

“I guess you wanna get off yourself now huh?” she giggled.

“You betcha.”

Mia scootched up the bed a little bit and I crawled on and flipped her onto her side. It was important for me to gaze into her eyes when we had sex as much as possible. She might not say it, but I picked up on some of the tension she emanated when part of the group. A sense of unease and inadequacy, that she wasn’t as worthy as the others, which was all a load of nonsense.

It was not and had never been about what my lovers could do for me. Which didn’t even factor in how important she was to the agricultural growth of our burgeoning empire. Something that Mia constantly downplayed the importance of.

This was likely compounded by being the only member of the harem, if you didn’t count the concubine trio, not directly bonded to me in some manner. I’d hoped to rectify that with the next bond but would probably need to use that one on Crynn first to break any possible connection to Titus.

I stroked the side of Mia’s cheek. “You know I love you just the way you are, right?”

I didn’t throw around the L word lightly, but knew it was time because it was true.

A single tear streaked down her ruddy cheek, and she nodded wordlessly and clasped her hand around mine. Her throat constricted with joyous emotion, the strange gulp she made was audible. I leaned into her, and we kissed passionately. Mia crushed her lips to mine in a frenzy.

“I love you too,” she finally managed to express as the turbulent storm of emotions stabilised.

I grinned back and slapped her upper butt cheek with my cock. We still had some hanky-panky to finish before we slept.

With Mia lying on her side, I crooked her upper leg and urged her to hold it up by hooking her arm around the knee which exposed the crevice of her ass nicely.

“Start gently,” she asked and bit her lower lip.

The implied vulnerability got my motor running. “Never fear.”

I pressed the helmet of my cock up against the puckered starfish of her ass and circled the entrance a few times to get it nice and lubed up before applying a bit more pressure to her forbidden entrance. Despite her willingness the circle of strong muscles resisted the invasion and I had to be careful of the angle at which pressed with or risk the slick cockhead slipping down the channel of her perineum or the cleft of her soft rounded butt.

With a bit of diligence and care, my cock won the siege battle and pushed past her battlements. Mia yipped with surprise but was quick to nod at me encouragingly to continue.

I pushed a bit further forward before pulling back to the ridge of my dick’s helmet and then plunging it back into Mia’s depths. Slowly, but surely the pressure and resistance of her sphincter muscles eased, and the shaft of my cock penetrated deeper into her inner sanctum.

“Oh, fuck, oh, fuck,” Mia panted when I started to up the pace from slow to measured. “I feel so full I might burst, but don’t stop. Don’t you dare stop!”

I had no intention of doing anything of the sort. With my cock buried about three-quarters of the way in I clambered up onto the bed into a frog-like hunched position. This let me pound my dick deeper into Mia and loom over her body enough that she could reach up and kiss me as we fucked, and I could finger her pussy and clit while my shaft pleasured her sweet derriere.

Because I wanted to ease Mia into the position it took about five or six minutes before I was thrusting away into her ass with the same kind of rhythm her pussy could take. Shortly after that was achieved her body started to shudder in my arms as another orgasm ripped through her. My free fingers flicked her bean in double time to send her completely over the edge and the resulting scream might have deafened me if not for my stats.

The sensation of her butt muscles constricting on my cock was a welcome change of pace and meant it was time. My cock experienced the aching flex, my balls spasmed hard and with a couple of grunted thrusts I pumped my jizz deep into Mia’s back passage.

We lay there together, panting gently in the dark and I sidled from on top of her and flopped down on the bed spooning Mia in my arms and kissing the crown of her head tenderly.

“Are you alright After that?” I whispered in her ear.

“Yeah,” She whispered back. “A bit sore but I don’t regret a second of it. It was even better than I imagined. Thank you so much, Torin.”

I chuckled lightly. “I think it’s the guy who’s supposed to do all the thanking when his girl lets him use door number two.”

“You’ve never been like other men, Torin. And I don’t think anyone would consider what we have as conventional. I’m just happy that I’m someone that you chose, and I want you to know that.”

I kissed her on the side of the cheek, and we snuggled together basking in the afterglow of sex. Mia drifted off to sleep a few minutes later and I wasn’t far behind her.


Chapter 31

It took two days to map out a wide enough sector of Pandaemonium that we located a sufficient number of waypoints to begin the second phase of the plan. Luckily, our assessment of the situation proved to be accurate, and it only took another half a day for a scouting team to confirm the gate had been sited on the western shore of Lake Meredith.

The associated podium was in the ruins of a small town called Fritch. The new owners had done very little to build the place back up after several weeks which spoke strongly of the intended temporary nature of what they had wrought. Beyond the auction and the wave of fees for the arrivals over the next couple of weeks, they didn’t have a plan for a lasting presence.

A barrier had been assembled around the podium in the town along with a walled-in channel to the gate itself. Mainly for protection against roaming mobs but there were very few other permanent structures. New ones at any rate. It was all nestled within what remained of the original town.

There was considerable evidence of the new arrivals' passage away from the region. Even mounted on the land transport apparatus, the ships were very heavy and left their mark on the environs in every direction. Ruts, tread marks and entire buildings flattened and crushed. Indicating, if the reassurance was needed, that the different off-world groups had split up and gone every which way after their arrival.

The most convenient waypoint we discovered was thirty miles Northwest of the lake. The distance was not ideal, and it meant we had to deal with several groups of mobs between us and the target. Despite this aggravation, it turned out to be quite a fortunate turn of events. As we approached the town, there was a stretch of low hills between Fritch and the waypoint which masked our advance effectively. Which was handy because otherwise there was only patchy vegetation to aid any stealth attempts.

We were able to get within a mile of the target undetected and observe the comings and goings from behind the ridge for the rest of the day.

The hill range had also deterred most of the off-worlders from departing the lake in this direction. The terrain was much easier for vehicles via almost every other avenue.

A few groups had gone due East and established themselves in a town called Borger which had been a bit larger than Fritch before the Darkwyrlds. Their presence was a slight concern because Borger was only twelve miles away from Fritch. It was not impossible that the groups who had chosen to hunker down there might be inclined to come to the rescue of Reynolds Gate as I started to call it. We would need a fast conclusion to our assault to avoid any interference from that direction.

The upside of their presence was that the occasional colourful spell effect or the sound of combat coming from the other side of the ridge ought not to raise any red flags for the lookouts in Fritch. Roaming groups of newcomers hunting mobs for levels or loot wouldn’t be unusual. We had seen evidence of such activities ourselves but so far, they had been several miles away.

Ships still came through the gate periodically. It had been three weeks and according to the information provided by Crynn we were out of the auction slot window. From here on in, new arrivals were merely paying a set fee for entry.

My scouts and I watched the facility for several hours until we were confident the number of defenders could be handled by the two hundred warriors I’d brought along for the assault. There was a backup plan if it had been better defended but it shouldn’t be necessary, though I would probably implement it anyway.

It would likely be overkill, but it should guarantee the quick resolution I desired.

An hour after dark, it was time for the signal.

We are good to go. Descend the ridge quietly and sensibly. No war cries or rushing headlong.

With the message sent to the ten squads, two hundred warriors wordlessly rose from their crouched positions, padded over the top and started to pick their way carefully down the slope. The rustle of dislodged rocks and soil tumbling down the hillside was the only sound detectable in the night air.

The small army made it to the flat open land without any mishaps. The frontrunners halted at the base of the hill and knelt to wait for those a little behind before we moved forward en masse at a quick jog. There was roughly half a mile of open land with no cover but the occasional scrub bush. Darkness would be our friend, but we didn’t over-rely on the cover it provided by wasting any time.

Everything was going swimmingly well; we reached the edge of old Fritch in a couple of minutes and were no more than a few hundred metres away from the barricades when our luck finally expired.

A few men, possibly off-duty guards wandered out of a garage at the edge of town. They had been carrying a few toolboxes and what looked like welding gear. Presumably, they had been sent out to search the area for supplies to help with repairs on the barricades that had been erected around a couple dozen blocks of the town closest to the lake.

There were too many of us and we were too close not to be spotted and yet they were slightly too far away to be quickly and quietly dealt with.

Arrows, bolts, and spells were launched at the party of four surprised scavengers. Two were killed outright and a third dropped to the ground, feathered shafts in his knee and hip. But the one furthest back dropped his armload of supplies and sprinted off down a dirt track that ran behind the nearest houses directly towards the enclosed part of town.

The members of my force with the highest speed stats gave chase but even from this distance, I could hear the scavenger screaming his lungs out into a walkie-talkie. “Invaders! Invaders! Red fucking alert! Red fucking alert!”

A hurled hand axe buried itself in his back and sent the poor bastard tumbling to the ground where he was overrun by my soldiers, but it was too late to maintain a secret advance.

“Bollocks! So much for overwhelming them in secrecy. Okay, you all know your assigned assault positions. No delays. Hit them hard and fast,” I yelled out and was answered by flashed feral grins in the dark.

Anastasia, it’s time.

The battle for the gate was on.

***

Marena’s Mercy

“Torin just gave us the go signal and I don’t see why I can’t do this?” Anastasia grumbled for the third time in as many minutes. “I’m the dungeon ship. The one in tune with all things dungeon shippy like breaking through plexus gate security protocols. It should be me doing this.”

Nazz didn’t even look up from the console and kept her concentration on the data being fed back by the sensors on Marena’s Mercy. “Have you done this before?”

Ana opened her mouth ready with a snarky comeback, but Crynn put a hand on her shoulder. “That was a rhetorical question. She knows you haven’t. Let Nazz do her thing, observe and learn. If Torin hadn’t been able to pinpoint the exact location of the gate on your planet, this would not even be possible. This is neither easy nor intuitive and requires a great deal of experience and practice. Plus, Nazz is having to do this manually without a console outfitted for this purpose. Some of the avatars in my father’s fleet still require assistance even after a century of existence and those ships are equipped with the best gate-hacking gear money can buy.”

“But I’m not like any of them, I’m brilliant. The best, one might say. You said it yourself.”

“I said you were highly unusual, and your behaviour and capabilities are very different from other dungeon ships. That’s not the same thing.”

“Tomato, Tomatoe. Different words, same meaning.”

Crynn gave up trying to convince Ana at that point and hoped that Nazz would make short work of the basic gate’s defences. Half the battle was divining where to direct your hack and that had been resolved. For probably the fifth time that day, Crynn wished they’d been able to remove the gate-hacking equipment from the Malignant Cutter before they were forced to return the ship to her father.

Titus would have noticed and demanded its return, though. And that was presuming Torin’s people would have been able to extract the console in the first place. The damn thing had security measures of its own that Titus alone possessed the codes to deactivate. The irony of needing to hack the gate-hacking gear was not lost on her.

“Got it,” The Saurian woman announced less than a minute later and transferred the data over to Anastasia who acted as the ship’s navigator.

“I could have done that in half the time,” she claimed with a feisty grin on her face. “Time to punch it.”

Her small fist cracked down hard on the hub in an unnecessary physical display. She could have more easily mentally commanded the ship. The plexus gate in Stormblade Harbour flared into life and Marena’s Mercy powered through the short distance and popped out of existence for those taking a stroll after dark and gazing out on the harbour.

Inside the plexus network things were far less calm. Marena’s Mercy rocked and shuddered, and it felt to Ana like she was trying to force the ship through sticky treacle. “I…I think something might be wrong?”

Crynn just smiled knowingly. “We might have disabled the lockout, but the gate will still resist us brute forcing our way through. You’ve got the stones to overcome and win the fight, right?”

The gentle, mocking challenge galvanised Anastasia. Nobody doubted her tenacity and got away with it. She would make this grinning demon eat her words.

“Hold on to your horses! The ride is about to get bumpy,” she crowed with renewed delight. “Bumpier.”

“What’s a horse and why should I hold onto it?” Crynn whispered to her large companion. Nazz shrugged not knowing either but strapped into her seat anyway.

The shuddering of the hull increased in intensity and built up to a crescendo until Marena’s Mercy powered through the resistance put up by the gate and punched through the gap like a rocket. The ship cleared a few dozen metres of water before splashing down and pulling the equivalent of a handbrake turn but using dungeon energy instead of a brake and on water, not a road.

Either way, for the few defenders whose attention was not wholly focused on the attackers outside their walls, it was an awe-inspiring cinematic sight that broke every nautical rule they knew.

“We’re here!” Anastasia yelled with joy in concert with the pow-pow of the splinter cannons firing on enemy positions. “Let’s see what kind of welcome they’ve got in store for us.”

She ran out of the Bridge closely followed by Crynn and Nazz who were only delayed by the time it took them to unstrap themselves from their seats. Soon, all three stood at the ship’s railing as the ship gently wedged itself deep into the lake’s sandbank.

Anastasia whooped with feral glee, mounted her dreadant golem and vaulted over the edge and into the froth of the lake water. She wouldn’t be denied the opportunity to take a few scalps before Torin hoovered up all the fun.

***

Torin

A mighty explosion rocked the small town and drowned out the growing sounds of combat. A twenty-metre stretch of the barricade around the podium of Fritch was utterly destroyed. The unlucky defenders in the vicinity were torn apart or shredded in much the same way as the cars, corrugated sheets, and concrete blocks used in the wall’s construction were.

Plumes of smoke and fire billowed into the night air providing orange-hued illumination.

As the roar of explosive fury petered out, it was replaced by the screams of pain and horror. However, there was another source of sound even closer than the cries of the fearful Fritch garrison and that was the maniacal chortling coming from Sheamus.

The tiny man was clinging to the shoulders of Brant, very reminiscent of Master Blaster in Mad Max 3. Although the harness Brant wore was not as large, nor did it encompass his head. It was little more than a few straps and prongs that Sheamus could perch on or hold onto.

The big man hadn’t been happy with his role as a mule, but Sheamus's short legs meant he struggled to keep up with the group over longer distances. He was good at a scamper, but not so much for distance running. Carrying him along was the sensible choice, but I would look into securing some kind of proper mount for the bombardier in the future. We had plenty of collared beasts in the slave pens. There had to be something vaguely tameable down there that would do the trick.

“Was it entirely necessary to use that much explosive material?” Brant asked him, the dying flames glinting off his blue eyes.

“Branty, my boy, there is no such thing as too much when it comes to explosives,” Sheamus cackled gleefully.

“I beg to differ,” he muttered under his breath.

Just as things began to settle down, a klaxon began to blare, coming from the plexus gate. This was a sound I recognised from a similar event in Stormblade Harbour. The gate flared into life, lighting up the sky behind the wreckage of the front wall. Marena’s Mercy popped out of the gate like a rocket and cleared a fair distance over the water before it came to a stop, turned to the side, and the splinter cannons opened fire on the defensive emplacements around the gate. After the first couple of salvos, the ship swooped into the shoreline and a few squads of the crew jumped onto the shore.

I recognised Ana riding her fearsome dreadant golem. It was too much to expect that she would stay on board when there was blood and carnage to revel in.

Chaos reigned amongst Reynolds lackeys inside what was left of the barricade. They had no idea whether to fill the gap we’d blown in the wall, rush back to the waterfront and fight the threat from that direction, or give up and make a run for it.

In the end, different groups tried to do all three and made our job that much easier.

“That’s our cue,” I roared over the bangs, pops, and crackles of the destruction.

There was no need to demand silence this time and the urge to scream out a battle cry overtook more than a few of the soldiers as we broke cover and charged for the gap. I waited until I’d vaulted over a few pieces of burning wreckage before summoning the Goresteel Greatblade and using it to strike down the nearest opponent.

Under the man’s chain shirt, I could see he was still wearing parts of a National Guard uniform. I didn’t need any further confirmation that Reynolds was involved but here it was anyway. The warrior was batted to the floor and tried to crawl away. He didn’t get far before my boot was planted between his shoulder blades and I stabbed my sword into the back of his neck several times.

The nimbus of death surrounded his body, and I looted his remains with barely a second thought.

Unfortunately for the garrison, there was little pity or understanding in our ranks for their desperate situation. The crew and soldiers were all very aware of what this faction had unleashed on the world by opening a gate during the shroud period.

Particularly because so many of the off-worlders were gunning for the Shattered Storm and that meant they were intent on harming my people's families or loved ones. The Liberation Army were a terrifying prospect but the dozens of merc companies weren’t much better.

Most of them were in the employ of a massive slaving consortium. One that had a reputation for enslaving entire populations of newly integrated worlds for profit and weren’t too concerned about who they sold them to.

Nobody was under any illusions about how difficult things would have been for our planet in the best of circumstances. Then these asshats had let the wolves through the gate a year early and made things twice as bad. Even amongst the run-of-the-mill fortune seekers who came through there would be a subset who fancied setting themselves up as a petty warlord.

