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NOT EASY BEIN’ GREEN
 
   “There’s not a woman here who hasn’t had an orc try to cut her to ribbons,” Tammagan said. “Dakrith makes them jumpy, and I don’t want someone skewering your friend because he loses his temper.” She looked at Dak. “It’s for your own protection.”
 
   “Bullshit,” he muttered.
 
   “Do you have a ‘Captain’ before your name?” Tammagan asked.
 
   Dak shook his head and unstrapped his sword and its sheath, tossing them onto the table. “Oh look. Scared white people just disarmed the colored dude. That’s never fucking happened before.”
 
   If my Uncle Scott were here, he’d have a Second Amendment–flavored conniption, but I doubted a lecture would get Dak his sword back. Instead, I glanced around the small room. “For the record, the most dangerous person on this boat isn’t Dak. It’s me.”
 
   They all stared.
 
   “I can use a pencil and a piece of paper to kill everyone here. It’d be easy. I can summon rune stones; I blew off a dragon’s head; I killed a guy with the same exact power as me using a cat full of razor blades. Dak is my best friend, and I love him more than all of you combined. So maybe you shouldn’t skewer him by accident. Just food for thought.”
 
   I’d never threatened anyone before. Kyra smiled my way, but the Akarri who didn’t know me glanced at Tammagan to confirm whether I was lying.
 
   “He’s not wrong,” Tammagan said. “Anyone who harms the orc will answer to Magister Grawflefox and then me.” She picked up Dak’s iSword.
 
   We decided to take our food to go.
 
   


  
 



Chapter One: When Last We Left Our Intrepid Band…
 
    
 
    
 
   There is no good way to pull fourteen crossbow bolts from an orc’s chest. Not if he’s alive, and sober, and the person who put them there looked remarkably like you.
 
   It was Eliandra who first alerted me to the Wookiee-like disagreeability of orc-kind. “Friend or not,” the elven Queen informed me, “the pain will trigger his orcish rage. He’ll crack you in half like a dry twig.” She snapped her fingers to emphasize.
 
   The snap summoned the hour-old memory of Eliandra breaking her clone’s neck. My stomach turned and I tried to shake the ghastly vision. “It’ll be fine.”
 
   Our party scaled the cliff beside a waterfall. The dungeon full of traps and mirror-generated clones had deposited us two-thirds of the way up; it seemed more prudent to go up than down.
 
   Eliandra seized a handhold, dragging her lean body gracefully to the next plateau. She glanced at my human struggling. “Like a twig.” Another finger snap.
 
   “You just love making drama,” I groused. Though it did take my mind mostly off the long drop. The drama and, of course, the safety line secured to my waist. The other end was fastened to my bodyguard, Ronin, who was forty feet above me. If I fell, her unearthly strong hands would cling fast, so instead I conserved my worry for Dak, who’d gone pallid from blood loss and seemed in pain at each step of the climb.
 
    But that rugged orcish body my best friend had adopted didn’t waver; it just chugged onward and upward.
 
   “It’ll be fine to pull the arrows,” I told Eliandra. She was the only one near enough to speak with. “He’s almost immune to pain.”
 
   “Almost is the key word in that sentence. He’s got the orcish tolerance for pain, their language, their skills with weapons; why not their blood rage as well?”
 
   Scrabbling over the lip of the cliff at last, I glanced down at the glorious green canopies stretched below, heart thundering in my chest and skin greased by cool sweat, pebbled with grit. Panting, I realized something: in the last week or so I’d conquered an ocean, a cavern, and a two-hundred-foot wall of stone. The elation had me close to giddy, my aching joints and scrapes forgotten.
 
   I noticed Ronin was staring off the precipice nearby, gaze lost in the contours of the land. The raven-haired samurai was a study in contrasts: strong, but svelte; older than us all, but her hard face dusted with the freckles of a girl; her full mouth never smiled. I liked women with animated features and eyes that communicated whole books of feeling. That was how I’d painted Eliandra.
 
   But Ronin? Her veiled demeanor was as mysterious as when she’d worn her demon mask.
 
   She caught my stare and I glanced sharply away, cheeks firing. She approached and my breath caught. Her hands touched my hips, and for a charged instant my skin sensitized head to toe.
 
   She wordlessly untied her rope from around my waist.
 
   I’d created this whole world and Eliandra specifically. Dak insisted the samurai untying me was mine too—an archetypal concentration of every strong-yet-beautiful female warrior I’d ever drawn, my id’s fantasies made manifest. As my creation, any attempt to kiss her would be perverse, which made her proximity a torture of conflicted feelings. I couldn’t decide whether to wonder if she liked me, to hope she didn’t, or to tally the reasons to believe I’d created her at all.
 
   I had two mental tally sheets. On sheet “Kiss her, stupid” was the fact that I’d never actually painted Ronin—and in truth, the more I studied her, the more she felt like the work of a superior artist. The disparate pieces didn’t fit the whole: how could eyes so blue possess such smoky intensity? I’d have made her eyes gray and dragged a scar over her cheek instead of freckles. But there it was.
 
   On sheet “You’ll go to hell if you do” was the fact that the attraction at times seemed mutual—such as how her fingers briefly lingered on my hip bones before dragging the rope line clear. My legs wobbled and she turned to stride away before I could otherwise react. Had it been intentional? If it was, Dak’s accusation rang true: You made her with your dick, and you made her like you. Women like that did not fall for guys like me. Girls who liked me went for the humor, the dimples, or maybe the tall-and-skinny look. I’d attracted my share of shy artists and fellow nerds; never sporty girls, never women as stunning or physically competent as Ronin. Under no remotely normal circumstance should that woman be attracted to me.
 
   Unless she was just bored with tough guys and charming badasses and, in her ancient wisdom, had decided to give dorks a try. I mean, it could happen, right?
 
   Ronin snaked the rope into her cloak’s memory fabric, striding for Eliandra. “We’ll make camp in the trees. Isaac: deal with your friend’s wounds and find us.”
 
   I blinked. “You’re not going to observe?” I was ashamed for thinking it, but I wanted her close in case my best friend tried to fold me like origami.
 
   “I’ve no desire to hear the orc cry,” Ronin said.
 
   Dak was bent over and wheezing, but still managed an extended middle finger in salutation of the retreating females.
 
   “You okay?” I asked.
 
   “A bolt re-punctured my lung. Keeps tearing a new hole and closing.” He shuddered. “Regeneration sucks. Kind of realizing why Wolverine is so angry all the time.”
 
   My stomach knotted. “Will it hurt you long term?”
 
   “Doubt it. Orcs regenerate until they’re dead. So are you going to worry about that blood-rage nonsense or help me out?”
 
   “You heard?”
 
   “Eliandra knows how good my hearing is. She said it just loud enough. You’re right about her liking drama.”
 
   “And she’s right about you speaking orcish. She could be right about orcish rage. Wasn’t it part of your write-up on the species?” Dak had created Northern Spine orcs for Rune before becoming one himself.
 
   “I can control my temper,” he muttered. “And it’s kind of racist to assume I’ll flip out because I’m green.”
 
   I swallowed. “How do we do this?”
 
   We decided on Dak sitting, back to a boulder, both arms locked onto the stone behind him. The issue was that he’d healed around the shafts, which meant ripping the barbs through freshly regenerated skin. New skin was unusually sensitive on orcs. In short, they’d hurt worse coming out than they had going in.
 
   “Okay, brace and pull in one go,” Dak directed.
 
   I shook my head. “I don’t want to sound racist, but—”
 
   “Then don’t say it.” His stare cut through me. Before turning green, Dak had been brown and from eastern Ohio; I couldn’t blame him for never forgetting those facts since so many kids had never ceased reminding him.
 
   “This isn’t like a ‘Black people are dangerous’ worry,” I said. “You made a racial capsule for orcs that included berserker rage. It’s more congruous with being an alien than a different color.” I held up my hands. “Not that I think you or aliens are bad.”
 
   “I won’t go into a rage.” He sounded sure.
 
   Too sure. “Is this like the time you promised not to post that video of me laughing so hard I sneezed half a Mr. Pibb onto my cat?”
 
   “It’s nothing like that.”
 
   “Because that went viral. I got hate mail from animal lovers for thirteen months. I’m pretty sure those PETA guys on campus whisper every time I walk by.”
 
   “I will not orc-rage if you pull these arrows out. I’m in control.”
 
   I took firm hold on a bolt, its fletching slippery with blood. I used both hands, bracing my foot on Dak’s abdomen. “You’re certain?”
 
   “I am one hundred percent certain I will not—”
 
   I yanked with all my strength.
 
   “—RIP YOUR SKULL OUT THROUGH YOUR SCREAMING LIP HOLE.”
 
   I held a gory bolt in my fist. “Was that a little testiness I just heard?”
 
   “…was totally messing with you,” he panted. “It’s cool, grab another.”
 
   I tightly clutched a new bundle of fletching. “Sounded authentic to me.”
 
   “I’ve been honing my acting skills. That pretty theater major suggested I try for—”
 
   I ripped and blood squirted across my cheek.
 
   “—WHAT ARE YOU DOING?”
 
   “What you told me to!”
 
   “PRETTY SURE I DIDN’T ASK YOU TO PULL OFF HALF MY NIPPLE.”
 
   A strip of glistening orc flesh dangled from the bolt and I wanted to vomit.
 
   “Not even the whole nipple!” He sealed his palm to the hole in his chest plate. “Half! I can feel where you tore it!”
 
   “This is feeling mildly rage-y.”
 
   Dak’s irises were dilated and his nostrils flared wide enough I could have stuck quarters in either one. “I’m perfectly calm,” he roared. “Pull another out.”
 
   “I’m having the same sinking feeling as I did with the Mr. Pibb incident.”
 
   He seized my vest in one mighty fist and dragged me close. “I am the picture of stoic calm.”
 
   I gripped two bolts at once and they popped free with a wet squelch.
 
   “I WILL SNEEZE YOUR PULPED VISCERA ALL OVER THE CAT AND SEND VIDEO TO PETA.”
 
   I scooted back several steps. “That’s definitely orcish blood rage.”
 
   “I didn’t say pull two at once!”
 
   This was pretty much how it went for ten more bolts. Dak never technically blood-raged, he informed me, because his eyes never turned solid black. But he taught me all the orcish words for blood and dismemberment. Their word for the type of blood that’s full of meaty chunks, the likes of which you see from smashed skulls or people exploding, was raflak. Not coincidentally, raflak is also the orcish word for salsa-style dips, and he used the double meaning pretty creatively.
 
   When we finished, he tossed his breastplate aside. It had enough holes to make a good strainer. “Your armor wasn’t up to code. You should draw me the orc version of Boba Fett armor.”
 
   “You mean armor that makes you an overhyped side character who Han Solo kills by accident?”
 
   “I mean armor that actually works. You know, the opposite of bad-guy armor. I want protagonist armor.”
 
   “Bad orc. Greedy.”
 
   “Greedy? I have suffered at your hands. I should get the prettiest guilt armor you can illustrate.”
 
   “Suffered at my hands? You told me to pull the bolts out.”
 
   “Your evil clone put them in me.”
 
   “You’re pain tolerant.”
 
   “They hurt my feelings.”
 
   We bickered on our way to the forest’s edge until Dak froze and scanned the horizon. Dark shapes in a V formation soared there. Dak shoved me into the brush and hunkered nearby. We quieted as a dozen dragons flew overhead, their wings periodically cracking the breeze like unfurled laundry, the sound so much closer than the creatures.
 
   My pulse wouldn’t slow until they receded into the distance. “They didn’t see us.”
 
   “They weren’t looking,” Ronin said from behind us.
 
   We stood and faced the samurai, who stared grimly at the sky.
 
   Eliandra strode toward us all. “That’s likely just a piece of Dracon’s forces. There will be thirty flocks roosting in Amyss by now. My capital is likely buried under three feet of dragon shit.” Her voice dripped with malice. “When I’m through, it will be three feet of their blood.”
 
   “We aren’t going to Amyss,” Ronin said. “We follow the river west.”
 
   Eliandra crossed her arms. “Last I checked, it was my kingdom and my sky ship.”
 
   “Right now it’s Dracon’s kingdom,” Ronin said.
 
   “Not if we take it back!”
 
   “We will.” Ronin motioned to me. “Isaac is what Dracon’s after. He’s baiting a trap for us. But I know a place to hide him. We coordinate a counterattack when the wizard is safe. Perhaps give him time to unleash a few horrors upon Dracon with his pen and paper.”
 
   If wars were won by hiding and making awesome pictures, I was prepared to make that sacrifice.
 
   “Of course,” Eliandra bit off. “Let’s rely on the glorious Magister Grawflefox.” She still favored the goofy wizard pseudonym I’d adopted, caring not an ounce for my Earthly identity. “Surely he’ll save us.”
 
   “Are you mad at him or jealous?” Dak asked.
 
   “Excuse me?” Eliandra’s voice had gone up an octave.
 
   “Since the dungeon, you’ve accused me of being a slave to my orcish nature and gone off on Isaac like a bad imitation of Jan Brady. I get it. We all saw how you snapped your clone’s neck back there. That room showed us messed-up stuff, and you were the only one whose dirty laundry got aired in front of everyone at once.”
 
   It was true. Eliandra’s clone hadn’t been so much “evil” as servile and pliant, a dutiful young woman who’d given up on the life’s mission that inspired Eliandra: saving her birth mother from Dracon. Instead, the clone had treated Ronin’s doppelganger as her real mother and become, as a result, a supplicant daughter. We’d all seen it, and how Eliandra reacted, brutally killing the illusion with her bare hands.
 
   “Guess what?” Dak asked. “We were all staring down our worst fears. Isaac’s clone was a whiny munchkin with power armor; Ronin’s was—I don’t know—slightly more Ronin-y? I wasn’t totally clear on that. Maybe the lesson was Ronin is only afraid of herself.”
 
   Ronin shrugged.
 
   “And what of you?” Eliandra glowered. “What did you fear?”
 
   Dak held one hand to his chest. “I was an emotionally abused enabler; so blinded by my emo swoop that I almost shot my best friend.”
 
   Eliandra took a step toward the orc. “Leave us. Ronin and I have war plans to discuss.”
 
   We gave the two space, leaving them to stare one another down. Something was communicated in that stare, in the long stretch of silence, and in the way I heard Eliandra continue once we were mostly out of earshot: “Fine. You’re right.”
 
   The grudging respect made me smile.
 
   Dak and I found some boulders to sit on, unwilling to build a fire with dragons flying around. When the women returned with their battle plan, the Queen sank onto a nearby stone with a look of worried defeat.
 
   “Didn’t go well for you?” Dak asked.
 
   She sucked on something bitter. “Ronin is right. But my kingdom, for the moment, is under Dracon’s thumb. I know what that bastard is capable of, and I fear for my people.” She had the eyes of a woman who’d seen things.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two: Head in the Clouds
 
    
 
    
 
   Ronin summoned the sky ship with a handheld beacon and it bore down on our general location within a few hours. Eliandra fired a signal shot to draw it closer. Its glinting sails appeared on the horizon.
 
   “Wait,” Dak said. “It looks like a regular boat but in the sky.”
 
   I grinned. “Cool, huh?”
 
   “Until you need to shoot down,” he scowled.
 
   “We have you to blame for that?” Eliandra gasped. “Do you know how many sky ships we’ve lost to dragons? All they have to do is fly at us from below and we’re helpless.”
 
   “Why didn’t you redesign them?” Dak shouted at the Queen, almost tearing his hair out. Nothing angered a power gamer more than sacrificing combat efficiency for aesthetics. “Did no one get the memo that aerial combat happens in three fucking dimensions?”
 
   “Sky ships were discovered, not designed,” Eliandra said. “We’ve reverse engineered them, but all the new designs have been failures.”
 
   “It’s my fault.” I sighed. “I drew a world with ships like this. This world’s magic defends my designs by sabotaging every new effort, the same way it fabricates justifications for all my creative choices.”
 
   “This cannot stand.” Dak pointed at me. “Put my new armor on the back burner. We’re fixing the sky ships.”
 
   I tried to explain that it didn’t work that way—I could summon things, but couldn’t just change the world while still in it. Before we could debate, the sky ship coasted over a clearing and we had to take turns snatching the dropped line and being reeled aboard.
 
   My feet hit the deck and Captain Tammagan nodded. “Welcome back,” she said coolly.
 
   Kyra and Elsie burst from behind the Captain, Elsie throwing her arms around me, nearly tackling me over the rail. “Magister Grawflefox! Thank God, I was so afraid.” She squeezed.
 
   “Uh.” I blushed, confused. It was an energetic greeting even by Elsie’s standards. “What about?”
 
   “I was worried you’d come back with a battle scar,” she whispered. “Kyra goes crazy for battle scars, and I didn’t want her to be unnecessarily attracted to you.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Jerk.” At one point I’d carried a torch for both Elsie and Kyra; but Elsie was gay and closeted, and Kyra only dated other nobles.
 
   Elsie put me in a headlock and noogied my scalp. “Hey look, everyone, the wizard’s totally intact. I won the pool! Didn’t I tell you he’d be too chicken to get in the line of fire?”
 
   “Some would call it wise,” Kyra said. The olive-skinned beauty stood in her usual stately posture, her hair braided with one white blossom. The flower was something I’d never seen an Akarri bother with. She held Leo in her hands, proffering him. “Your turtle missed you.”
 
   “And thank you for reptile-sitting while I was out saving your queen,” I teased, taking my shelled friend in one arm. “Hey, wait a minute—isn’t that your job?” I asked Tammagan. “Does this make me an honorary Akarri? If so,” I directed a thumb at Elsie, “I’ll take her job. She’s lazy.”
 
   “Would you listen to this guy!” Elsie shouted, tightening her headlock. “He wants to be an Akarri. You going to shave your legs and wear the bikini armor?”
 
   “Since when do you shave your legs?” Tammagan cracked, her stern features thawing briefly into a smile.
 
   Elsie stiffened, releasing me, and her back went rigid. She saluted. “My habits are within regulation, Captain.”
 
   My instinct was to laugh. It had to be a joke.
 
   But Elsie didn’t grin. The pixie-faced brunette stared hard at Tammagan, held the salute, and finally the Captain dismissed her with a wave, saying, “Of course. At ease.”
 
   “I have duties.” Elsie nodded at me once, then flitted below deck without a word.
 
   I had trouble figuring out what I’d just seen. A week ago, Elsie had been the wild kid sister of the crew, with a longstanding secret crush on the Captain—and I suspected Tammagan returned her affections. Between the Captain’s superior station and the Akarri’s sensitivity about female/female relationships within their ranks, though, it had ended with a stern rebuff.
 
   I guess Elsie got the message. There was worry in Tammagan’s eyes when Elsie departed—faint, but I’d drawn Tammagan; I knew her face.
 
   “What’s that all about?” I quietly asked Kyra.
 
   “It’s between them,” she whispered.
 
   A round of “Huzzah!” greeted Eliandra’s arrival on deck. Ronin came aboard next with mask clipped on, and the Akarri sprang into action at her terse orders to bring the ship around. The Akarri might belong to the Queen, but Ronin commanded them in combat.
 
   The groaning winch pulled Dak up last. The eight-foot orc wore breeches blended with leather girding on his loins and steel plate at his shins and knees, his upper torso shirtless and scars from the bolts nearly erased. Hanging by the line, he had that Conan look going on, the braids in his hair tossed by the breeze.
 
   But when he came into view, Kyra sucked in a breath, blanching. His huge, orcish feet thudded onto the deck, and swords rang from scabbards all around me. “Orc!” cried Kyra, rushing him.
 
   “Hold!” Ronin barked.
 
   Kyra’s sword point stilled about six inches from Dak’s throat, her whole body tense, poised to drive it into his windpipe.
 
   “He’s with us,” Ronin said.
 
   All around us, the Akarri had drawn steel. Even Tammagan, who had moved to reinforce Kyra. A murmur went around.
 
   “I said he’s with us!” Ronin shouted.
 
   Only at the second order did they sheathe their weapons—Tammagan last of all, and without taking her eyes off my friend.
 
   “I can see how this ‘orc’ thing will get old,” said Dak.
 
   “He’s a Northern Spine orc,” I assured Tammagan. The species the Akarri were at war with was Dracon’s, and my impression was they’d fallen straight out of someone’s Monster Manual.
 
   “What’s the difference?” Tammagan asked.
 
   “My kind only eat redheads,” Dak said.
 
   “Look, just forget what you think you know about orcs and treat my friend like a very tall asshole, because that’s all he is,” I said.
 
   The Akarri went back to their duties, but their restless glances were pointed. Dak had gone stone silent, so we went below deck to my old bunk. He didn’t fit on either bed and had to scrunch both knees to his chest to squeeze into one. He growled, stood, and banged his head on the ceiling. He looked like an adult wadded into some little kid’s playhouse. “This is stupid.” He punched a wall, splintering a panel. We both stared at the hole.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “No.” He blew out a frustrated sigh, stooping back through the door without comment. An Akarri cursed his “gargantuan frame” in the hallway and he shouted back louder as they tried to get past one another.
 
   Dak needed space, so I found a cherry tomato in the galley and fed it to Leo while heading above deck, to the butt end of the ship where Ronin gripped the giant wheel. “How’s this thing even steer?” I asked.
 
   “You don’t know?” asked Ronin, her voice distorted again by her demon mask.
 
   “I just drew it.” Maybe I should have researched ships a little more… I was pretty sure this part wasn’t usually called the butt end. “I know a lot about rune stones and magitech, but not boats. Didn’t think through all the details.”
 
   “That explains a lot,” Ronin said. “Float stones keep it aloft, and the sails power forward movement. The rudder only works if we splash down in water. Otherwise, slight vibrations against the aft stone steer the ship.”
 
   “You wanted to go west. Why?”
 
   “To hide you.”
 
   “How informative. C’mon, you’re keeping secrets. Have I pestered you about how you know more about my powers than I do? Or why you hate Dracon? Or why you bleed silver, for that matter. You could at least tell me where we’re going.”
 
   “To Lake Everfrost and the Citadel of Light.”
 
   “Evocative, but doing me no favors.”
 
   Ronin growled.
 
   “Fine. Don’t tell me. Tell Leo.” I lifted the turtle in front of my face, pointing his smiling beak Ronin’s way. Using my best fake-turtle voice (which wasn’t particularly good), I said, “I am Leonardo, your loyal companion. You can trust me.”
 
   Her blue eyes stared from behind the mask.
 
   “This hard shell protects my secrets,” I said through Leo. “Also, my ears are actually internal bones abutting thin, fleshy membranes, with no external ear to channel noises. So my hearing isn’t very sensitive and I probably won’t quite catch what you say. In addition, I don’t speak any languages, because I’m a turtle.” Leo grinned joyfully at Ronin.
 
   She snorted. “Fine. The Citadel of Light was created by the last dreamer—the one who came between Dracon and you. I knew her.”
 
   So that’s how Ronin knows about my powers. I nodded.
 
   “At full strength, the Citadel amplifies a dreamer’s power enough to change Rune from outside the realm, such as when you first altered it through your paintings.”
 
   “If you get me there, could I just draw Dracon out of the world?”
 
   “No. The Citadel isn’t at full strength with two dreamers in the realm. Though Dracon’s power has waned from centuries of abuse and stagnation, he still divides your power. The last dreamer hoped to use the Citadel to go home, but failed. It’s a staging ground, though—a place for you to hide, gather power, and wait for Dracon’s end. It’s imperative that Dracon never learn it exists.”
 
   “Your secret is safe with me,” I said through Leo.
 
   “Understand: I keep things from you not because I lack faith in you, but because Dracon would torture you for this information. I know things about his power that even he doesn’t. I’ll tell you everything when you’re secured in the Citadel.”
 
   I smiled, understanding now why she kept her secrets. “I trust you.”
 
   She went still, searched me with her eyes, and nodded. “Thank you.”
 
   I watched her sail the sky ship, silently fascinated by the relaxed posture she used to grip the wheel and tease the vessel toward a point on the horizon. Even masked and with her beauty concealed by body armor, the casual grip and the sureness in her stance made my heart catch, capturing something about her I loved: her confidence.
 
   In that moment, secrets didn’t matter. I didn’t want to know anything else about her, because I was afraid of adding too many tallies to my “You’ll go to hell if you do” sheet. Yet the idea that I’d created her nagged me, spoiling the serenity of merely watching her sail.
 
   Trying to distract myself, I drummed “Wipe Out” on Leo’s shell. Worry haunted the edges of my mind anyway.
 
   When I glanced up, Ronin stared at me again.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “Have you ever flown?”
 
   “No. Wait. Does offering to let me ‘fly’ mean you’re throwing me off the ship?”
 
   “Why would you think that?”
 
   “I heard this rumor about you dragging a guy through a pine forest.”
 
   “That only happened twice.”
 
   “In that case, what did you have in mind?”
 
   She beckoned me, so I stood and approached the wheel while she braced it in one hand.
 
   “You’re seriously letting me drive?” Aunt Amy wouldn’t even lend me the keys to her new pickup after I lightly—ever so lightly—took some paint off that nice police officer’s cruiser.
 
   “Hold the wheel here and here. Plant your feet apart. A stray gust could toss the wheel.”  She kicked my heels, nudging them farther apart. Her cool grip yanked one wrist and my hand flew from the peg. “Tighter,” she said.
 
   I firmed my grip. “Like that?”
 
   She pulled again, but my hand held fast. “Good.” She released the wheel.
 