The South, Central, and Western seaboard of the United States would likely be taken or conquered by the newly arrived off-world groups. I had a feeling only those East of the Mississippi River would stand a chance of remaining in Earthborn hands.

It didn’t take long to reach the podium that was outside an old post office building. A few of the more determined defenders had established a last stand of sorts around it. They had a secondary wall that formed the cornerstone of their defensive fortification. It had several gun emplacements including some M2’s that kept my forces back. Most of my soldiers could survive a .50 calibre round to anywhere except the head but that didn’t mean you would willingly put yourself in harm’s way.

More importantly, I recognised the commander in charge who stood at the back with a half-smoked cigar in his mouth posing with hands on hips as if he were General Patton himself. He even had the iconic green, rounded helmet with three gold stars in a horizontal line across the front. We’d never been formally introduced, but I knew all about him from Regina, she’d even shown me an old photograph of the guy. His name was Albert Cringle, an old friend of Richard Reynolds and he was no General.

“Give ‘em hell boys! Don’t be afraid! Fear kills more people than death!”

Albert had never officially served in the military, health issues kept him out of any branch of the service, but he did fancy himself as something of a military expert. He’d even published twelve books on the subject over the years. The exploits and philosophy of General George S. Patton were a favourite subject of his. Nobody bought them except his circle of friends, but he came from a relatively wealthy background, so he managed to get them published anyway.

When RR disappeared, he did so in secret and under the noses of the Michigan State faction, including the military. His handpicked personal detail had gone with him, but very few others and that included the officers who had managed to survive the early days of the Darkwyrlds.

Even with that factored in, Albert Cringle was an odd choice for commander of this outpost. He had no real experience, and his years of study wouldn’t be much help with how much the world had changed.

Unless you didn’t care what happened to the soldiers you stationed here. In which case it made total sense to place somebody that useless and disposable in charge.

Brant joined me huddled behind a brick wall that used to be part of a store before most of it had been demolished before today.

“Stay still, Branty,” Sheamus declared and unhooked himself from the harness. “I’m gonna stand on your head and clear out this infestation of cockroaches.”

The smaller man summoned a weapon that looked like an old-fashioned blunderbuss with an explosive shell wedged in the end. Sheamus intended to fire over the wall and clear out the obstruction and gun nests.

As plans went it was a pretty good one, but it wouldn’t be necessary. “Hold off on that!” I barked up at him.

“What! Why?” Sheamus grumbled.

“We have friendlies incoming.”

Through our bond, I could feel Anastasia rapidly approaching, mounted on her golem. They must have cleared out whatever defenders had been down by the waterfront, and she accelerated up the short walled-in corridor that linked the podium section to the gate. She was pushing the range of how far her golem could travel from the ship.

“Onward! Onward!” Albert yelled loudly waving a baton frantically in the air. Who he was urging on was unclear. He had maybe twenty fighters in his little enclave manning the gun nests and none of them had any intention of coming out.

“I said Onwarrrghhhh!”

His urgings and baton waving were cut short when the sleek form of Slicer, Anastasia’s dreadant golem sailed over the sandbags and barricades and into the midst of the last stand. Its lengthy tail flicked out and slashed at the back of the neck of one of the gunners knocking him away from his weapon if not killing him. The golem’s jaws latched around Cringle’s throat as the rest of it landed on his body and he crumpled to the floor gurgling blood.

Anastasia hopped from the saddle the golem wore and flicked her whip around her head. For once, she didn’t directly target the frightened men and women at her mercy inside the fortifications. Instead, her whip snapped around the barrel of the M2’s and pulled the weapons out of place or deformed the barrel enough that they misfired.

“Come on, we can’t let her have all the fun.” I grinned at the pair beside me.

Sheamus looked down at his blunderbuss creation longingly and put it away with a kiss to the stock. “Next time Bessie, I promise.”

The slightly unhinged bombardier quickly recovered his good mood and leapt from Brant’s shoulder and leapt over the wall with two smaller pistol black powder inventions that fired pellets that exploded on impact and left gaping holes in those who had the misfortune to be hit.

Brant and I charged into the fray; chaos reigned inside the final bastion. Crynn and Nazz soon joined us with several more members of Marena’s Mercy crew. We’d caught them on the hop and crushed them from both sides and it didn’t take long before the podium was ours.

The battle for the gate was over.


Chapter 32

The first rays of dawn lit up the wreckage we’d made of Fritch. The battle was over, and we’d rounded up or hunted down every one of Reynolds's people. There had only been six survivors.

To finish the campaign, I had people sitting on the Fritch podium for the last six hours switching its factional allegiance to the Shattered Storm. The absence of any of their people was a necessity for it to work in the shortest timeframe possible.

Thankfully, the transport nodes which linked the Brig on Marena’s Mercy to the Slave Market in Stormblade Harbour meant we could send the few survivors far away in the blink of an eye and remove their interference.

“We’ve had a message from the capital,” Brant announced from the deck of Marena’s Mercy. Without any further preamble, he leapt over the side of the ship and joined me down at the lakeside. “Doyle got one of the prisoners to talk. Reynolds is in Boulder, Colorado.”

<Boulder is about three hundred miles away> Quixbix told me unprompted.

That was too far. It would take days, maybe weeks to map out enough of Pandaemonium to get close. And the further away we got from the waypoint Claudia controlled in Dallas, the more dangerous travelling through the subterranean network would become. Going overland had its own set of complications which made it undesirable. Meting out the deserved justice to Richard Reynolds would have to wait until after we had resolved the Ashli issue.

Brant hadn’t finished with his update and continued. “According to the ship’s sensors, the last few groups who came through didn’t turn around and return to investigate. Most of them were probably too far away to see much of anything in the dark anyway. Doesn’t look like they were hanging around, which is not a surprise, really. They were already three weeks behind the first wave of raiders and probably afraid of missing out on opportunities. Our scouts have radioed in and reported that there is no sign of any interested parties coming from Borger either, but we probably shouldn’t hang around any longer than necessary. They’ll spot the smoke now that dawn has come.”

“I agree. We got lucky with the timing and that no fresh arrivals came through. Ana!” I called up to the ship.

The diminutive blonde’s head appeared over the rails and beamed down at me. The cheeky little sociopath was in a jubilant mood. Murder and mayhem tended to have that effect on her. “What do you need Captain?”

“Are all the crew members back on board and are you ready to heave to? We’re about ready to collapse the gate.”

Marena’s Mercy would have to go back through the gate and return home before we removed it, or the ship would be stuck here. It was the primary reason the attack plan was based on a two-pronged assault using the waypoint to launch a land-based offensive first. We had already figured out the general location of the gate and could have powered through its defences eventually. Thereby avoiding the need to set up in Dallas.

However, if destroying the gate once we arrived proved necessary, that would have been tricky to pull off if we didn’t want to strand the ship here afterwards. With the waypoint option, the ship could flee back through the gate and any demolition team who stayed behind to finish the job wouldn’t have been abandoned.

Anastasia closed her eyes for a moment and her lips moved as if she was counting. “Yes, everybody is where they should be. Do you want us to take a few of your squads back?”

“Just the wounded, and they should already be in the sick bay.”

“Okay, see you back at the palace later tonight.”

Ana waved goodbye and skipped away from the taffrails and the ship dislodged itself from the sandbank.

A minute later, the gate control console beeped and booped when Marena’s Mercy requested permission to depart which I duly granted. The gate lit up and flared into life, shimmering in the dawn light. Ana didn’t hang about, and the black ship shot forward and disappeared through the gate with an audible pop.

I made a few selections on the console and the gate lights flickered out. It was time to finish what we came here for.

*** Are you sure you wish to trade in this gate for credit? Please be aware that this credit can only be used to build another gate in the future, and you will forfeit fifty percent of the original cost. ***

*** Yes/No ***

That the Framework charged through the nose for feature removal didn’t surprise me in the least. At the same time, I was lucky I could even do this. Had an avowed enemy of the faction been in proximity or besieging the settlement you couldn’t even perform this action. If it were that easy, towns and cities on the brink of defeat would trade in everything they could for credit just to spite any invaders.

But this was not my sole option, merely the safest one. And honestly, what kind of Corsair traded for gates?

Instead of choosing either option, I kept my palm pressed against the display. “Quixbix, would you care to do the honours?” The next part would be easier if I let the imp take the reins. I could have attempted it manually, but Quixbix had more experience.

<Hehehe. I’d love to. Time for a bit of proper larceny. Theft protocols engaged.>

We may have had to return the gate-hacking console along with the Malignant Cutter but there were a few items that hadn’t been installed or quite so well protected. One of them was a small box that could be attached to podiums and the control consoles for other Framework technology. It was similar in concept to the hacking nodes the guild had tried to use on the Navigation hub on Marena’s Mercy but a bit more sophisticated.

The attempted guild hack had failed spectacularly because they were up against Anastasia, a real person. We wouldn’t have the same problem. This was a standard, unenhanced gate and the TPD, the Tech Penetration Device, appropriated from Titus was a high-end piece of equipment.

Nevertheless, what we were doing was not without an element of risk. We had simply minimised the risk. Should this fail, the gate console would lock down and we wouldn’t even be able to fall back on the credit for the half-the-cost option.

<Success!> Quixbix crowed with delight. <Never in doubt.>

A new prompt appeared on the screen.

*** Notorious class detected. Dungeon Corsair Lord. Calibrating alternative options… ***

*** Do you wish to steal this gate? Please be aware that the current owner will be informed of your theft. Due to the scale of the theft capture of kill quests might be generated in allied or nearby factions. Do you wish to proceed? ***

*** Yes/No ***

A possible consequence quest. That was a blast from the past. I’d been operating in the wilds or as a lawless faction for so long, I’d almost forgotten about them. Now that I thought about it, consequence quests to hunt me down and dish out some form of punishment had probably been generated dozens of times on the podiums of other factions. They just didn’t show up in Shattered Storm territory and any groups interested in following through were probably gunning for me anyway.

I selected yes from the options and watched in amazement as the gate which dominated the view vanished in a shower of glittering dust. For all its horror, there were occasionally things of true beauty in the Darkwyrlds.

<Ding for level thirty-four. Stealing your first gate granted you a heap of experience.>

A visit to Dean’s office for the level u would have to wait until we got back to Stormblade Harbour. “Let’s head back to the waypoint.” I turned my back on the lake and trudged back up the bank.

We were finished here.

***

Dallas Dungeon Waypoint A Few Hours Earlier

“Yikes! My poor feet,” Mia sighed loudly and flopped down onto a comfy couch covered in cushions, shrugged her shoes off and rested her feet on a footstool. “I feel like we walked a hundred miles today. Look at the time, damn, it’s late. The sun will be up soon.”

“It was barely twenty miles and probably not even that,” Trisha snorted and then yawned. “Try standing outside the Governor’s mansion in heels for twelve hours all for a ten-second soundbite only for the bastard never to show his face and then you have to do it all again the next day. Then we’ll talk about aches and pains.”

“What’s this about pain?” Madame Silk asked her tone laden with amusement. She and Claudia climbed out from the stairwell and joined the others in the reception area of the former adult theatre.

It was barely recognisable from what it used to be. Once Claudia had converted the entire building into a dungeon structure, altering the exterior windows to project a false image of what the interior looked like was child’s play. To be on the safe side, Trisha had worked her Siren magic on the spies in the building opposite. She hadn’t gone overboard, merely influenced them enough that they stopped paying attention to the comings and goings around the building.

With privacy secured, a full remodelling was possible. The foyer was now replete with places to sit, a bamboo tiki-tiki stand in one corner for fruit-laden cocktails and a snack bar.

“Here let me help,” Silk offered and perched on the edge of the large footstool and picked up one of Mia’s feet.

“You aren’t going to do anything weird are you, Petunia?” Mia asked, eyebrow arched in suspicion.

“Of course not,” Silk replied and pressed her thumbs deeply into the sole of Mia’s foot. “It’s part of a class ability. I can soothe aches and pains with my touch, reinvigorating flagging flesh. Very handy for a dominatrix. It doesn’t have to be sexual…unless you want it to be.” She finished with a snigger.

“You can’t help yourself, can you?” Mia rolled her eyes skyward but didn’t pull her foot away. Madame Silk might take a strange pleasure in making people uncomfortable. Still, her finger massage was nothing short of miraculous and she struggled against moaning in sheer delight as the weariness was expelled.

Claudia returned from the Tiki-Tiki stand bearing a tray of cocktails with tiny little umbrellas and handed them out. “Can we assume that your tiredness is a result of a successful expedition and not just the lateness of the hour?”

“Hmmm, yeah it was worth it,” Mia agreed, an expression of happy lassitude crept over her face as Madame Silk moved on to her other foot. “Not every group we met with was interested in relocating, a third of them believed in the Lone Star Nation’s capacity to resist and overcome. But enough were.”

“Which was down to you,” Trisha interjected. “You were very persuasive. If I’d been on my own, half as many groups would have signed up.”

“I doubt that very much,” Mia snorted. “You’re the one with the mesmerising voice.”

“The voice is a blunt instrument. I could have forced their agreement, but it wouldn’t have lasted very long before they shook off its influence and it wouldn’t affect the people who followed those I ensorcelled. They would detect quite quickly that their representative had been mind whammyed and then all trust would be lost. Not only would they refuse to join us, but we’d likely be exposed to the local authorities.”

Any further discussion was interrupted as the door to the theatre was forcefully opened from outside and banged against the wall. A furious Cole stepped through the gap. He was caught off-guard for a moment due to the radical change in décor but then regained his sense of self-righteous anger and turned on the assembled women.

“Where is he?” Cole barked.

“Where is who?” Claudia replied airily, pretending she had no idea what the rude man was talking about.

“Your goddamned pimp, Carter!” Cole practically screamed. “Where is that fucker. The pissing pad back at HQ stopped working suddenly. If you’ve sold me a duck, I will fucking bury you!”

Madame Silk rose smoothly from the footstool and a crop appeared in her hands that she cracked in her palm. “This is not the kind of behaviour I will tolerate, little piggy.”

“I’m not here for that shit, Petunia. Fun is fun, but business is business, and this is very much business. Bring me, Carter, that fucker owes me an explanation. I put my neck on the line for him.”

“Hardly,” Claudia snorted. “Your whole guild had their hands out panting with greed once it was mentioned Torin would pay them for access to Dallas.”

“Don’t talk down to me,” Cole roared and summoned a warhammer into his fist, but it was too late for that.

Madame Silk and Claudia’s conversation had distracted Cole from the others, and he hadn’t noticed Trisha sidle sideways until she was behind him. Now she stepped up and trilled her song in his ear. Overcome by raw Siren Song, Cole went a bit cross-eyed. The heavy warhammer slipped from the grip of uncaring fingers and thunked on the carpet of the floor.

Madame Silk moved in quickly and rapped the back of Cole’s hamstrings sharply with her baton. His legs wobbled, gave way, and he landed on his knees in a bit of stupor. The Dominatrix grabbed his cowboy hat and gracefully hurled it across the room to land on the couch beside a stunned Mia. In a flash, there was a Bronzebind Collar in her hands that she clicked into place around Cole’s neck.

“Um, collaring him had not been my intention,” Trisha commented when Silk was done. “We have some nulling shackles that would work just as well.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll take it off…eventually. This little piggy needs a bit of discipline. You don’t barge in and speak to ladies under my watch like that.”

“I can’t say that I approve,” Mia said and rose from her seated position. “But if it’s not permanent, I suppose he did earn a bit of time in detention. You…you will let him go, right?”

“Of course,” Silk replied. “He will probably even come to thank me and not just because I’m very good at what I do.”

Mia looked at her quizzically in confusion, but it was Claudia who answered her.

“I’m afraid you won’t have any time to rest up,” she said and handed Mia the white pumps she had shrugged off moments earlier. “There is only one reasonable explanation for the teleporter pad to be blocked. The Liberation Army are ready to make their move on Dallas. No more hiding, it’s time to alert those who’ve agreed to our terms and get them moving through the waypoint.”

“Madre de Dios! I thought we’d have another couple of days. A lot of groups will barely have had time to prep for the evacuation.”

“We’re lucky we had this long. They could have attacked at any moment.”

Just then the building shook from the sound of a series of thunderous explosions. The group raced to the door, opened it and looked out onto the city nightscape which had been lit up. Several of the high-rise buildings in downtown Dallas were already on fire.

“They are using their ships to bombard the city,” Claudia whispered in mild shock. To punctuate her words a shell screeched across the sky and collided with the side of a skyscraper that had yet to be hit and erupted in flame and fury.

“I need to go!” Mia tried to run out of the building, but Claudia grabbed her by the nape and pulled her back inside.

“Claudia! What are you doing? You just told me we had to warn the evacuees.”

“It’s too late, Mia. I didn’t think they would unilaterally bombard the city like this. The walls and defensive structures, sure, but not the civilian centres. I’m not letting you run out into that. You aren’t strong enough. A direct hit or a collapsing building will kill you. The groups you contacted, they know where we are, correct?”

“Vaguely. I didn’t give them the exact location.”

“Then it's up to them. Don’t worry, there are a few things I can do to make this place easier to find if they are looking for it.”

“I’ll go,” Trisha volunteered.

“It’s hardly much safer for you out there,” Madame Silk reminded her.

“I’m not a civilian,” she reminded the group. “And Torin provided me with the best armour money can buy for my class. I’ll be okay. I’m no hero, if it looks like the Lamers switch to carpet bombing, I’ll be back with my tail between my legs. Besides, I’m best suited to get people moving without an argument and I can pick up the layabouts next door to help watch my back.”

“Fine,” Claudia conceded. “Don’t get yourself killed. Torin will be mega-pissed if you manage that.”

Trisha smiled, donned her armour and then slipped out the front door.

“I need to prepare the waypoints for the influx,” Claudia said. “Mia with me.”

“You don’t need me for that. I should be here to calm the refugees.”

“Alright, but don’t forget I can see everywhere in my ‘dungeon’. If you try and sneak off, don’t be surprised if you find yourself trapped in an oubliette.”

Mia flushed with embarrassment. That had been exactly what she planned to do. “Um…I…wasn’t…fine. I will stay inside the building.” She finally admitted defeat.

“Getting the arrivals down to the waypoint smoothly is an important task,” Madame Silk reminded her. “And not an easy one. Here, let me give you a few pointers on projecting authority and keeping large groups in line.”

Madame Silk only had fifteen minutes before the first group showed up at the theatre’s doors. There were only thirty of them, but they were petrified and confused. How could going into the basement of a square concrete building help them escape Dallas? Explaining the situation would take too long and it proved easier to simply get them moving down the stairs to where the waypoint entrance was sited. Seeing that would typically be enough to appease the doubters.

A grumpy-faced Cole looming at the entrance with his warhammer also helped convince a few of the louder voices to quieten down and do as they were told. He’d already been collared, there was no point not putting him to good use.

The imposed discipline on the refugees didn’t need to last for long. Once they were through, then it was Susan’s problem to deal with them on the other side. And that was something she excelled at.


Chapter 33

“The waypoint stairway is blocked,” Brant commented when we got back through the tunnel network.

Immediately, I had a bad feeling about the situation. One that was confirmed the moment a troglodyte dungeon mob scampered down the opposite tunnel when we arrived and came to a halt in front of us.

“Torin, the Liberation Army began their assault on Dallas two hours ago,” Claudia told him via the drooling trog. They had vocal cords which meant they could speak but it did come out a bit raspy. “I will have to switch the flow to let you out. Did you want to come here or head directly back to Stormblade Harbour?”

“How are things with the evacuation? Any problems?”

“We were caught on the hoof, so to speak. We might not be able to get as many people out as we hoped. We’ve managed thus far, there have been a few minor incidents. Panic and fear-driven mostly and nothing we couldn’t handle.”

“Okay, I’ll come to you and bring a squad to help. The rest can go straight back to Grand Rapids. Give me a couple of minutes to get the squads organised. That way we can move quickly and minimise interrupting the evac operation.”

“No problem. Just pat the trog on the head when you’re ready.”

The trog stopped talking and stared off into space.

The palm of my hand hit my forehead in frustration. “Bloody Nora! Couldn’t they have waited one more frigging day?”

“The enemy rarely cooperates with your preferred schedule,” Brant grunted with a half-smile.

“Do you want in on the evac operation?”

“If you don’t mind. Saving lives after a day spent taking them is good for the soul.”

“Sheamus,” I called out to the bombardier. “After Brant and I go through, lead the remaining squads back to Grand Rapids and resupply. Be ready within an hour. I might need you to head back at a moment’s notice if we get a chance to take out some of the Lamer ships. The odds are very low, but I want to be ready in any case.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” he answered gleefully. Any opportunity to blow stuff up was greeted with unabated enthusiasm.

Ten minutes later, I strode up the marble steps with Brant, Doc, and the rest of the squad who usually accompanied me. The area had been completely transformed and you wouldn’t have known it used to be a room where pornographic material used to be played for a crowd. All the seating and the hinky worn carpet had been replaced. The space was more open and allowed plenty of room for the frightened people awaiting their chance to escape the war outside.

Claudia was waiting for me with a big smile on her face. “Is that a gate in your pocket or are you just happy to see me?”

In answer, I wrapped her up in a warm embrace and kissed her deeply. “Everything cool here?”

“Mostly,” Claudia answered a touch breathlessly after the passionate kiss.

“What is it?” I could tell something was concerning her. My eyes flicked around the room, everything seemed to be in order. The people waiting to descend were a bit antsy at the delay, but they were behaving themselves for now.

“Trisha went out when all this started. Somebody needed to spread the word and hurry up the groups we’d contacted. She hasn’t come back yet, and the bombardment has not let up. We’ve had intel that the outer defences have been crushed and the Lamers are advancing quickly. The word from the guild channels we can spy on is that they think the city will fall within hours, by late afternoon at the latest. The locals severely underestimated the enemy’s strength. It would seem two-thirds of the Lamer soldiers remained concealed in their ships during the siege period.

“Just as you predicted, the Lamers were waiting for the reinforcements from Houston, Austin, and San Antonio to arrive so that they could wipe out Texas’ strength in a single blitzkrieg. With that done, the fall is happening even quicker than we anticipated and I’m concerned Trisha might end up getting caught on the wrong side of the advance.”

“Dammit!” I swore and concentrated on the small bundle that represented Trisha’s soul bond to me. “Okay, she hasn’t come to any serious harm, I would have felt that through the bond. She is west of us, somewhere in Irving, I think.”

“That’s a relief. They haven’t penetrated deep into Irving yet, but they are rampaging through Arlington and coming south through Coppell. It won’t be long before that region is overrun too.”

Trisha, get your ass back to the theatre. The Lamers are advancing much faster than expected. Avoid coming back along the 183. The Lamers will use the main roads to move quickly. Head for the park, I will meet you en route.

I fired out the recall message to her via Clarion’s Call and a couple of minutes later felt the confirmation that Trisha was heading back towards the waypoint.

“Brant, stay here and keep these people moving.” While I messaged Trisha, Claudia had reset the flow and beckoned for the next group to head down. “I’m going to bring back our wayward siren.”

***

I had little time to spare, only long enough to give Mia a quick kiss on the lips. She understood the need for me to get out there. It was best to leave the rest of the squad here too; I would be quicker on my own and the plan was not to engage the enemy.

A larger group would draw attention.

There was a set of train tracks a little south of our location that led directly west to the park and crossed over the river which ran through it. I followed the tracks moving at a sprint, occasionally dodging abandoned train cars. It was a couple of miles in a straight line and each step drew me closer to Trisha.

She was moving in a rough south-easterly direction, away from the 183 as I’d warned her. It seemed likely she had come to the same conclusion I had, that the bridge for the train tracks over the Trinity River would be the quickest way over. The Trinity River wasn’t very wide, ten or twelve metres, but you never knew what annoyances might be lurking under the water ready to attack and slow you down. The bridge would be best.

I reached the bridge only a few seconds ahead of her. Trisha was puffing away and had two Dallas soldiers in tow. Her face lit up when she saw me hanging out under the grey girders of the bridge frame. However, my joy at seeing her was short-lived.

The damn Lamers had adapted better than I thought possible. A vehicle that resembled a chariot with the beak of a predatory bird emblazoned in white and gold sped down the tracks behind her. It had been converted to run on the train tracks or perhaps the vehicle had the natural ability to adapt to any environment it found. Some of the more sophisticated land conversion equipment for ships had this capability. Either way, the Lamer chariot flew down the line travelling at close to fifty mph.

The Lamers swift advances made a lot more sense now. They hadn’t been camped outside merely waiting for an opportunity to wipe out the Lone Star Nation’s forces in one killer blow. They had been preparing to ensure that the city fell so quickly that nobody could escape their clutches. We may have underestimated the depths of their zealotry and depravity.

“Behind you!” I bellowed and desperately cast the Cold Feet cantrip on the front wheel of the chariot hoping to derail it.

The chariot proved to be too heavy or too well protected and it shattered the ice which formed around the wheel as if it were nothing of consequence. The cawing eagle on the front kept coming unobstructed.

The two Dallas soldiers were either too slow or didn’t hear me and the speeding chariot ploughed over them. One was cut in half by the protruding wing of the eagle-like creature decoration. Only it was not merely decorative, those wings must have been razor sharp to do that kind of instant damage to the man. The second soldier stumbled forward and avoided the same bisected fate of his companion only to be crushed by the momentum of the chariot that passed over him without a bump.

Trisha, at least, either heard my called warning or felt the spike of fear through our bond and threw herself off to the side and avoided any harm apart from the indignity of rolling like a rag doll through the gravel.

The chariot didn’t slow in the slightest and now I could see that it was dragging a train of open-top carriages loaded with Lamer warriors. Two of those soldiers leapt from one of the moving cars and landed not far from where Trisha was regaining her footing. Intent on capturing or finishing off the Siren. Meanwhile, the chariot transport zoomed onward down the track and passed my position on the bridge unabated.

I barely had time to formulate a plan before I was forced to leap from the bridge girder and onto the riverbank below. The chariot transport bristled with Lamer warriors and a few of them swung or fired their weapons at me as they passed. My concentration was elsewhere, and I was hit a couple of times, but my armour mitigated most of the damage.

With a pointed finger, I cast Summon Rift Beast behind me across the river at the other end of the park. I counted seven or eight mostly full open-top box cars being dragged by the chariot. That meant one hundred and fifty, perhaps more, Lamer warriors all headed in the direction of the evacuation point. Their intention might have been to go deeper into Dallas, but it wasn’t a risk I could take.

Our building was visible from the tracks and would draw them in like a moth to a flame. Especially with the modifications Claudia had made so that the Dallas evacuees could home in on the place.

A Steel-tailed Razorhound prowled out of the sparkling cloud of orange and purple summoning smoke. I needed something swift enough to keep pace with the chariot and the Razorhound fit the bill. The battle for control was won and I commanded the beast to derail the transport chariot or simply harry them if it couldn’t do that.

The gigantic metallic wolf bowed its head in deference and gave chase. Its shoulder banged into the back and almost overturned the last open-top car which rose upwards to almost a forty-five-degree angle before crashing back down. It was no longer on the rails of the track and bumped and bounced behind slowing the whole train down a little.

That was all I had time to observe. With the Goresteel Greatblade in hand, I turned away and sprinted in the opposite direction to where the pair of Lamer warriors closed in on Trisha.

Joktan Creel (Longbeard Dwarf)

Devout Holy Paladin (Valiant) (K) Blocked.

Character Aptitude: Moderate

Loot Value: Blocked.

Threat: Blocked

Current Affiliation: The Liberation Army of Moral Emancipators

---

Keas Fallrise (Celestial)

Angelfire Crusader (Valiant) (J) Blocked.

Character Aptitude: Moderate

Loot Value: Blocked.

Threat: Blocked

Current Affiliation: The Liberation Army of Moral Emancipators

The paladin was a male dwarf barely five feet tall who bore a shield on one arm and a hammer on the other. I couldn’t tell how long his beard was because it was tightly plaited and woven into knots to keep it out of the way.

The Crusader was the first Celestial I had encountered. Her skin was light blue, and her hair, tied back in a topknot, was a bright yellow. She wielded a spear and had a very large crossbow strapped to her back. Both wore finely crafted interlinking plate armour with the symbol of a sword piercing through the centre of a fiery halo emblazoned on the white tabards that covered their armour.

The weapons, tabards, and armour were stained with blood, evidence they had already seen action earlier in the day. Probably when the Lamers launched their surprise offensive against the Texas armies who had come to relieve the siege.

Trisha had surged back to her feet and engaged her sonic hum shield while actively trilling with a different set of vocal cords in an attempt to overwhelm their minds. It may have slowed their advance for a few seconds, but the pair quickly shook off its influence.

“Sing all you want, ya dumb bitch!” The dwarf, Joktan, growled and spat a wad of something disgusting that resembled chewing tobacco on the ground. “It won’t do you any good. We’re warded against that kind of interference.”

“Marshall Campion pays a nice bounty for siren tongues,” the Celestial woman snarled. Aesthetically, Kaes was a beautiful woman, but there was an edge to her voice that spoke of a deep level of sadism and hate in her heart. You couldn’t help but shudder with revulsion when her visage fell upon you.

However, their lust for blood and rewards worked to my advantage because all their focus was on Trisha and none of it on my rapidly approaching charge. Trisha spotted me and knew what to do. She hopped away from the pair at the last minute and gave me room to use my Breath Weapon ability.

To add to the pain, I assigned Shattering on both combatants and reduced their damage mitigation to low despite the armour they wore and exhaled a stream of frost breath. The cone enveloped the duo and the damage notification flicked past my eyeline.

*** Critical Strike! x4 You have inflicted 6,720 of cold damage and 6 points of Health loss due to frostbite to two combatants, Joktan Creel and Kaes Fallrise. ***

That neither of the two Lamers dropped after such a massive hit was a testament to their gear and level. Whatever glyphs they’d been tattooed with or the equipment they wore prevented me from getting proper details beyond their current class.

I would be surprised if they weren’t both well over level fifty and had to wear a limiter glyph to allow them on the planet. The good news was that 6,720 was more than half of their Hit Point pool. Dealing more than half in a single hit is what activated the Frostbite effect and stripped a point of Health for every thousand Hit Points lost.

“Damnation!” Joktan roared and turned his head towards me. His eyes narrowed in even greater rage when he spotted that it was an Acheronian bearing down on him. He lost his cool and turned his back on Trisha. “Abomination!” the dwarf screeched, and he started to glow red after activating some kind of berserk ability.

“No, heal yourself and kill the siren first, you fool,” Keas cried to no avail.

While Joktan screamed at me, she had quaffed and discarded an empty healing potion bottle, draining it in a single gulp. Then launched her spear at Trisha while yelling at the dwarf to make the correct tactical decision.

Trisha only just managed to evade being skewered by the hurtling weapon with the help of her sonic shield which diverted the trajectory of the spear away from her. But the force of the blow took a lot out of the defensive measure. The shimmer in the air was decidedly thinner than it had been, and it wouldn’t stand up to much more punishment.

Joktan frothed at the mouth, ignored the advice of his wiser companion and came at me, hammer swinging with unnatural speed. Thankfully, my agility wasn’t bad either, and I managed to evade the first attempted strike, duck low, and jam the point of my blade under the dwarf’s armpit in response.

*** Critical Strike! x2 You have inflicted 652 piercing and 32 cold damage. An additional 326 piercing and 16 cold damage will be applied over the next 10 seconds as a bleed effect. ***

Blood gushed from under his arm where the wound had been inflicted. The notification meant he still had Hit Points left, but that didn’t come as a surprise with the red berserk nimbus. Such abilities typically sacrificed Health to radically boost Hit Points. It’s what Luca had done to extend the fight against me a few months ago. It would be fair to say that I was sick of the ability.

In response, the haft of Joktan’s hammer clattered into my shoulder with a blind backward jab. The damn base of the handle was spiked, of course.

*** - 225 Hit Points. 9,100/9,525 remaining. ***

Even with the supreme mitigation of my armour that was an unexpectedly big chunk of Hit Points to lose from a simple shoulder strike. I had no fears about outlasting the likes of Joktan and Kaes, it was Trisha’s fate that had me concerned.

We traded several more blows in as many seconds, but only long enough to rack up a significant amount of extra bleed damage on the dwarf.

With a final flicked slash to the back of his calf, I abandoned the fight with the Joktan, crouched low and used Dragon’s Leap to soar over the head of the blue celestial woman. This put me between Kaes and Trisha, however, the celestial’s reactions were top tier and she managed to score a hit on my hip as I came back down to Earth.

*** - 125 Hit Points. 8,200/9,525 remaining. ***

Nevertheless, my sudden appearance forced Kaes to back off from Trisha whose sonic shield had completely dissolved by this point. Trisha had been trying and mostly failing to ward off Kaes’ spear thrusts with her polearm. The bloodied rents in Trisha’s clothing testament to the success Kaes had made passing by her defences on multiple occasions in a very short space of time.