   My stomach flip-flopped. Realization set in: I was holding the sky ship steady. The whole of the ship—taut ropes, whipping sails, rocking deck—all of it controlled by two hands. Nervous energy jittered through me, but I couldn’t suppress the widening grin.
 
   “How does it feel?” she asked.
 
   “Kind of scary. Kind of cool. Scary-cool.”
 
   She pointed to a distant, gleaming river, off to the left. “Adjust course and point us there. Gently.”
 
   The wheel spun farther than expected before the turn started, but the ship bent gradually toward the river. Ronin took a lever beside us, adjusted it, and the ship started to rise. It didn’t incline, but merely lifted as if carried by a tide.
 
   “We want to hit cloud cover,” she said. “It will hide us from sentries on the ground. By going west, I hope to avoid tangling with a stray flock of dragons.”
 
   Our mast cut the dank clouds like a knife blade and left a black slice behind. As we rose, it swallowed our sails a few feet at a time. It felt as though the whole sky were coming down atop my head. “Hold the wheel.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Please.” My heart jackhammered.
 
   She took the wheel and I stretched my fingers over my head, my hand scraping the periphery of the cloud, which was more like an extremely dense mist the closer we approached. 
 
   I laughed. “Oh, wow.” It was wetter than I’d expected, and as it swallowed more of me, a chill worked over my body.
 
   We were engulfed in the foggy wet, so opaque I couldn’t see Ronin beside me. Her hands found mine. They were soft and powerful at once, planting my grip back on the wheel and holding it there. I realized she was tucked in behind me and my shiver wasn’t entirely from the temperature.
 
   “Are they all like this?” I asked.
 
   “Some are wetter. The nimbus clouds—the droplets are fat, like flying through rain. In some, it’s frost instead of water. Very cold clouds will ice our sails and deck; unwary sailors can skid over the rail.” For a while, we flew through the mist. Then she added, as an afterthought, “Some of them smell like fish.”
 
   Water had matted my hair; a cool drop passed through my collar, zipped down my spine, and charged my every nerve. I was aware of her body even though it didn’t quite touch mine. “You know a lot about this world. About clouds, and Dracon, and everything in it.”
 
   “I do.” Her hands hadn’t left mine.
 
   Realization made my heart skitter. “You’ve been around a long time.”
 
   “You knew this about me.”
 
   But now I connected it to my drawings, which had only affected Rune over the last hundred years. Relief flooded through me. “I didn’t create you,” I whispered.
 
   She snorted again—I realized Ronin never laughed. That little noise was the closest she’d ever come. “Why does that matter?”
 
   We pushed through the cloud cover and her hands released mine so that she could ease down the lever, stopping our ascent. The ship sailed across the clouds, cutting a wake in the misty surface. The sky was naked and clear above the overcast; the sun blazed its last purple colors on the horizon we scudded toward, the first stars and the three moons shining directly above. 
 
   “It matters,” I said.
 
   “Why?”
 
   I shrugged, unable to glance back at her.
 
   “I have ways of making you talk.”
 
   I grinned. “Promises, promises.” My mouth clapped shut in sudden realization: Did I just flirt with her? Did I just flirt with Batman and Wolverine’s lovechild? That was quite possibly a poor life decision.
 
   Instead of flaying me, she stepped forward into my peripheral vision, gazing off at the encroaching twilight. For the hundredth time, her short stature surprised me. She was seven feet tall in my mind’s eye. “Speak, Isaac.”
 
   “Okay.” I summoned my courage with a long breath. “Don’t take this the wrong way, because I know Eliandra likes to stir up trouble, but she intimated to Dak that you’re into… um…” I sought a way to describe myself that was short of bragging but not faux humility. “Into guys who are less than traditionally masculine, but perhaps make up for it with our witty repartee.”
 
   “I see.” Ronin didn’t quite look at me.
 
   “I maybe got some actual ‘I’m sort of into you’ vibes from you, too.” My cheeks blazed and I cleared my throat when she didn’t interrupt. “It weirded me out, because you’re not the type of woman who goes for my particular flavor of awesomeness. So I worried I’d… y’know. Drawn you. Or things that somehow turned into you. And Dak suggested that maybe I’d subconsciously implanted in you the desire to fall for adorable, blond geeks.”
 
   “Would it bother you if you’d created me with those desires?”
 
   That was a strange question. I’d wanted her to say she either liked me or didn’t. Instead, she wanted to delve into that particular thicket. I turned it over in my head, figuring I owed her an explanation. “There’s something ugly about the idea of making someone love you.”
 
   She nodded. “It steals their will. It’s a type of rape. But I’m not talking about overriding someone’s will; I’m talking about creating in them a capacity, a desire, and leaving them free to act. Which is closer to what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Still skeevy. It’s ugly in a Freudian way.”
 
   “I do not know ‘Freud.’ ”
 
   “Incestuous?”
 
   “I should add, I have no parents and cannot reproduce.”
 
   Okay. That’s… different. “What about Eliandra? You understand you have a lot of power over her as the person who raised her, right?”
 
   Ronin nodded.
 
   “It’s a screwed-up power dynamic. Even beyond the genetic ‘ick’ factor, parents have a role in shaping children; not only do we cleanly separate parental from romantic love, but we have age-of-consent laws, I think, for similar reasons. Children are… halfway created beings. Still nascent. People shouldn’t have the power to make or to remake their romantic partners. Romantic love is too selfish for that. It ends up as a violence on the poor soul trapped on their anvil; and it perverts the heart of the maker.”
 
   “You feared you had that power over me?” I could hear the smirk in her voice.
 
   I deflated. “I did. And I didn’t want to be the mayor of Ick Town.”
 
   She laid her hand on my shoulder. “You will never be more powerful than me.”
 
   “Strangely comforting.”
 
   “So the reverse doesn’t bother you? I’m much more powerful than you, after all.”
 
   “It bothers me some,” I said. “For instance, sometimes I worry Eliandra sees me as a sibling to quarrel with; I don’t want to be a little kid in your eyes.”
 
   “No.” She shook her head. “You’re more like a pet.”
 
   My first instinct was to take offense, but I thrust it aside. Ronin had clearly dumped her charisma stat. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I expend routine effort to keep you alive. But you provide useful services and companionship. You can even do some things I cannot. Plainly, at my age and skill level, I’m the superior force. But your contributions are irreplaceable.” She glanced at me, blue eyes boring through me. “And you are appreciated.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes. “You’re comparing me to a dog.”
 
   “No, a pet.” Ronin held out one hand to demonstrate. “A dog is down here. A human is up here. As a wizard, I rate your competencies above a normal human’s.” By now her hand was to chest height. “I’m up here.” It went well above her head.
 
   I adjusted my grip on the wheel. “Where’s Eliandra?”
 
   Ronin put her hand—remarkably—just a few inches above where she’d put me.
 
   “Is Eliandra your ‘pet’?”
 
   Ronin paused, and for the first time, I felt like I’d won an argument with her. She turned back toward the horizon. “I see your point.”
 
   “Can’t we just leave it here?” I asked. “Clearly, you would own me in a fight. But maybe our value isn’t rated on a scale of who can beat up whom. Maybe we’re all just people.”
 
   “You were talking about power,” Ronin said. “You said disparities bothered you, and we both know there is a disparity between us—and not the one you were worried about. If anything, it’s you who are weaker. I only sought to differentiate my guardianship of Eliandra from what I have with you.”
 
   “What you have with me?” My pounding heart made an attempt to eject through my ribcage. “What… exactly do you have with me?”
 
   “What would you like to have with me?”
 
   “Uh.” My face flushed and my brain came down with a bout of the stupids, possibly because the phrase “what would you like” sent a rush of blood to my nethers. My imagination—unhelpfully—answered the question with a sumptuous image of Ronin’s naked body pinning me to her bunk and wrapping her athletic legs around me. The vision lit my tingly places before I could grab it, wrestle it into its cage, and return to the fact that she stood directly beside me.
 
   “Be honest, Isaac.” Her hand rested on my shoulder again, and I remembered her ability to track my pulse. “I have your baseline.”
 
   “I don’t care about power, because I’m super attracted to you,” I breathed out.
 
   She didn’t speak for a while. Then she just said, “Hm,” in a half-interested way—like she’d just learned her favorite breakfast cereal contained two hundred percent her daily vitamin C. Then: “Hold the ship steady until you’re relieved.” Her touch ghosted off me and she headed down the stairs and below deck.
 
   I blinked twice.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three: Racial Penalties
 
    
 
    
 
   I asked Kyra to stow Leo downstairs in my bunk and sailed for an hour before Ronin sent an Akarri to relieve me; however, I hadn’t yet filled up on the view. The wind teased my hair and sleeves, snapped the sails, and left a cold, clean taste on my lips. Our vessel cut a swath through silver-bright clouds beneath our feet and I set elbows to rails, transfixed first on the smoky cloud lapping against our hull; and then above, at a sky close enough I could have stroked my fingers across the moons. Big Red was three-quarters full and stole the show, with her orange bands stirred into cream striations.
 
   “Gas giant?” Dak stood beside me, having somehow sneaked up on quiet, huge orc feet. It was like being surprised by a rhino, but I guessed he’d maxed his stealth score too.
 
   I shrugged. “Maybe?”
 
   “Too much mass. I’ll bet the physics don’t work out.”
 
   “We’re not dead, so they must. Somehow.”
 
   “It’s gorgeous at least. So’s the ship. But that we should fix.”
 
   I glanced at his hands. They were knotted to the rail. I could tell it wasn’t the ship he thought was broken. “You want to talk about it?”
 
   “Let’s go eat.”
 
   There was a rhythm to our friendship. Dak couldn’t just talk about things that bothered him. We had to be doing something else first so he wouldn’t have to look me in the eye. Driving and video games usually worked. Eating, too, but we discovered the Akarri had gathered for a meal. Dak barely fit into the galley and they all tensed at his presence.
 
   “Relax, ladies, orcs have to eat,” I said.
 
   Quinny went to say something.
 
   “Cannibalism remark,” Dak said, pointing at her.
 
   Quinny frowned and shut her mouth, like Dak had snatched the words away.
 
   “You know what I hate most about racist jokes?” Dak muttered to me. “They’re predictable. I’ve been an orc for like ten minutes and I’m already bored.” He considered the tight bench seating and just sank onto his knees at the edge of the table, forearms slapping down: Whump. The silverware rattled. “Contrary to popular myth, Northern Spine orcs are omnivores. We do consume, on average, about fifteen to twenty percent more meat than humans, but only because in cold weather, it’s harder to keep a steady supply of fresh fruits and vegetables.”
 
   “Interesting,” Kyra murmured to herself.
 
   “I love fruit juices, for instance,” Dak said. “Particularly when served in the skulls of my enemies.”
 
   “What do you plug the eyeholes with?” Elsie asked, chipper as ever.
 
   “Smaller skulls.”
 
   “Ooh.” She beamed at Dak with big brown eyes and a mischievous smile that made me want to give her a present. “If I help you slay some enemies, will you make me a pretty skull cup?”
 
   Dak’s jaw opened to retort, but I could tell he was trapped in her cuteness rays. My only defense was knowledge of Elsie’s sexuality and the fact that my brain was unnaturally gifted at moving women into off-limits categories that kept me from pining over them at full power.
 
   Tammagan chose that moment to duck into the galley, briefly assessing the situation. 
 
   Her presence made Elsie straighten. The brunette stabbed at the oat mash everyone was eating and jammed a spoonful into her mouth.
 
   “Captain Tammagan,” Quinny said, grinning. “Elsie was just putting in a formal request to turn our enemies’ bones into dinnerware. Think she’s trying to butter up the orc.”
 
   Elsie rolled her eyes to comical heights.
 
   “Aw, c’mon,” Quinny said, cheerfully elbowing her. “You can admit to wanting to surf the great green sea.”
 
   Dak and Elsie both bristled.
 
   “Stow it,” Tammagan said.
 
   “Hey,” said Quinny, “I was just—”
 
   “What part of ‘stow it’ did you miss, soldier?” Tammagan snapped.
 
   Quinny’s face went flat, but some offense registered in her eyes. As the oldest, most veteran Akarri, she wasn’t used to being chastised. “Pardon, Captain.”
 
   “The sexual habits of subordinate officers are not a topic of discussion or an object of concern,” Tammagan continued. “Mind your rank.”
 
   Her every word had screwed the tension tighter and tighter in Elsie, but at that last bit, she abruptly stood. In the galley’s tight confines, she bumped into Tammagan behind her. The contact seemed to scald them both.
 
   “Elsie, where are you—”
 
   “None of your goddamn business,” she shot off.
 
   “Field officer,” Tammagan barked.
 
   The title froze Elsie in her tracks.
 
   “Would you care to repeat that?”
 
   The room had gone deathly quiet. Most of the Akarri averted their eyes to the table. Elsie, for her part, shut hers and lowered her face, clenching both hands into fists. She almost shook with the effort of restraining something. She bit out the words one at a time: “None. Of. Your. Goddamn. Business.”
 
   The words seemed to strike Tammagan across the cheek and she lifted an eyebrow, incredulous.
 
   “I kind of like the small, feisty one,” Dak whispered.
 
   That was too bad, because Tammagan was about to kill her.
 
   “The activities of a subordinate on a ship flying through a warzone are most certainly the business of her commanding officer. You disgrace yourself.”
 
   “You just said our sexual habits are none of your concern,” Elsie said, and she looked at Tammagan with something reckless in her eyes.
 
   The color drained from Tammagan’s face.
 
   “…and as I fully intend to look for someone to screw, I guess it’s none of your goddamn business.”
 
   Quinny guffawed, glancing at Dak, then me. “The orc or the wizard? Please tell me the wizard.”
 
   Tammagan looked ready with a frosty remark, but Elsie beat her to it: “No, Quinny. I’m going to figure out which of you likes tits and I’m going to shag her into a state of blissful torpor, ’cause guess what?” She threw her hands in the air. “I’m a walking stereotype. I’m an Akarri who likes vaginas. Oh no!”
 
   The Akarri were all silent. Quinny stood slack-jawed; Tammagan pinched the inner corners of her eyes as though a migraine had struck.
 
   Dak looked to me, pointing at Elsie. “Can we keep her?”
 
   Kyra cleared her throat. “I think that’s great, Elsie, but no one here’s going to shag you if the Captain throws you over the side for back-talking her. You’re an Akarri. You’ve trained in war for over a decade and you’re behaving like a schoolgirl. We’re on a mission. Act like it.”
 
   Elsie flinched.
 
   Kyra added, under her breath, “Though it’d sure make things smoother if everyone in this room were as brave as you.”
 
   The second part made Tammagan clench her fist. That and a twitching eyelid were her only tells.
 
   Quinny stirred her oat mash angrily. “Sure hope it’s not me you think you’re shagging, fieldy.” She glared over her shoulder at Elsie. “Good gods, woman, we’ve showered together!”
 
   A muscle in Dak’s jaw hardened. “How many bigoted things can you say in five minutes, lady? She didn’t join the Akarri and train for however-long to molest you in the shower.”
 
   “I totally wouldn’t molest Quinny.” Elsie hugged her arms around her middle. “She’s, like, thirteenth on my list.”
 
   “Wait.” Kyra frowned. “You rank us?”
 
   “Shut up, Two.”
 
   Kyra brightened.
 
   “It’s just disturbing is all,” Quinny went on. “Rather have the orc betwixt my thighs than another Akarri. Think it’s all those fool stories you read; you spend a week of shore leave with ol’ Quinny, and I’ll set you straight.”
 
   “Enough!” Dak stood and slammed one fist into the table, splintering it, and every Akarri not pressed back to the wall shot to her feet. Quinny’s sword came out in a flash and so did three others. Even Kyra’s hand was on the hilt of hers.
 
   I stared at all that glittering steel and then at my best friend’s narrowed eyes.
 
   “Really? You’re going to point weapons at me again?” Dak asked.
 
   “You’re big and scary looking,” Kyra said evenly. “We know you mean well, but you could tear any one of us in half with your hands.”
 
   “What do you think staring down a bunch of swords is like?” Remembering he had one of his own, Dak drew it, and at that, Quinny lunged in front of Kyra as if to protect her from the blade. “See? No fun, is it?”
 
   “Everyone put your weapons away,” Tammagan ordered.
 
   They did—though some of them reluctantly—seeming to wait until Dak put his away first.
 
   “Elsie, report to your bunk,” Tammagan said. “You’ll stay there until I figure out what to do with you.”
 
   Elsie saluted, glanced around the room once as if to memorize all the looks she was getting, and fled.
 
   “Dakrith, you can’t punch through tables or draw weapons,” Tammagan said. “It makes my soldiers nervous. Surrender your sword, please.”
 
   “What?” Dak asked.
 
   “Yeah, that’s no fair, they drew on him first,” I said.
 
   “There’s not a woman here who hasn’t had an orc try to cut her to ribbons,” Tammagan said. “Dakrith makes them jumpy, and I don’t want someone skewering your friend because he loses his temper.” She looked at Dak. “It’s for your own protection.”
 
   “Bullshit,” he muttered.
 
   “Do you have a ‘Captain’ before your name?” Tammagan asked.
 
   Dak shook his head and unstrapped his sword and its sheath, tossing them onto the table. “Oh look. Scared white people just disarmed the colored dude. That’s never fucking happened before.”
 
   If my Uncle Scott were here, he’d have a Second Amendment–flavored conniption, but I doubted a lecture would get Dak his sword back. Instead, I glanced around the small room. “For the record, the most dangerous person on this boat isn’t Dak. It’s me.”
 
   They all stared.
 
   “I can use a pencil and a piece of paper to kill everyone here. It’d be easy. I can summon rune stones; I blew off a dragon’s head; I killed a guy with the same exact power as me using a cat full of razor blades. Dak is my best friend, and I love him more than all of you combined. So maybe you shouldn’t skewer him by accident. Just food for thought.”
 
   I’d never threatened anyone before. Kyra smiled my way, but the Akarri who didn’t know me glanced at Tammagan to confirm whether I was lying.
 
   “He’s not wrong,” Tammagan said. “Anyone who harms the orc will answer to Magister Grawflefox and then me.” She picked up Dak’s iSword.
 
   We decided to take our food to go.
 
   ***
 
   Dak and I camped in the ship’s cargo hold, which was spacious enough to accommodate his size and private enough to lose ourselves in redesigning the sky ships. It peeled Dak’s mind off the casual racism above deck; as for me, I kept hoping Ronin would ambush me in a dark passageway and order me to go steady.
 
   She didn’t, of course.
 
   Dak and I butted heads as we always did, pitting his pathological demand for functionality against my rather modest aesthetic preferences. “Sails are a nonstarter,” he said. “We should update to propeller-driven technology. More dependable, more defensible.”
 
   “But sails are gorgeous.” How could I give that up? Just the thought of it lifted my fine hairs: an expanse of white bowed into a taut curve by the wind—the sound when the air shifted, the canvas going flick, ripple, and snap. I shivered. “We need sails.”
 
   “I don’t care about your creepy sailboat fetish.”
 
   “It’s not a fetish. It’s not arousal, it’s frisson.”
 
   “Frisson is just a decentralized boner.”
 
   “Everything is boners with you. You call hunger a stomach boner.”
 
   “It basically is. Anyway, sails are as dumb as capes. Just think about it: how would we manipulate rigging from a closed cockpit?”
 
   “No way we’re doing that either! We’re not stuffing everyone in a metal tube. You’re taking away everything fun about sky ships.”
 
   “You know what’s not fun? Incineration by dragon fire. Closed cockpit.”
 
   The armaments we mostly agreed on. I adapted Dak’s blueprints into a sketch, adding guns to the nose, tail, and waist, plus a ball turret on the dorsal and ventral sides. His specifications were modeled on the B-17 Flying Fortress, which was designed to cover itself in three dimensions—especially from a box formation. Of course, that assumed there would ever be more than one; I hoped once I summoned the first ship into existence, it could be reverse engineered.
 
   “Do you think this will stop dragons?” I asked.
 
   “A few at least,” Dak said. “The Nazis used high-speed dive maneuvers on B-17s, but these lightning guns badly outrange dragons. A squad of these puppies covering one another over a standing army would give you pretty good air superiority.”
 
   We fought over whether to give them bombs. I loathed the idea of adding the brutality of bombing tactics to Rune. However, Dak had gone through books on Runic warfare and they’d already figured out how to drop explosives over the rails. Our compromise was to add a bomb bay under the castor turret. The bombs would eject into the anchor chain’s ray and be guided directly to the anchor rod’s resting place. Precision bombing seemed better than just dropping stuff off the side and hoping for the best.
 
   Dak was right that sky ships weren’t up to snuff against dragons; but once these designs entered the world, there was no undoing it. There would be no more flying pirate ships—they couldn’t possibly compete with the magical equivalent of World War II killing machines.
 
   It bothered me. I didn’t feel like an artist anymore. Every artist is different, but I’m playful by nature; to make art, my imagination has to run ahead of my good sense. But my works weren’t just art anymore, they were real. That realization murdered my lighthearted creative spark. I’d had wonderful-but-preachy people—Christians or progressives, usually—tell me art had to go a certain way or it hurt people. I liked to think the things I made were forces for good, but my art had grown fastest once I’d learned to ignore holy men and listen to my own stubborn heart. I could never be sure if my art was ethical, but at least it was mine, and it was honest.
 
   Thinking on boring, cigar-shaped, propeller-driven B-17 knockoffs did not stir me. It wasn’t honest, it wasn’t me, and my interest imploded. I started to doodle.
 
   My great-grandfather in World War II was a Christian pacifist—but also a German-American, who had to fight, lest he be accused of Kraut sympathies. His family’s rifle shop was nearly torched by a mob that didn’t trust weapons in the hands of people who umlauted things. Pap-pap took a job in an engine room, where the Nazis shot torpedoes at him, but where he didn’t have to shoot back.
 
   In the furnace of that ugly war, surrounded by death and witnessing people sucked into the cold Atlantic, he’d drawn himself a tank schematic. It hung in his workshop before he died. The centerpiece of Pap-pap Rohrer’s tank was where he’d installed in its armored skin a picturesque four-paned kitchen window with polka-dot drapes and a flowerbed planter. A quarter century before Flower Power, my grandfather was putting daisies in his dream tank. It was his stoic engineer’s answer to the world around him.
 
   That was the tension in my heart. I wanted my kitchen window and flowerbed planter; Dak wanted missiles.
 
   I scratched at my pad while Dak sat on a crate, focused on my line work. I was used to his audience. To my chagrin, he’d even trained me to answer questions while illustrating. He liked to watch while brooding, my canvas settling his attention on one thing. Eventually, after watching a while, Dak opened up about what was bothering him. I already knew. But that was yet another rhythm in our relationship: deep currents of understanding, sometimes formalized with conversation, but many times not.
 
   “Being an orc sucks.”
 
   I wistfully penciled another sail, listening, but not so closely as to embarrass him.
 
   “Nothing’s changed.” Dak rocked his weight onto both palms, the box groaning. He glared at it. “I don’t fit places. Can’t have a normal room. Still need a special setup, even if it’s a giant hammock and wider hallways instead of ramps and elevators.”
 
   I pondered over the sail. “Is it that or the racism?”
 
   “The racism’s worse than usual.” He examined his massive orcish mitts. “Being nonwhite in rural Ohio is one thing. A few legit racists, a big dose of ‘Hey, you’re different, let me remind you every time we talk.’ Still think Mr. Waldman had it out for me. Okay, admitted, I goofed off in his class.”
 
   I looked up from my sketch, annoyed. “You weren’t the only one goofing off. He only came down on you, though. Pretty sure there was a reason for that.”
 
   “But here?” He shook his head. “No one hides it. That I’m dangerous is just conventional wisdom, and there’s a tenor of moral authority behind hating me. Drawing weapons on me signals that you take a threat seriously and that you’re a good soldier who protects her friends. It’s… righteous, in their eyes. And apparently, Dracon’s orcs have earned the reputation that I’m stuck with. I wanted Northern Spine orcs to eschew fantasy stereotypes. They’re not innately cruel or stupid; their codes of law are rooted in justice. They’re a classic misunderstood people. Now I feel like I should print cards to pass out: ‘Yes, I’m literate. No, I don’t rape as a matter of habit. Your family will not be prepared as stew.’ It’s exhausting.”
 
   “At least no one’s made you apologize for the existence of Dracon’s orcs yet.”
 
   “I’m counting the minutes. And on top of it, I lost iSword. I could really go for my ‘Rage’ playlist.”
 
   “The one with hard rock and Alanis Morissette?”
 
   “I have many shades of anger to deal with.”
 
   I set my pencil down. “Let me see what I can do about iSword.”
 
   He frowned. “You’re about to do something bad, aren’t you?”
 
   “You bring out the worst in me.”
 
   “Flatterer.”
 
   I had to talk to Ronin first, which I’d been meaning to do anyway. I tracked her to a bunk where she was going over inventory, mask clipped on and door open, presumably in case the Akarri needed her.
 
   Fidgeting in the doorway, I considered whether to ask her about our encounter at the wheel, but chickened out. “I need the ghost stone.”
 
   She slipped it from a pouch and tossed it to me without looking up.
 
   I caught it. “You won’t ask what it’s for?”
 
   “It’s not to spy on me naked, so I don’t care.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “I trust you.”
 
   Smiling, I pocketed the stone. “Any reason why?”
 
   “Because you trusted me first.”
 
   Turning intangible would make my clothes fall off unless I bonded them with my blood. Fortunately, there were scabs on my knuckles from foolishly punching a mirror in the Labyrinth, so I picked them, put a swipe of blood on each article of clothing, and mouthed the stone.
 