The Whispering Bard had made great strides in terms of combat prowess in the last few months, but she was still a novice in comparison to the bloodthirsty Liberation Army warriors. They had been forged in a crucible of blood and battle and it showed in their natural combat skills. They were well versed in using their favoured weapons in combat and that would only have boosted their natural skill levels.

“Get out of here!” I barked to Trisha who was now behind me and pushed forward to give her a bit more space.

Trisha didn’t need to be told twice and she turned tail and ran down the railway track towards the bridge over the river.

However, things did not go to plan.

Foolishly, I’d largely written off the berserking dwarf as a threat to Trisha. Earlier he’d be wholly focused on attacking me, and I expected that to continue. But at the worst possible moment, the red nimbus which surrounded him stuttered and flickered out.

Joktan’s first reaction was to pant and wheeze suffering the ill effects of the comedown from his ability and the many sources of bleed I’d inflicted. Then he spotted the fleeing Trisha and his eyes narrowed with shrewd calculation.

“Hold the pirate back, Kaes. I need to slay a sinner and boost my divine regeneration.”

Kaes nodded her understanding. Before I understood Joktan meant Trisha and not me, she cast aside her spear, rushed forward, and grappled with me. Thereby, preventing me from using my boots to once again leap between the siren and incoming danger.

It seemed that the world slowed down.

Joktan activated another ability and bull-rushed towards Trisha, running her down in a couple of mighty, empowered strides. His hammer swung high over his head in a wide arc and descended with incredible killing intent. It missed the back of Trisha’s head by a hair’s width but slammed into her hip with a resounding thud so loud I heard the pelvic bones snap from the force.

Trisha crumpled to the floor in absolute agony.

I roared in rage, summoned small ice blades by the dozen and stabbed them into the neck, temple, and eyes of a shocked Kaes. She must have believed I would be unable to create or summon weapons while locked in her grip. If she had such an ability, I’d bulldozed through it without thinking.

Her grappling hands fell away, and she stumbled to the ground, but not quickly enough. The crazed dwarf had taken another step forward and raised his hammer high again to bring it cracking down on Trisha’s defenceless head.

A gust of wind whipped across my cheek and the whine of a fast-moving object tickled my ears. A blur of white and scarlet zipped overhead and past the dwarf with his beefy arm raised and he squawked in shock.

The hammer did not fall upon Trisha.

Instead, it teetered in his grip and then dropped to the ground, shortly followed by the hand and arm which held it, shorn clean off just above the shoulder. The dwarf stood there in shocked stillness for a moment before he twitched and toppled to the ground as a severed part of his head came loose and spilt what passed for his brains onto the verge of grass.

Kaes gurgled and gasped on her knees at my feet, but she didn’t hold my attention.

Trisha’s unexpected saviour did.

The flying woman circled back around, and her feet came to rest on the grass beside the prone siren. The scarlet-tipped white wings on her back flexed, flapped, and then retracted in on themselves so as not to be overbearing.

The blazing stare of the beautiful dark-haired woman fixed me in place. Her eyes were puffy, and her cheeks glinted wetly with shed tears in the early morning sun. Floods of tears.

“Nice to see you again, Raven,” I said.

“I cannot say the same of you, Carter!” She snapped in return.

Raven Reynolds had lost none of her disdain or dislike for me it seemed.


Chapter 34

Volnis Karspent

Stormblade Harbour

“Today I bestow upon you worms an honour far greater than any of you deserve,” Li Qiang informed the group of four infiltrators as they finished up the daily mopping of the Slave Market’s first sub-level basement. “The work for the day is not yet complete. Follow me and we will go down to the next level. This is a highly restricted area. Only those with the supreme trust of Lord Carter, like me, have permission to bring worms like you inside. Behave and I will see that you get an extra bowl of slop to eat tonight. Disappoint me and you will walk the dungeon!”

At last! Volnis thought to himself.

He had begun to grow frustrated with the middle-aged Chinese man. It had been weeks since he planted the idea for Li Qiang to bring them down here. He’d been half-afraid that he’d miscalculated, and they would have to activate an alternate strategy. Turns out, it had taken Li Qiang this long to wheedle the necessary permission.

Li Qiang led the group to the lift they needed to use to descend to the next level. Once they were inside, he pressed the correct button and the lift door clanged shut. Volnis used the noise of the closing door to cover the tiny sound made when his fingernail clicked the switch to deactivate his collar. Furda and the other two men adjusted their collars in the same manner.

The lift dinged and shuddered to a stop, then the door slid open.

“Get to work,” Li Qiang commanded and ushered the group out onto the second basement sub-level.

The scene which met Volnis’ eyes was even more gratifying than he expected. The different-sized cells were filled with a panoply of beasts and monsters that had been sold to podiums. Nothing on this level was particularly dangerous but setting them free in the heart of the capital where nobody expected them to be would cause mass panic and chaos.

Amid that type of confusion, a skilled operator like himself could strike a decisive blow.

On top of that, no guards were patrolling the area.

A bit slack of Carter’s operation perhaps. They must have decided there was no need to keep a watch. Everything down here was collared and locked up, after all.

“I said get to work!” LI Qiang screeched and kicked Volnis squarely in the ass.

However, unlike every other time the arrogant fool had abused Volnis before, he didn’t sprawl forward, fall to the floor and fawn at his feet. The sandalled foot met the equivalent of a wall of iron. There was no longer a need to keep up the pretence of pathetic subservience.

Volnis arched his neck and looked over his shoulder at his longtime abuser. The mask of shock on Li Qiang’s face was priceless. Only matched by the confusion and eventual pain as three sharpened mop handles were detached from the sockets of the mop-head and pierced into his body: lung, heart, and the third at the base of his skull.

Li Qiang choked like a fish out of water for a few seconds and then collapsed to his knees quite dead.

“You know what to do,” Volnis whispered to his compatriots, and they hurried to kick-off the plan, unlocking the cages and leading the collared mobs out.

The creatures had little choice but to obey the orders they were given.

For now.

The plan was not a success yet, Volnis had to complete a vital task first or the first released mobs would turn on them. The damn things couldn’t be reasoned with and once out of their collars would ignore all previous commands.

He got back in the lift and rode it back up to the main floor. It was much busier here on the ground floor, there was even a gathering of people that seemed to be protesting the existence of the market. That proved to be very useful because it distracted any guards. Their attention was focused on the noisy interlopers and not on a lone cleaning slave wandering around by himself unsupervised. With his head down, Volnis exited the market and made his way to the first available public podium terminal.

After checking that nobody could see what he was doing, Volnis input a personal code and accepted a delivery that he had set up in advance. The weapons, armour, and items delivered were quickly hidden in his inventory before they could be seen by any snooper and Volnis quickly retraced his steps back to the lift.

The protest in the main mezzanine continued, if anything, it had heated up considerably. Several of the protestors were pushing and shoving the militia members who were appealing for them to remain calm. Nobody noticed when he slipped by and took the lift back down to the second sub-basement.

Furda and the other two infiltrators were almost done releasing the mobs from their cages.

“I’ve got your gear,” Volnis told them as he stepped off the lift and started to hand out proper armour and weaponry to the group. Armour, even armour hidden in an inventory, infused you with a sense of comfort. You felt less vulnerable than when forced to walk around with none.

The last item Volnis brought out was a wooden chest that he put down on the floor and opened with a sharp hiss as air rushed into the vacuum-sealed container. Inside it was filled with tiny alchemical devices. “Okay, we must be quick. Now that these have been exposed to the air they’ll automatically activate in an hour, and you don’t want to be around when they do. Put one on the catch of a mob’s collar. When the reaction hits its peak, it will eat through the mechanism and free the mob. Shuttle them up to the first sub-basement and order them to stay put and be quiet. We know they rarely bother to patrol during the day when we are supposed to be cleaning.

“There are stairwells up to the main mezzanine from the first sub-basement. We will sabotage any door that could be closed and when the fizzers eat through the collars, the mobs will do what mobs do. The only way out for them will be up the ground floor. Once that phase is complete, Furda and I will head to the palace. Glort and Coffos, stay here and break into the lowest levels. Here.” Volnis produced a smaller case from his inventory and handed it over. “These fizzers have a five-minute fuse. Open the cells to the biggest beasts, attach them, then lead them into the lifts and send them up. Lay low and we will rendezvous at the agreed location later.”

“Understood,” Coffos said and took the case from him.

After weeks of patience, the plan was finally coming together.

Volnis helped the others ferry the lesser monsters up a level for the next thirty minutes and then he and Furda sabotaged the doors under the guise of cleaning and polishing them for the next twenty.

Everything was in place, and they had a few minutes before the fizzers ate through the collars and ignited carnage. Volnis nodded to Furda, and they padded back up to the mezzanine. Getting out of the market proved to be a bit more complex than he’d initially expected. The militia had withdrawn from the building since he last navigated his way through. The stall shutters had been lowered and the doors to the upper levels where the administration functions happened were closed and locked.

The protesting throng had full control of the mezzanine area.

They were in a boisterous mood. Whooping and hollering as if they had scored a grand victory.

“Down with tyranny! Democracy for Michigan!”

“Carter out! Carter out!”

That and dozens of other meaningless slogans were being called out. Pushing through the jubilant crowd without standing out is what delayed their progress. The people weren’t trying to slow them, they were simply ignorant of their desire to leave and were getting in the way.

Volnis recognised what was occurring here, he even spotted a few planted agitators in the crowd. Somebody was making a play for more power and influence and used the easily gulled to cause a ruckus on their behalf. He’d organised similar demonstrations for clients in the past. Although Volnis was unsure what democracy was supposed to be, the Framework struggled to translate the word into something familiar to him.

It was the worst timing ever for them, though.

Whatever modicum of power the architects or this uprising were trying to appropriate for themselves would be irrelevant shortly. This place would fall to the consortium soon enough. Those who survived would be enslaved and sold to whoever needed to replace the slaves they’d already worked to death. Not that Volnis expected many of this lot to survive the day.

Not with what had been set in motion at his instruction.

“What is our target?” Furda whispered when they finally managed to exit the building and slip away with barely a minute to spare before time ran out.

“Carter’s first wife is pregnant with his heir. We break into the palace in the confusion, cut her throat, kill the babe, and then move on to sabotaging the defences. A man riven by grief and anger is apt to make poor decisions. Decisions we can take advantage of.”

Just then, the soft cheering and chanting which had carried on the wind from the market behind transitioned into screams of terror and pain.

Volnis hid a smile behind his hands. The turmoil had begun.


Chapter 35

I stood there with a glaring angel boring a hole into me with her eyes.

Coughing dragged my attention back to the celestial Kaes who tried to crawl away from me.

“Do you mind?” I asked and gestured with my sword to the wounded Crusader. Raven had killed Joktan but the post-slay gaze of disgust sent in my direction left me a bit unsure how she would react if I executed the downed warrior.

Raven’s eyes flicked to Keas. “Finish it. Her soul is blacker than the darkest of pits. They all are.” There was raw pain and fury in the timbre of her voice. “They slaughter indiscriminately, unarmed men, women, children…no one is spared. A quick death would be incomparable mercy for these villains.”

That explained the streaks of tears Raven had shed.

“N…Nu…No,” Kaes gasped and held a hand up to block me. I ignored her plea and brought the blade down and sliced through the fingers that vainly tried to stop the incoming death.

Notification of a hefty chunk of XP and notoriety reward for the fight came through and pushed me closer to level thirty-five. I suppose there is one benefit to an invasion by over-levelled opponents. Plenty of quick progression if you managed to survive.

“Trisha, are you okay?” I asked once the wet work was done.

Her head lifted from the ground, and she groaned in excruciating pain, tears in her eyes. “De…Define okay? I think he shattered my hip. Oh, fuck, I’ve never hurt so much in all my life.”

“Here, I can help,” Raven offered and knelt beside her, placing a hand on the injured area. There was a glow from her fingertips and Trisha signed with relief and her head flopped back down onto the grass. “Do not attempt to stand,” Raven warned her. “I have suppressed the pain and stabilised the injury. It will not worsen but the bone is still broken. You still require the services of a dedicated healer.”

“And here I thought you didn’t like me, Raven,” Trisha sighed from the ground.

“I don’t, but when my mother allotted you a place under our wing, I pledged to protect your wellbeing if I were able. I do not break my promises. Saving you was a matter of principle.”

“Way to make a girl feel special,” Trisha muttered.

After looting Kaes, I walked over and checked the siren for any other injuries and offered the best healing pellet I had which she quickly swallowed.

“Thank you, anyway, Raven,” I told the winged woman who had moved four or five steps from Trisha when I approached. “I’m surprised to see you here. I thought you’d be with your father, protecting his greedy little ass.”

“Do not test me, demon scum!” Raven snorted. “I came to bear witness to the tragedy unfolding here. To prove Glastos wrong. The damnable man spoke truly. Beyond that, I stayed to do what I could. To give aid and succour to those in need.”

Now that I could see Raven up close, her clothing was dirtied and had fresh bloodstains, not a result of what she did to Joktan. Several of her feathers were crooked or showing other signs of damage. She had been in the wars for certain. I had no idea who Glastos was or if I was supposed to.

“I am not surprised to find you in the middle of this,” she continued, her dislike for me very plain. “Have you come to take advantage of the situation? Pillage what you can from the ruins and suffering.”

“On the contrary,” I huffed and lifted Trisha into my arms. She didn’t even wince. Credit where credit is due, Raven’s abilities were no joke. “We came to stem the flood caused by your father when he opened a gate and let monsters like the Liberation Army through. Even as we speak, my people are evacuating as many survivors as possible. It will be far too few. All this bloodshed to fill your father’s pockets.”

“You lie!” Raven screamed and more tears poured down her cheeks.

Trisha’s finger pressed against my lips and halted any verbal response from me. Where Raven was concerned, I was not always in control. The natural rivalry between Acheronians and Angelbloods interfered.

“Raven,” Trisha said softly, kindly. “You know that he isn’t. You of all people know that he isn’t.”

“Then he is wrong!” Then Raven let loose with a terrible, inhuman screech of pain and frustration. She offered no further retort. Instead, she turned her back on us, extended her wings, and flew off into the sky.

“And just like that, the deluded, crazy woman is gone,” I muttered.

“Raven did save my life, Torin,” Trisha reminded me.

I glanced down at the wounded woman nestled in my arms and let slip the ghost of a smile. “That she did.”

“You may not see it; you haven’t been around her as much as I have. Raven has changed.”

“How so?”

“Before she would merely have got angry. That was her habitual reaction to the cognitive dissonance of someone telling the truth and implicating the saintly Richard Reynolds in some wrongdoing. That cry at the end, though, was pure emotional pain, not anger. That was the cry of a woman whose carefully built mental walls were crumbling. Finally, she sees the father she loves for who he truly is. Perhaps beginning to comprehend how her blindness has made her complicit in his crimes. Can you imagine what that must feel like? That is the kind of thing that breaks people, I don’t know if we will ever see her again.”

“Not our problem,” I grunted half-heartedly.

Which wasn’t true. If RR hadn’t been ‘our’ problem we wouldn’t be here and none of this would have happened.

Carrying Trisha, we crossed the bridge and I put her down on the other side long enough to retrieve a couple of Sheamus’ explosive packages and place them underneath the bridge on the foundation struts. The trigger was a trip wire I threaded across the tracks. If the Lamers sent another track chariot it would activate the charges and take the bridge and vehicle out.

Trap-setting duty only took a couple of minutes, and then we were on the move once more.

Halfway back to the theatre, we came across the corpse of the Steel-tailed Razorhound. It was on a section of the track that acted as a kind of depot and the number of lines grew from two or three to ten or more. Transport carriages would be diverted into this exchange layby of sorts and stored there.

The Razorhound managed to derail the chariot and its train of cars before succumbing to a mortal wound. There were more than a dozen dead Lamers either around the beast or in the wreckage of the transport. Most of the surviving soldiers had dispersed into the surrounding area but there was a group of ten who attempted to right the decoupled chariot and get it back on the track.

That was too many for me to take on with a wounded Trisha clinging around my neck. But fortune favoured us once again with where the carnage had occurred. I recalled that during my sprint in the other direction, there were so many parked or abandoned carriages sitting on the layby tracks that you couldn’t see through them all to the other side.

I jinked to the right and threaded my way through long lines of tubular tankers that I presumed had been used to haul oil or gasoline. A safe bet in Texas. There was a short gap of almost one hundred metres where there was a single line of carriages blocking the view of the team working on the chariot. I raced past at a sprint and covered the distance with Olympic sprinter-level speed.