   The colors in the corridor around me washed out and I floated as if underwater. Remembering how to maneuver in ghost form took a moment and I bumbled into a wall. When I bounced off it, I frowned. Why aren’t I going through things? I pressed both hands to paneling, thinking it through. The float stones? They suffused the whole ship with a magical field that repelled gravity; maybe that enchantment interacted with my intangibility. I made note, in case Dracon ever sent wraiths after us. It only changed my plans a little, since I remained invisible.
 
   Dak’s sword was in Tammagan’s room. I waited outside, passing the time by rolling the sky-ship plans around in my head. Give me a good bone to chew on and I’m pretty much never bored. Sucking on the ghost stone, transferring it from cheek to cheek, I got to thinking on those impenetrable windows in the Palace of Ten Thousand Chambers.
 
   Tammagan’s door clicked open and she stepped out of her room. I shook off my jumble of thoughts and stepped straight through Tammagan’s body, into her bunk. The door locked behind me.
 
   Her cramped room held a tall cabinet and a fold-up writing desk along one wall. The furniture gave it a claustrophobic feel.
 
   Spitting the slimy ghost stone into my hand popped me back into reality, a familiar pressure settling in my gut. Reappearing pushed most of the air away from my skin, but a little got sucked into my digestive tract instead. I tried to fart as stealthily as possible—a skill picked up by most middle-schoolers, but at which I excelled. The trick was to form a breach slowly. I concentrated on the mental image of deflating car tires and I was there.
 
   I checked under the mattress and bunk, but no sword. The cabinet was my next bet, but it was locked. Uncle Scott had once tried to teach me lock picking—he knew the kinds of things that made the FBI nervous about rural weirdos like us—but I’d never practiced. I produced my sketchpad, scribbling a key. I added a skull motif to the bow, figuring it would help me summon a skeleton key. My imagination seized hold of the task and added the twist of an ice theme. The key’s blade would be made from magical ice that could melt and reform to the contours of the tumblers. Making a thing look icy in black and white required shading effects and eraser work, but soon I was lost in my craft.
 
   Footsteps in the hall made me tense and I blinked. How long had I been at it? Twenty minutes at least. Stupid! I blew on the sheet and snatched the key from the page, plucking it so quickly I rattled the paper. Jamming the frigid metal into the lock, the skull’s eyes glowed. A chilled mist drifted from the keyhole; a crackling sound indicated the icy blade had completed its transformation. I turned the key and the lock popped neatly.
 
   Just as I opened the cabinet and spotted Dak’s sword, the bunk door clicked open.
 
   I froze.
 
   It was only open a crack. From the other side, I heard Elsie: “We need to talk.”
 
   Tammagan held the door open a hair but was still in the hall. “I told you to stay in your bunk, officer.”
 
   While they argued, I plucked free Dak’s sword, silently shut the cabinet, and popped out the key. No sooner had I stuffed my things, sword included, into my magical vest’s Mary Poppins pocket than the door burst wide. I popped the ghost stone into my mouth.
 
   Tammagan dragged Elsie bodily through. I fled for the open door, but Tammagan slammed it shut. My ghost body thudded flat to the wood.
 
   I spun, realizing I was trapped and invisible.
 
   Tammagan planted fists to hips and looked at Elsie, who backed into a corner—but didn’t cower. Elsie’s fists balled tight, her hair was disheveled, and she fidgeted in a display of her normally buoyant energy made erratic. Her gaze zinged up her captain’s frame and finally settled unflinching on the older woman’s face. I couldn’t see Tammagan’s expression—her back was to me—but she stiffened in response.
 
   Neither spoke at first. Eventually Tammagan made to, but Elsie cut her off.
 
   “You want me,” she accused, with a quiet sureness and intensity that made me blush.
 
   “I want you to do your job.”
 
   “That isn’t all you want.”
 
   “It is.”
 
   Elsie glared and shook her head, a picture of confident disbelief. Then it was like she slipped on a porcelain mask: she straightened, shoulders back, and her skepticism vanished. “Yes, Captain.” Her clipped tone matched the one she’d used on deck earlier, the mechanical salute held suspended at her brow.
 
   “Stop that,” Tammagan snapped.
 
   “Stop what, Captain?”
 
   “That.” She surged into Elsie’s space, and I watched them in profile now, face to face. “Ever since I told you to shape up, you’ve mocked me with that clockwork soldier routine.”
 
   Elsie threw the salute to her side, eliminating the last thing between their eyes, between their noses. “Which do you want? The clockwork soldier or me? I’ve offered either. It’s you who can’t make up your bloody mind.”
 
   Their nearness filled me with anxiety. They looked ready to fight; ready to collapse into a scorching kiss. Maybe both. God, please don’t let them make out. If I voyeur that, I’m going to Hell. Ronin might escort me there personally.
 
   “I don’t want a mechanical soldier, and I don’t want whatever that was in the galley.” Tammagan chose each word carefully, but hadn’t backed away. Her voice softened: “Your spirit helps morale. All of our morale. But you have to stop trying to punish me for spurning you. It’s childish.”
 
   Elsie’s voice was softer still. “If you’d told me it was because you’re my captain, I’d have accepted it. If you’d told me I’m immature or too much trouble, well, I’ve heard that before. But you said, ‘I don’t want you.’ ” Shorter than Tammagan, Elsie fixated on the older woman’s lips only a handspan away. “Can’t get that out of my head. Because the way your eyes just dilated, I can tell you want me very, very badly.”
 
   “And if I wanted you but couldn’t have you?” Her voice was a tight rasp.
 
   “You’d have to admit it to my face. But I’d leave you alone.”
 
   “Fucking liar.”
 
   Elsie’s grin was mischief distilled, eyes glancing sweetly up in a way so inviting it made the air hard to breathe. “Do you have any idea what you do to me?”
 
   Tammagan shook her head.
 
   “You terrify me. You’re like living lightning. I want you to burn clean through me. Except I can’t do anything but stand here and wait like an idiot with a steel rod in the air. I’d give anything for you to just touch me.”
 
   That Tammagan didn’t ravish her on the spot was a testament to the Captain’s discipline. I turned around and banged my ghost skull on the door, but it made no sound. Plugging my ears did no good. I was embarrassed, aroused, mortified, intrigued—and subject to that tangle of emotions, all I could think to do was keep my back turned.
 
   “If I touched you, I wouldn’t stop.”
 
   “I wouldn’t want you to.”
 
   Their voices dripped with desire. The room’s air turned molten against my face.
 
   “Elsie.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “You need to leave my bunk.”
 
   Oh thank God. The floorboards creaked. I peaked and Tammagan had backed off, moving to one side.
 
   “Is that an order?” Elsie went briefly stiff, as before.
 
   Tammagan shut her eyes. “It’s a request. From your captain, but also your friend.” She kept them shut.
 
   The hard look in Elsie’s eyes dissolved. “I shouldn’t push so hard. I’m sorry. But even if I’m… even if I’m not the one, I hope you find her. I hope she’s pretty and amazing.” She tried to grin. “And totally within regulation.”
 
   Tammagan went to speak.
 
   “Don’t bother.” Elsie shook her head. “I know you like women. Maybe announcing it to the crew like I did would be stupid, but lying to me in private is like lying to yourself.”
 
   When Tammagan reopened her eyes, she appeared to be in control again. “I’m docking you two weeks’ pay for your outburst in the galley. I’d do more, but I need all hands.” She searched for the words with mouth partway open, and at last found them: “I don’t like the word ‘backwards’ for women like us. Makes what I feel sound unnatural, but… while I cannot touch you for a hundred good reasons, field officer, wanting to touch you is the most natural thing in the world. Magister Grawflefox informs me the term of art where he’s from is ‘gay.’ ”
 
   “Except you’re the least gay person I’ve ever met,” Elsie said flatly.
 
   Tammagan growled. “Even when I say what you want to hear, you mock me.”
 
   “I have a pet theory that if I infuriate you to the brink of losing control, you’ll jump me so hard the ship loses altitude.” Elsie beamed.
 
   “Get out of my bunk before I choke you.”
 
   “But Captain, you already steal my breath away.”
 
   Tammagan swung the door open. “Out!”
 
   I blew out of the room like it was made of fire, which it nearly was. I heard Elsie call slyly over her shoulder, “Good talk. Feeling much more prepared to soldier for you now. Think I just needed a firm hand.”
 
   Tammagan slammed her door.
 
   I returned the ghost stone to Ronin and then presented Dak’s sword to him, triumphant. He paced while listening to his “Rage” playlist. Meanwhile, I activated my computer stone and used my sketchpad to create a magitech pad and stylus for digital art. Using the stylus and pad, my itchy fingers blocked out the idea I’d had for our sky ships. Conceding on the sails, I sketched pylons for propellers and tried to ignore the aching sense of loss. I already had an aesthetic for the new ships: a combination of wood and riveted metal. I included a railed observation deck just behind the dorsal lightning cannon in case someone wanted to stand outside, but otherwise the whole ship was enclosed.
 
   To make up for this shortcoming, transparent panes composed the ship’s roof forward of the dorsal cannon and its entire nosecone, forming an unobstructed view from what had once been the ship’s weather deck. From the lower observation deck, it would be more spectacular than staring over the rails. The platform suspended its viewer over a transparent encasement, so they would feel as though nothing stood between them and the distant earth below.
 
   Dak examined my first pass and clucked. “Windows won’t stop dragons, dude.”
 
   “These will. They’re not glass. They’re durable metal alchemized for transparency.”
 
   He frowned. “I don’t think—”
 
   “The science works out? If Star Wars can have transparisteel, so can I. End of discussion.”
 
   One layer at a time, I honed the sky ship; I expanded on my ideas and took them from blue sketch lines to a final inking. I fell immediately into full-color painting, vaguely aware of Dak moving behind me and doing his own thing. At times, I was so focused it took me several minutes to realize he’d spoken and that I’d responded. At one point, blinking my sandpaper eyelids, I realized Dak was snoring from his cot.
 
   I wasn’t done, so I pushed on, losing hours until the urgency of my bladder and empty stomach forced me to come up for air.
 
   Loath to stop a project with so much forward momentum, I glanced it over and liked what I saw. My mind churned through possible backgrounds, considering another layer to try a different pattern of gleam on the metal and sheen on the windows. Maybe it needs a flag. Oh, or a banner!
 
   But my bladder pushed like a water balloon against my prostate. I had hot sweats and dizziness from running my brain ragged while forgetting dinner. My joints hurt and I guessed I’d been at it for six or seven hours. Noticing Dak had brought me a plate from the galley before collapsing, I snagged a stale dinner roll and shuffled for the bathroom.
 
   We hit a nasty patch of turbulence that nearly tossed me, but I reached the head intact. I couldn’t figure out whether I’d collapse from starvation or wet myself first, so in the midst of urinating, I risked a bite from the roll. Not my finest moment.
 
   Another nasty bout of turbulence. Thunder cracked and the ship vibrated. It skewed my tapering stream to one side, so I bit onto the roll, holding it in my jaws, and went two-handed on the old fun hose, vying for control. A second peal of thunder rattled me. My eyes widened. The cannons are firing. We’re under attack!
 
   The head’s door swung open and Ronin stood behind me. “Tuck it in. Dragons just took Eliandra.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four: Never Bring a Sword to a Turtle Fight
 
    
 
    
 
   Still buckling my belt, I chased Ronin above deck, where my eyes adjusted to pale dawn. I’d drawn through the night. Akarri scurried through the rigging, and Elsie secured ropes nearby while our ship banked a wide turn.
 
   Tammagan rushed down from the ship’s wheel, saluting Ronin. “Sir. We’ve adjusted course to the dragon’s last known route. It dropped below cloud cover, though, and may have changed direction. It was just a twenty-footer, but quick. Oily beast hit the deck and had her in its claws before we spotted it. Our cannoneers tried to corral it, but couldn’t risk hitting the Queen.”
 
   A dragon had carried Eliandra away. Just like that. Gone.
 
   Ronin snatched me, looking me straight on, voice hard as steel: “How do we track her?”
 
   I reached for my sketchpad and checked my bracelet to gauge my magical energy—I was surprised to see I was at nearly full power. Apparently, last night’s creative spark had restored the reserves I’d drained in the Mirror Room.
 
   Kyra burst from the lower deck and tossed off a salute. “Ronin! We’ve been hailed, and it’s not good.”
 
   “Hailed with flares?” Tammagan asked.
 
   Kyra shook her head. “Through the imaging stone, by some elf aboard one of our sky ships. She works for Dracon.”
 
   “How did she get aboard one of ours?” Tammagan pressed.
 
   “Best guess? Dracon captured our ships in Amyss. All our craft have linked imaging stones. There are two vessels bearing down on our location, and since they’re in range, they can track us. The dragon whelp likely hauled the Queen back to our pursuers.”
 
   “Which ships?”
 
   “The Valkyrie and Leviathan, Captain.”
 
   Ronin tensed at the news, and I could tell that wasn’t good.
 
   “Son of an ogre’s whore,” Tammagan snarled. “What did they say?”
 
   “They’re offering an exchange.” Kyra glanced at me with sorrow. “The Queen for Magister Grawflefox.”
 
   It dawned on Tammagan before me. “The dragon was after him all along.”
 
   “We’re twenty miles from the Leviathan and Valkyrie,” Kyra said. “They’ve ordered us to rendezvous for the exchange immediately. Otherwise, the Queen goes to Dracon’s sky keep.”
 
   “Stall,” Tammagan ordered.
 
   “No.” Ronin glanced at me. “They know what the magister can do. With an hour to prepare, he could destroy them. If we dawdle, they’ll flee.”
 
   “So we exchange him?” Tammagan asked.
 
   Ronin’s stance was tightly bunched. “Fly into their teeth. We fight.”
 
   “The Leviathan has forty cannons,” Tammagan said. “We won’t last thirty seconds.”
 
   “If Dracon gets the Queen, he has Amyss. If he gets Grawflefox, he wins the war. We fight.”
 
   Anxiety clutched my gut and tried to hold on to the words, but they sprang free anyway. “We make the exchange.”
 
   “No,” Ronin growled.
 
   “Hear me out.” It took a moment to control the tremble in my voice. “Two Akarri plus me and Dak will make the exchange.”
 
   “Will they let Dak on board?” Kyra asked. “They already specified Ronin can’t come. They know how deadly he is.”
 
   “They’re led by an elf. She’ll assume he’s the same as Dracon’s orcs and underestimate him the same way everyone else does. With Dak on hand, we double-cross them and steal Eliandra back.”
 
   “Say you survive that somehow,” Tammagan said. “What then? We can’t outrun the Leviathan or the Valkyrie. We’re sitting ducks once you’re back to the ship.”
 
   “We’re not coming back to this ship,” I said. “Float stones are volatile outside their containment field. We shut the field down and blow the ship while it’s docked to the Leviathan.”
 
   “Like a fire ship in the days of old,” Kyra said. “How do we escape the Valkyrie?”
 
   “Fire your anchor rod into the Valkyrie and take it from them. After we blow our ship and the Leviathan with it, the Valkyrie will be the only thing left in the air. Dak and I snatch Eliandra, meet you on the Valkyrie, and we make for clear skies.”
 
   Ronin glared. “No.”
 
   I met her gaze. “Dak has my back. You know how good he is. They’ll never see him coming. Plus, you need to help the Akarri. You’ll have to clear the whole Valkyrie in minutes.”
 
   “There could be a hundred orcs aboard the Leviathan,” Tammagan said.
 
   “We’ll figure it out.” I wasn’t so sure, but it was the best idea on the table.
 
   Ronin’s gaze blistered. She hated me for it; hated that I was right.
 
   “I’ll go with Grawflefox,” Tammagan said. “I did a turn on the Leviathan. I know her.”
 
   “And I’m going with you,” Elsie said, skipping from her spot at the rigging.
 
   “Like hell you—”
 
   “I’ve fought hip to hip with Grawflefox. I know the stupid wizard-boy better than you.”
 
   Just then, Dak tromped his way on deck and glanced around furiously. “Why the hell didn’t someone wake me for the war? Did I miss it? You bastards better not be hogging the XP.”
 
   “Dak!” I hollered. “Eliandra’s in a Spider-Man’s-girlfriend situation on a giant boat, so we’re feeding the Rancor.”
 
   “Feeding the what?” Elsie asked.
 
   “It means bringing more firepower than a trap can handle,” Dak said.
 
   I nodded. “The Akarri will Jack Sparrow another ship while this one Randy-Quaid-from-Independence-Days the huge boat. Got it?”
 
   Dak shot me a big thumb up. “Shiny.”
 
   “He needs his sword,” Tammagan said.
 
   “About that.” Dak produced iSword, which sang the lyrics “I’m not sorry, no I’m not sorry” over and over, and each iteration Tammagan looked angrier.
 
   “We’ll discuss that later.” Tammagan turned to the crew, shouting, “Listen up! We’re abandoning ship. Destroy all documents, gather what you can carry into battle, and sharpen your steel! Kyra, disable the containment fields and rig the float stones to blow.”
 
   Everyone moved at once and I was lost in the pandemonium. Dak fetched my computer stone and Leo from downstairs. I put my gear into my vest, holding the reptile in one arm. “Where do we stick Leo?” I couldn’t give him to an Akarri if they had to fight. And I’d never checked my extra-dimensional pockets for turtle compatibility.
 
   “Just hold on to him for now,” Dak said. “You shouldn’t be fighting anyway. You’re squishy.”
 
   I looked Leo in the eye. “Don’t worry. I’ll protect you.”
 
   He grinned and rubbed his beak on my nose—turtle for, “Hey, I like your nose. Wish I had one.”
 
   Elsie passed us copper tubes. “These are zip-pipes. When they catch the anchor chain that connects a castor turret to its anchor rod, these tubes glide across the beam. We use them to drop into combat zones, pick people up, and board ships. It’s our best way over, so long as the castors survive.”
 
   I pocketed mine and Dak stuck his in his belt.
 
   We sailed into brightening dawn, where a ship gathered in size and bore down on us. Once near enough, it pulled to the side and presented a flank—the gargantuan bastard was longer than a football field and three times our size. Its seven masts sported twenty-five puffed sails. Its nose scooped upward and bristled with forward-mounted lightning cannons. Its flank had so many that three could hit us no matter how close we snugged. One of its castors fired; a gleaming anchor rod thrummed through space and sank into our hull. The violet anchor chain crackled into existence and the deck shuddered as it reeled us in.
 
   “No turning back now,” Tammagan warned. “Furl sails and take cover! Power those cannons! Be ready for anything.”
 
   The Akarri scuttled for defensive positions and wielded longbows or directed our own pair of lightning cannons outward. A line of orcs on the Leviathan’s rail leveled crossbows. The Valkyrie sank into position on our other flank, sandwiching us between the vessels. On the one hand, they had more guns on us. On the other, it was a great position for our plan. Of course, when the Akarri scrambled for the Valkyrie they had to somehow survive the five or six cannons trained on us…
 
   Ronin, I remembered. She’ll tilt it in their favor.
 
   They dragged us to just below their rail to give themselves the high ground and dropped a plank. Tammagan and Elsie led me, with Dak behind. The orcs gave Dak the stink-eye.
 
   “Thoughts?” I asked Dak as we crossed the plank.
 
   “Dracon made these orcs?” he asked.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I want to attach that guy to a perpetual-motion machine that kicks nuts forever.”
 
   There were three weather decks. We boarded the one lower deck, which was continuous from back to front, then climbed stairs to the smaller mid-deck, which in layer-cake fashion contained the upper deck and the captain’s wheel. Each layer had its own rails, but the mid-deck was crowded with orcish soldiers. My spirits sank at the sight of the crowd, big enough to fill the bleachers at a Little League game.
 
   We hadn’t brought enough.
 
   “Going to get lots of use out of my multi-attack,” Dak said grimly.
 
   The crowd of beasties chuckled and prodded Dak with swords, mocking the “smoothie lover,” and I gathered smoothie meant me. “Play wit yer food much?” asked one with a sneer. The mid-deck was about thirty feet square, not including the far end where the upper deck started. Behind the rail of that top deck were seven orcs leveling crossbows on us.
 
   At the center of the archers stood an elf in spectacular golden armor, her wondrous hair the same bright gleam as the metal. Her armor made my Akarri design look positively chaste by comparison. A strip of metal links draped her bosom, and though the forearms and shins were plated, her thighs and midriff were on display. Her only other covering was the sheer scarf that billowed from its point of attachment on a pelvic plate that—honest to God—seemed to be locked in place.
 
   “Is that a goddamn chastity belt?” Dak asked in his best “It had better not be” voice.
 
   But it was.
 
   “I am Captain Tivarra. You must be Magister Grawflefox. Odd. I was expecting more.” She chuckled darkly and snapped her fingers. Two brutish orcs opened the door to the captain’s cabin, nested in the space beneath the upper deck. They carried a chained Eliandra between them. She saw Dak and me and rolled her eyes.
 
   “You’re an elf,” I said to Tivarra. “Why are you helping Dracon?”
 
   She smirked over the rail at us. “An elf with quite a nice boat, thanks to my grateful master. And once I turn you over to him, I’ll get the whole fleet.”
 
   I stood frozen. This was the trap-springing phase of our “plan,” though an orc and two Akarri no longer felt like much of one. Not with forty orcs at our backs. We’d even predicted this, but it felt different seeing them all firsthand.
 
   “Go ahead,” the captain teased. “Show me how clever you are.” She spoke an arcane word and a sizzling blue orb hovered over her palm. “You couldn’t possibly have expected to leave peacefully with the Queen. So what’s it to be? Another sky ship? Ah, but my dragon’s patrolling for it beneath the cloud cover. Do you have a summoning up your sleeve? My archers will perforate you the second your fingers touch the page.” She squinted at Leo. “Is the turtle a bomb?”
 
   “He’s the bomb, but no, he doesn’t explode.” I frowned at Eliandra, who pierced me with a hot glare. “We were kind of thinking we could fight our way off?”
 
   “Brilliant,” the Queen said.
 
   “You’re not very good at this.” Tivarra bounced the glistening orb in her palm.
 
   “There’s this one weird thing you might not know about Northern Spine orcs,” Dak said.
 
   Uh-oh. I tensed.
 
   “Oh?” Tivarra shifted to face him—as did the crossbows.
 
   “We jump.” Dak cleared six feet from a standing leap, clapped palm to rail, and swung over. He slammed his foot into Tivarra’s unarmored midsection and threw her from view. The orcs fired their crossbows, sinking bolts into Dak’s shield and shoulder blade.
 
   Now that it had gone to hell, Leo tucked safely into his shell. Too bad there’s not room for two.
 
   At once, Elsie and Tammagan’s swords flashed out and the two orcs holding Eliandra folded, dead. Tammagan whirled to fend off the horde while I scrounged in my pocket, tossing Elsie my skeleton key. I flattened against the cabin wall, turtle clutched tight.
 
   Above, Dak laughed and two orcish bodies sailed to the mid-deck, toppling some of the advancing horde. The remainder pressed on, stepping over fallen bodies and snarling at us.
 
   Thunder broke the sky. Lightning flashes erupted off to our left, signaling the Akarri had started their attack.
 
   Tammagan swatted aside three sword strokes, skewered an orc, and broke another’s knee with her heel. She wrenched her blade out, driving the point of her elbow through another’s teeth, shattering his mouth into a gory mess. An orc’s swinging hatchet nearly took her head off, but she flicked back, retreating half a step to counter with a fatally precise throat stab. She retook her lost ground, giving not an inch.
 
   Elsie, having activated the skeleton key, twisted it in the padlock and the Queen shrugged from her chains. An orc came from Tammagan’s flank, so I did the only thing I could—with nothing but Leo, I lifted his durable shell in the way of an orcish axe head.
 
   The force of the blow hammered through me, tossing me into a wall. The orc threw a huge paw over Leo’s shell to wrench him away, but the turtle’s head poked out and his beak sank into the meat of the orc’s thumb.
 
   It howled and threw its arm back, trying to fling Leo away. Leo unlatched his pincer hold on the orc’s digit and soared behind the orc. In spite of my own predicament, I fretted where he’d land.
 
   In mid-air, Leo’s head retracted again; his shell flashed brightly and changed from a deep earth tone to a familiar Koopa green. The shell bonked into a mast, deflecting off at cannon speed. I lost track of its trajectory as the orc lifted his axe to end me.
 
   The beast’s torso exploded in streamers of gore. Leo’s shell flew through his gaping ribcage and thumped solidly into my grasp.
 
   “Sweet Mushroom Kingdom. You’re not a bomb, you’re a missile!” Blood streamed off the striations of Leo’s shell, never quite marring that video-game green. “Everyone get behind me.”
 
   Tammagan blinked, but Elsie—in the process of arming the Queen—had seen what Leo had done. She dragged everyone back and I looked out across the troop of orcs Tammagan had been holding back. They stared at me and the bloody turtle shell, trying to figure out our game.
 
   I dropped Leo’s shell to the deck.
 
   They shifted forward.
 
   I delivered my kick to the side and Leo skated with arrow-like velocity. I’d banked him like a pool ball so that he cut a zigzag track across the deck, bonking from parapet to parapet and advancing only a foot for each deflection.
 
   One orc tried to kick him. Leo blew his leg off at the knee and the orc fell on his back in Leo’s path. The next pass smashed the orc through the air and sent his remains spraying over the side of the ship.
 
   Seeing that, the horde flailed back all together, but the bunching-up only meant Leo hit a whole crowd of them at once. He didn’t even slow. My turtle was immune to the laws of thermodynamics.
 
   His first pass just tore off a bunch of legs. The second, more legs, because it took them a moment to fall. The third? It was bad. The air filled with gore and I couldn’t look. Pieces came our way and hit the Queen—the sound was like someone had hurled a water balloon. I could see her silhouette in the non-gruesome parts of the wall behind her.
 
   When Leo thumped into a mast, he deflected back at me, seeming to slow so I could stamp on his back. He stopped neatly beneath my heel.
 
   Elsie offered me her sword.
 
   Patting Leo, I shook my head at the weapon. “No thanks, I’m good.”
 
   “I was offering to trade,” she said.
 
   “Get your own turtle. This one’s mine.”
 
   The surviving orcs charged, but Dak dropped from the upper deck and met them. His singing sword plunged into the first. “Three edge!” he cried. Whirling, he slammed his shield into another, lifting the orc from its feet. It made a wet crunch against the mast. “Five bash, knockback!” Two swung at him and his sword flashed, chopping both their blades in half. “Sunder, sunder!” He kicked one off the deck while stabbing another through the face. “Two bash, three edge!”
 
   “It’s not a LARP,” I shouted, “you don’t have to call your damage!”
 
   “Sorry—old habits.”
 
   “Where’s Tivarra?” asked the Queen.
 
   “She ducked below deck somewhere,” Dak said. “Think she’s coordinating the fight from there. Let’s go.” His eyes were solid, shiny black.
 
   “Are you raging now?” I asked.
 
   “Totally. Not even angry, though.” The words came fast. “Humans call it rage. Orcish word for this is tur. Means ‘focus’ and feels more like that time I drank four espressos and thought I’d merged with the Matrix. Except look at my hands.” He held out his sword arm, hand totally steady. “Orcish bullet time.” 
 
   The beat of leathery wings drew our attention to the sky, where a serpentine dragon swooped down at us. Its jaws opened and a column of roaring fire sprayed across the deck. Dak tossed me aside and lifted Not-Captain-America’s-Shield, which seemed to suck the flames into its shiny obsidian surface where they disappeared.
 
   The monster flicked by, overshooting the ship. Glancing down at the turtle in my hands, I whispered, “Can you do a red shell?”
 
   I’d never seen such a determined look on a turtle’s face. With a flash, his shell turned bright red.
 
   Drawing the homing shell over my shoulder like a football, I tossed him in the dragon’s direction. Leo fired off like a shot. Soon, all I could see was his smoky contrail slicing a clean arc for the serpent. When dragon and contrail met, both the dragon’s wings ripped clean off and it plummeted like a stone.
 
   There was no sight of Leo returning and I worked to quash my sense of panic. “Do—do you think he’s okay?”
 
   “I don’t know, but if I had to pick a turtle to be ‘okay’ after that, it’d be the dragon-slaying kind,” Dak said solemnly. “If he’s gone, he died as he lived. At full throttle.”
 
   Elsie stuffed a crossbow in my empty hands and we rushed for the lower deck together. Dak bowled through a handful of orcs, the Akarri stabbing the fallen ones as we passed. We hit the rail, getting our first look at the other battle.
 
   The Akarri had zip-piped to the Valkyrie. I couldn’t see Ronin and suspected she was fighting below deck. Above deck, Akarri fired longbows at orcs back on the Leviathan. Rent, smoking metal on both sides showed where most of the lightning cannons had been destroyed in the exchanges, and now they were down to bows versus crossbows. Thank God the castor turret on the Valkyrie was intact—that was our ride.
 
   Our own vessel was still against the Leviathan’s hull, though I startled when the castor turret holding it there started pushing it away. “They’re jettisoning our bomb-ship.”
 
   Tammagan wrenched her sword out of an orc. “Tivarra suspects us. We have to seize that turret. If the Leviathan survives the blast, we’re through.”
 
   “No time.” Elsie motioned down the rail to the orcs firing on the Valkyrie, who just now noticed us. She waved across the clouds at the Akarri in the castor turret, who fired an anchor rod, which splintered into a wall by Elsie. The violet-hued anchor chain glowed into existence, promising escape. “We’re about to have company. We need to get the Queen and Grawflefox off this boat. Like, now.”
 
   “Agreed.” Tammagan’s mouth was a grim line. “Elsie, take the Queen on your zip-pipe.”
 
   “We could always ride together, Captain.” Elsie winked while readying her pipe.
 
   Tammagan actually smiled, which was the moment I knew something was terribly wrong. “I’m afraid not. Now, go!”
 
   Elsie hesitated. Something dimmed in her eyes; her voice was flat and small. “You’re staying.”
 
   “I’ll catch up after I take out that turret,” Tammagan lied.
 
   “There’s no time!” Elsie shouted frantically. “Captain, we’ve got to go.”
 
   The orcs rallied, drawing weapons, and stalked down the deck toward us—they were gathered all together and only Dak’s readied steel and solid-black eyes kept them at bay. That, and Eliandra’s cutlass, which seemed elegant and deadly at once in the Queen’s grip.
 
   Tammagan seized Elsie by the trim of her cloak, dragging her near. “For once in your goddamn life, follow an order.” She seemed about to release her soldier, then growled in consternation, tugging Elsie flush.
 
   Their mouths fused. The kiss was a crush of ferocious want, Elsie sinking into the Captain’s one-fisted grip.
 
   An orc popped around the corner, saw them, and lifted his axe. My crossbow snapped to attention. With the smooth ease Uncle Scott had instilled while squirrel hunting, I squeezed the trigger. The string twanged. A bolt thumped into the orc’s forehead and it toppled. “Shh,” I told the dead orc. “They’re having a moment.”
 
   Tammagan broke the kiss by thrusting Elsie at us. “Now go, you obstinate girl.” With the shortest of glances—and eyes so full of unspoken feelings and unmade memories that it hurt to see—she spun and sprinted for the turret.
 
   Elsie jerked, as if to give chase, but Eliandra snagged her shoulder. “We’re leaving this boat, soldier.” The tide of orcs from our flank had engaged Dak. He was glorious to see—so fluid and powerful I wondered what the hell level he was. But they’d landed a few shots nonetheless, and he bled from a cut over his brow.
 
   Tammagan had disappeared into a crowd of orcs, and packs of them were swarming from elsewhere on the ship. The Queen and Elsie both leaped onto the anchor chain and coasted across on one zip-pipe. I drew mine from a pocket, abandoning my crossbow, and gripped it in both fists. Leaping at the glowing chain, my pipe made contact with the stream of energy and I flew across space.
 
   The Valkyrie had gained altitude, giving them high ground on the Leviathan, so the zip-pipe dragged me upward.
 
   Something happened crossing that great chasm above the clouds. The air was thick with bolts and arrows, a hundred orcs bellowed at my back, but I was razor focused on just doing the next thing—on getting to the Valkyrie. The brief thrill of terror at leaping into the sky faded into background noise, leaving my brain fresh and clear to consider my next move. Danger hemmed me in from every side, but it no longer felt like pushing through mental quicksand; my limbs were no longer addled by looming death. Was I actually getting used to this stuff?
 
   Pain exploded in my shoulder. I felt the bolt’s impact in the bone and the numbed fingers on my right hand lurched from the pipe. The other hand followed suit and I fell…
 
   …about three feet before Dak snagged the scruff of my shirt from behind. It cinched beneath my armpits and we flew at the Valkyrie’s deck.
 
   Lightning burned my eyes and thunder tore through the air around us. The orcs must have trained a new cannon on us somehow. The bolt ripped apart our castor turret, transforming the armored front into shrapnel. The violet ribbon we rode winked out with fifteen feet to go.
 
   Dak tossed me at the rail. I arched over it, hitting the deck on my good shoulder.
 
   I rolled and saw his huge mitt gripping a support. He hauled himself over, rushing for me. “You okay?”
 
   It was cold, like an icicle jammed into my shoulder. “Yeah.”
 
   “No, you’re not.” He reached for me.
 
   I jerked away. “One thing first.”
 
   “Dude! There’s an arrow in your fucking back!”
 
   “One thing first!” I hollered in a voice used so rarely that Dak gave me space. Glancing over the rail at the Leviathan beneath us, I spotted the orcish corpses littering the deck around their castor turret. Tammagan had killed her way in and reversed polarity on the chain, dragging the rigged fire ship back into its flank.
 
   She got smaller and smaller as the Valkyrie pulled away.
 
   Elsie hit the rails beside us. “She’s still down there. Get that castor fixed! Send the Captain an anchor!”
 
   Our turret was slagged. Akarri were trying to pry a wounded woman from the twisted wreckage.
 
   Elsie wheeled in search of something. “I need a bow. I’ll hold off the orcs.” Horrified tears streamed down her face while she picked up a wounded Akarri’s weapon. “I’ll hold them off, and someone get the Captain a goddamn anchor!”
 
   Far below, an orc drove its sword into Tammagan’s ribs. She collapsed onto her side. I couldn’t hear her scream, but I saw how she tore its head half off with her return blow.
 
   My right hand trembled. I couldn’t draw and I was helpless.
 
   Six orcs advanced on Tammagan, who edged away from them while keeping her sword partly raised.
 
   An explosion tore from the fire ship’s back end, the concussive wave hitting my chest like a massive fist.
 
   “Captain!” Elsie cried, the anguish in her voice cutting through me.
 
   The orcs advancing on Tammagan had been blown apart, but from her prone position on deck, the parapet at ship’s edge had shielded the Captain from the worst of it. A surviving orc nonetheless bared his teeth in a snarl I couldn’t hear and came at her, relentless even as a chain of explosions splintered two masts on our fire ship.
 
   The idea hit me. Oh God. Could it even work? I pried my sketchpad loose before I could talk myself out of it, flipping to the sketched portrait that had created Tammagan. This could go so wrong. But she was dead otherwise.
 
   I blew on shaking fingertips and laid them on the sketch as though performing a distance pull, focusing on my creation.
 
   The orc readied to bury its axe in Tammagan’s head. The moored fire ship burst open, an explosion ripping it to splinters and rocking our vessel, opening the Leviathan as though some god’s axe had cloven its flank. Yet I never took my eyes from the silver lines zipping through Tammagan’s form, still visible through the hail of shattered timber.
 
   The orc’s axe thunked into the wooden rail behind her and then the fire ship’s explosion obliterated him.
 
   She was gone.
 
   Pressure filled my skull, as though I’d dived into the deep end of a pool. It pushed through my bloody shoulder, rattling a scream from my throat, and then down my arm bones and to my fingertips, seeking the paper.
 
   Before it kicked free, before she could slip back into her portrait, I pointed those fingertips at the deck, where silver lines sliced the air. They zinged along orbits that mimicked her shape until the air popped and Tammagan hit the deck.
 
   She flinched in anticipation of an axe that never came, still clutching her wounded side.
 
   The fire ship erupted in one final, deafening boom. Risking a backward glance, I saw the Leviathan shatter along its spine. Interior struts bowed under strain and, with the tumultuous crackle of ten thousand planks, the ship’s front end snapped free and both halves listed vertical. Orcs scrabbled at the deck and dozens of them tumbled through the clouds like dark fleas shaken off a dog. At first, the Leviathan’s remains eased down through the clouds as if into an ocean. When the float stones on the front half gave out, it sank abruptly from view.
 
   Elsie gaped at me, then at Tammagan. She flew at the Captain and threw her arms around her, grappling tight, her whole body shaken by quiet sobs.
 
   Tammagan winced at the impact and then seemed to just accept it, wrapping one arm around her field officer. Realizing I’d transported her, she looked at me. “How?”
 
   The Queen glanced from Tammagan to me before noticing my sketchpad. “The wizard made her,” she breathed. “Unbelievable.”
 
   Horror transformed Tammagan’s face, though within a heartbeat it was replaced by outrage. “When?”
 
   “A long time ago,” I assured her.
 
   “Just what parts of me did you make?” she snarled.
 
   I gulped, the ache in my shoulder much worse now. “Uh. Your… hair. Your hair, sword,” and mumbling, I added, “some other things.”
 
   “You’re the one who fucked up my hair!” Looking ready to deck me, she struggled to her feet.
 
   Elsie stood with her, though, stroking her face. Glassy-eyed, she laughed—the sort of half-crying, giddy laugh that only comes with overwhelming relief. “I like your hair. I like how he drew you. I don’t care.”
 
   “But how would you feel—”
 
   “Hey.” Elsie put fingers to her jaw, redirecting the Captain’s gaze into her own eyes. “He did a really good job on you.”
 
   Tammagan’s face softened.
 
   Dak cleared his throat. “Let’s save this for after Band-Aid time.” Around us, Akarri unfurled the ship’s sails, tended the wounded, fought to get us away from the devastation. They’d pulled one woman from the castor-turret wreckage and she seemed alive, but her arm and face were blistered with burns.
 
   Quinny and Ronin led a small squad from below deck, all cleaning their weapons. “Cleared the orcs,” Quinny announced. Nodding at Dak, she added, “For the most part.” Then she noticed Tammagan and Elsie holding one another. “What’s this?” she demanded sharply.
 
   “How do I know you’re the real Tammagan, though?” Elsie asked, ignoring Quinny.
 
   “You remember disobeying my orders back there?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Almost choked you.”
 
   Elsie grinned wildly and looped her long arms around Tammagan’s neck. “Oh, Captain, it is you.”
 
   “But I’m glad I did this instead.” Tammagan kissed Elsie again, more gently now.
 
   Quinny’s jaw dropped. “The bloody hell!”
 
   Elsie, kissing, extended her middle finger to the tattooed Akarri.
 
   “Oh, fine!” shouted Quinny. “There it goes then, all sense of moral order. We’re just gonna do all the ruttin’ things they write about in porn books. You!” She pointed at Dak. “Might as well roger me now, ’cause that’s what it’s coming to.”
 
   “Hard pass.”
 
   “How is Isaac?” Ronin asked Dak.
 
   “The wound’s not deep. Think he’ll be fine. Take that from probably this world’s foremost expert on getting shot with crossbows.”
 
   “It feels like it went straight through,” I groaned.
 
   “I want pallets for the wounded,” Ronin ordered. “Get them below deck. Keep the rigging on our mainmast furled, the beam’s cracked. Make no mistake, we’re limping, and they’re sending reinforcements as we speak. We aren’t done yet.”
 
   I glanced weakly at the scorched fissure where lightning had struck our center mast. We were in bad shape and it didn’t seem safe to sail like this, but… what were our options?
 
   Well, there was one thing.
 
   I fished out my magitech computer, figuring I’d better just do it rather than ask. Ronin would never let me in my current state, and there wasn’t enough adrenaline in me to fight her on it. Casting had never physically harmed me before, so I figured I could do it wounded, provided no head injuries interfered with my concentration. Activating the computer stone, the last thing I’d worked on flashed into being in holographic form.
 
   Ronin growled. “What do you think you’re—”
 
   I exhaled on the image of the sky ship.
 
   Unnamable power pounded through my bones, forcing me to my knees. An electrical discharge crackled the air around us and I managed to barely lift the image of the new sky ship overhead. There was a tension in my soul, a tautness as summoned magic saturated my cells and filled me to bursting. Then a lurch. The power sprang free; it was out, gone into the world, and with a flash of lightning, a whirl of smoke, and a zinging of the familiar silver lines, a sky ship unlike any other manifested over us.
 
   I had only a moment to look up and admire it—then sweep my gaze across the group of slack-jawed Akarri—before the deck rushed up at me and everything went dark.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five: Bumping Uglies
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke with pain radiating from my shoulder to the base of my skull. A sweltering mattress pressed against my cheek and I was cognizant of movement in the room. “What’s—”
 
   “Easy.” Ronin’s voice, maskless and unscrambled. Sometimes I forgot how nice it was. That rasp brushed my senses in a way that soothed me. “I removed the bolt and packed your wound. Try not to move. Are you thirsty?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   She lifted a bowl to my lips and I drank while she filled me in: the new sky ship possessed a small medbay, thanks to Dak’s blueprints. Healing stones therein produced salves, poultices, and enchanted bandages that sped the regeneration of my shoulder. The supplies had likely saved the Akarri they’d pulled from the castor turret’s wreckage.
 
   We’d lost one. She’d died while zip-piping to the Valkyrie. A stray bolt of lightning had crossed her path and reduced her to ash, scattered her on the wind before the fighting had begun in earnest. My gut clenched, as the plan had been mine.
 
   Ronin insisted it was a sound one. Maybe that should have quieted my anxiety, but it didn’t. I was upset that I didn’t know the Akarri who’d died. Her name was Nell. She’d had glittery studs in the helix of her ear—that was the only thing I remembered about her.
 
   Our new sky ship could fly higher and faster than any other, but we’d gone off our original course to disguise the location of the Citadel of Light and to confuse scouts. There’d been no time to search for Leo, but the crash site was marked so I could one day return to find him—or his remains. A turtle like that deserved a memorial. Nell’s memorial came in the form of the ship itself, as they’d named it after her.
 
   I convalesced in Ronin’s bunk. She wanted me nearby—whether out of protective instinct, my war-asset status, or something more, I couldn’t tell. The drugs kept me in a stupor most of the time. We rarely spoke, but her presence at the edge of my awareness comforted me, and she was always there.
 
   Well, except for bathroom stuff. I’d have been mortified letting a girl I liked haul my narrow butt to the crapper. Dak took care of that; neither of us was squeamish, on account of his accident and my being on hand during his initial forays into living with partial paralysis. Needless to say, Dak’s experiences on the receiving end made him a hell of a nurse. 
 
   I could move around by the third day, albeit at a cautious pace. Ronin started spending more time elsewhere on the Nell and in her mask. Kyra visited me, though, bringing gossip about the Captain and Elsie. Word about the ship insisted Elsie would turn in her field medallion, quit the Akarri, and rejoin the crew as a paid mercenary. Half insulated from the command structure, Tammagan would be free to ravish her on the regular.
 
   This relieved Kyra, who—while entirely at ease with Elsie’s sexuality—could not stand the impropriety of officers dating subordinates. I couldn’t disagree after hearing the way Kyra put it, but she still reminded me of a half-old-fashioned Republican mother who didn’t care how gay her kids were, so long as they promised her wedding vows and plenty of adopted grandbabies. Once the Queen signed off on the bureaucratic legerdemain, Kyra would finally relax.
 
   “I’ve dragged the details from Elsie,” Kyra said. “I made her swear that until the transfers go through, she and the Captain will stay strictly hands off. So that’s good. At least they’re not yet… doing anything.”
 
   “We’re doing everything,” Elsie assured me on her first visit, an hour later. “Everything I know how to do anyway, which is so much it’s actually a little sordid.” She hummed happily. “I read lots. That helps.”
 
   I hoped that holding my blushing face in my hands would cue her to stop.
 
   Not so. Elsie had apparently selected me as confidant, which was understandable given Kyra’s upper-class pretensions about screwing one’s captain. “And that woman is pent up,” Elsie went on. “Like whoa pent up. Like I get her going and just, y’know, hold onto the headboard for dear life. I mean, admitted, she’s still learning—has the sexual experience of a maiden priestess, that one.” She tapped her lip in thought. “Guess that explains the ‘pent up’ thing. And the temper. I’d be mad too if no one ever went to town on—”
 
   “Elsie. I don’t need every detail. Really.” The base part of me wanted every salacious crumb, but I was carrying latent guilt about what I’d witnessed as a ghost. “While liberating Dak’s iSword, I may have… already seen more than I should have.”
 
   She arched an eyebrow.
 
   I blurted the explanation, start to finish, steadily losing the ability to hold eye contact.
 
   Somehow she held a straight, serious face until I’d finished. Then: “Ha! Don’t tell Tammagan.”
 
   “No kidding.”
 
   “But mention it during our wedding toast. I’ll make sure she’s wearing crazy heels so she can’t catch you.”
 
   “One thing I like about you. You never lack confidence.”
 
   Eventually, Kyra and Elsie both segued into the same awkwardly shoehorned question, and somehow I was unprepared for it both times. They wanted to know if I’d drawn them. I assured both it wasn’t the case, and Kyra seemed relieved. Elsie managed to deadpan her response: “Suppose I’ve got no one to blame but myself.”
 
   I had full movement in my arm by day four, and celebrated by touring the Nell’s top deck with Dak. It was basically a weather deck enclosed with a lattice of windows along the ceiling, looking out on the brilliant Runic stars. In place of masts and riggings, though, was a more expansive galley table that could seat the crew. The deck also featured chute-like entrances to turrets, the command room, and other key areas. The space was for eating, lounging, and quick dispersal to emergency stations. “You’re good at blueprints,” I confessed.
 
   Protected within a metal shell, everything felt homier. I could hear the rhythmic whup-whup-whup of propellers, feel the rattle of turbulence, but from inside, it was contained and safe. Idle Akarri lounged at the galley table, but on seeing me, they slunk below.
 
   “They’re all worried you drew them too,” Dak said.
 
   “I heard. I’m not sure what to say to Tammagan. There’s no Hallmark card for this.”
 
   Dak framed an imaginary card with his hands. “ ‘Sorry I drew you into existence, but it was only your physical appearance. The rest of you came from a complex of genetic and environmental forces and personal decisions wholly independent of my will.’ Then a picture of a baby bear hugging a heart.”
 
   I set up among supply crates stored forward of the galley table, laying out my sketchpad and activating my computer stone. Dak dragged the cargo around to make a seat while I projected my computer screen into a large windowpane overhead. Immediately, I stroked blue sketch lines onto digital paper with stylus and pad.
 
    “You drawing another ship?” Dak asked as the shapes took form. “Didn’t Ronin warn you against duplicating things?”
 
   “It’s not a duplicate, and it’s not for Rune.” The Nell was a wonderful vessel, but I was sick of pure functionality. I needed to just draw for a while. “This one’s for me.”
 
   It took me a few minutes of sketching to realize something was the matter with Dak—something new. I could tell from the hovering and general silence. Instead of asking, I sketched Runic mountains into the background and framed the ship against the huge circle of Big Red.
 
   “You remember Quinny?” he finally asked.
 
   “Big feather tattoo on her face. Kind of racist and homophobic, but in a ‘doesn’t seem to have been taught any better’ way.” I was adding a single sail to the vessel, like a sloop, but also pylons for backup propulsion.
 
   “She got apologetic for giving me and Elsie trouble. Offered to celebrate my prowess in battle by ‘finding the bottom of a whiskey bottle together.’ ”
 
   “You hate drinking.”
 
   “Which I told her. To which she replied that I could watch her rid the world of some, so that while on board none would sneak up on me. I was bored, so I agreed.”
 
   “You drank some, didn’t you?”
 
   “It took maybe three remarks about how orcs—as a species—lack proper alcohol tolerance. I set out to disprove her thesis.”
 
   “You let her neg you.”
 
   “I did.”
 
   My just-for-fun ship was powered by sails and some mysterious engine in either pylon. I had no clue how they worked, only that they emitted clouds. It was magitech, so I could do whatever.
 
   “It gets hazy after the second bottle.”
 
   “Oh boy. That’s a lot of booze.”
 
   “I’m competitive. This is known of me.”
 
   “Did you win?” I asked.
 
   “The alcohol part, thoroughly. I’m four times her size. It was what happened after…”
 
   I stopped drawing. “Holy hell, seriously? Her?”
 
   Dak shrugged.
 
   “She took your virginity?”
 
   He spread his hands, as if to say, “It is what it is.”
 
   This was big news. Okay, half-big—by my reckoning Dak had lost his virginity to Melanie St. John at a campout years ago, but Dak measured virginity in the way of Baptist-reared kids who had faith in the “oral/hand job” loophole. It permitted good Christians to get frisky and keep a side pot of purity for down the line. Not that I found fault in this—I had no strong opinion one way or the other, having not had enough sexual experience to worry about it. I nonetheless had to correct for Dak’s idea of virginity when we talked about this stuff.
 
   I frowned. “Wait a sec. She loaded you up on liquor and took you below deck for boning?”
 
   He sighed. “Yet another chaste soul plied with drink and taken advantage of. I feel like such a cliché.”
 
   I snorted. I’d let him get away with “virgin,” but certainly not “chaste.”
 
   Dak read my mind. “Melanie and I were in a strict hands-and-mouth-only relationship. Quinny was… full contact.” He absently rubbed the side of his head. “Almost bit my ear off.”
 
   Now I scowled. “How drunk did she get you?”
 
   “We both felt it in the morning, but no blackouts or anything.”
 
   “But you…  y’know. Consented, right?”
 
   “Damn near consented her through a wall.”
 
   “Still. Remember her ‘surf the great green sea’ comment? Sounds a little different now.”
 
   “Part of why it bothers me. Pretty sure I’m her big, green fetish.”
 
   Oof. I felt for him. We both had friends who could treat sex like just a fun biological function, but in spite of our occasional religious heresies, neither of us strayed too far from the sacralized view. For him—and probably me too—sex wasn’t “just boning.” I wasn’t saving myself for marriage, but I’d always hoped to connect with someone at more than a genital level. Quinny was from that other world, similar to what we brushed against in popular culture, where people had casual sex buddies. It sounded like Dak’s world had collided with hers, which is the tax pluralism takes. It’s the price of having different kinds of people, and since Dak and I were already so weird, we’d gotten used to paying it.
 
   “Ugly views on orcs and lesbians aside, Quinny’s not all bad,” I said. “She helped me through some trauma after my first battle. The woman has sex like it’s a handshake. Maybe she figured you do too. Jumping you might have been her way of welcoming you aboard.”
 
   He snorted. “Fine for her, but that’s not me. Or at least, not me at my best. Guess I was overly dick-first.”
 
   “You worried you gave her orclings?”
 