The dangerous section was made all the easier when an audible detonation roared further down the tracks behind us. Something or someone had set off the trap I’d installed on the bridge. With my speedy pace and the distraction, the pair of us passed the Lamer chariot crew unseen and unheard. Nothing came tearing down the tracks in the next few moments either, so presumably, the explosives I’d left had been enough to take out the bridge.

There were no experience notifications either, but that didn’t surprise me. The explosives had been designed to topple infrastructure, not take out the enemy.

The exchange layby faded back into a handful of tracks and the cover of abandoned carriages disappeared with half a kilometre to go. Still, I could cross over quickly and use a bit of sparse tree cover on the other side to stay mostly out of sight.

“We’re in the clear,” Trisha whispered in my ear. “The charioteers are too focused on what they’re doing. None of them were looking our way when we crossed.”

My legs didn’t stop pumping to answer her and it wasn’t long before I reached the break in the buildings that opened for the sizeable area of parking around the waypoint dungeon building. I ground to a halt and hastily backed up a few seconds the moment we ran into view.

Whatever apportionment of luck I’d been dipping into had run out. The former adult theatre was surrounded by a squad of Lamers who had control of the surrounding area and were involved in a fight to gain entrance into the building. I could see Cole and Brant fighting fiercely around the entrance with Doc and a few other squad members providing support from the back lines.

The corpses of scores of civilians lay on the tarmac around the building. Victims of the Lamers indiscriminate slaughter. Fifteen, maybe sixteen veteran warriors, most with valiant classes, were trying to force their way in.

Had I not been so focused on Trisha’s safe rescue and return, then I might have considered the possibility that one or more of the squads who had survived the chariot derailment would have found their way to the theatre my people were holed up in. The influx of fleeing refugees was practically guaranteed to draw their attention if they came anywhere nearby. Claudia had since deactivated the neon pointing arrow signal that she had created to help the refugees find us.

As nice as it would have been for Claudia to simply seal the building up, it officially remained a dungeon entrance. Dungeons could only close off all forms of ingress in certain circumstances. None of which applied in this situation. We would have to clear the scum away by hand and that would be tricky. They would all be well-levelled and competent fighters.

Trisha knew what I was thinking and tapped me on the shoulder. “I think this place has a flat roof,” she whispered referring to the L-shaped, one-storey building we’d retreated behind. “Jump us up. You can get a run-up and probably leap the gap. I’ll be safe up here until you’ve dealt with the Lamers.”

It was a decent call and with a quick crouch, I pushed off the ground and cleared the twenty feet necessary.

“Stay down and keep out of sight,” I warned Trisha when I laid her down on the roof.

She rolled her eyes and smiled fondly at me. “I’m not some maddened battle fiend who can’t lay low when they should. That would be Shana. It’s a damn shame she’s not here, though. Her arrows would be really handy in this situation.”

Trisha wasn’t wrong about the Shadepath Mistress’s lethality in a scenario like this. But given her current heavily pregnant condition, I was rather glad we’d made her stay behind.

“I’ve got a bow anyway, but I’m not especially good with it.”

“Don’t expose your position,” I warned her. “Worse comes to worst, we bring in a dozen squads of militia from Stormblade Harbour. Drown them in superior numbers.”

I was a tad concerned that didn’t seem to be the case already. The Lamers could have only surrounded the place a few minutes ago. Long enough for them to slaughter the locals outside. Claudia didn’t exhibit any hint of the type of arrogance that would convince a person they could handle a situation like this without backup. Nor did it make sense that they would rely on me getting back in time.

The tumultuous thoughts were purged from my mind as I moved to the back of the building. There were a few features in the way, but I had a fairly straight run-up. Planting the heel of my back foot on the edge, I pushed off and sprinted forward at top speed. I activated Dragon’s Leap with my final step connected with the roof at the other end of the building and I soared through the air, clearing close to one hundred metres.

Halfway through the leap, I realised I wouldn’t make the full distance. The plan had been to land on top of the adult theatre, but the building was too tall, and my trajectory meant I would come up short. On the fly, I switched up the plan, curled into a ball, and flexed my will to strip a bit of momentum from the leap.

Magic was handy for messing with the laws of physics like that.

To add the icing on the cake, I tapped into my Frost harmony and created sharp icicles over every inch of my armour. This turned me into a frozen porcupine meteor that crashed into the unaware backs of the three Lamers assaulting the front door. Batting them down like human-sized bowling pins.

It would be nice to say the Lamers broke my fall, but if they did, I certainly didn’t feel it. The armour I wore helped limit the bludgeoning damage, but the collision still left me feeling a bit winded and vulnerable in the gravel-strewn parking lot.

Two men stepped over me as I regathered my wits. Cole took the lead and swung his hammer in a wide arc to keep the shocked Lamers from taking advantage of my prone position. Brant’s outstretched hand hovered above my chest. I took it in mine and the big man hauled me to my feet.

“You do like to make an entrance,” he muttered, but that was all the time we had for discussion before the attacks from the Lamers poured in and we fought back-to-back, inching our way back to the building where we would be less exposed.

My eyes scanned the area and my heart dropped when a second smaller squad of ten Lamer soldiers joined the besiegers. It was the group who had been by the chariot.

“Shit!”

This fight just got a hell of a lot harder.


Chapter 36

Stormblade Harbour

Volnis and Furda hurried through the streets. A loud alarm blared across the harbour coming from the Slave Market on the other side of the bay. The distraction was in full effect. Most of the civilian population crowded around the dock area to get a look at what was happening. A few of the smarter or more cautious ones edged away from the harbour, unwilling to get caught up in whatever calamity had befallen the building across the small stretch of water.

The sleek black lines of the infamous flagship of the Shattered Storm, Marena’s Mercy sailed by and cut through the lake water smoothly. Off to lend aid and support for the crisis.

Several squads of the militia rushed past; their boots clattered on the hard street as they moved to surround the building. Several skiffs, loaded up with armed warriors took the direct route over the water.

Everything was going to plan. The pair walked steadily but didn’t rush. It was a practised, relaxed gait that ate up distance without alerting any nearby eyes that they were moving faster than you would think. Although with all the confusion, they could probably sprint to their destination and not draw much suspicion. Still, years of training deterred them from taking such a risk.

The twin gatehouses came into view. The edifice on the left led up to the Plexus Gate. Its proximity would be rather handy if they needed to escape should anything go wrong. To the right was the primary entrance to the Stormwarden’s Palace. It was the only one that they could feasibly pass through. The others were locked up tight and guarded by sentinel war machines.

Volnis didn’t want to run into any of those. They had a habit of being able to see through facades. It’s what they were designed for.

The background information on the target location came from the arrogant Li Qiang. He liked to show off the depth and breadth of his knowledge and influence while they worked. Directing his rambling boasts towards useful subjects was easy enough. Through him, Volnis learned many things about the city.

The two most relevant were information on the layout of the palace and the current affairs of the faction. Fortune favoured the infiltrators because Li Qiang had previously been assigned to agricultural work on the grounds of the palace. He had even been inside the building often enough to give Volnis a confident impression of where they needed to go.

Information about the world outside the walls was equally important. It was common knowledge amongst the population that another gate had recently opened on the planet and many of the mercenary groups in the pay of the Dominarius Consortium had come through. However, those groups had yet to reach the border of Carter’s kingdom, let alone surround the walls of this city.

Few had any genuine concerns this would happen. They believed the lake to be an adequate deterrent. Little did they realise that the merc groups would bring ships with them.

Ideally, Volnis and his infiltrator group would remain hidden in the city. Fomenting discord and carrying out acts of sabotage to further weaken Torin Carter’s grip on power. If they could bring the shield walls down when the mercenaries were in position, it would hurry the fall of the Shattered Storm considerably. But those were considerations for tomorrow, today they had an assassination to complete. Groundwork for the eventual fall to lay.

Along the way, Volnis and Furda had stolen some farming tools which they held prominently as they walked through the palace gate. The guards on duty barely glanced in their direction. They saw the tools and little more, their attention drawn back to the commotion occurring elsewhere in the city. Hushed conversations and concerned looks dominated their consciousness and this let the pair slip through effectively unobserved.

The two of them marched towards the trellises that filled the gardens which surrounded the huge palace. There were other labourers here hard at work who largely ignored them. The infiltrators didn’t have to worry about that for long. They rested the tools against a trellis the moment they were out of sight of the guards at the gatehouse and abandoned their worker disguises.

The cloaks they wore were discarded, while weapons and armour were donned in their place. The outfits they’d brought were carefully curated to give the first impression to anyone they encountered that they were members of a piratical crew. Hiding in plain sight. The staff would be used to seeing members of Carter’s crew wandering the halls and like most Corsair groups, they had no uniform beyond some vague colour coordination.

Torin Carter favoured black and ice blue. It was the iconic colouring of his armour and the sails on his dungeon ship. Naturally, the crew members gravitated towards clothing of the same hues. The infiltrators had brough a variety of different clothes for the job. Nothing they had matched perfectly, but they had enough items in black and blue to give off the desired air. It wouldn’t hold up to close scrutiny, but it didn’t need to if they just passing people in the halls. All they needed was to not stick out.

There was a small door under the main steps that you could get to from the gardens. It was a better way in than going up to the large doorway at the top of that lengthy flight of external stairs. Two armoured sentinels stood guard at the top, but none were stationed inside the small breakout area.

The intended use for this room was an informal barracks for guards. To keep your sentries fresh, you could have a group relaxing or taking a break in here and then they could replace those on duty guarding the entrance every few hours. However, when you have tireless sentinels to do the job, a switchover station is unnecessary, and it had been repurposed for use by the garden workers.

Of course, it had an internal doorway that led deeper into the palace. That wouldn’t be a security concern if the room was used as intended and permanently populated with armed guards. But it wasn’t and thanks to Li Qiang, the infiltrators knew of a convenient way in past the upper floor sentries.

There were a few labourers taking a break inside when Volnis and Furda made their way in. The workers jumped up from the couches and chairs where they were sitting, some abandoning a game of cards.

“D…Do you need something, sirs?” one of the men half-stuttered.

“At ease,” Volnis smiled at them, taking control of the situation. “We’re just passing through. Taking a shortcut.” He winked at the speaker and kept walking. He didn’t want to give them a chance to think over what he said until it was too late. The less said, the better.

The bluff worked and they passed through the chamber and out the door which led into the servant floors of the palace. They left the flustered group behind them and heard a few chairs being shifted as the workers retook their seats. With any luck, they would simply be so grateful that their downtime wouldn’t be interrupted and forget to question the incongruity of two of Carter’s pirates wandering through a section of the palace they normally wouldn’t be found.

Nor ask questions of exactly where this was a shortcut too because Volnis certainly had no idea.

They passed a few more members of the palace’s staff and got a couple of curious looks but nothing that would derail their mission. After a few minutes, they found a set of stairs in the heart of the place which led up to the living quarters and ascended.

The upper floors were much quieter and Volnis began to feel confident.

They turned a final corner and almost bumped into a trio of young women. Volnis felt rather than saw Furda come to the wrong conclusion and he had to nudge his compatriot with an elbow to the solar plexus to prevent him doing something precipitous.

“My apologies, ladies,” Volnis mouthed and quickly bowed to keep his face out of sight as much as possible. Furda followed suit.

“Nothing to apologise for,” a sweet blonde young woman said. “But if you’ll excuse us, we are already late for an appointment. If you’re looking to update Shana on when Torin is due to return, she is in her rooms at the end of the corridor.”

The blonde ushered the other two past the bowing infiltrators and headed away, laughing lightly with her friends.

“Don’t forget to knock!” The blonde called out loudly as they turned the corner and walked off chattering away.

Once they were out of earshot, Volnis and Furda straightened. Furda looked at his boss with a quirked eyebrow, questioning him.

“Calie, Lindsay, and Keisha. Carter’s newest women,” he answered and set off down the hall.

“Then why didn’t we off them too when we had the chance?”

“And risk one of them screaming out a warning? There were three of them, one too many for us to take out quickly. His first wife and unborn heir are the priority. If we get a chance on the way out, by all means, take it.”

They reached the door at the end of the corridor, drew their weapons and barged their way inside. Shock and surprise would be their best allies in getting this done with a minimum of fuss. Volnis led the way and was six steps inside before the surroundings fully registered. The drawing room was large and spacious. The thick red curtains were pulled back, and the French windows opened wide to let the warm air inside.

The target was sitting calmly on a padded couch no more than thirty feet from him. His brain registered that something was horribly wrong a millisecond before the first arrow punched into his shoulder.

Shana Colton had not merely been sitting on a couch with an enlarged belly. She was sat there in full armour and with a shadowy, curved bow in her hands. A collection of arrows was artfully arranged on a blue silk pillow placed beside her within easy reach. Not just that, but there were four of the armoured sentinels, axes and shields at the ready, arranged around her person. Ready and prepared to intercept anyone or anything that tried to do her harm.

The first arrow was swiftly met by a second and then a third in the blink of an eye. Any thought of leaping out the windows and running away was quickly suppressed by the reality of the situation.

The power of the arrow strikes sent Volnis staggering backwards and spun him around. Just in time to see a red-skinned woman with horns materialise out of nowhere behind Furda. Two wicked daggers in the shape of very large teeth were in her hands and driven into the side of his companion’s throat and kidneys.

Volnis had just long enough to recognise the attacker from Li Qiang’s description. The cambion, Fang Mei.

His final thought before a fourth arrow pierced his temple and ended his life was one of defeat and despair.

They had to know he was coming. They were too prepared.

He’d never been a step ahead of the Shattered Storm, they were a step ahead of him.

***

“Happy now?” Fang Mei demanded of Shana with a degree of exasperation in her voice. “You’ve taken part in the operation.”

“It was over a bit quickly, but it will have to do, I suppose,” Shana sighed. “I mean they’re dead now, right?”

“Damn straight, they’re dead. I’m not risking leaving either of them alive. They came here to assassinate you.”

“Pfff,” Shana played it down. “I was never in danger with you or these tin cans hovering over me.”

Three pairs of shoes could be heard running down the carpeted hallway and Calie, Lindsay, and Keisha crowded into the room and almost slipped in the pool of blood seeping from Furda’s corpse that lay closest to the door.

“Eeewww,” the brown-haired Lindsay gasped and hop-stepped out of the way of the dead man’s vital fluids. The other two were forewarned by her reaction and stopped in time.

“You did it then,” Keisha asked and stepped around the body to enter the room and backed away from the bodies.

“Yep,” Shana said with satisfaction. “Calie, your warning was very useful, thank you.”

Calie curtseyed and beamed with happiness. “We just wanted to help where we could.”

“The three of you are almost as bad as Shana,” Fang Mei grumped. “It was a huge risk; they could have chosen to cut their losses and target you instead. We didn’t know for sure they were after Shana.”

“My people had eyes on them,” a new quiet, but masculine voice cut in. Doyle appeared from out of a secret passage located behind Shana. “But Fang Mei is quite correct, this was an unnecessary risk. We could and should have intercepted them earlier.”

“In Torin’s absence, the decision was mine to make,” Shana reminded him. “Separating and handling them out of sight was the best option.”

“I’m not sure he would have agreed, my Lady.”

“It also maximised the chances of us uncovering any additional contacts they may have made. Do we have an update on that and how has the rest of the plan unfolded.”

“I am cautiously optimistic that Li Qiang was the sole individual this group compromised. It was fortunate he had been under observation already. Had he not been, then these saboteurs may have operated in secret for longer before being discovered. Following them has uncovered a range of security risks that we can now address. The other two members of this little cabal were intercepted in the lower basement before they could release any of the more dangerous mobs. I will see to their interrogation presently.”

“And what of the protesters who stormed the market’s mezzanine?”

“Unfortunately, there were…a severe number of casualties before order could be restored and the freed mobs either slain or recaptured. Their presence interfered with the militia’s ability to act decisively. The scheduling of their unapproved protest was a true tragedy or poor timing.”

Doyle thought it best not to mention there had been nothing accidental about the timing at all. Ot with the three newer paramours of Captain Carter present. When Li Qiang started requesting access to the lower basements to assist in the cleaning, Doyle had correctly surmised the infiltrator’s intentions. It was not difficult to do, he only had to ask himself what he would do in their position.

His new team assigned to handling internal political threats had ferreted out the day of the protest. Therefore, they stalled on giving Li Qiang his access until the day of the event to make sure the two affairs clashed.

Two birds with one stone.

His new team would be among the lucky survivors, and that should make things easier for them to seize the leadership positions of the movement. With tacit control of the opposition, then future, potential troublemakers would be volunteering to identify themselves to the authorities.

“Speaking of timing, there has been a drawback to today’s operation. The Liberation Army chose the same day to make their move on Dallas. Miss Gattosi put in a request for support during the middle of the jailbreak. The team that could have been sent from the waypoint here had been called in to assist in containing the mob outbreak at the Slave Market. A team had to be assembled and despatched from the Grand Rapids garrison instead. It did mean a short delay.”

“You’re only telling us this now!” Shana yelled and pushed herself up from the couch, knocking the unused arrows onto the floor. Then she gripped her belly and slowly lowered herself back down.

“Are you alright?” Fang Mei asked with grave concern and crossed the room quickly.

“Oh, I’m fine,” Shana answered. “But I do think my water just broke.” Her fingers eased under her thigh and discovered wetness. “Yep.”

“What? The baby’s coming” Keisha squeaked with delight. “I thought you had another month to go?”

“Apparently not,” Shana grimaced.

“Somebody get Mathilda, quickly,” Fang Mei demanded, more shaken by the unexpected turn of events than Shana.

“I’ll go,” Calie volunteered and skipped out of the room to get the nurse who operated the palace infirmary.

“Doyle,” Shana gasped, and then the first contraction caught her by surprise and derailed her line of thought.

The former CIA man took advantage of the distraction to smooth things over. “I’ll get everything in here cleaned up. Spick and span. Ladies, help Shana down to the med wing. Don’t worry about Captain Carter, he has an uncanny ability to land on his feet.”


Chapter 37

The Lamer warriors drew in closer, and it was high time they felt some pain. Poison from my Breath Weapon filled the parking lot. As per usual, I’d been after Frost, but I would take Poison given the circumstances. The cloud of noxious green gas billowed forth. There was hardly any breeze, so it would hang in the air nicely and it enveloped most of the enemy.

Unfortunately, despite the lack of natural wind, there was nothing I could do to stop the unnatural variety. One of the Lamers had a wind-based class and created a small vortex in the centre of the parking lot that drew in the poisonous smoke. It was funnelled high into the air and away from where it would continue to be problematic for them. Nevertheless, it bought us a quarter of a minute to get back into position and allow Doc and the other ranged attackers to let loose a few volleys with their weapons.

“Reconfigure the raptor chariot!” The commanding voice of a grey-bearded veteran standing at the back shouted. A handful of warriors backed up to obey his command and rushed out of sight to the train tracks.

“That doesn’t sound good,” Brant grunted beside me.

“It isn’t,” I replied.

The only explanation I could think of was they planned to reconfigure the chariot’s runners into wheels and use it to batter through our defences. Having seen the fate of a couple of Dallas soldiers run down twenty minutes ago, I didn’t have a great deal of faith we could keep it out if it built up sufficient velocity.

Now that I was back at the entrance, I could see behind my people to the interior. Inside it was crammed with panicked civilians. It appeared that there had been a large influx of refugees just before the Lamers had arrived and started to cut down the stragglers. It would take a while to ferry all those people through the waypoint. Half the squad I’d brought with me were involved in maintaining order inside.

Claudia controlling what people could see on the outside helped on that front. They wouldn’t fully know how dire the situation appeared.

“How about letting me go?” Cole beside me complained and tugged on the collar around his neck. “It’s pretty God-damned immoral to force someone to die on your behalf.”

Cole’s welfare was the least of my concerns. “Take this for compensation,” I said and handed over the hammer I’d looted from Joktan. It was better than what he already wielded.

The guild mercenary couldn’t hide the expression of avarice when his fingers wrapped around the hilt and the details of the hammer’s stats filtered into his mind. He tried to force the smile back down but didn’t do a very good job of it. “It’s a start,” he coughed.

“Cover my flanks, I’ll hold the centre,” I ordered. “Here they come again.”

The Lamer soldiers had spent a little time healing up and purging any toxin debuffs from my previous attack. After that, they felt confident enough to come at us again.

Six armoured soldiers advanced. The sun, now high in the air as we reached mid-morning, glinted from the burnished steel of exposed armour. Their weapons swung in our direction. I exchanged blows with their front rank while Cole and Brant guarded the sides. The Goresteel Greatblade flashed out again and again, and it became coated in the blood of my enemies

I burned through my remaining charges of Shattering to weaken this wave and push them back. The strategic aim was to enforce caution and trepidation on the warriors in the second wave after watching the first wave pushed back with such serious injuries. The tactic didn’t work. These people were too fanatic or bloodthirsty to give a shit about the welfare of their fellows

Slowly, the Lamers began to succeed in wearing me down. My Hit Points had dipped below four thousand, under half of my starting total. But despite a single lucky swipe to the neck of one of the younger fighters which killed him from the bleed, they’d taken no casualties in return.

It felt like this was a losing proposition.

The Liberation Army fighters rotated out after I put a bit of hurt on them and there was little that could be done to stop the exchange.

It didn’t take long before my wingmen were forced to do the same. Doc and another squad member shuffled forward to take Cole and Brant’s place when their wounds threatened to overwhelm them.

But nobody could replace me.

I was the tankiest fighter in our ranks by far, Brant was the only one who had a similar if lesser profile. Had Danny been with us, things might have been a bit different.

Both sides exchanged ranged fire but neither could make much headway via that method with their fighters blocking the way. Time was ticking away, though. I didn’t know how long it took to reconfigure that chariot but once they did, their breakthrough was all but guaranteed.

Two minutes passed and my Breath Weapon came off cooldown. There was no time to waste, and I doused the current front rank in a cone of frost. Two of them were killed and the other four fell back, only to be replaced once again. This time the grey-bearded veteran stepped up to the plate.

He had an aura of murderous conviction that was palpable. The single consolation was that my ragged defence had forced a full rotation of their forces. Not a single Lamer soldier hadn’t felt the lick of my blade.

But that was the slimmest of silver linings. I hadn’t felt this kind of powerlessness since the doctors told me the truth about my shoulder injury.

I was separated from my ship, Summon Rift Beast and Breath Weapon were both on cooldown, and all the Shattering charges were gone. I didn’t have any clever tricks concealed in my inventory, the last of Sheamus’ munitions had been used on the bridge. Neither was the Shattered Goddess or Dean waiting in the wings to give me a leg up on the enemy. I would have even accepted the meddling presence of the green-clad sorcerer.

This was something I hadn’t faced before. Duels and battles with overpowered enemies were one thing, but this constant recycling of opponents in a manner that felt almost limitless left me struggling to come up with a strategy. Every card I knew of had been played.

Perhaps sensing my frustration and despondency, Quixbix uncharacteristically started to talk while I was in mid-combat with the grey-bearded veteran whose name aptly turned out to be Fallor Greybeard.

<Hold on for a little longer, Torin. The call has been heard and help is on its way. It’s a race. Our reinforcements versus their war machine.>

I had to trust he was telling me the truth and inched forward, blocking a thrust from Greybeard and swiping my blade upwards in a riposte that forced him to take a half step back to avoid.  A shake of my head cleared droplets of sweat from my brow.

Time to put in that extra bit of effort.

I delved deep for greater resolve, deeper than I had ever pushed before. Mentally, I opened myself to everything and anything, beseeching the heavens for some inspiration. I searched high and low, everywhere I could think of. And that is when I found it. I couldn’t tell you if it had been my idea to immerse myself in the sixth sense of Preternatural Insight or if something external had called to me, but that is what I did.

Previously, the skill had been of little use in combat. It often helped me understand the inner workings of the Framework and clued me into things I shouldn’t know, but it had never been of practical benefit in the actual fighting.

Today was different.

Within, I found a reservoir of untapped potential, one that I grasped with both metaphorical hands and wielded as the weapon it was always meant to be.

My face broke out into a manic grin beaming brash confidence of unmatched magnitude. With this insight and strength, I could not be stopped.

It was time to make the Lamers regret ever being born.

***

Trisha

Trisha shuffled her body across the flat roof, crawling commando style to spare her badly injured hip. The pain-numbing which Raven had bestowed had started to fade away. The searing agony of a broken pelvis didn’t come roaring back, thankfully. But there was a throbbing ache that continued to build. Hauling her body across the roof hadn’t helped her situation, but she couldn’t help but overhear a gaggle of the Lib Army soldiers who had returned to their raptor chariot.

It didn’t take Trisha long to figure out what they intended to do. The soldiers were hauling the chariot off the track and were reshaping the runners into larger wheels. When they were done, they’d use the vehicle to batter their way through the entrance and into the theatre. If Torin had continued to fight at the entrance, then that could only mean they were still trying to evacuate people inside. Otherwise, surely he would have lured them into Pandaemonium. It would have been easier to deal with the attackers down there with the help of Claudia’s dungeon mobs which guarded the place.

If that chariot entered the fray, many people would die. Trisha couldn’t allow that and prepared to do something incredibly noble. Both noble and utterly suicidal.

There was a tone that sirens could emit that she had never used before. It drew threat to the singer and acted just like a taunt. The taunting tone was meant to be used as an alternative method of drawing your prey into a well-laid trap when seduction failed. But Trisha had no trap unless you counted being on a one-storey roof which was not much of an impediment to the calibre of warriors fifty metres from her position.

Needs must, as they say, and she sucked in a deep breath ready to commit the ultimate folly only to be interrupted by the flap of wings and the soft footfall of a cushioned landing.

“I thought you’d be miles away by now, Raven,” Trisha craned her neck and whispered to the crouched Angelblood Justicar who had landed behind her.

“I didn’t save your life only to watch you cast it away so easily,” she snapped back in a hoarse, yet low voice.

Trisha waved her hand over at the theatre where the sounds of fighting could clearly be heard. “Torin and his people are fighting for the lives of hundreds of refugees as we speak. Risking themselves, why should I not be doing the same?”

“Because your plan means certain death. That despicable corsair has more lives than a blasted cat. He could stand in the path of a tornado and emerge unscathed.”

“Well, do you have a better idea? I can’t let them use that war machine. Will you fight them off?”

Raven rose a few inches and looked over the edge of the building at the soldiers. “There are too many and I have exhausted the few combat abilities I possess already. The last of them to save you,” she accused.

“Thank you for that, but that doesn’t change the need to pull them away.”

Raven looked downwards and scrunched her face in frustration. “Fine,” she barked. “Call them over, but I’m not leaving you here to die. The moment they climb onto this roof I’m carrying you off and dumping you on the pirate’s building. After that, you are on your own.”

That would only provide Torin a couple of minute’s delay. The time it took for the Lamers to run over, get on the roof, shake off the taunt once she was out of their range, and then jump down back to the chariot. But a few minutes would have to do and it’s not like Trisha wanted to die today.

Glorious sacrifice was difficult to commit if there was a viable alternative.

“Deal.”

***

Torin

The grinding melody of combat surged through my blood. Like the deep thrum of a guitar unleashing chord after chord of stirring music which coursed with adrenaline to drive feats of unstoppable ferocity. A monster had awoken in my soul and wanted nothing more than slaughter and victory.

“Captain! Captain! Hold with the line, for fuck’s sake, hold with the line,” Doc cried in desperation, calling me back to where my flanks could be protected.

I barely heard him; the deep throbbing bass line had been joined by the cacophonous percussion of drums, drowning everything out bar the hum of conquest.

At first, my opponent Greybeard believed the manic behaviour afforded him the advantage. He soon came to understand the foolishness of such an assumption. Greybeard’s every movement, gesture, and eye flick betrayed his intent and I reacted with grace and liquid reflexes. Each of his attempted blows were countered or avoided. Every time I flowed into the perfect position and posture to strike back with furious resolve.

The flurry of critical hits drove the older veteran inexorably backwards. The forward progress may have opened my back to attacks from his allies, but they were as nothing to a glorious conqueror like me. The swipes of their weapons were slow and obvious, often easily avoided and if they couldn’t be, I made sure the blow was merely glancing and minimised the damage.

Preternatural Insight blazed white hot in my mind’s eye. Feeding back a panoply of information that my brain processed in an instant. Wind speed, temperature, humidity, brightness from the sun, armour that was ill-fitted, gear heavier than it should be, a sword two inches longer than what was optimal for its bearer, a gait that favoured the right side. All of the data flowed in and combined to create a plotted path of the future.

<Torin!> Quixbix screamed in my head, but he sounded distant, miles away and he was easily ignored.

He couldn’t be allowed to distract me from destiny. From what was to come. I was a glorious God of Conflict and Conquest.

Unstoppable.

Indefatigable.

Today was but the first step towards the ultimate domination of the entire galaxy. It would all bow under my rule.

My birthright.

It was what I was created to be, to do.

Greybeard panicked and activated a halo-shaped pendant that hung from his chest. One look at the energy signature of the pulse it emitted told me all I needed to know about its purpose. It was a call to martyrdom. All those sworn by oath to his command would answer the call and give all they possessed to take down the selected target. Me.

A coward’s move.

Greybeard backed off and a score of Lamer soldiers threw themselves at me with wild abandon, all caution and self-preservation forgotten. My Greatblade went to work cutting and slashing. There were too many of them to dodge or parry.

But my skill did not let me down and insight flowed into my core.

Not about my enemies, this time it was about my gear and how the rules for its use could be overwritten if you had the right understanding and skills. There were always loopholes and Preternatural Insight had been specifically designed to take advantage of them.

With the skill’s help, I rapidly jury-rigged the last three charges of my Breath Weapon to circumvent the cooldown and to go off simultaneously in all directions around my head. The only cost was half the durability of the Hooded Dragonscale Coif and disabling the immunity to breath weapon damage the armour set provided. The armour could be repaired, that was not a problem and what was the loss of a few Hit Points to remove this mass of parasites swarming me?

Frost, flames, and lightning exploded from my position and the Lamer attackers were tossed away from me. Even Greybeard who had backed away was licked by the outer edge of the circle of destructive power I unleashed and battered to the ground. He had to desperately cast a healing spell upon himself to survive.

The enemy fell at my feet, blown down like sheaves of wheat in a hurricane. Their piddling act of self-sacrifice would not be enough to stop me. Experience notifications passed across my eyeline. Enough for half of my attackers.

That would not do!

All who opposed me had to pay the ultimate price. I stepped forward, breathing heavily with murder in my eyes. Ready to finish off the surviving enemies who lay prostrate on the ground.

<Torin! Can you hear me? Can you hear me now? Pull your bloody head out of this damned secret channel of yours.>

It was Quixbix again. Louder this time. The imp was proving to be a distraction and a complete killjoy.

“I can hear you imp,” I lisped with a ragged breath. Discharging the breath weapon in a manner it was not designed to be used had done a proper number on me. In the back of my head, I understood that my jaw had been broken and dislocated. It was just one of many mounting inconsequential injuries that I could safely ignore.

<For the Framework’s sake fall back. Don’t you understand, you are DYING!>

It doesn’t matter, the urging voice whispered as it coaxed me to continue. The flesh is weak and can be replaced. Glory awaits if you only keep going. Every enemy will bow before you. You cannot be stopped.

Wait.

Whose voice was that? And where was it coming from? It wasn’t Quixbix or the Shattered Goddess. I would recognise them. Although it was familiar, I had heard it somewhere before but for some reason couldn’t quite place it. How could I be the receptacle of so much data on the surroundings but be ignorant of whom spoke to me?

Something was off. Had this voice been whispering to me from the moment I began my kamikaze attack?

The voice had to be suppressing the knowledge that it was even speaking and whatever Quixbix had done to breakthrough and make himself heard had the added side-effect of disabling that subterfuge.

My mind backed away.

No, the voice barked in anger. Listen to me and only me!

Whoever it was had just made a critical error. I could be a stubborn bastard when I wanted to be, and I didn’t like being perfunctorily ordered around. The voice wanted me to stay submerged in the secret channel and listen only to it. I did the opposite and mentally returned to the regular consciousness of Torin Carter.

*** - 3,000 Hit Points. 0/9,525 remaining. – 25 Health 62/87 remaining. ***

Immediately, the red-tinged damage notification that the voice had suppressed pinged for me to see. The burst of three breath weapon charges had stripped the last of my Hit Points and started to eat into my Health stat. I was in a bad way and understood how close I came to death in my mania-induced combat frenzy.

This had been the voice’s plan from the beginning. To fool me into isolating myself and encouraging me to keep fighting when all reason dictated that I should back away.

Now that I was free of its influence, I easily recognised the source of my brush with death.

Ashli.

Or maybe it was the fragment which had escaped the dimensional prison.