   “Nah, Northern Spine orcs can’t impregnate humans. Half-orcs are lame angst factories.”
 
   “The situation’s not a total screw-up, then.”
 
   “I don’t know.” Eliandra swayed into view, her smoothly careless locomotion setting me immediately on edge. “You both screw up a lot.” Her voice lilted and she hung boredly off a crate, the lines of her body stretched taut. I caught a whiff of the rum on her breath even from a distance.
 
   “Seems Quinny and I didn’t finish all the booze,” Dak muttered.
 
   “Screw off, peasant.” The rosy-cheeked Queen pushed off the crate and alighted onto another beside my sketchpad. Even drunk, her every motion was gracefully executed.
 
   I didn’t like the reckless energy pouring off her. “Unwinding from your kidnapping with a few drinks?”
 
   “You can’t have any, because it’s all in here.” She patted her belly with two hands, then snapped up my sketchpad before I could stop her. She was somehow even faster while inebriated. Or maybe she was always that quick, but forgot to act human in this state. I fretted as she flipped through my art. “What exactly are you doing tonight, oh great dreamer and god of our realm? Hopefully not making more messes. Moved any continents lately? Displaced a few families? Make any interesting new friends?”
 
   Needled, I tried to respond, but nothing came to mind so my mouth just said, “No.”
 
   “Why, look at this! Our beloved Tammagan is in her battle dress. I suppose that means we have you to thank for the idiotic armor that’s gotten so many women killed on my behalf. Good to know.”
 
   “It’s not like that,” I said.
 
   “A young man draws pretty women in skimpy attire. I think I know what it’s like.” She tossed the pad onto the crate and her lightning palm snagged my computer stone.
 
   “Hey!”
 
   I gave chase, along with Dak, but she wheeled, thumping her back into the rail. She’d already figured out how to flick through all my illustrations of Rune, and one by one the holographic images flashed in front of us. The first one featured a battle, skies thick with dragons and lightning blasts. “Good of you to give us a few wars. We certainly need those to keep us on our toes, don’t we?”
 
   “What the hell is your problem?” Dak reached for the computer stone.
 
   Eliandra glared with such fire that it stalled his advance and he actually took a step back. “He gave us this bastard of a world. The Cataclysm, wars, oppression. He’s no better than Dracon.”
 
   A growl rippled from Dak’s throat, more tiger than human. “So without Isaac, there’d be no war?”
 
   Her glare intensified, but she said nothing.
 
   “Thought so,” he said, unflinching.
 
   “Have you any clue what Dracon’s done?” she asked.
 
   “He enslaved your people.” I thought back to Dracon’s paintings: women in chains, lorded over by grim warriors in desolate landscapes. “I saw the chains and collars, and I’m sorry.”
 
   “It was worse than chains and collars.” She slipped into a seated position on the rail, back flush to a crystal panel. “Humans try not to remember the Fugue. But my people can’t forget.”
 
   I frowned. “What was the Fugue?”
 
   Eliandra rolled her head back, staring drunkenly through glass at the heavens above. “A spell that bent the physically weak to the will of the strong. Say a man saved a woman from wild predators. The Fugue bound her to him, so that she’d worship him from her knees. So, too, if he bested her in combat. This filthy obsession for their masters was implanted into the hearts of the defeated; it was what our world once thought of as love.” Bitterness infused her voice. “It wasn’t, of course. It was infernal magic. A spell. The Fugue changed the slave’s mind; shattered her will.
 
   “He built a world where conscience and compassion could be torn away at the point of a sword, where ferocity of spirit could be choked to death with a brutish fist.”
 
   I gaped. I sensed Dak’s rigid stance beside me.
 
   “So, no. You don’t ‘get’ it,” Eliandra spat. “You didn’t live it, so you only know it here.” She tapped her temple. Then she set the same fingertips to her heart. “I feel those facts here, because it tore apart my family. Dracon made this world his harem. Put himself at its top, with my people—in all their wisdom, beauty, and magic—under his feet. Humans live blessedly short lives, you see, so none still suffer the Fugue. It was destroyed in the Cataclysm. But for those long-lived beings who came before, it still holds power.”
 
   “That’s why he wants all the elves.” My voice sounded hollow. “They’re the only ones left he can… control.”
 
   “And my mother,” Eliandra choked, holding back tears, “has been at his mercy for nearly three-quarters of a century.” She steadied her breathing, stared me down, and spoke evenly. “So tell me. In seventy-five years, how many times do you think he’s raped her?”
 
   Everything in me went concave and my eyes burned. I blinked, and tried to say I was sorry. To say anything at all. I couldn’t get a single word past the knot in my throat.
 
   “We’re going to end him,” Dak said, his voice low and furious.
 
   What I felt, I didn’t immediately recognize. I had no word for it. It was like a shudder—not of fear or pleasure, but blinding outrage. A white-hot spark of wrath sang through my every fiber and I wanted to break a hundred thousand necks. I blamed Dracon for that alien urge, and knew it was his neck I had to break a hundred thousand times over.
 
   But Eliandra’s stare never wavered from me. “You? You’re just like him.” The words came softly, but between the ribs and into my heart, where I felt them as surely as cold steel. Holding my computer stone, she showed me the next image. “This?” She waved my image of a maiden in the coils of a dragon. “How does this save my mother?”
 
   My outrage supernova collapsed into a black hole. The gravity of the guilt crushed me. I couldn’t breathe. I was up in the sky, in a spacious room with air on all sides, but there wasn’t enough of it and I gasped.
 
   Dak stepped between us. “The Fugue is gone. Isaac destroyed it.”
 
   “Hardly helps my mother, does it?”
 
   “You were born after the Cataclysm?”
 
   “What of it?”
 
   “Then he sure as hell helped you. You’re free.”
 
   “And so my mother’s fate is on me?” she snarled. “Is that it?”
 
   “Of course not,” Dak said, voice softer. “It’s on Dracon and always has been. Not Isaac, not you, not her. Dracon.”
 
   “Oh? And if I keep going through these images, what will I see?” she challenged. “Dracon gave us the Fugue. What do you suppose Grawflefox has given us?” She tapped through two more.
 
   Panic jolted through me. “Eliandra—give me the computer.” I knew how many more taps until she saw the truth, and I wasn’t ready.
 
   “Why?” She tapped to the next image. One tap away. “Is there something I shouldn’t see?”
 
   The look she gave me? The sickening insight hit me. She already knows.
 
   “Well? What aren’t you telling me?”
 
   My shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry.”
 
   She hit the arrow on the screen and there it was: Eliandra’s portrait atop the Palace of Ten Thousand Chambers while the wind fingered through her long hair, staring off into a sunset with keen eyes. On the other side of that holographic image, I saw the frozen horror in those same eyes. Her head shook almost imperceptibly. No matter what she’d anticipated, the evidence of her own creation at my easel undid her.
 
   The ache rocked through me. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   She dropped the computer stone and its stand. It thumped to the deck and winked out. The Queen’s eyes were glassed over. “You made me?” Her voice hardly carried over creaking wood and distant propellers.
 
   I couldn’t look into her eyes; the accusation in them was too strong, washing over me, my hands hanging limp to my sides.
 
   Dak sat down.
 
   “You made me.” Tears lanced down one cheek, then the other. “Did you put me on the streets? Did you leave my belly empty every night?”
 
   “No,” I whispered.
 
   “Did you give my mother to Dracon?”
 
   “No! Never.”
 
   “But you made me Queen. I blamed myself for those choices, except they weren’t really mine. Were they? You taught me to lie, you put that damned crown on my brow, and you set me in the midst of traitors with only words and decorum to protect me.”
 
   “I didn’t mean for that to—”
 
   “Didn’t mean it?”
 
   “I drew you to be a queen. I didn’t know about traitors, about what the crown would be like.”
 
   “You broke me,” she whispered. “You built me broken.” She turned and gripped the rails. Fumbling for a window release, she pushed it open on its hinge and lurched partway out to throw up before sinking to her knees. “You’re the reason I don’t even… I don’t…”
 
   I swallowed and Dak looked at me, worried.
 
   “I don’t know who I am.” She said it quietly to herself, then focused back on me. “You made me hollow.”
 
   “All right,” Dak said, taking a knee. One of his hands rested on her comparatively tiny shoulder. “You’re not hollow. You’re a pain in the ass, but nothing about you is empty.” He grinned. “And you’re full of rum, remember?”
 
   She sobbed, wiping rapidly at her face. “Of course. Not very royal of me, is it? Crying.” She glanced at me. “Please, Isaac.” It was the first time she’d used my real name. “Tell me who I am.”
 
   “I… You’re the Queen.”
 
   “That’s not a person. It’s a role. I know my roles, I know what I have to do—I have to save my mother. I have goals and skills, I have faces to wear that get me from here to there. But who am I? You made me, so just tell me. I have too many faces. Which is me?”
 
   I shook my head. “I don’t know. I can’t—”
 
   “Just decide!” Desperately, she scrambled to her feet. “I don’t care which. Just decide.”
 
   Dak shot me a look, as if to ask whether he should carry her to her quarters to sleep it off.
 
   I shook my head at him and looked at Eliandra. “I can’t.”
 
   “You have to.”
 
   “I can’t. I don’t know. The only one who can know is you. I’m sorry.”
 
   Dak went to steady her, but she shrugged away from us. “I can walk.”
 
   “You sure?” he asked.
 
   “Yes.” She shut her eyes, inhaling. She held it. Then, on the exhale, her whole body straightened and she once again wore Regal Eliandra’s face. “Elves are not clumsy drunks.” She turned and made for her cabin, disappearing within.
 
   “Well.” Dak put his thumbs into his belt. “Elves and rum do not mix.”
 
   “It’s my fault,” I said bitterly. “Her. This world. All of it.”
 
   “You would try to take credit.”
 
   “Just look at this mess.”
 
   “It’s a wilderness full of free people,” Dak said. “Of course it’s a mess. There was a Rune before you and, if we both keeled over tomorrow, there’d be a Rune after you. The world was here first, dude, and even with the force of reality-altering magic behind your paintings, they’re just one more piece of a great, big everything.”
 
   “But Dracon—”
 
   “—is one of those guys who thinks it all belongs to him. Power and responsibility are just two words for the same thing. To take responsibility for a thing is to make it yours. Dracon invented a world where he could save a woman and make her belong to him. When he ‘saved’ the world from monsters single-handed, he decided it all belonged to him. If you want to be different from him, you have to share responsibility. Try to see it: you’re one tiny piece of this world. It’s not on you to save the poor women and the poor elves from Dracon. It’s on us all. The responsibility falls on us all, because the world belongs to us all.”
 
   I closed my eyes and sighed. “That’s all true. But I still put the Akarri in that stupid armor. Screwed up the sky ships. Messed up Eliandra’s life by making her Queen.”
 
   Dak shrugged. “You were making art. That’s not usually connected to the powers of literal creation. Were it, I think we’d have to burn J. K. Rowling at the stake for what she did to the poor Weasleys. What galls me about Dracon is that at some point he realized this place was real, and he kept treating it as his.”
 
   I nodded. “He galls me too.” I wrapped my fingers around the stylus and stared at it. A sense of determination woke inside me and I picked up the computer stone and its stand, setting it up again.
 
   “What now?” Dak asked.
 
   I opened a new document and stared at blank space. Pressing stylus to pad, I said, “High time the Akarri get a decent change of clothes.”
 
   Dak rubbed his hands together. “I’m getting an art boner.”
 
   This time, functional demands and creative spark merged. I wasn’t drawing the new armor out of pure instrumentality. I’d tapped into a deep well of feeling, and the rage poured from the tip of my stylus, channeled directly into a suit of armor intended for one purpose: to give our foes nightmares.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six: The Citadel of Light
 
    
 
    
 
   My muse had donned combat fatigues and affixed her bayonet. My vision for the new armor burned brightly in my imagination and scorched from the tip of my stylus until I could no longer keep my eyes open. Near dawn, I had a vague sense of Ronin easing me below deck. I woke in a new bunk—she’d deposited me with Dak, who’d had the foresight to blueprint himself a plus-sized room to accommodate his height.
 
   I got going around noon, taking lunch as my breakfast. Above deck, our ship sank below cloud cover and through a flock of bat-mantas. They held formation with our craft, silent bodies gliding in our wake. 
 
   Dak didn’t like how large they were. “Those creatures are a middle finger in Darwin’s face.”
 
   “Yeah.” But I was grinning. Being from rural America, I didn’t mind a bit if Darwin lost one for a change. We were due.
 
   By late afternoon, we flew over a sweep of autumnal trees that burned gold and red, breathtaking since it was late spring elsewhere. “The seasons are different here?”
 
   Ronin approached the rail beside me. “They pass week by week. In a few days, the trees will be bare. In six, shrouded with snow.”
 
   The hilly forest dipped into a shallow valley, trees ringing a sparkling lake in the shape of an eye, an island at its center only adding to the effect by looking like a green iris. We descended and splashed down on the lake, our propellers operating just as smoothly in water. On closer inspection, the lake was shrouded in frozen mist, patches of ice ramming into our hull as we plowed forward.
 
   Our pilot shut down the propellers before one could eat a mini-iceberg.
 
   “Everfrost Lake,” I said. “Name makes sense now. Where’s the Citadel?”
 
   “There.” Ronin pointed to the island.
 
   Nothing was on it. It was flat, populated by a copse of evergreens and jagged, ice-glazed stones standing sentinel at its beaches. “Is it… invisible?”
 
   “My God, you don’t see it?” Dak gaped at me. “Isaac, it’s amazing. I guess only people with enormous dicks can see it.”
 
   Quinny chortled from a spot by the castor turret and whispered something to a fellow Akarri beside her. She made a gesture to her whole forearm, and the other Akarri gaped at Dak.
 
   “God damn it,” Dak muttered, head in hand. “Is she talking about me again?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “I think it’s flattering things, at least.”
 
   “Not judging from the terrified expressions on all their faces,” Eliandra said. Bragging, Quinny made a fist by way of illustration and, true to form, the other soldier blanched. “The tenor of the story seems to be the scale of the endeavor and her own courage.”
 
   “True.” Dak folded his arms irritably. “I am an endeavor.”
 
   “So where is this Citadel?” Eliandra asked. She motioned to her groin. “I’m not as gifted as the orc.”
 
   “As gifted?” Dak lifted an eyebrow.
 
   Eliandra gave a sly grin.
 
   Dak glanced at me and I shrugged. “I only drew her with clothes on.” Inwardly, I winced.
 
   For a moment, Eliandra studied my sheepish expression. Then she afforded me a slight nod. “For which we’re all grateful.”
 
   It didn’t ease the tension, but we were at least speaking to one another.
 
   Ronin gave the order and someone in the command chamber opened a side hatch on the Nell. A whole section of paneling slid open like a three-yard-wide minivan door. Beneath that, a patch of railing and parapet descended to form a ramp that dipped into the water.
 
   Walking to the ramp’s end, Ronin drew her blade. The strange metamorphic steel emitted an eerie resonance, like the ringing of a crystal wineglass. I realized, then, that the last dreamer had designed Ronin’s armor and blade. The blade was her key to enter the Citadel. “Let us pass,” Ronin said.
 
   We waited.
 
   Just when the wait became awkward, bubbles frothed from the icy water at Ronin’s feet.
 
   “Something’s coming from the right side of the boat,” I shouted.
 
   “You mean starboard?” asked Dak.
 
   “I made this boat and it’s the right side.”
 
   Dak glanced at Tammagan, who navigated. She mouthed, “Starboard.”
 
   Three enormous brass-and-wood orbs bobbed to the surface, like apples popping up in a vat. Water sleeked off their shiny surfaces. Each was riveted together and sported a round top hatch and a narrow, forward-mounted window.
 
   “Submersibles!” It dawned on me. “The Citadel’s underwater.”
 
   “Everfrost Lake is too cold to swim,” Ronin explained. “In places, the liquid water can reach temperatures far below freezing. At its deepest, it could freeze a dragon through.”
 
   Retractable pylons clicked from the three orbs, keeping them from rolling in the water. The Akarri fetched rope salvaged from the Valkyrie and lassoed the orbs, dragging them one at a time to our ramp. Dak had to wriggle to fit through the hatch; Quinny offered to assist, since she was “good at making him fit.” He shot her a murderous look and finally wedged through, curled inside like an angry tomcat in a hamster ball. His big nostrils steamed the window; Eliandra slammed the hatch closed, muffling his curses.
 
   “I’ll take this one,” said the Queen, hopping into the second orb and shutting the hatch before anyone could accompany her.
 
   Ronin and I took the third. I climbed through the hatch and settled into the cramped interior. The floor was flat, the chamber hemispheric with a domed ceiling, the brasswork and rivets dull and unadorned on the inside. I settled onto a plain wood bench, squeezing to make room for Ronin.
 
   She settled beside me, our bodies touched, and my gut tightened. When the door sealed and we sank beneath the water, she unclipped her mask.
 
   The light coming through the porthole was teal, but darkened as we descended. Lime-colored fish darted past the window, but it was otherwise featureless water and whorls of dark particles. My breathing sounded noisy in the echoing confines, but Ronin was eerily quiet. I realized she carried a scent—familiar now from lying in her bunk. It wasn’t the girl-shampoo aroma my Homecoming date had left on my borrowed jacket. It reminded me of sea spray and wind.
 
   I shut my eyes. Sails. Her smell reminds me of sails. I shivered.
 
   “Do you use soap?” I asked abruptly.
 
   I felt her stiffen. “I bathe.” An awkward pause. “You’ve seen it.”
 
   “You smell different.” Her glare heated my cheeks. “Not bad. But not a regular-person smell.”
 
   “I’m not a human person.”
 
   The press of her body was steering my thoughts back to that lurid image she’d evoked at the wheel of the sky ship—her atop me, untamed. My libido lurched on its chain. I fought back by producing a sketchpad, working in the remaining light on concepts for shoulder pauldrons.
 
   “What’s that?” Ronin asked.
 
   “Once we deal with Dracon, my first change to Rune will be re-armoring the Akarri.” I showed her.
 
   “Not bad. Consider an overlapping plate to deflect blows.” I jotted a quick concept sketch and she nodded. “Perfect.”
 
   Much like with Dak, the sketch made talking to Ronin easier. It put something between us, besides all those awkward feelings. “You raised Eliandra. Do you think she became Queen because of me?”
 
   “That is a tangled question.”
 
   I sucked pensively on my lower lip. “Can you untangle it?”
 
   “Even when Eliandra was a young girl, I could sense the pull of a dreamer’s magic—in the convenience of her finding me in the market one cold winter day, for instance. It was the subtle work of many decades, but when you drew that picture of her, crown on head, it set something near irresistible into motion.”
 
   “So that’s… a yes?”
 
   “And a no. Eliandra still chose. The magic straightened her path, but she walked it.”
 
   “How can you be so sure?”
 
   “Because when I sensed the magic at work I opened another path for her. I swore to save her mother, to free her from that obligation. Choices matter to me.” Staring through the window, Ronin frowned slightly. “I wish most days she’d chosen differently. But I couldn’t choose for her. It wasn’t my choice to make.”
 
   I closed my sketchpad. “So for seventy years before I ever met you, you’ve been fighting against me. My painting, at least. Every day.”
 
   “I have. And you won.”
 
   I glanced at her. “Why don’t you hate me?”
 
   “Why would I?”
 
   “I put Eliandra in danger. In a way… I took your daughter.”
 
   She frowned. “Is that what you think she is to me?”
 
   “I do. She won’t admit it, but she is. Hell. Even the part where she won’t admit it is suspiciously daughter-like.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   I smiled, remembering. “I went through a ‘you’re not my real mother’ phase with Aunt Amy. Suffice to say, I only ever said it when she was doing an excellent job at being my mother.”
 
   “Were you happy? With your aunt?”
 
   “Sure, I guess. She’s smart and funny. Uncle Scott’s very serious, but Aunt Amy and I have the same sense of humor. I think you’d like her.”
 
   “I like your humor.”
 
   “You should laugh at it then.”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “That snort you do is not a laugh.”
 
   “It is.” Her blue eyes broke through me, and the truth in her words revealed itself there. I amused her. It was evident in the faint curve of her mouth and the way her eyes were slightly wider while watching me. And God, I loved the attention. The fact that I alone seemed to command it made her consideration sweeter still; it was weirdly intimate, a thing between us and no one else.
 
   Outside, the depth had dipped us in shadow and turned the water a deeper blue. The temperature dropped until our breath frosted.
 
   “What are you exactly?” I asked.
 
   She released me from her gaze, finally. “Something damaged.”
 
   “I find that hard to believe.”
 
   “I am broken.” She fingered the hilt of her sword. “Defective.”
 
   “How?” My mind swam. Silver blood. Strength. Less need for sleep, for food. Thinks of herself as malfunctioning. It came to me in a shock of realization. “Are you mechanical?”
 
    “We both are. Your body is a system of levers, pulleys, circuits, and pressurized tubes.”
 
   “But our levers, circuits, and tubes—they’re not made of the same stuff, are they? Yours are metal.”
 
   She studied the hilt of her sword intently. “My parts are no more solid metal than your bones are solid calcium. But… yes, I am made of different substances. There is alloy in my bones and blood.”
 
   “God.” I scrutinized her now. She’s a magical cyborg ninja.
 
   “Hold still.” She seized hold of me by throwing one arm around my shoulders and my stomach lurched at the motion of our submersible—the world pitched upside down. The dizzying whirl ended two seconds after it had begun; I’d not hit the ceiling, thanks in part to Ronin’s steadying grip.
 
   “Did we just do a roll?” It felt like we were righted now.
 
   “In a sense. We passed the depth at which gravity reverses. What was once ‘down’ is now ‘up,’ so that the Nell is below our feet. We’re rising away from it.” She released me.
 
   Eerie lights filled the water on the other side of the porthole. I could see once again the sleek contours of Ronin’s face, the light dusting of freckles, and her large eyes. “How are you defective?”
 
   She hesitated, weighing the words before she spoke. “I’m a slaughter-class infiltrator. I was designed to kill efficiently. In that matter, I am not defective.”
 
   “I’d gathered.”
 
   “But the things I do now go beyond my design specifications. Rearing Eliandra, leading Akarri warriors into combat… fighting alongside you.”
 
   “You were a solo act, and now you’re not.”
 
   “Correct. And so I’ve made errors. I don’t have the warmth Eliandra required, nor the words to lead.”
 
   “And me,” I said. “You don’t have the equipment to deal with me, exactly, either.”
 
   “I do not.” She stared at the hilt of her sword, chin down, intent on something that wasn’t me.
 
   It seemed like a strange gesture for Ronin, and when it dawned on me why she made it, I could hardly believe it. “I make you nervous.”
 
   “Of course not,” she snapped.
 
   But it was true. “You’re afraid of the things you feel around me.”
 
   Her glare vivisected me. “No.”
 
   I grinned at her. “You can read lies through heartbeats. Tell me, what’s your not-quite-fleshy heart doing right now? Lie detector, detect thyself.”
 
   She tilted nearly nose to nose with me. “Do not trifle with me, human.”
 
   “You don’t scare me, Ms. Murder-bot.” She’d opened up. I’d seen her vulnerability, and it had changed everything.
 
   Her fists bunched in my shirt, steely tight, and suddenly I wasn’t so sure. The look of determination in her blue eyes stole my oxygen.
 
   But it wasn’t the same type of scared. I swallowed, sensing what was coming even as she thought hard about it. “Why do you even like me?” I blurted before I could stop myself. Some part of me was still terrified that she was my murder-bot, imported from some other story, setting, or world I’d made.
 
   “I was built to destroy. You were built to create. You are the very thing I lack, and you make me feel… unsturdy.” She dragged me closer to examine my face. “You’re also pleasing on an aesthetic level—attractive in ways that make me wish to protect you.”
 
   She thinks I’m cute. “Anything else I make you want to do?” I was teasing her now. It gave me a little swell of power—and a swell somewhere lower too.
 
   She dragged me nearer. The chill air lingering between our bodies disappeared and I reveled in how warm she was.
 
   I let her kiss me. Her firm mouth tested mine, and then attacked. She was in charge and—what the hell—I liked it that way, shuddering when she pushed into my mouth. My fingernails raked the stiff clothing at her ribs and an approving growl whirred from her throat, lifting the fine hairs along my spine.
 
   She broke off, our frosty breath mingling. I leaned forward to chase her, brushing my mouth against hers, and this time she let me kiss her. She’d crushed me to paste, dizzied me with the sparking collision of her body into mine, but now that the pace was mine to set, I took the smallest taste. She let me, though I sensed a wry smile.
 
   I drew back. “How long have you wanted to do that?”
 
   “A while.” That rasp in her voice nearly undid me. “You kiss like a virgin.”
 
   I blushed furiously.
 
   She lifted an eyebrow.
 
   I coughed, and the terrible thought recurred. “Just to super-confirm, I never drew you, right? You’re not from some science-fiction setting of mine or anything?”
 
   “After our conversation about choice, would you care?” she asked.
 
   My man parts screamed, Hell no! But I worried my lip and glanced at the floor, avoiding her eyes. She felt amazing and I could still taste her, could envision what it would be like to loop my arms around her and feel the contours of her back. I needed courage; needed to cage the mental images of what Ronin could doubtless do to me given a bed to sprawl out on—or, hell, what she could do to me right here in the submersible, since she was a determined woman. I nevertheless managed to say the dumbest true thing of my life: “Yes. It would matter.”
 
   She tilted her head to the side. “You’re not lying.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Something changed in her face—that faint smile erased, leaving her colder than before. She scooted a few inches away, and frigid air filled the space between us. “I shouldn’t have done that.” The regret in her voice was so sharp it sliced into my center.
 