Ashli hadn’t been able to directly influence me using the secret channel access that came with the forbidden Preternatural Insight skill before. But this had been the first time I had actively tapped into it since the fragment managed to get loose.

The second realisation was that Ashli’s whispers weren’t the only thing that had been suppressed from my awareness.

Greybeard rolled away and rose to his feet, a wide grin on his face. The raptor chariot refit had been finished and it was rumbling directly towards me at speed.

***

Brant

Brant returned the used potion bottle to his inventory and let the squad medic work on his wounded thigh. He had stood side-by-side with Captain Carter for as long as he could.

The tired soldier’s eyes flicked around the room.

Half the people who had been crammed in here earlier had been ferried down the stairs, but it would still take ten, perhaps fifteen more minutes before the last of them were safely underground and they could fall back. Then Claudia could take over and reshape the dungeon to confuse the Liberation Army soldiers long enough to get the fleeing refugees to Grand Rapids and safety.

Cole was laid out on a fancy couch not far from where Brant was sitting being tended. The guildsman looked to be in a bad way and the seeping blood from his wounds had ruined the upholstery, but he would live. Madame Silk hovered over the blonde Texan and whispered in his ear, stroking the side of his cheek in a manner more sexually suggestive than caregiving.

Brant huffed out a tired breath and closed his eyes. Who was he to judge others? In a world filled with danger and calamity, people should be allowed to find joy wherever they could. Provided it didn’t hurt or negatively impact others, of course.

The moment of contemplation didn’t last long before reality intruded.

“Captain! Captain! Hold with the line, for fuck’s sake hold with the line,” Doc cried out from the doorway.

Brant’s eyes opened instantly. There was a hint of genuine panic in Doc’s voice. Something serious had occurred and he began to rise from his seated position. Flashbacks of his own recent experience of being forced to act contrary to his will.

“I’m not finished,” the cleric admonished him and tried to push him back into the loveseat.

The cleric didn’t stand a chance. Brant was too big and strong to be denied. “It will have to do,” he grunted.

If what Doc cried out was accurate and the captain had pushed forward, then Brant knew he was the best option they had available to take Torin’s place at the entrance.

Free of the fussing man, Brant limped the short distance to the doorway. The three backline squad members who had been shooting crossbows over the heads of the others made way for him when he tapped on one of their shoulders. Now he could see exactly what was going on.

The captain had indeed gone battle crazy and abandoned the defensive position. He traded blows with the Lamer Commander. Brant had never seen Torin like this. He was a blur of action, his movements graceful and fluid. It was almost as if he could anticipate the enemy’s actions before they knew what they were going to do themselves.

He forced Greybeard back but that left a gap for the rank-and-file Lamer soldiers to move into. Many of them turned their weapons on Torin’s back but a handful understood the defensive line had been weakened and attacked the crew members guarding the doorway instead. Doc had shifted into the middle to cover Torin’s absence, but he struggled badly. Being in the centre of the battle was not his forte.

Brant summoned his broadsword and shield. Within a few seconds, an opportunity arose when an enemy soldier ducked away to avoid a bolt to the face and Brant took the opening to shove Doc to the side, step in and take his place. Doc gratefully let him move his big body into the gap and the fighting continued.

Captain Carter kept pushing forward. He killed several enemies and then Greybeard fiddled with something in his chest.

There was a bright flash and that led to some respite for Brant, Doc and the others. The fighters in front of them retreated from the entrance and as a large group assaulted the captain in a swarm. Brant was forced to cover his eyes with a forearm as Torin did something unexpected. Lightning mixed with flames and cold air almost blinded him as it exploded from his position and pulsed outward in a wide circle.

The roaring circle of destruction didn’t quite reach the building entrance, but Brant was unsure if that had even been a consideration for Torin. He seemed lost in an oddly calm berserker state.

Brant blinked off the afterglow and drank in the sight of the aftermath. The Lamers were down but Torin did not look to be in good shape. He looked worse than Cole did, but he was still standing which was more than could be said for most of those fighting against him and that was when Brant heard the rumble.

A chariot with a ramming piece in the shape of an eagle in flight came trundling across the grass verge over by the railway tracks. It was gathering pace and heading directly for Torin who stood in the middle of the parking lot in a bit of a daze. Brant took a step forward, intent on running to his leader only for his wounded thigh to buckle under the weight and take him down to a knee.

“No need to bow in me presence, Branty,” an all too familiar and annoying voice chirped behind him. “The calvary has arrived.”

Sheamus was behind him, tugging on the back of his armour as he climbed up his back to take his perch. Tavar Aenarion, the elven Elemental Mage was with him along with two squads of replacement warriors. They’d had to struggle past the frightened refugees to get to the ground floor but had finally arrived to give aid.

“The Captain!” Brant said by way of warning and pointed at the approaching chariot.

“Don’t you worry, Branty my boy,” Sheamus declared gaily and balanced himself when he reached his shoulders. “I’ve got a promise to Bessie to keep.”

Once in place, the bombardier summoned his blunderbuss creation, kissed the barrel lovingly, pointed it directly at the chariot, and squeezed the trigger.

The roar of the blunderbuss was deafening. Quite literally. Sheamus had fired the damn thing right by Brant’s ear and the thunderous explosion burst his eardrum. The recoil of the weapon sent Sheamus flying backwards, forty feet through the air, and he landed on the gut of the recovering Cole winding him.

“Hmmm,” Sheamus coughed with a feral grin. “Perhaps a little less kick for the next batch.”

Meanwhile, the projectile flew true and collided just under the left wing of the bird of prey. The front of the chariot was torn apart, and it was knocked up into the air, spilling the riding warriors onto the parking lot gravel before it rolled over them adding further insult to injury.


Chapter 38

Without the help of the combo of Preternatural Insight and the secret channel, I barely registered the flying projectile that flew past me and struck the chariot. It was so fast.

What I did see was the fire and the fury of the explosion. The chariot was flipped into the air and the six occupants were thrown to the ground only to have the wreckage of their vehicle fall on them before rolling into the side of a nearby building.

I glanced behind me and saw Brant down on one knee holding a bleeding ear. My best guess was that he had turned himself into a firing platform for Sheamus, though where the mad bombardier had got to afterwards was anyone’s guess.

Up on the roof of the theatre, I could see Trisha clinging to the sign Claudia had erected to guide the evacuees. How she got there I didn’t know, but it was probably a safe bet that Raven hadn’t flown away like we thought earlier. Maybe she stuck around to watch me get clobbered.

“Impossible!” Greybeard yelled in shock. His gaze drinking in the ruination of an entire elite vanguard unit. “The freshly integrated cannot be this strong. You are sheep, ready to be led to the slaughter.” He finished with a growl of menace.

His visage had settled upon me, and hate pulsed from his veins in waves you could almost feel.

<Now would be a good time to leap away or retreat> Quixbix suggested. <He looks very angry.>

That was a fine idea but there was a definite wobble in my legs. The downside of coming back to myself was that the surging adrenaline had tapered off. Exhaustion and a stack of debuffs inflicted by the swarm of Lamers who tried to kill me left me struggling not to keel over in a shuddering lump. Running or jumping away would likely result in me faceplanting in the gravel-strewn parking lot rather than making a sharp exit from danger.

“At the very least, I will cut the head from the venomous snake,” Greybeard hissed.

We’d been upgraded from sheep to a snake. I would be happy if not for imminent death.

Greybeard readied his blade and shifted his posture to rush me only to be interrupted as a bolt of magical lightning hit him squarely in the chest and forced him to re-evaluate.

The spell had been cast by the elf Tavar who strode out into the parking lot, past Brant who had been hauled back into the building to recover. Tavar was not alone. A full squad poured out the doorway and there was a second lined up to join them.

The Lamer Commander took one final glance in my direction, spat on the ground in disgust, and sprinted away. He’d abandoned the wounded warriors without hesitation to save himself.

Shattered Storm warriors streamed out of the building. Two members of Tavar’s squad rushed over, put my arms over their shoulders, and guided me back inside seconds before my legs gave way. A few of our people gave chase, trying to run Greybeard down, but he must have activated a mobility skill because he was already out of sight.

“Don’t go far,” I half-mumbled, concerned this was just another ploy to draw us into a trap. There were more Lamers on the chariot train than what had been killed here and by the Razorhound.

Tavar was ahead of me and reined in the overly ambitious without needing my input. As an off-worlder, he knew exactly what kind of tricks the Liberation Army could play. Instead, he had them concentrate on executing those who were down but still alive.

More experience to fuel the progression. I blazed past thirty-five and thirty-six and was well on the way to thirty-seven. I tried to smile at the thought, but it only reminded me of my dislocated jaw and the two crewmen carried me inside.

***

It didn’t take much longer before the foyer emptied of evacuees, though there were a few new ones that were escorted in by the newly arrived squads. They’d been hiding in the surrounding buildings until the fighting had concluded.

Mia fussed over me and wanted an explanation for my foolhardy behaviour, but that had to wait until one of the medics realigned my jaw.

Something which hurt.

A lot.

Once that was done, I was pulled away to our private chambers further back in the building. Trisha had been brought down from the roof and was lying on the bed in a recovery position. A brace was locked in place around her injured hip to provide extra support. Events outside had calmed down enough that Claudia didn’t need to keep her vigil at the waypoint entrance.

“What happened?” Mia demanded.

“Ashli, or possibly his fragment,” I told them. Now that I’d broken the connection, I could recall the way it had whispered in my ear at the speed of thought. Egging me on and feeding the delusion of grandeur. It probably didn’t have to try very hard to come up with the mindset, merely channelled its own. “Things looked grim, and I was searching for an edge. Anything to shift the odds back in our favour and I tapped into the Framework blind spot. It had to have been lurking on the same channel and got inside my head. It was insidious.

“At first, the guidance it offered was incredibly helpful. I could see and anticipate my enemy’s every movement. But it was all a ruse to gain trust. It never lied, but it occasionally omitted info or undersold it. Enough that I took risks, and made poor choices that endangered me. It almost worked. Quixbix broke me out of it.”

<It’s about time my contribution was appreciated. Who knows what could have happened to me after dipping my metaphorical toe in that cesspool? Ashli could have excised me with a thought.>

“If you hadn’t waited as long as you did, Torin wouldn’t have almost self-imploded his head,” Trisha reminded him, and I had to tune the imp out as tried to make the case for his defence.

“Thank you, Quixbix. Late or not, you came through for the team.”

“Will this be a problem moving forward?” Claudia asked, worry in her voice. “A way for Ashli to influence your psyche.”

“No, I don’t think so,” I told her confidently. “The secret channel might connect us, but it wasn’t until I forced my mind inside that it was able to reach out and manipulate me. We both have access to the resource, but we can’t use it to cross over. Only meet in the middle.”

“I still don’t like it,” she said.

“I’ll be careful, and I’ve got Quixbix to watch my back. I’ll even let Quinn have a poke around when we get back to Stormblade Harbour. Speaking of which, how are we set? As much as I would like to stay and take the Lamers down a few more pegs, I’m no longer fit to fight. I might be stuck on bed rest again for the next few weeks.”

“Everyone who had already made it here is through to Grand Rapids. We’ve stayed operational in the hopes of drawing a few more refugees in, but I think we have to close it all down. The guild channels that we’re spying on are filled with dire and panicked reports. Liberation Army units have been spotted in downtown Dallas. Dozens more of those chariots and even larger transports have been reported. It looks very likely that the city will fall within the hour.”

I sighed loudly at the news. “Agreed. There is little more that we can do here. We’ll offer what aid we can to the Lone Star war effort through the markets. Pack it all up. Is there anything else? Why did it take Homebase so long to respond?”

Mia and Claudia looked at one another.

“Well, now that we’ve confirmed our departure, it’s safe to tell you. There was an incident at Stormblade Harbour. Don’t worry, Doyle handled it,” Claudia assured me. “But it did pull away the readied squads who would have joined us and we had to wait for Tavar and Sheamus to mobilise from Grand Rapids.”

Mia threw her hands in the air. “That’s not the important part,” she huffed.

I arched my eyebrow in confusion.

“The baby is coming. Shana is giving birth,” she said excitedly.

Oh shit! I was going to be a Dad!

***

Packing up didn’t take very long. Most of what made up the interior was part of the dungeon foyer and didn’t need to be removed manually. Once the last of the refugees were sent through to Grand Rapids, Claudia switched the flow back to Stormblade Harbour and we could head home.

Trisha was carried back on a bier that elicited a few amusing comments about her behaving like she was the Queen of Sheba. Her retort was to wave her hand in an upright position. A proper royal dismissal.

Despite my eagerness to get back and be by Shana’s side, I had a duty to remain until everything was concluded here. The reports assured me that Shana had only been in labour for an hour, and I had a bit of time yet before the delivery. The Darkwyrlds removed many of the potential complications from childbirth and marathon periods of labour lasting twenty-four hours or longer were a thing of the past. Despite that, childbirth still usually took several hours. You were at the mercy of another life and sometimes they were a bit shy about making their debut.

The last act performed by Claudia was to collapse the building above. A dangerous reconfiguration like that was only possible if people weren’t present. The last few stragglers waited in the waypoint recess in Pandaemonium until she was done. Claudia had excavated further back and expanded the area while making it much more comfortable and better defended.

The plan was to make the exterior in Dallas appear as if it had been hit by one of the barrages that the Lamers had launched into the city. That way we could keep the waypoint active and minimise the risk of discovery. Removing the shard and collapsing the waypoint was another option, but this way we had a possible avenue back into the city should it be necessary.

It was difficult to predict what the Liberation Army planned to do once they conquered the city. Whether they would stay in Dallas or simply depopulate the place and move on to the next. The problem we had was that Greybeard had got away from us. He knew that we had been up to something in the former adult theatre but had never set foot inside. He didn’t know that it was essentially a dungeon or that there was a concealed waypoint in the basement.

I was also in two minds as to what I preferred to happen on that front.

One positive perspective was that if the Lamers discovered the waypoint and entered Pandaemonium, we might be able to use it against them. That would allow the Shattered Storm to ambush any groups that were sent in with relatively little risk to us. The waypoint itself didn’t lead directly back to our territory and they couldn’t use the shard to change the flow without Claudia’s assistance.

The single drawback to the strategy was that retrieving the shard could become complicated if the Lamers recognised what it was and set up a permanent garrison to keep us away. It would still be possible, it would require a lightning assault and establishing a bridgehead that could be held long enough for Claudia to do what was needed.

Alternatively, the Lamers never finding the waypoint had a lot of upsides too. Not least of which would be the ease with which we could travel across the country. Should the Lamers move on, the waypoint would make it easier for the Shattered Storm to strike at them where they felt safest. They would have to be dealt with at some point. Quixbix had been clear they operated like a swarm of locusts devouring everything in their path.

Thankfully, none of this took too long and soon I was striding through the halls of the Stormwarden’s Palace. The aches and pains of the earlier were forgotten for the time being even if it would take a week or two to fully heal up.

“You aren’t too late,” Susan assured me when I entered the medical wing and guided me to the room where the action was happening.

Shana smiled up at me when I entered. Dark hair was plastered to her forehead with sweat. The nurse, Mathilda, was at the end of the bed by her spread legs, softly murmuring instructions. Fang Mei held one of Shana’s hands on the far side with Mia, who had come ahead of the rest of the group, hovering beside her. They had left the near side of the bed free and clear for me.

“Get over there then,” Anastasia jeered from a chair in the corner where she lazed languidly. “Shana needs to crush one of those hands of yours to get her own back after you put that bun in her oven.”

“I love you too, Ana,” Shana whispered with a wan smile from the bed.

Shaking my head at the dungeon core’s antics, I took my place at Shana’s side and let her take my hand and crush to her heart’s content. She had a pretty good grip, but I’d endured worse.

Shana was no mutated lobster from hell. Well, from Sholmdir, but it didn’t make much difference.

We didn’t have much longer before Mathilda shouted. “One more big push!”

Shana strained and grunted with the final effort. A split-second later, her face took on a look of pure relief, and the piercing cry of a newborn babe echoed across the room to a chorus of oohs and ahhs. Mathilda whipped the babe away to a prepared station behind her and worked quickly to do what was necessary while Fang Mei and I mopped Shana’s brow and crooned supporting words.

With practised efficiency, Mathilda completed her tasks and handed a swaddled babe into the waiting arms of Shana in short order. She rocked the tiny little boy with pointed ears in her arms while he gurgled in happiness.

After a few rocks, Shana moved the child closer to me. “Torin, let me introduce you to your son. This is Dash.”

A Framework chime echoed through my body and soul, but I barely noticed it as I looked at the tiny smiling face of my son.