   A breath shuddered out of me. “I made you, didn’t I?” Of course I did. Gorgeous, hyper-competent women who find me sexually appealing do not just happen.
 
   “We’re here.” She glanced through the window as the water disappeared and we bobbed to the surface.
 
   We’d arrived in a tall cavern, a dark reflection of Everfrost Lake that was hidden from the surface world. The lake’s island had its twin here, except it was not barren: it was dominated by a great citadel of glacier-blue ice. The citadel was ringed in frozen columns whose glittering pushed away the voluminous darkness of the cavern, making me think of midnight on Christmas Eve.
 
   Ronin ascended the ladder and I focused on getting my body to exit kissing-fun-times mode. “So you’re defective?” Seems to function flawlessly, in my humble opinion.
 
   “Yes.” She banged the hatch open.
 
   “Promise it wasn’t my fault?”
 
   She seemed surprised. “Of course not.” A sigh. “I’ll make it all clear. I only hope you’ll forgive me.” She disappeared from the submersible.
 
   I tried to figure out her words and came up with nothing. Before taking the ladder, I slapped my face one, two, three times. The first for staring at her butt, the second for not touching her butt when I could have done so in a state of guiltless ignorance, and the third for wanting to touch her butt when it was wrong, wrong, wrong.
 
   ***
 
   The whole citadel was ice—the steps, the railings, the cathedral-style doors ahead of us. “You think the last dreamer was an Elsa fan?” I asked Dak.
 
   “You’re just jealous because she remembered handrails.”
 
   He was right. I was thoroughly jealous of her ornate railings.
 
   Dak touched one and scowled. “Not even cold. What the hell?”
 
   “Magic, plainly,” Eliandra sniped. “If the water in the lake is colder than ice, why can’t the ice be room temperature?”
 
   “Because physics!” He folded his arms. “Fucking dreamers. Read a textbook.”
 
   The doors bore an engraving of two elk whose interlocking antlers barred our way. Antlers and door melted in the presence of Ronin’s raised, humming blade, water shunting aside to allow us entrance. It flowed back in place behind us as efficiently as doors on the Enterprise, with less swooshing.
 
   Inside, the citadel’s surfaces were snow white. We passed through a grand foyer decorated with flowers frozen in transparent ice casements. A hearth flared to life at the foyer’s end, the effect of blue fire and ice together stinging my inner green-eyed monster.
 
   “Come,” Ronin beckoned. “We must take the stairs.”
 
   “So the dreamer forgot an elevator.” I was glad I wasn’t the only bad architect.
 
   “There’s an elevator, but we take the stairs. They tell a very old story.” Ronin glanced at us. “They were made for this very moment.”
 
   I’m not jealous, I repeated over and over in my head until it no longer sounded like a lie.
 
   As we ascended an enormous spiral staircase, images appeared on glassy walls, one after the other, depicting a strange and hellish world unlike any I’d ever seen: a place of darkness, rust, misshapen gears and molten furnaces. Black soot coated everything, and from the images emanated the sounds of clanking chains and chugging machinery.
 
   “What’s the meaning of all this?” Eliandra grumped, walking ahead of us all, perhaps because it kept Ronin between me and her.
 
   “This is Elarr, home of the builders,” Ronin said. “It’s one of the Twelve Hells.”
 
   “Only twelve?” Dak asked sarcastically.
 
   “Twelve greater Hells,” she clarified.
 
   “Ah.” Dak nodded. “The lesser ones must be in Florida.”
 
   “How many Heavens?” I asked.
 
   The scenery changed and Ronin traced her fingertips across a pastoral image of wildflowers on an alien world, though its colors and shapes were faded like an old memory. “There were once eleven Heavens and a single Hell. Now there are no more Heavens and twelve Hells.”
 
   My skin prickled at the implication.
 
   “You would call the builders ‘demons.’ ” Shadowy, inhuman shapes dominated the stairwell’s walls. Nothing there was familiarly bipedal—they appeared squid-like, or to be housed in nautilus shells, or to float on blimp-like bodies, their forms utterly alien and the details obscured by darkness. “Their magic has conquered nearly the entire multiverse—all greater worlds but one.”
 
   “What’s a greater world?”
 
   “One with its own wellspring of magic. Lesser worlds can be constructed within greater ones by feeding off that wellspring. To control all greater worlds is to control the multiverse’s magic. Only one greater world has ever resisted the builders.”
 
   “Rune?” I asked.
 
   “No. Rune is a lesser world.”
 
   Eliandra snorted. Clearly to her, there was nothing lesser about Rune.
 
   “That only means it’s contained within Earth,” Ronin explained.
 
   Realization dawned as the walls’ images displayed the Pyramids of Giza, Grand Canyon, our oceans, and a familiar moon and constellations. “We’re the last greater world? How?”
 
   “Earth is neither a Heaven nor a Hell.” Ronin motioned, and at the next flight of stairs I saw humans plunging spears into a screaming mass of tentacles. Elsewhere, a World War II tank rolled over a shelled creature, its nautilus bursting open; the builder appeared quite surprised at this turn of events. “The pure beings of the eleven Heavens had potent magic, but once the builders had cracked their defenses, they’d been swept swiftly aside. But man? Man’s predilection for violence and treachery was the first thing to truly frighten the builders.”
 
   I did not know how to feel about that.
 
   “You are impure creatures—you can create as well as the Heavens, destroy as efficiently as the Hells. Wars were fought, most now forgotten or… rewritten. The builders lost them all. At last, they hoped to leverage all their stolen magic against Earth: the power of twelve greater worlds against one. To protect yourselves, Earth laid a powerful enchantment. It nullifies most magic that touches the realm. Even your own.”
 
   “Like a magical EMP,” Dak muttered. “Throwing us into the mystical equivalent of a stone age. The builders are straight magical beings. They’d have to fight with rocks and sticks…”
 
   “Except we don’t fight back with rocks and sticks—we have guns,” I said.
 
   “Is that why Elarr is so filthy?” Dak asked. “They’re trying to tech up. Industrializing so they can fight us on equal footing.”
 
   “Correct,” Ronin said. “But for now, you are the final bulwark against the builders.”
 
   We climbed onward, my mind dizzy—perhaps from the way the stairs spiraled, perhaps because of how terrifying the multiverse now seemed. “How does Rune play into this?”
 
   “One of the Heavens created the mystical technology to engineer world seeds. A world seed feeds off a greater world’s magic, creating a child reality that nurses from its parent. The builders stole that technology.” Now the walls displayed a luminescent orb—a world seed—clutched in a feminine hand. Within the seed, I could see Rune and its moons.
 
   “Somehow, these world seeds work on Earth?” I asked.
 
   “They siphon from Earth’s wellspring, but because Rune is contained in a sub-dimensional pocket, the realm is not itself subject to Earth’s null-magic field.”
 
   “This isn’t Earth’s magical technology, though. How did it get there?”
 
   Ronin paused at a landing and gazed back at me. “Because I put it there.”
 
   I stared. “You what? You made Rune? The whole thing?”
 
   Eliandra, still ahead of us all, stood several steps higher than Ronin and seethed at her adoptive mother. “You should have told me.”
 
   Ronin turned to meet her daughter’s gaze and, wordlessly, ascended still further. We all followed suit, Eliandra forced to trudge along to keep her position at front, and the images now revealed a filthy Elarrian factory, its endless assembly line producing hundreds of humanoids, each female. On closer look, I startled.
 
   They were all Ronin. Every last one identical. Her sisters, I remembered.
 
   “The builders melded technology and magic to create me. Enough to sustain me for short periods of operation on Earth. I was designed to destabilize Earth’s leadership—to infiltrate and assassinate in advance of full-scale invasion.”
 
   I think I just kissed a Terminator.
 
   “But I malfunctioned and killed my sisters.”
 
   “All of them? How?”
 
   The next image showed the factory in flames. Only Ronin stood among hundreds of chrome-blooded corpses, all sliced to pieces. “With a sword.”
 
   I shook my head. “There were hundreds.”
 
   “I was second generation. The first generation failed to fool humans. Their cognitive functions were too limited. I was designed to study, learn, and reflect. I learned to… sympathize. This adaptability led me to hate my own creators, and also to learn the weaknesses of my sisters.”
 
   Eliandra wheeled on Ronin, stopping our progress. “You’re a bloody machine?” Her eyes were wide with outrage. “You kept it all from me. The builders, your true nature…”
 
   “Can you imagine if Dracon knew the truth? What if he decided to strike a bargain with the builders—open Rune up to becoming their beachhead against Earth? Only two people knew these secrets: me and the last dreamer.” Ronin closed on Eliandra and set her palm on the Queen’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. But you know now.”
 
   Eliandra shrugged from Ronin’s touch, eyes flashing with betrayal. “You’re just another one of them. Dreamers. Outsiders. Gods. I’m tired of being a pawn in these damn games.” She fled up the stairs.
 
   Meanwhile, I stared at all those dead, first-generation Ronins. She preceded Rune—what did that mean? For one, I hadn’t created her. But it was hard to feel elated now that I knew about the cosmic war at Earth’s doorstep. This wasn’t just about Rune anymore. It was about my home. “Is Earth safe?”
 
   Ronin stared where Eliandra had disappeared around the spiral staircase, then took us cautiously after her. “Never. But the war has stalemated. The Manhattan Project taught the builders humility.”
 
   Dak’s brow knit. “They know about our nukes?”
 
   “Firsthand. The builders opened a portal during your Second World War, and you dropped a nuclear device through. An entire battalion of warriors was lost, along with a master builder. That had never happened before. The builders’ master class were assumed, until that moment, to be immortal.”
 
   My instinct was to pump my fist and chant “U! S! A!” over and over. I glanced at Dak and he shot me a patriotic thumbs-up.
 
   I looked back at Ronin. “So why did you steal the world seed and create Rune?”
 
   “I needed a place to be. My lifespan on Earth would be only a few years, since magic sustains me. In the Twelve Hells, the builders would end my life much sooner.”
 
   “So Rune was your escape after killing your sisters.”
 
   “Yes. Rune was then a stretch of scorched and jagged land on which green things couldn’t grow, populated from end to end with vicious beasts. Where monsters didn’t live, it was desolate and beautiful.”
 
   Her gaze went distant as she stared at the walls, nostalgic for a prehistoric world full of dinosaurs bristling with even more bone plates and spikes than they had on Earth—as though an S&M fetishist had cranked things up a notch. The world was volcanic, violent, and its oceans teemed with leviathans so large they triggered my instinctual fear of deep water.
 
   She glanced over her shoulder to look at us during our climb. “Rune germinated within Earth, and the dreams of your world shaped ours. That is why humans came to live on Rune, why our creatures looked similar to those in your myths and prehistories. But one day, Dracon found the world seed’s hiding place on Earth. From that moment on, Rune stopped following the dreams of mankind and listened, instead, to him.”
 
   The last images on the stairwell PowerPoint faded from view and I blinked hard, digesting Ronin’s tale. “That’s where Dracon comes in—where he messed it all up.”
 
   We came to the top of the staircase and double doors, Eliandra waiting for us there with arms folded. “Yes, because the world before him looked so wonderful,” the Queen bit off.
 
   “It was a dangerous world,” Ronin acknowledged. “But it belonged to no one. Dracon changed that, and I feared destroying him might also harm the humans living here; the population exploded once he arrived. So I waited for another dreamer to find the seed. She happened upon it while rummaging through Dracon’s mortal belongings.”
 
   “Who’s this other dreamer?” I asked.
 
   “A former professor at your school. But Dracon bespelled her with poison we couldn’t cure. She built this citadel as her penultimate act, but it wasn’t strong enough to send her home with Dracon controlling the exit portals. At most, from this citadel, we could subtly manipulate Earth. We’d hoped to control who the seed would go to next.”
 
   “Wait. So I was destined to find it or something? Didn’t you say when we met there were no prophecies?”
 
   “Nothing is destined. But the last dreamer did set something in motion.” Ronin lifted her sword and the doors parted. Within was a round chamber, the floor recessed at the center. Hovering over that recess was a glowing orb, about a yard in diameter. Luminescent rods the size of rebar projected from its surface as though from a pincushion, revealing from their motion that the orb was lazily rotating. “This is the world seed from within Rune. The Citadel of Light protects it, and is powered by it. This place is the most direct connection to Earth’s wellspring of magic. When Dracon is destroyed, you can use this chamber to change Rune. Or to return home.”
 
   Dak clutched his head. “Wait, the world seed exists in Rune and on Earth at once? Transposed?”
 
   “Yes,” Ronin said.
 
   “Ow… my brain.”
 
   I stared at the orb’s surface. “I never touched a world seed at home, though.”
 
   “It took the form of a book,” said Ronin.
 
   I glanced at her. “The one in my mom and dad’s trunk? With the rune stone on the cover?” I’d filled in Rune’s setting details with that leather-bound notebook. “How did it get there?”
 
   “The last dreamer used this chamber to manipulate events on Earth. Even I don’t know everything she did—she insisted the burden was hers. That’s why I didn’t recognize you when we met. But I do know a few things.”
 
   Images ignited along the walls. I recognized the scenes.
 
   My house. My school. Pictures of my mom and dad before the storm washed their car off the bridge. Aunt Amy holding an icepack over the eye Mandy Craig had blackened. The jerks who made junior high a living hell until Dak hit that growth spurt. Dak was there, standing beside me from kindergarten on forward.
 
   I turned around and around, taking it all in. “What is this?”
 
   “The Citadel was the second-to-last thing the dreamer made,” Ronin whispered. I didn’t understand the contrition in her eyes as she watched me.
 
   I stood there and stupidly waited for someone to explain it to me. But then it crashed into me all at once. “Wait.” I whirled, glancing at Dak, but his expression was slack and he stared like he didn’t believe it either. “Wait,” I stammered again.
 
   “She made you, Isaac.” Ronin turned away from me, toward the images. “We both did.”
 
   “No.” I shook my head. “That’s my mom and dad.” I pointed them out.
 
   Ronin focused on that image and hesitated before finding her voice. “She said they would make ideal birth parents. The last thing I did before she banished me from this room was help her choose them.” She motioned to the images of school. “She explained some of this. Your enemies at school were supposed to make you resent bullies. Except many who are abused—like Dracon, before he came here—learn to love stepping on others once they’re strong. So she gave you heroes to emulate.” Ronin pointed to an image of the Spider-Man comics I’d found at a garage sale when I was eleven.
 
   “This is weapons-grade messed up,” Dak whispered.
 
   Ronin nodded at me. “We didn’t leave you unprotected. You weren’t intended as a warrior, since Dracon revels in battle. She wanted you to be compassionate. But to keep you safe, she arranged your friend’s adoption, and for you both to bond in your formative years.”
 
   “My—” Voice choked off, I tried again. “My parents.” I was trapped in one of those nightmares where I could hardly speak.
 
   Now the pain in Ronin’s eyes was total. “She insisted you experience loss.”
 
   My legs had no feeling and my knees hit the floor. Ronin’s lips moved, but there was no more sound other than rain drumming on a canopy of black umbrellas. Cold mud and wet grass stuck to my shins. I tasted the salt in my tears as the pastor droned. Shiny coffins sank into the earth in front of me, side by side, and the sob hitched in my chest.
 
   Six years of nightmares replayed all at once, not just the images but the feelings—horror at the wadded-up bodies of my parents, bent through the wreckage of their car, made pale by cold river water. No matter how hard I pleaded, no one let me see their bodies after the accident, but… well, my creators had seen fit to give me an imagination. A good one. Probably too good.
 
   Then I was back in the chamber and stared at Ronin—stared at the woman who’d killed my parents.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven: Chainsaw Therapy
 
    
 
    
 
   Ronin approached me. “We did it to save our world. You were my friend’s last creation.”
 
   Eliandra’s dark, rolling laughter filled the chamber and Dak ordered her to shut up. “But why?” the Queen asked. “Can’t you see how perfect this is? My creator and I finally have something in common.” She sounded nearly as unhinged as I felt. “We all orbit Ronin. She pretends to give us choices while holding her thumb on the scale.”
 
   “Stop it,” Ronin whispered. “This is no more amusing for him than it was for you.”
 
   “I beg to disagree,” she sang. “Turnabout is fair play. He tried his hand at godhood, so pardon if this strikes me as a comeuppance. It’s not as though I didn’t just—”
 
   “This isn’t about you!” Dak shouted. “This isn’t even about who made who, it’s about my friend’s dead parents. Both of you step the hell away. You broke the guy.”
 
   “He had to know,” Ronin said.
 
   “Cool. He knows. Take a walk.”
 
   “There is more to discuss.”
 
   “No!” Dak roared. He was in front of me, blocking my line of sight to Ronin. “Your ‘friend’ offed his family so he’d feel the right feelings while painting your world. We are good and goddamn finished ‘discussing.’ ”
 
   “There is much—”
 
   “At stake. I get it!” Dak gripped my arm and hauled me to my feet, dragging me toward an exit. I staggered after him into a corridor, leaving the elf and the samurai behind.
 
   I shook my head while Dak navigated us through clean, icy corridors, grumbling generically about the scale of the place.
 
   “It’s a trick,” I said, voice froggy. “My mom and dad are probably alive here on Rune. You know? They wouldn’t just kill them.”
 
   “That’d be great, but if it were the case, they buried the lede back there. So probably not. C’mon.” A door melted and we stood on an exterior balcony overlooking the expansive cavern. Quartz sparked in the black rock overhead. I gazed over the railing and contemplated the vista.
 
   Dak gripped the rail, staring down at spikes of ice that ringed the foot of the citadel like a spear wall. They glinted, fine needles from this height, though in truth each was the size of a lance.
 
   We didn’t speak for a while.
 
   When it was time, Dak broke the silence. “Trying to decide which Terminator death scene to inflict on her. Swinging between the industrial vise and molten steel.” He picked a tooth. “Tilting toward molten steel. You know I have a thing for that movie.”
 
   I opened my mouth to say it wasn’t Ronin’s fault. I considered the words, listened to them in my head, and shut my mouth.
 
   “And Eliandra—that was a wicked thing to say.”
 
   That meant “bitchy.” Dak stopped using that word in reference to women in eleventh grade, favoring “wicked” instead. Later, he called Gabby Sanders wicked in our undergraduate freshman lit class. She said it was gendered language. Dak agreed, but added, “I’ll call a man wicked when I find one who uses words half as hurtful as yours.” She called him a wimp, he told her she was being gendered, and they went on two dates.
 
   In the end, they decided they liked fighting more than dating.
 
   Dak elbowed me. “No response?”
 
   I’d been lost in a memory that usually made me smile, but now I had nothing. “None needed. What Eliandra said was true. I created her. Ronin and that other dreamer made me.” My voice sounded hollow. “Ronin and I are the same.”
 
   “We’ve been over this. You made Eliandra as art, before you understood your power. Ronin and that dreamer did something much, much worse.”
 
   I shook my head. “What the hell do I say to Ronin?”
 
   “Stick with the classics. ‘Hasta la vista.’ ”
 
   “She kissed me.”
 
   “She kissed you and then told you she wrote your tortured backstory? The hell.”
 
   “Afterward, she seemed apologetic about it.” I realized I was doing that thing—letting Dak beat on my enemies while I halfheartedly defended them. Except I didn’t want to play that game. “Forget it. Screw her. Screw her to infinity. She helped kill my parents.” My hands clenched, then my teeth, and I crouched into a ball, raking my hands through my hair. I couldn’t believe what she’d done—it was something I could feel, but not comprehend; the place where I’d once held affection for Ronin replaced by a bloody wound. Everything in me trembled. I imagined I was a riveted iron shell with airtight seams, and it held in the tears. “Fuck her.” The word boiled out, a word I tried never to use, and it sang from my heart.
 
   Dak’s oversized hand clasped my shoulder. It was warm. The squeeze felt nearly like a hug. “Want to draw some zombies and kill them with magic chainsaws?”
 
   Hot tears somehow seeped through those airtight seams. They streaked down my face and I nodded. “Kind of.”
 
   “Let’s kill some zombies with magic chainsaws, man.”
 
   “Okay.” Sobbing like a stupid baby, I went for my sketchpad. “Slow zombies, right?”
 
   “Sure. This time.”
 
   ***
 
   I put the illustrated zombie horde face down in a courtyard, breathed on the reverse side to perform a cloned pull, and sprinted away like it was a live grenade. Shambling corpses lurched one by one from the paper, their jaws wired shut and oven mitts strapped to their hands. My notes indicated they were mindless, couldn’t zombify others, and would crumble to death on mention of a “safe word.”
 
   The stink made my eyes water. Dak and I both gagged. He snapped the ripcord on his steampunk chainsaw, which roared to life like a hungry heavy-metal god of destruction. 
 
   I raised a simple curved handle, clicked a button, and weightless, glassy components manifested, snapping into place one by one to form the boxy base, blade, and spinning teeth. I held a glowing stained-glass chainsaw in my hands.
 
   “Thoughts?” Dak asked.
 
   “Wish I’d drawn aprons and visors. I don’t want to get any in my mouth.”
 
   “Try not to laugh, then.” He hefted the chainsaw, striding toward the gathering horde.
 
   I followed, gunning my magitech device.
 
   Pretty soon we were both giggling, trying to keep our mouths shut while plunging roaring metal-and-magic blades into zombie after zombie. A dark cackling rose through the room while I sawed one down the middle. I was about to chastise Dak when I realized it was me cackling.
 
   It took barely ten minutes and we both flopped exhausted onto our backs, stinking of corpse juices. “That was actually morbid.” Yet my grin refused to fade.
 
   “Yeah, but also awesome.”
 
   “Best therapy ever.” A single zombie arm inched nearer to us, its mitted fingertips dragging the attached shoulder and head. I groaned, too exhausted to put it down. “Romero.”
 
   The zombies—and gunk on us—turned to dust.
 
   “No muss, no fuss,” Dak said. “If we could bottle this experience, we’d be millionaires.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight: Ties that Bind
 
    
 
    
 
   We found bedrooms with showers, steam billowing where hot water met frozen walls, and laundered our clothes with strange wands that crackled with cleansing electrical rays. We ate dinner in a kitchen, its freezers stacked with hundreds of meals in ice cases that—once cracked with a tiny hammer—produced food at the ideal temperature.
 
   Deciding I wanted the tactile feel of paper, I broke out my art pad and colored pencils, sketching new Akarri armor while picking at a plate of sweet and sour chicken. Destroying zombies had quieted my rage, but my hands needed more than to rip something apart. They needed to fix something.
 
   Gradually, I abandoned my first attempt at full plate armor, remembering the grace of the Akarri in combat. I favored a more organic design, with flexible magitech plates beaded with  cobalt gems of varying sizes, the two largest stones inset over the heart and left shoulder. Those were inscribed with runes.
 
   “Still too ornamental,” Dak said. “Sure, the armor’s better, but glowing rune stones make you a target in the dark.”
 
   “They only glow when the heart stone projects its energy shield.” I grinned. “Tap the shoulder stone and they enter stealth mode. It absorbs ambient light.”
 
   “Ooh. I want.”
 
   I finished the sketch alongside dinner and fetched some hot saké from the kitchen. Dak gave me a scolding look, but nursing the first cup quieted my anxiety. 
 
   “Want to go exploring?” he asked.
 
   “Nah, you go ahead. I’ve got one more thing to draw.”
 
   “You’ll eventually have to talk to Ronin, you know. You can’t just disappear into your art.”
 
   “Technically I’m living inside my art already, and it’s done me no favors.” I smirked. “Relax. The armor design was a salve for my guilt. This next thing is a weapon.”
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   “Ronin was right. I’m no warrior. But I might have to become one, because I’m not sure I’ll ever trust her again. Depending on how our next conversation goes, we might be back to the Dak and Isaac Show.”
 
   “Just for the record, no matter what bullshit they said about ‘creating’ our friendship… I still love the Dak and Isaac Show.”
 
   I leaned until my shoulder bumped into his hip. No words were necessary.
 
   He hovered for a while, but restlessly. Dak was one of those people who could get simultaneously angsty and energetic. He’d once described it to me as “head full of moods, body full of jitters.”
 
   I could tell he needed brooding space. “Go take your walk. You’re practically bouncing.”
 
   After Dak left, I checked the bracelet that registered my magical power and was surprised to see it nearly full. The Citadel kept me charged.
 
   I didn’t hold back. Switching to digital art, I worked on a magitech firearm modeled on a tommy gun with a rotating cylinder instead of a drum magazine. Each spot in the cylinder could hold a different rune stone, letting me toggle between different weapon types. The tommy-gun design had me thinking about the roaring ’20s, which led to an Art Deco motif of sharply geometric engravings, a gold and chrome color scheme, and a final product that looked like I was ready to shoot up a scene from The Great Gatsby.
 
   The rune stones took a lot of research—I spent half my time on comic panels illustrating their effects, especially where I had trouble finding ideal kanji for the runes.
 
   It took a few hours and Dak returned in time for the summoning. “Impressive,” he said as gun and stones manifested.
 
   “Watch this.” I rolled up my sleeve and touched the smooth metallic stock. The whole gun melted into black ink that trickled up my forearm. I winced as the ink pushed into my flesh, stinging like a wet towel snap. When it was done, I had a geometric Deco design tattooed on my forearm. “Cool, huh?”
 
   Dak examined the tattoo. “Maybe don’t draw things while sipping the saké. A bandoleer would have been fine.”
 
   “Except the first thing everyone does is disarm me.” I flicked my wrist. The ink seared from my flesh and I suddenly held the weapon trained on a nearby chair. “See? I can even quick-draw my rainbow gun if necessary.”
 
   “ ‘Rainbow gun’?”
 
   “Seemed apropos.” I motioned to the summoned rune stones: red, orange, yellow, green, blue, and violet. Loading them into the drum, I willed the carbine back into tattoo form. Now the design featured six black rune-stone shapes, indicating the gun’s “ammunition.”
 
   “We should workshop the name,” Dak said skeptically. “I’ll be on the roof making a snowman in Ronin’s image. You can help me decide its fate when you’re done piddling around.”
 
   He left and I poked at the dark ink in my forearm awhile, until the saké swelled my bladder and I left to find a bathroom. Glowing with the warmth of the alcohol, I took a wrong turn and wound up in the world seed’s chamber. I stared at it, the thing that had helped create me, and which could remake all of Rune. “This room should have better security,” I said to no one in particular.
 
   I tore out my new armor design and jotted into existence a small thumbtack to hang it on the icy wall. Once Dracon was gone, I wanted to revise the armor of every Akarri from this chamber.
 
   I hunted again for the toilet but found Eliandra instead, in a laboratory full of glassware, bubbling liquids, and dusty tomes. She was perched at a tinkerer’s bench where she examined a thin metal choker.
 
   Aware she likely despised me, I turned to leave.
 
   “I shouldn’t have mocked you earlier.” Her voice stopped me, but she never looked up. 
 
   I let out a breath and approached, realizing she actually examined an artful slave collar, not jewelry.
 
   “It seems the last dreamer was researching Dracon’s slaving technology.” She glanced at me. “This artifact dates from just after the Fugue ended. He uses these to force his will on those no longer subject to the old magic. Its wearer must obey whoever wears the corresponding control ring.” She motioned to a silver band on the workbench.
 
   “That’s awful.”
 
   “He’s an old man clutching at power. There’s more.” She stood and showed me two matching orbs. “These oath stones bind two individuals to a mutual vow, rendering promises unbreakable.”
 
   “Guy’s got trust issues.”
 
   “Sadly, he’s not the only one.” Eliandra fiddled with one of the stones. “Do you think Ronin actually gave you a choice?”
 
   “She says she did.” But I didn’t know what to think about her anymore.
 
   Eliandra rolled the oath stone in her palm. “She raised me, yet I barely know her. What’s that say about me?”
 
   “Nothing.” I waited until she met my eyes. “She’s secretive. That’s not your fault. None of this is. And the important thing hasn’t changed. I’m still gunning for Dracon with everything I’ve got. Just… maybe without Ronin now.” I frowned, studying her reaction. She didn’t seem surprised. “But I’d like to keep you on board, even if it comes to that.”
 
   Eliandra managed a nod. “If it’s the business of saving my mother, I am at your service until my dying breath. Though I wish we didn’t have to surrender Ronin’s expertise.”
 
   “What she did to me—”
 
   “Was unforgivable.” Eliandra returned to the workbench. “Though perhaps she was less involved than you think. Perhaps she didn’t know what the dreamer was planning for your parents.”
 
   I’d never considered that. Yes, Ronin’s actions were messed up, but that didn’t mean she’d had a hand in orphaning me. “Still. After all her secrets, could I even trust her?”
 
   Eliandra snorted. “I wouldn’t.” She tapped her bottom lip in thought. “Would it humble you to take advice from your own creation?”
 
   “Seeing as how my creation’s smarter than me? Not at all.”
 
   Eliandra leaned back on the workbench and patted the collar she’d examined. “There are ways to get the truth from her.”
 
   ***
 
   In retrospect, I should have known how bad this idea was. Nothing good ever came from mind-control collars. But after the saké and a conversation with the ever-deft Eliandra, it didn’t seem so bad.
 
   The elevator’s circular platform rose through the chasm along slicked walls, transporting me to the upper bedchamber where Ronin was staying. It was my second stop after having finally found that freaking bathroom.
 
   I fingered the metal choker, fighting my second thoughts. Just how would I broach this topic? Pardon me, but you’re a mean and untrustworthy god. Please wear this mind-control device so that I can pry straight answers from you. Amen.
 
   “I’ll just put my foot down,” I said to myself. “She’ll have to do it, won’t she?” I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, that sounds like her.”
 
   The lift took me to a foyer and bedroom door, where I knocked on a hexagonal plate. The plate amplified my knock into a boom. I shifted my weight, running through scenarios in my head.
 
   The door melted and Ronin stood there, garbed in white breeches and a tunic without sleeves. She crossed her sturdy arms, the lean strength in her shoulders apparent. I’d rarely seen her without armor. The stance was defensive, her expression uncertain. “What is it?”
 
   Seeing her made me angry. I was surprised by its intensity, how I wanted to punch her stupid face. Yet I also wanted her. Both feelings at once, undiminished, and a heap of shame on top, since I hated myself for desiring her—plus, the sickening realization that I actually wanted to hit someone I was attracted to. The sum total of it was too much and I turned away, bending with hands on knees. I took deep breaths.
 
   “You’re not well.” She stepped toward me.
 
    “I’m fine. Just a second.”
 
   She reached for me and I danced away, batting her hand. “Don’t touch me.”
 
   Nodding, she stepped aside. “Then come in when you’re ready.”
 
   Gathering myself together, I slipped inside a bedroom with a bath basin made from stacked ice blocks. Steam rose from hot bathwater and I was thankful I’d interrupted her before she got in. My back to her, I strode halfway across the floor. “I’ll never be able to trust you.” There it was. Admitted. My grip tightened on the collar in my hand, sensing her attention on the device. Had she guessed its purpose yet?
 
   “When we made you, I didn’t yet understand the bond between parent and child. Since Eliandra, I have… observed her love for her mother. It runs deep, and I know now you’ll never forgive us.”
 
   She’d damn well more than observed it in Eliandra, I knew. But right now I didn’t care about her ignorant denial of her own maternal feelings.
 
   “I’m sorry for your pain,” she said.
 
   I gulped back bile. “Is that all you have for me? An apology?” A shaky breath shuddered from my lungs, my eyes stinging. Already the room was blurry and I shook my head, unable to look at her. “Tell me it was the dreamer and not you.”
 
   “It was both of us. You’re hers by design—she was the creator, not me. But when she wavered, questioned her judgments, I convinced her we needed you. And so you’re mine by resolve.”
 
   The words shattered me and I spun to face her, my anger the only thing left holding me upright. “You kissed me. What were you thinking?”
 
   “At first? How much you reminded me of my friend. You were her final act of creation before death. Being with you was like… seeing a lost friend’s final portrait. And seeing you take up her mantle so avidly, so well… it was breathtaking. But I realize now I was deluding myself. My contribution to your genesis—my role in hurting you—it’s too much.”
 
   I wanted to tear her to shreds, to burn her to ash, but all the nasty words came to mind at once and clogged my throat. So instead I threw the collar at her.
 
   She grabbed it from the air and stared at the metal.
 
   “Everything with you is secrets and lies and half-truths. This is the way it is now: you put that on and answer all my questions, to the last.”
 
   Her eyebrows lifted in surprise. “No. This is a slave’s collar.” She centered me in her stare. “I was a slave to the builders once. Never again. Not to anyone, not even to pay off my sins.”
 
   “You won’t be enslaved. But you’ll wear it for my questions, or Dak and I go after Dracon ourselves. Without you.”
 
   “I won’t let you do that.” She shook her head resolutely. “If you no longer trust me, you’ll stay here while I fight Dracon.”
 
   “Absolutely not. To me, you and Dracon are cut from the same cloth. I don’t trust you not to kill him and take his place.”
 
   A literal growl rose from her throat as she skewered me with a murderous glare. “We’re nothing alike.”
 
   Swallowing, I refused to look away, to blink. “Put on the collar and prove it. Or Dak and I leave.”
 
   “He’ll kill you.” The desperate fear in her voice almost touched me, almost broke through the armor around my heart.
 
   I didn’t let it. “This is not negotiable.”
 
   “Don’t make me do this, Isaac.” She held the collar up at me. “I’m not like that bastard. Even with you, I insisted on choices. You were not molded relentlessly, you were permitted to grow. This collar is…” She shut her eyes. “It’s a symbol of everything I hate. The builders who made me… they used tools like this.”
 
   Her words finally cracked through the shell and I realized how much the collar would hurt her to wear. And then I had the worst thought of my life: Good. The word whispered from nowhere, sweetly vindictive. “I was under the thumb of your friend my entire life. I’m asking for you to relinquish control to me for five minutes.”
 
   “What will you make me do?” she whispered, head bowing.
 
   “Answer questions. Perhaps sing an embarrassing rendition of ‘I’m a Little Teapot.’ No seppuku, don’t worry.”
 
   “Very well. Play god, then. I hope it unsettles you as much as it has me.” She clicked the choker onto her throat, the metal band shrinking flush to her skin.
 
   I slipped the control ring on my finger, already feeling nauseous. I couldn’t pin down why—was it that I’d cajoled her into this? I couldn’t possibly be feeling bad for this woman, though. “You’ll tell the truth and answer every question I ask.”
 
   “I will.” She held my gaze unflinchingly now.
 
   I took a breath. “Do you want to rule this world?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Did you really give us choices?”
 
   “At every opportunity.”
 
   I kept my voice steady. “Do you love your daughter?”
 
   “She’s n—” Her voice choked off, unable to finish the lie. Then she nodded shakily, rattled by her own admission. “I do love her.”
 
   “And how do you feel about me?”
 
   “Terrified.”
 
   My heart was frigid as I asked the next question. “Why?”
 
   “My whole world—all of Rune—is ultimately in your hands. You’re the strongest dreamer yet. And I feel things for you I haven’t felt since…” By effort of will she shut her mouth.
 
   “Since when?” I pressed.
 
   Her eyes shut. “Since Cassandra. The last dreamer.”
 
   I startled. “You were… together? A couple?”
 
   “Never like that. But you’re many of the things I loved about her. Except, perhaps, in some ways more compatible.”
 
   I lifted an eyebrow.
 
   “I prefer males.”
 
   “Oh. Right.” I despised the betraying warmth in my cheeks. “Last question: would you do it again?”
 
   “Do what again?”
 
   I said the words with all my steely anger; I made them an arrow. “Murder my family.”
 
   She gaped at me, and shook her head. “We didn’t murder them.”
 
   My rage flared brighter. “You did. You killed them. You told me.”
 
   “We committed no murders. We selected your parents by divination—two whose intelligence and character would bear a child with your attributes. We needed a pair who would die young. They were fated for short lives. Your mother was barren before conceiving you, so we took no life. We only added one. Yours.”
 
   I shook my head. “You should have stopped it.”
 
   “I know that now. But it seemed necessary then.”
 
   “It wasn’t!” I threw my hands in the air. “You didn’t need to kill them to make me… compassionate, or whatever.”
 
   “And yet, much as this rends me, I’m thankful we acted as we did,” Ronin whispered.
 
   I nearly choked on the fresh surge of outrage that overtook me. “Unbelievable.” I turned my back on her.
 
   “Because we made you.”
 
   I couldn’t bear to look at her.
 
   “If she’d chosen not to orphan you, we might have selected different parents instead of saving yours from that accident. Had we, the dreamer standing here would not be you. He would be biologically different. Culturally different. Perhaps he would have fought Dracon and remade Rune as well as you—I doubt it, but perhaps. But he would not be you. And… I’m partial to you.”
 
   I was tempted to order her to slap herself, but the damned ring felt itchy on my finger. I thought of Dracon’s Fugue, the strings Cassandra and Ronin had pulled, and I was sick and tired of everyone trying to control other people. I was disgusted by my own choice to use the collar. “I release you from the collar.” My voice was hoarse and the tears streamed, coming from a deeper and sadder place than before. Sad because even though Ronin felt bad, even though her words mitigated my horror, even though I knew we both had strong feelings for one another, whatever was between us was destroyed now.
 
   Ronin held out her hand. “The key?”
 
   I tossed it to her.
 
   “Do you trust me now?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes. We can fight Dracon together. But that’s all it’ll ever be.”
 
   “Isaac…”
 
   “No. I can hardly stand to look at you. How could we be together?”
 
   “Isaac, you don’t understand—”
 
   “Don’t. Just don’t.”
 
   “Listen! The key. It doesn’t fit.”
 
   I frowned. “Let me check with Eliandra. Probably gave me the wrong one.”
 
   The door melted and Eliandra stepped through, as though her name had summoned her. She must have been eavesdropping outside. Stupid rogue levels.
 
   “I gave you exactly the key I intended.” The Queen’s sedate expression set my fine hairs on end. It was Royal Eliandra, by far her most duplicitous role.
 
   Having figured it out first, Ronin flew for her sword, but before she got there, Eliandra lifted her hand—a hand with a familiar silver ring on it. “Don’t move.”
 
   The words pinned Ronin in place.
 
   “Uh. Move all you want?” I waved my own hand, but it had no effect. A creeping sick feeling settled in with the reality of what was happening. “Shit.”
 
   “My ring overrides yours.” Eliandra tossed me another collar. “Put that on.”
 
   “Don’t you dare,” Ronin growled.
 
   “You’ll never get away with this, Eliandra.” Back to stalling Lois Lane–style, at least until I figured out the Queen’s game.
 
   “Ronin. Draw your sword and press the business end to Isaac’s carotid artery.”
 
   “Putting it on.” I snapped the collar around my throat. It shrank taut.
 
   Eliandra stayed Ronin just short of my neck. “Excellent.” She went through a litany of commands she’d clearly thought through: no fleeing, no removing the collars, no alerting other people that we were in her thrall, and ordering us to follow along with any lies she told in our presence. Only when she’d finished did she exhale and seem to relax. “You may ask questions,” she said in a gently diplomatic voice. “It’s important you know why this is happening.” Like a teacher willing to explain why she was flunking us.
 
   Ronin stared at her daughter in horror. “You’re betraying us to Dracon. Aren’t you?”
 
   “I am.”
 
   My whole body numbed. “Why?”
 
   “While I long ago changed my birth name, and was believed dead by my people, Captain Tivarra recognized me once we were up close. She knew I was my mother’s daughter the moment we first spoke aboard the Leviathan. She informed Dracon that one of his slaves was parent to the Queen. Then she put me in contact with him while I was her captive. He showed me my mother; let me see her for a few moments. He described, in detail, all the torments he was prepared to inflict on her. At the end of these abuses, he would kill her. Unless, of course, I delivered Grawflefox.”
 
   I was reorienting to the fact that Eliandra had plotted against us since the Leviathan. The whole conversation about trust had been a trap, a method of getting me to neutralize the only thing that could stop her: Ronin.
 
   “You’ll never get her back this way,” Ronin said.
 
   “Oh, he’ll want to betray me.” Eliandra presented the oath stones. “But I’m a step ahead of him.”
 
   “You don’t understand. You’ve no idea what you’re doing! Your mother won’t—”
 
   “I can do this and I will!” Eliandra shouted. She waved her control ring. “And you may not try to talk me out of it again.”
 
   Ronin’s jaw sealed, but there was a scream in her eyes for whatever hadn’t been said.
 
   Eliandra tossed another collar at me and I caught it. “One more for the orc and we’ll be ready to make the exchange.” She glanced at me and said, somewhat sadly, “I can’t promise your safety, of course, but Ronin and your friend will be left unharmed. This trade is strictly you for my mother. That’s all.”
 
   “Please don’t do this. I gave you character and morals and wisdom. I wrote you good.”
 
   “Did you?” she asked.
 
   I thought back to our battle in the Mirror Room, to the words of her doppelganger: I’m not evil, she’d said, just before Eliandra snapped her neck. I shook my head. “I did. I wrote you good. Whatever you do from here forward? It’s on you. It always has been.”
 
   “So be it.”
 
   ***
 
   I trod through snow on the Citadel’s rooftop, past glistening sculptures of angels and demons, iron collar in hand. It was heavy. Dak sat on the edge of the roof, back to me, listening to the soundtrack from Frozen on iSword.
 
   “Do you want to build a snow-Ronin?” he sang, dangling his legs. Tapping off iSword, he added, “Ten bucks says I can pee on the courtyard from up here.”
 
   “Fool’s bet.” The words leaped out of my mouth, the collar preventing me from barking a warning or even acting out of character. Every step betrayed my friend, and my mind flailed for a loophole.
 
   It found none. You will snap the collar to his throat without ever alerting him to the ruse or acting out of character. The instructions were stamped in my spine, reflexive. Eliandra waited out of sight with Ronin.
 
   Fighting the collar sent a burning sensation through my limbs, like hot wax dripped onto my bones. I fought it anyway, and the heat swelled until I felt sure I’d been thrown in an oven. I couldn’t even scream.
 
   Puns, I realized. Dak hates puns. But making them is still in character for me. If I can just annoy him into punching me, he might notice the collar.
 
   “How about we just chill?” I asked.
 
   He groaned, burying his face in his hands. “I hate you.”
 
   Look up! Punch me! Swing for the fence! “Aw. Why the cold shoulder, pal?”
 
   “I hate you so hard that it’s burned into my DNA. You’ll haunt the ancestral memories of my grandchildren, who will one day spontaneously drop-kick anyone who looks like you.”
 
   I lifted the collar to the back of his neck, hands trembling. Pain seared through my marrow until it was my whole world. Yet all I could do was still my hands for the briefest of moments. Turn! Please turn!
 
   My betraying hands closed the collar around Dak’s throat.
 
   Mostly.
 
   Fully closed around his huge Conan neck, there was still three inches of green skin between the male and female end of the collar’s clasp. It was too small.
 
   He reflexively swatted the collar away, sending it skittering over the ledge into the dark depths that encompassed the Citadel’s highest point. “The hell?” Jerking my shirt down, he spotted the collar there and stood. “Piece of advice to whoever’s mind-controlling my friend with BDSM magic: you want to work me over, you’d best shop at Big & Tall.”
 
   Eliandra stepped from behind an ice angel. “Surrender and no one will hurt you.”
 
   Dak narrowed his eyes. He hefted iSword, shield still fastened to his broad back. A twangy old song started and a guy warbled, “Your cheatin’ heart will make you weep…”
 
   “I cannot let you follow us, Dakrith.” Eliandra kept her voice even. “Agree to be bound. There’s too much at stake for me to hold back. Fight me, and I’ll kill you. Don’t compound this tragedy.”
 
   “iSword, play me something with drums and Vikings.” Scandinavian death metal roared from the blade and Dak charged the Queen.
 
   Eliandra flung her ringed hand forward. “Ronin! Dispatch him.”
 
   Fear jolted through me as Ronin flicked from behind a statue in full armor and demon mask. Her longsword flashed. Dak’s blade twisted through the air, ringing against it. Orc and samurai spun, faced one another, and their blades clashed again and again, a furious contest of singing metal.
 
   “Stop it, Eliandra!” I shouted.
 
   “He made his choice.” She watched with fists clenched.
 
    Somehow Dak kept pace with Ronin’s invisibly quick strokes. She lunged, he managed to trap her arm and head-butted her. Her head lulled, then cracked back into his skull. The blow staggered Dak and she followed with a splintering kick to his knee. His leg bent wrong, but Dak snarled and somehow caught a decapitation chop before it struck its mark.
 
   Sparks hissed from their swords, a lightning arc of magical energy as two unnatural edges connected. When her mirror-bright blade scraped free, Ronin whispered: “I’m sorry.” Her body stilled for just an instant, all her willpower bent on not delivering the blow—the pain must have been unimaginable, because she screamed.
 
   She booted Dak in the chest.
 
   “No!” I heard myself shout. But I was watching it happen from outside my body.
 
   Dak toppled backward off the rooftop.
 
   I rushed forward.
 
   “Stop!” Eliandra cried before I could go over the edge after him.
 
   My muscles seized, locked me down, and I skidded on my knees in the snow right up to the lip. Dak was already small, already falling into the deep black of the chamber. Down, down he fell, past the next-highest spire, accelerating as he went.
 
   He hit a low palisade. I watched his neck snap, head twisted around unnaturally. He tumbled off and fell another eighty feet into the jagged ice spears around the base of the Citadel.
 
   His body caught in the spikes. They glistened red where they’d driven through him.
 
   I looked away. God, no. I squeezed my eyes shut and willed myself to wake up.
 
   “Is he dead?” asked Eliandra.
 
   “He is.” Ronin’s voice trembled. “What did you make me do?”
 
   “Knock him out,” Eliandra whispered.
 
   Pain exploded in the back of my skull and my vision went black. All except the image of Dak’s neck snapping when he hit the palisade, burnt into my retinas forever.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine: Under Control
 
    
 
    
 
   I roused into half-awareness while being dragged somewhere, with only the faintest impression why. There might have been a ladder. Shouts surrounded me, and my body was hoisted upward. Groaning, I fought—not against the pull, but against consciousness. I didn’t want to return. A whisper of intuition told me nothing good waited for me there.
 
   Stupidly, I disobeyed, opening my eyes and confronting a world where my best friend had just smashed into the ground from a dizzying height.
 
   Akarri had dragged me from the submersible onto the Nell and I was on my knees on the weather deck. Our vessel rose from the water and an anxious Captain Tammagan hovered nearby, gesturing to me with concern.
 
   The joints in my arms ached. I couldn’t move them and realized both wrists were in irons behind my back. Why were the Akarri staring, aghast?
 
   The ringing faded from my ears in time to hear.
 
   “…and then the magister’s plan became evident. He intended not to defeat Dracon, but to supplant him,” Eliandra said. “Ronin had shown him how to manipulate the Citadel’s magic, and unfortunately, Grawflefox’s betrayal cost Ronin his life.”
 
   “Dak too?” Quinny asked, her face pallid. “What happened to Big Green?”
 
   Eliandra bowed her head. “The orc only meant to defend his friend. He seemed unaware that Grawflefox’s power would have been absolute from within the Citadel. In the melee, Ronin was forced to cut him down. I’m sorry, Quinny.”
 
   “Bollocks!” she spat, wheeling for someone to fight. She settled on me. “Give me ten minutes with the fucker, Captain, and I’ll find whatever’s wrong with these wizards and rip it out of him.”
 
   Tammagan looked at me. “What’s your account of this?”
 
   Eliandra stiffened. She was Queen, after all, and Tammagan took orders from her.
 
   But the collar burned beneath the cloak Eliandra had draped on me. I could do nothing to contradict her lies and merely lowered my gaze without a word.
 
   A shocked cry worked from behind the crowd of Akarri, and between them, I saw its source: Elsie. The realization overwhelmed me with sickness. My best friend was dead, my allies had betrayed me, and the only living friend I had in Rune thought me a traitor. In seeing Elsie’s horrified stare, my misery was complete.
 
   “A traitor’s death?” Quinny asked.
 
   “He has value yet,” Eliandra said. “Dracon will want to execute him personally. Take us north, toward the Broken Valley. I’ll need the prisoner secured in the command pod so I can negotiate via messaging stone.”
 
   Tammagan’s lips thinned. “Are you certain that’s wise?”
 
   Eliandra squared her shoulders, and a hint of ire laced her words. “I am. Please see to the navigations, Captain.”
 
   “Of course.” Tammagan saluted and headed for the piloting pod.
 
   She dispatched the rest of the Akarri with summary orders and turned momentarily toward me.
 
   I searched the Queen’s eyes for something. For feeling, for remorse, for an apology—instead, she drew Ronin’s sword with businesslike efficiency.
 
   “What did you do to Ronin?” I asked, unable to keep the disgust out of my voice. She couldn’t have killed her own adoptive mother. Could she?
 
   “I ordered her to take a submersible to the other side of the lake and wait on the shoreline one week before removing her collar.” Cool wind blew through the open hatch on the side of the rising sky ship. Eliandra stepped onto the ramp and lifted the sword. “Dracon might torture you and discover the Citadel. Can’t have that, so I forced Ronin to teach me how to… lock the door behind us.”
 
   She was hitting self-destruct on the Citadel of Light.
 
   Ronin’s blade hummed, as before. Looking out through the hatch, I spotted the green island in the distance. A thunderous crack filled the air. Trees shivered, rocks shattered, and bit by bit, the island sank beneath frothing water.
 
   “Dak.” I leaned forward and might have gone out the hatch had Eliandra’s palm not blocked me, pushing me back. The Citadel wasn’t just my way home—it was where my friend’s body was. With the sinking of the island came the realization: even if I survived, I couldn’t come back or bury his remains. He was just gone.
 
   When it was done, Eliandra tossed Ronin’s sword out the door, where it whirled until planting point-down in an old gray rock at the shore’s edge. “You’ll want that back when you break free and come after me,” the Queen murmured, eyes fixed on some distant point. Then she summoned two Akarri to drag me below deck. I lunged for the rail to look at my friend’s watery grave, to see it just once more. Instead, the Akarri drove me facedown onto the boards, found secure holds under either arm, and dragged me to the command pod.
 
   The narrow chamber was just behind the piloting pod, the door between sealed shut. The Akarri bound me to a chair that folded out from the wall. There was a round table with an amber rune stone inlaid at the rim, projecting a similarly hued hologram of everything surrounding the Nell for several miles.
 
   Waiting for Eliandra, my thoughts drifted to Ronin. I found myself hoping she’d be all right. It was weird. I should have still hated her, but in truth, she was the closest thing I had right now to an ally. What had happened to my parents was an old wound, one that could rip open again and feel fresh and new, but it had a shorter emotional half-life. And it paled in comparison to losing Dak less than an hour ago.
 
   I shut my eyes and willed myself back in time. I’d transported myself across realities. Surely the distance of sixty short minutes shouldn’t matter. All I needed to do was not make Ronin wear that stupid collar.
 