Whatever the chime had been, it was something that could be attended to tomorrow.

The End of Book 4 of Corsairs and Cataclysms.


Epilogue

Freedom’s Journey, Flagship of the Liberation Army Fleet on Earth.

Fallor Greybeard was a seasoned Liberation Army Captain. He had sixteen separate campaigns under his belt. Sixteen worlds successfully purged of taint. He had put a countless number of sinners to the sword, freeing their souls from the burden of their mortal weaknesses and ancestral guilt. And yet, he quaked like the newest of recruits as he knelt in the presence of the Fleet Commander, Marshall Campion.

He'd never had to explain the complete loss of the squad of Holy Warriors when the forces arrayed against them had collapsed so completely. His contemporaries gloried in their successes with minimal casualties, many with none at all.

The report had been delivered to the ultimate authority on this planet with forced calm. If today was the final sunset for Fallor Greybeard, he would not have it said that his courage wavered when faced with the end. If he could only match the emotional storm within to the public façade.

“An Acheronian Corsair, you say?” Marshall Campion said at last giving nothing away.

“Indeed, my Lord,” Greybeard grovelled. “A strong one. An off-worlder methinks. It is the only explanation for how we were overpowered. I had heard reports that a Corsair vessel had been pursued in the Plexus ahead of our arrival. It must be them.”

“Unlikely,” Campion answered, and Greybeard’s heart sank.

He hadn’t believed the excuse himself but had hoped that it might have sounded plausible enough for the Grand Marshall to spare his life.

“That vessel has been confirmed as a Shiptaker scout. That old monster Titus is as brazen as he is depraved. Had the Acheronian you encountered been one of his foul tentacles, there would have been no doubt about the provenance. This is somebody new. Were there any visible signs of his ship?”

“I saw nothing, my Lord. According to the maps, there was a river nearby, perhaps it was harboured there.”

“No,” Campion spoke confidently. “All possible escape routes from the city were being monitored or scanned. They would have been spotted. Moreover, a squadron of my personal elites have investigated the area. They found nothing but rubble at the location. No sign of this Corsair, nor of how he came and went. How curious.”

“If I might,” a new voice interjected.

Greybeard lifted his arm a little and glanced under his armpit from his prostrate position. The speaker was a thin, reedy, aged Celestial. One of the Scripter Corp. Administrative cowards who rarely fought, no wonder they lived to such infirmity.

“Speak, Markus.”

“Thank you, My Lord. I would like to remind you of the consequence quest listed in yesterday’s briefing. For the theft of the plexus gate used to make planetfall. A faction called the Shattered Storm. The early inquiries made by my division indicate it is led by an Acheronian Corsair based in the north of this continent. Mayhap, it was this group, and then they used the stolen gate to flee.”

“Perhaps,” Campion mused from his throne unconvinced. Disposing of or hiding a plexus gate after it had been used for an escape was a complex operation fraught with difficulties. It was possible, for sure, yet very difficult. “Markus, refocus your attention on this conundrum until it is resolved.”

The Celestial bowed deeply. “As you command, my Lord.”

Marshall Campion rose from his throne and took three steps down the dais. “I shall survey the purge and personally bestow final blessings on a collection of sinners.”

Greybeard lowered himself even further, his lips brushed the floor of the throne room. The other assembled Liberation Army officers in attendance bowed at the waist in deference.

Campion's boots clacked loudly on the lacquered flooring of his audience chamber. Greybeard was about to let out a breath of relief. He had been forgiven or perhaps forgotten which might be a better outcome.

However, Marshall Campion halted at the door. “Oh, and Greybeard. A failure of this magnitude cannot be tolerated. Penance must be made. Your left hand and eye should suffice. You may visit the Excoriators if you do not dare to do it yourself.”

“Yes, my Lord,” he answered, his voice cracking at the end.

He didn’t know whether to groan or rejoice. His life had been spared, true, but how long would he last if he was crippled. And what chance would he ever have to redeem his honour in the eyes of the Marshall?

***

Fragshli

“Damn it!” Fragshli lisped and dislodged a rotten tooth from Maurice’s body.

He had been so close to fixing two problems in one fell swoop.

At first, the fragment had been shocked to discover the mind and soul of Torin Carter intruding upon a Framework wavelength. One that was supposed to be hidden and reserved solely for Ashli’s use. The shock only doubled when realisation dawned that this was the same meddlesome entity who had ruined Ashli’s plans and effectively trapped him in the first place.

Shock had quickly morphed into hope. Carter’s soul was strong and resilient, powerful. More than that, there were five others intricately bound to his. This had been a glorious opportunity.

The body of Maurice could go no farther. Fragshli had made it to the outskirts of Minneapolis. However, the decomposed condition of the body had led to several…misunderstandings with the locals. The ensuing battles had robbed him of the last of his strength. After the latest encounter, he had retreated to an abandoned section of the city and concealed himself in the cellar of a burned-out bar.

But with Carter delving into the wavelength, Fragshli could reach out and influence him. Warp his mind and senses and drag him to the very cusp of death where the bond between the soul and consciousness is weakest. That was when Fragshli could strike, cut the mind’s control and use the connection via the wavelength to jump bodies and haul what was left of tainted energy with him.

The body would have been badly damaged, but Carter’s soul was strong and once Fragshli was the one giving the orders restoration would have been easy enough, especially with five others that could be drained to fuel the process.

It was all for nought. A damnable imp had stuck its unwanted nose into the mix and disrupted the deception. Carter had become aware of the manipulation and withdrew both mind and soul from the wavelength before Fragshli could initiate the transfer. Just a little more damage, that was all he needed. One more hit and Carter’s body would have been his.

His fist slammed on the top of a metal cylinder that had once been filled with beer and the wrist snapped. The blow had not been that strong, but Maurice’s bones had grown brittle. Deceiving Carter had not come without a cost. This body was ready to fail, he had a day, maybe two if he remained perfectly still and didn’t exacerbate the decay.

This cellar would be Fragshli’s last resting place. He no longer had the strength to leave.

The sound of wood creaking and snapping as it was moved and torn away came from the top of the cellar stairs. Somebody was trying to get in and Fragshli’s contemplation was swept away with more immediate concerns. He eased himself to the floor and crawled behind the remains of the machinery used to pump the beer up to the bar above.

It took the interloper a little longer than expected to make an entrance for themselves and as they stomped down the steps which bowed and almost broke under its weight Fragshli understood why.

The individual was a giant. The skin was blue-green and a lengthy beard the colour and texture of seaweed hung from his jawline in a tangled mess. The giant’s eyes were feverish and what little clothing he wore was caked in blood and viscera. This creature was a beast of wanton destruction. What a carrier he would have made if only the fragment had the strength to subdue the beast.

The giant had to crouch and lower its head to move around the cellar. It picked up several barrels like they were toys and tossed them around in frustration as it searched the place. Inevitably, the over-sized man found his way to the back of the room and easily tore away the pipework Fragshli had lodged himself behind.

The beast’s eyes alighted on the decaying wreck of Maurice’s body, and he smiled widely showing off large yellowing teeth. “I am Hudson Reed,” the giant introduced itself gruffly with a deep rumbling voice. “The mortal champion of Sholmdir of the Deeps on this planet. My God has told me that together we can right all wrongs and wreak vengeance on those who have erred against us. Was he right?”

Fragshli smiled widely. Salvation was at hand. One of Ashli’s slaves had managed to get a champion on the planet. This was the type of information he could have done with from the very beginning. No matter, he knew of the champion’s existence now and surely someone with a giant’s constitution could accommodate the necessary physiological alterations required to become a host.

“Indeed,” Fragshli mumbled. “Pick me up and carry me out of this place to somewhere safe. This vessel will not last for much longer and we have preparations to make. Tell me about your enemies. Hudson. And I will tell you what can be done to punish them.”

Hudson nodded in apparent satisfaction, lifted the dying elf's body and carried him out of the cellar and into the daylight. He barely noticed the withered hand touching his abdomen under his ribs or the changes the contact wrought inside of him. The influence of Sholmdir over his mind kept him ignorant of what was happening, that he was being sacrificed to the machinations of its Master.

By the time Hudson had finished the sorry tale of his family’s misfortunes, that Fragshli did not listen to, all had been completed. Maurice’s body went limp and to Hudson’s shock disintegrated in his arms.

“What?” he said in surprise as the remains of the body slipped through his fingers.

But he didn’t have long before a spike of pain behind his eyes brought the massive man to his knees, his hands cradling the skull that felt like it was splitting. He roared with pain and rage, utterly confused as to what had just happened. And then almost as quickly as it happened the screaming and the pain ceased.

Fragshli stood and flexed his new powerful arms. “This is more like it,” he rumbled. “Finally, a vessel worthy of being a host.”

The soul of Hudson roared in rage and consternation but Fragshli isolated and suppressed it quickly. He’d learned his lesson after playing with Maurice. Mortals were a distraction, better to seal them off and use them as the batteries they were. He clapped his hands together and set off at a pace-eating run. It was time to gather that tainted energy.

***

Unseen by Fragshli’s new eyes, a few motes of what remained of Maurice’s body had lingered. Each piece had become intrinsically bonded with wisps of the man’s shattered soul.

Individually, none of them possessed the intelligence to do anything other than float in the air without sensation or intention. Filled with hate and a thirst for revenge. Left to their own devices they would have eventually settled on the earth and been buried. Maybe some would have been inhaled by an unlucky person or beast and would have become infected by the dark emotions the motes contained. Driven to fulfil dark fantasies of vengeance.

Fortunately for those potential victims, this was not to be.

When one God or Goddess imposes their will on a shrouded planet, it opens the door for others to slither in and do the same.

Within the shattered remnants of Maurice’s broken soul, there was an affinity that attracted such an entity. With the tiniest of nudges, purpose and direction were given.

The motes separated and flew on the wind. They had work to do.

***

Raven

Raven’s bare feet alighted on the wooden decking of the hotel balcony of her father’s room in Boulder. She pulled back the glass sliding door and interrupted the meeting Richard Reynolds was having with his lawyer-cum-assistant, Higgins. He had a tumbler of whiskey in one hand and a cigar in the other. His cheeks were flushed, a sign that he was more than a little merry which did not surprise her.

It had taken a few hours for her to fly back to Colorado after the battle for Dallas had concluded. Her father had taken to drinking earlier and earlier in the day now that Regina was no longer around to curtail his desires.

RR was startled by the sudden opening of the glass door and a little of his drink was spilled over the sides. He dropped the cigar and reached towards a side table where a handgun rested. Before his fingers wrapped around the revolver, he saw who it was that had come in and settled back down. “Raven, honey, where have you been? You’ve been gone for days without a word. We were beginning to worry.”

The words were what she wanted to hear from the father she was so desperate to believe in, but for the first time, she couldn’t shake how hollow and formulaic they sounded coming from him. As if he was saying what she wanted to hear, playing the politician.

That was when RR's eyes fixated on the unsheathed sword she held. Higgins spotted it too and rose from his chair and backed up a few steps to put himself completely out of the short distance between father and daughter.

“Raven…”

“I’ve been in Dallas,” she cut RR off, her words ragged because she was on the verge of tears. Remembrance of the horrors witnessed and the painful revelations of who was responsible. “The city is a charnel house. There has been a slaughter of unparalleled evil committed there. Committed by a group of people we, no you, let through that gate for money.”

“Raven, honey, we needed those funds to protect the community here. This sounds like a terrible tragedy. Give me some time to reach out to my contacts in the Lone Star Nation. Maybe there is something we can do to help. Who would have thought they would have such a laissez-faire attitude to the defence of their people.”

Raven analysed the words of her father. As had always been the case before, her powers offered nothing in return. No ping or hint that any deception had taken place. Nothing to suggest he hadn’t told her the truth. And yet, she had just flown over Boulder. The defences of the city were unchanged and most of the few people in the area remained outside of them. The only place truly protected was this ski hotel. It had been three weeks since her father had got the money. If any of what he said was true, surely there would be some visible sign.

RR got up from the couch, opened his arms for a hug and took a step forward, but had to stop when Raven’s sword was raised in the gap.

“Raven, what is the meaning of this?” he snapped.

Raven shook her head and took a deep breath. She would have the truth, one way or another. “Glastos…” she stuttered in turmoil. “After I caught him, Glastos told me he warned you about them. About the Liberation Army. Warned you of what they would do. That he told you not to let them through under any circumstances, but you took their money and did it anyway. Is this true?”

Like any consummate political animal, Reynolds quickly understood he’d been found out and was in trouble. He dropped the angry father routine and shifted to a conciliatory negotiator. Raven had caught up with the mercenary as planned, but it appeared the little bastard had managed to spill a few secrets before she executed him.

“You can’t believe a word out of a dying man’s mouth. They will say anything to try and save their skin. Apportion blame to anyone other than themselves. You told me yourself how seeped in sin he was. How deserving of judgment. Perhaps I should have listened to you sooner and had him executed before he could spread this poisonous deceit. I knew nothing of the nature of those who came through the gate and the only thing Glastos talked about was his cut.”

Raven wanted to believe her father. She wanted it more than anything, but finally had to admit to herself that where Richard Reynolds was concerned the truth detection of the Justicar class did not work. The absence of condemnation had not been confirmation of the truth.

“Is this true?” She asked, not of her father but the permanently petrified pencil pusher he never made a deal without.

Higgins.

Her ability might not work on her father, but it certainly worked on him.

“Umm…uhhh,” Higgins stuttered and took a few more steps back, glancing to either side as if searching for an escape route and fiddling with the collar of his shirt nervously.

“Answer me!” Raven screamed.

“Don’t you dare say a word!” RR roared in response. “Raven, you must listen to me. I am your father, and you will show me some respect. It is unacceptable for you to barge in here and treat my staff with such an aggressive display.”

Higgins’ eyes swivelled between both Reynolds. Richard raging from his position by the couch, the powerful Raven standing their sword held aloft. He feared both, for very different reasons and that was when he figured out that didn’t matter. He was sick and tired of where following RR had taken him.

“I miss my old life,” he whispered. “I miss Parker, and hard as it might be to believe, I miss Detroit. I’m sorry, Richard. I just want to go home. Raven, it’s not tr…”

Higgins’ confession was interrupted by the crack of gunfire indoors. A bullet slammed home in the centre of his forehead and sent him stumbling backwards. Two more shots followed the first and hit him in the chest. Higgins dropped to the ground.

Raven, whose attention had been on the lawyer, swung around to face her father. He stood there with the revolver, wisps of smoke discharging from the muzzle.

“I will not abide a traitor,” Reynolds sneered. “Better to deal with them decisively. Now, Raven, come sit with me and I will explain everyth…”

Just as Higgins’ confession was cut off mid-word, Richard Reynolds’ attempt to exert control had similarly been curtailed. This time by the blade of his daughter’s sword penetrating his chest and piercing the heart.

Raven gasped with shock and horror at what she had just done but did nothing else. No attempt to undo what had been done. Her father’s execution of Higgins had been the last straw. The only possible reason was that he was about to confirm her father's guilt.

Her father’s eyes widened with pure disbelief as he stared at the deadly blade which had run smoothly through his chest. He choked out a few attempts at speaking, took a couple of steps back and then collapsed on the edge of the couch. The tip of the sword jabbed into the back cushion and the jarring sensation meant he toppled forward and fell onto the ground. His mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water.

“Hu…hu…help me,” he begged from the floor.

Raven knelt next to him; her hand wrapped back around the hilt. If she removed the sword, she could stabilise the wound and save his life. With extreme willpower, she hardened her heart. Images of the dead children in Dallas drove the resolve. “I can do that, Daddy, but I need something from you first. You can’t be forgiven for what you’ve done, but you can be spared if you show contrition. Tell me the truth. Confess.”

“I…I…I didn’t…didn’t do it. N…Not my fault.”

A liar to the very end.

Raven closed her eyes, tears pouring down her cheeks at what had to be done and twisted the hilt before pulling it free. She stood back up and watched as blood pooled on the floor and the light died from her father’s eyes. The loot nimbus flickered into life and confirmed his death.

The sound of wet coughing drew Raven’s attention away from her grief. Despite his relatively low level and lack of armour, Higgins had survived the gunshots. She crossed the room quickly and lay a hand on his chest to stabilise the man. The bullet to his head had gouged a deep furrow through his scalp but it hadn’t penetrated the skull which saved his life.

“Tell them what I’ve done,” she told the man as he gazed up at her blinking in surprise and a bit of mild terror. “Go back to my mother, she’ll take you back. She is good that way.”

With that, Raven left Higgins, picked up her father’s body and stepped out back onto the balcony before taking flight.
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