   “I’m an idiot.”
 
   “Is that your excuse?” Elsie asked.
 
   I glanced up and realized the guard had changed. It was me and Elsie, alone, and she stood across the room with hand on hilt, her expression haunted.
 
   “So it’s not that you’re evil,” she said. “Or a scumbag. Or a liar who makes people believe you’re a decent guy, but the real problem is you’re incompetent?” The words sped from her mouth and angry tears already blazed down her cheeks. “I think you’re goddamn brilliant. Only a mastermind could have me so thoroughly fooled.”
 
   Everything in me wanted to counter Eliandra’s lies, but the searing of the collar into my jaw kept it from opening. So I stared, helpless.
 
   “Just tell me one thing,” she said, inching closer.
 
   God, her look. I’d seen it before on Dak—the look of someone about to do something self-destructive, someone ready to light their world on fire so they could warm their coldly furious hearts over the embers.
 
   “Did you draw us to fall in love?” Elsie asked. “Did you draw us to have this affair, so you could watch?”
 
   I blinked. Realization set in. Dracon’s Fugue had forced women into sexual slavery, and this world was still imprinted with that memory of forced lesbian orgies as a source of entertainment. “I didn’t.”
 
   “You’re a damn liar.” The tears ran freely down her face. “I know it and so does Tammagan. You made her. Probably me too. I know what’s going to happen. Tonight she’s going to take me aside and say, ‘It’s over.’ Because how can she ever like being with me if it’s something you made us do?”
 
   “I never made Tammagan gay. She just… is gay.” Or maybe my own preference for women leaked into my art somehow—hell, what did I know about how the magic worked?
 
   “Burn in Hell.” Elsie slapped me firmly across the cheek, once. She turned to leave.
 
   “Wait.” When she paused, I searched for the words. “Don’t give up on her. Don’t let her go. I didn’t make you to be pornography. But your love—yours and Tammagan’s—it’s a precious thing. It’d be a shame to let something so right fade away because the wrong person got excited about it in the wrong way.”
 
   “I’m not letting her go,” Elsie whispered. “But I swear on the gods of my world and yours, if she leaves me because of you, I’ll be back to do more than slap you.”
 
   She left me alone to my thoughts for a full five minutes. I was too tightly bound to escape, too tired to care.
 
   Eliandra slid down a ladder from the weather deck’s hatch and sealed it behind her. Seeing her woke me in all the worst ways. We were alone now, and I no longer had to lie. “You killed my best friend.” The words made me tremble. Ronin and Cassandra hadn’t made me a warrior, but holy shit, I knew in that moment I could be a killer. Not just orcs and dragons and illusory doppelgangers; I could kill this elf if I were free. I could do it with my hands and sleep like a baby.
 
   “He didn’t stand down.”
 
   “You ordered your own mother to kill him.”
 
   She snorted. “She’s not my mother.” At my unconvinced silence, she went to the imaging stone. “Nell, scry the area around the Broken Valley for Dracon’s sky keep. Once you find it, hail them and establish contact the moment we’re near enough.”
 
   “So you haven’t got anything else to say for yourself?” I growled.
 
   “What is there?” Eliandra asked. “You made me Queen. You think your friend was the first man I ordered to his death? Do you know what a Queen does? I decide trials, battles, how much money to spend on the sick and poor. Life and death at the stroke of a pen! I’ve never savored it. But when your task is to decide, sometimes people die. They just do, no matter what you choose.”
 
   “You didn’t have to kill Dak.”
 
   “It was my mother’s life or his.” She shrugged. “You made a similar judgment in the Mirror Room—deciding between Ronin and Dak, you chose your friend. I didn’t blame you.”
 
   “You want to be blameless for this?” I was floored. “It’s not happening. This isn’t like repealing a tax or choosing who to save. You straight-up ordered his death and now you’re delivering me to Dracon, and not because it’s good for a country. You’re capitulating! And you’re making excuses for yourself.”
 
   “I suppose you’re the only one who gets to make them, then.” She came close and looked down at me. “A fire has burned in me for three-quarters a century, and it will burn not one day longer. As for the price I pay for this? Exile, and death when Ronin finds me. These aren’t mere risks, they’re assured costs. And I pay them gladly. You’ve no idea what it’s like to live in a state of terror and sorrow for longer than a mortal lifespan—everything I am was to save her. I would rather die a traitor having done so than live a thousand years having failed. Two weeks of satisfaction outweighs a millennium of torment.”
 
   “It’s not just about your pain!” My eyes stung again. “Can’t you see we’re all in pain? Everyone is! It should have brought us together. We could have found a way to beat him. Instead, you let your pain tear us apart.”
 
   “There are no worlds in which we all live happily ever after.” Her voice was chill and jagged. “There are hard truths and measured calculations of risk. This universe doesn’t reward sloppy decisions—play your hand greedy, and it will strip you of everything.”
 
   My head hung. Her words were the hollow defenses of a villain. “You murdered my best friend.”
 
   She sank to her knees, lifted my chin with two fingers, and caught me with a pleading look. “I am sorry. Truly.”
 
   The imaging stone clicked and a clockwork typewriter embedded in the table punched out a report with machinegun strokes. Eliandra plucked the paper free and read it quickly. She lowered a seat near me—though not too close. “Nell, put him on screen.”
 
   The pod’s crystal lights dimmed and beams of amber emanated from the rune stone, projecting an image of Dracon. He sat on a throne, and I got a look at the breadth in his shoulders, the imperial strength in his stance framed by expensive robes and a wildly feathered hairstyle. I looked beyond all that, though, into his eyes—and was startled. His regalia distracted from it, but Dracon’s face was mundane and flawed: the first time I’d seen him, I’d thought his eyes probing, perhaps because of distortions from looking into a face projected in green flames.
 
   But no, his eyes actually bugged a little, and were spaced too wide. His mouth was also too close to his eyes, working together with his small nose to make him look like a pug dog dressed as royalty. Except I liked pugs—they were adorably grotesque, with their watery, concerned-looking faces. This man? I wanted to punch him square in his ugly nose.
 
   He held up an oath stone, pressing his thumb to it. “Are you prepared?” That voice—much as I hated its effect, the rich baritone almost made me forget the flaws in his mug. He would have made an excellent storyteller.
 
   “I am.” Eliandra lifted her own oath stone. “I have acquired the dreamer. Should your offer please me, I swear to deliver him, intact and unharmed. In exchange for my mother, I’ll flee the civilized world, never to oppose you again.”
 
   “Very well.” Dracon waved his free hand dismissively. “I vow safe passage to your Akarri, and to free your mother from captivity. You will receive her alive and unblemished. I will never pursue you—or her—ever again.”
 
   “So I swear,” the Queen said.
 
   Dracon nodded. “So I swear.”
 
   The stones in both their hands flashed in sync with one another. A shudder wormed through Eliandra’s spine, and a similar one in Dracon, though he struggled to conceal it.
 
   He sneered at us. “I expect you by tomorrow afternoon. I’ll have your mother dressed for travel. The past fifty years as your adversary have been less than a pleasure, Your Highness—but at least they’ve come to a satisfactory conclusion.” The warlord turned his attention on me, voice taking on a resonance that captured my attention and made the delivery feel creepily private. “You, I expect, will entertain me from start to finish.”
 
   Eliandra cut his image off with a wave of her hand over the amber stone. She looked at me awhile. “I’ll have food brought to you tonight. We’re on course to arrive on time tomorrow afternoon. I would steel myself for what’s to come.”
 
   I swallowed, for the first time feeling something besides loss or rage. I was afraid of what an immortal and amoral wizard intended to do with the man who’d ruined his whole world.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten: The Sky Keep
 
    
 
    
 
   The Sky Keep loomed closer, a floating mountain pulled out by its roots and set gently rotating among the clouds. It was egg-shaped, most of its surface craggy stone. Waterfalls descended from on high and crashed over lower terraces. In places, the rock had been carved into classical architecture, featuring immense Roman columns, statues, balconies, and verdant gardens grown along paths sculpted into the mountainside.
 
   Dark spines dripped from the underside of the mountain, bringing to mind Cloud City from Star Wars. We approached those spines, the central stalactite bristling with wooden docks.
 
   A dozen or so dragons escorted the Nell, beating their leather wings alongside, sometimes peering through the crystal roof. Akarri skirted about with a spring in their step, no doubt feeling like goldfish staring out the bowl at hungry cats. I wondered if the flying lizards knew the Akarri had hunted dragons before—if they were intelligent enough to hold vendettas.
 
   We docked at a wooden pier that jutted off the enormous stalactite. Our hatch slid open and two warty orcs dropped a gangplank from the pier’s end onto our egress ramp. A half-dozen more held crossbows and iron weapons ready.
 
   “I’ll take the wizard alone,” Eliandra announced.
 
   “I absolutely disallow it,” Tammagan said.
 
   “I nonetheless will,” the Queen said. “Wait here for my return.”
 
   Rage bunched Tammagan’s shoulders together and I could tell, orders be damned, this was going to be an argument. I took the opportunity to glance around and spotted Elsie coming from below deck to operate a turret. Briefly, our eyes met.
 
   I shot her a look that was supposed to mean, Are we okay? Can we please be okay?
 
   She hesitated the briefest moment. She cast a nervous glance at Tammagan—one that suggested the dreaded breakup visit had never occurred. Her features softened ever so slightly. Then her eyes went back to me and she nodded her assent, disappearing into the turret before I could express my gratitude.
 
   No matter what else happened today, knowing Elsie didn’t entirely despise me helped.
 
   Tammagan and Eliandra were still debating the merits of the Queen going it alone when I interrupted: “The thing you have for Elsie? I didn’t create it. Whatever else you believe, know that. It doesn’t come from anyplace but you.”
 
   Midsentence, Tammagan blinked at me. “You think that’s what I think?” Leaning in close, the Captain tapped my chest twice to accentuate her point. “I love that scheming bitch because she made me want her, not you.”
 
   I wanted to laugh. It was the first good feeling I’d had in a day. Gods and wizards are no match for Elsie’s big, dumb, greedy heart.
 
   At last, Eliandra pulled Tammagan back into the debate and dressed down the Captain so thoroughly I felt certain Tammagan would stab the elf all on her own. Instead she relented, and Eliandra prodded me down the gangplank with her staff of office.
 
   The gaggle of orcs wasted no more time, snagging my arms and forcing me to a doorway at dock’s end, in the side of the stalactite. Eliandra followed in their wake, unharried and imperial in her bearing.
 
   Within, massive open gears and clinking chains pulled our wooden platform up a dark shaft. The shaft stank of infection and orc sweat. Their bodies were matted in sparse hair, filth, and scabby sores. After our plodding ascent, we made our way along a great hall large enough to fit a herd of elephants. It was lit by torch flame that hissed on oily wicks, producing an occasional wet pop.
 
   The once-great corridor had seen better days. Cobwebs festooned the arched ceiling and deep cracks pitted the masonry. Patches of floor and wall were broken off—suspiciously, most often at roughly orc-swinging-his-axe height. Graffiti was everywhere, consisting mostly of stick figures, crude images of breasts, and depictions of cartoonish violence. It was all very junior high.
 
   The walk would have bored me had I not been quaking in fear, knees wobbling and threatening to buckle as I approached my doom. Would it be quick? Certainly not. I refused to imagine what awaited me, even though girding my psyche might have been wiser.
 
   The hall emptied directly into a throne room. The orcs grunted in fear at the threshold, seeming to tiptoe once they were on sacred ground. The chamber was unlike the corridors, in that it was both pristine and cluttered. While objectively immense, it was made to feel tiny by the sheer volume of stuff. We marched past statues and glass cases full of crowns, jeweled weapons, and memorabilia. Tapestries on every wall depicted battles and feasts and orgies. A scale-model battlefield contained three or four thousand two-inch-tall, separately carved and painted miniatures in stylized armor, each holding a unique weapon, all seemingly made by the same hand.
 
   There was no organization or theme, and we wove a complex circuit to a long worktable where I saw Dracon in person for the first time. I had the opportunity to size him up in the flesh.
 
   He bent over a model creature with Rancor-like qualities, concentrating intensely on a scalpel he used to shave slivers of wood from around each vertebra. Between the hunching and the oversized cape, he seemed too small to be a lord of dragons. True, the cape swooped off a shoulder and bared one arm, revealing he had the bulk of a professional wrestler; but it was that incongruous, strong-yet-old look of a fifty-year-old bodybuilder past his prime.
 
   The strength in his body clashed with his opulent robes and kind-of-nerdy face. He was just some dork trying to be a stoic barbarian, but also wrapping himself in the trappings of wealth.
 
   Then the hair. He had insanely feathered, ’80s-style Twisted Sister hair that was, I guess, cool. Once.
 
   The orcs hissed and prodded each other for a volunteer, shoving the smallest one forward. It straightened, gulped audibly, and looked at Dracon. “Sire. We bring you wizard, like you ask.”
 
   Dracon winced, his scalpel hovering a moment over the model monster. He leveled his icy glare from across the table. “What have I said about interrupting me?” he asked in glacial tones so well delivered he might have taken a side gig reading Leaves of Grass over the radio.
 
   His glare cowed the orc into submission. Then he fixed on me, studying me. I sensed reptilian intelligence in his bugging eyes, my skin crawling. Goofy and out-of-touch as his attire might be, I recalled his casual references to torture and my stomach turned.
 
   “But I’m being rude,” he sang, playfully rolling the “r.” Standing briskly, he opened his hands in welcome. “Forgive me. It’s been so long since I’ve had a real guest.”
 
   So this was our game—pretending at normal? Sure, why not. “Nice place. Should I have taken my shoes off at the door?”
 
   “Oh, banter! I like you. Nothing like Cassandra. I found her quite shrill.”
 
   Since I was Cassandra’s creation and said to be much like her, I found that odd, until I realized a lot of females probably sounded “shrill” to Dracon. And, hell! This wasn’t just a run-of-the-mill misogynist. I was staring down the barrel of a killer, a warlord, and a rapist. Swallowing my crack-wise instincts, I vowed not to joke with the bastard. All I wanted was this collar off so I could shoot him in the face with my rainbow gun.
 
   I was scared. But it was a reckless kind of scared.
 
   “I brought your dreamer,” Eliandra said. “Now it’s your turn.”
 
   “True!” Dracon clapped his hands twice. A stone slab along the wall lifted via chains and pulleys, revealing a corridor beyond. A willowy figure in white stepped from the shadows. She slid her hood back, revealing a splendorous elven face much like Eliandra’s, except a more mature thirty years old instead of the Queen’s still-gets-carded look. Her gleaming platinum hair was a shade lighter, glinting like snow. With her pale skin and white traveling cloak, she seemed bleached of all color.
 
   The woman descended several stairs, gliding toward us. “Daughter.”
 
   “Mother,” Eliandra whispered in such a fragile, hopeful voice that for an instant, I nearly understood everything she was doing. Then, she put her mask back on and stared at Dracon.
 
   Dracon waved off her hard look. “What, you expected treachery? What is one concubine to me? You get Koriana, and I keep the remainder of your race to myself. I’d introduce you to the rest of your people, but I keep my harem elsewhere.” His smile wasn’t so much taunting as genuinely proud. “I’ve over six hundred women and two hundred men to do with as I please once I return to my capital. So take your reward and get thee gone from here.” He settled his serpentine gaze back on me. I felt grimy. “My guest more than makes up for the loss.”
 
   Eliandra removed the control ring and tossed it to Dracon. Then she ran to embrace her mother.
 
   But Koriana stiffened during the hug, looking at Dracon. “I am… released?”
 
   “Yes.” He waved her away. “Begone.”
 
   Eliandra stroked her mother’s cheek. “I’m taking you somewhere free.”
 
   Koriana squirmed away, stumbling away from her daughter. “I don’t want to go!” Her eyes were wild with terror.
 
   Eliandra reached for her mother, blinking through her own confusion. “Just let me take you into the light of day.”
 
   “I said no. There’s light in the gardens.” She glanced at Dracon. “Please, don’t make me go.”
 
   Dracon teased a feathered lock of his hair in amusement, as though a well-trained dog had excitedly sat when the command word was said in casual conversation. “You’re free now. I’ll never seek you again.”
 
   Koriana flinched, as though struck. “But I love you.”
 
   Eliandra looked ready to vomit. I had to sit, or I would too. Dragging a chair from the table, collapsing into it, I stared at my hands. I couldn’t look at Eliandra. She’d killed my best friend, I reminded myself. I should have relished the horror in her face; should have gloated.
 
   Instead, I was close to laughing and crying at once. This was the madness of the world—my friend had been murdered for this. The Queen had killed him for fool’s gold.
 
   “If I’m free, I don’t have to go,” Koriana insisted.
 
   “Technically, no,” Dracon purred. “You’re free to do as you like.”
 
   “This is the Fugue!” Eliandra shouted. “She won’t be truly free until I get her away from you.”
 
   “Ah, but I disagree,” Dracon said. “I promised to release her from captivity, and she may now do what her heart desires. It cannot be helped if she desires me. Tell me, did you really expect her to go willingly? For her to recognize her daughter, and my hold on her to simply lift like a dream? I am a god, you daft child.”
 
   “Mother. Please look at me,” Eliandra pleaded. “Try to remember me. I’m the same girl whose hair you brushed; who you read to at night.”
 
   “I know who you are,” Koriana snapped. “I simply don’t intend to leave with you.”
 
   Eliandra wheeled on Dracon. “She has to go! That was our bargain.”
 
   “Indeed, it would violate our bargain for me to keep her captive or to pursue either of you. I am under no obligation to force her aboard your ship, though. Or to prevent her from, say, taking her own life if you drag her screaming from my keep.”
 
   Koriana’s eyes brightened at the suggestion. “That’s right. Take me from here and I’ll pitch myself from the rails.”
 
   The Fugue wasn’t subtle, I realized. It was total. It was the obliteration of a person, so thorough it had wiped out Koriana’s sense of being a parent. I remembered discussions of genocide, of how it was so much worse than just mass murder—it was the annihilation of a whole people, not just their bodies but all their traditions and culture and memories along with. The Fugue was nothing less than the genocide of a person.
 
   Eliandra shook her head fiercely. “I didn’t agree to this!”
 
   “You did.” Dracon canted his head to the side. “And per our agreement, I’ll not stop you from leaving—with or without Koriana. Though since Koriana is a freed woman, nothing bars her from taking you prisoner…”
 
   Koriana pounced, dagger pressing to the throat of her flesh and blood. She spun a yielding Eliandra, clutching her while presenting her to Dracon and me. “Like this, master?”
 
   “Just so.”
 
   I saw it then. The change happened in Eliandra’s eyes. They dimmed, like a light snuffed out. An hour ago, I’d have wished it on her, but no—it wasn’t what I wanted. It squeezed my heart until I ached. It was as though someone had cracked her open, drained seventy-five years of hopes and dreams, and filled that hollowed space with nightmares.
 
   It resonated. That’s what Dak’s death had done to me. And it pissed me off, because the only one out of us all who deserved to feel this way was Dracon.
 
   Instead, he was crowing. “I wouldn’t mind if you took your daughter upstairs.” His smile grew lascivious. “Dress her in something I’d like.”
 
   Acid burned up my throat and I vomited. It splashed wet on the floor. I’d never thrown up from sheer disgust before. I wanted the CDC in their germ-proof suits to flamethrower the whole room, Dracon especially, and then cask his ashes in an impenetrable lead capsule. Hand it to NASA to launch into the sun, maybe.
 
   “Kindly do not soil my floors again.” A twitch of irritation worked Dracon’s eyelid.
 
   Hawking the last of the stomach acid into my mouth, I looked him straight on and spat.
 
   “It’s going to be all right,” Koriana soothed, wrenching the Queen’s arm behind her back and pressing the dagger to her ribs. She marched her daughter toward the exit. “The Sky Keep is a wonderful place, once you’re used to the smell of orc.”
 
   I dry-retched in response. The stone slab rattled down and both elves were gone. “Holy shit,” I managed, my lips numb. “You’re not misunderstood. Not crazy. There’s no diagnosis here.” I was staring at something I’d once argued, passionately, didn’t exist. “You’re evil. You’re just stone-cold fucked in the soul.” I swallowed. “You’re the reason there’s a Hell.”
 
   “Enough with the hysterics.” Dracon stood. Then, forcing a gentler tone: “It probably looks awful. But come. I’ll show you the truth.”
 
   He used the control ring to march me through another passageway, which eventually opened into a chamber with volume enough to compose a quarter of the whole Sky Keep—the mountain, it turned out, was hollow.
 
   The room was set up like a stadium. We stood on a terrace, with fifty more both above and below us, each wrapping the whole way around the circular room. Below, where the field would have been, hot-orange lava bubbled. Waves of heat distorted the air as they rose from the liquid rock, funneled into the vents in the ceiling.
 
   “Where are we?” I asked.
 
   “The Sky Keep was carved from the volcanic mountain at the heart of my empire. This is its center. I call it the Burning Vault.”
 
   It looked like a power source. He didn’t call it one, but he was smart enough not to. Except I was smart enough to know anyway. “What about the heat?”
 
   “An invisible field channels it upward like a stovepipe. It moves out those vents.” He motioned to the distant ceiling.
 
   I spun around and realized what the terraces were for. Each was a walkway, and set back into the wall made by the next level were endless alcoves full of glass display cases, each brightened with its own overhead crystal light. A sea of them shimmered in the chamber all around me. I walked the terrace clockwise, magma to my right and alcoves to my left. In twenty-five steps I passed an encased suit of armor, a human/frog hybrid, an especially deep alcove with an encased triceratops, and a first edition of Action Comics #1. I had no idea how Dracon got it into Rune, but he had, and he beamed alternately at me and his collection.
 
   And the terrace went on. And on. All the way around the chamber, all the way down to the magma, and all the way up to the ceiling. His collection. Thousands of years of memorabilia for a god with limitless power.
 
   I paused at a woman standing in a glass casement, recognizing her from Dracon’s artwork in Old 88 that I’d moved around. She wore the same collar and a ragged, leopard-skin top. She was older under the glass, perhaps in her early fifties, creases around her closed eyes while she appeared to sleep. Still thin and beautiful, but the museum-like display rendered her artificial.
 
   I traced the glass near her face. “Is she alive?”
 
   “Preserved.”
 
   “But… alive?”
 
   He shrugged. “Maybe if I cracked the glass. But I wanted to save her. She was my first, you know.”
 
   I scowled. “Your first slave.”
 
   “First collectible.” He motioned around the Burning Vault. “They’re all collectibles.” He chuckled. “You’ll catch on soon. I hoped this would jog it for you. It took me centuries to feel it, too. How everything here is… fake.”
 
   “It’s not fake. Nothing here is fake.” My throat tightened. I’d befriended, fallen in love with, and lost people in this world. It was as real as anything I knew.
 
   “It felt real for me too, at first. But over time you notice things. People only come in maybe thirty varieties, all variations on a theme with different clothes or colors or presentations. But thirty flavors. There’s a staleness in the air, a garishness in the yellow sun. A simplicity in their lives and conversation. At first, I blamed myself. But Cassandra’s changes improved nothing.” He smirked. “Admittedly, your changes were… bothersome. I did see perhaps four new varieties of person. Not enough, though. Your Cataclysm failed to change the reality that undergirds all of Rune: it is artifice. No one here is more than a simulation.”
 
   Realization hit me like a truck. “It’s not fake, you moron! You just feel that way. It’s the ennui from all your killing, and selfish hedonism, and obsession.”
 
   He guffawed. “Oh, yes. It’s me. Live a few hundred years and you’ll sing a different tune.”
 
   I didn’t have to. Ronin had lived far longer than him, and she was as normal as a magical cyborg samurai could be. “You glutted yourself on every whim until it numbed your soul. You filled your trophy room with slaves who you treated like playthings! It’s not the world that’s fake. It’s you.”
 
   He waved me off. “You’ll see. But enough of these dour subjects. Let’s focus on tonight. How about you draw me a lovely monster? I’ll crack the glass on one of my originals. We’ll pit them against one another. The victor selects the next activity.”
 
   I was dumbstruck. He wants to be my friend. He wants to play games. It was like getting to the end of Alien only for the xenomorph to whip out Apples to Apples and ask to braid Sigourney Weaver’s hair. “All right,” I said evenly. “But I can’t make a very good monster if you keep me in this collar.”
 
   “Ha! Treat me less like a fool and more like a god. The collar stays put until the truth catches on. You seem sharp. I suspect it will take only a couple of decades.” Dracon smiled, showing too many of his teeth. “Now. How would you like to see the pirate room? I spent eighty years on the high seas. The head of the island turtle barely fits in its case.”
 
   I was horrified at the prospect of listening to him bloviate on his collectibles for two decades. Granted, we’d moved past hot pokers and flaying, but the specter of a preening sociopath’s twenty-year vacation slide show had me wondering what I could do to get put under glass myself. “This isn’t what I expected.”
 
   “Oh, you mean the torture I promised.” Dracon shook his head, as if he were fond of the memory. “I was livid about the changes you made, but with your help, we can undo the worst of them. And I’d rather not torture you. We’re too much alike.”
 
   So that was it. He wanted to use my power to return Rune to the status quo. Over my dead body. I set my jaw, not letting myself back off the vow just because I knew it was likely to happen just that way.
 
   “Also, at some point, you contacted Earth. That’s not permitted. When you sync our dimensions, I age normally.”
 
   “You mean you aren’t immortal?”
 
   “Neither of us is. We age one year for every hundred we live, provided Rune and Earth aren’t synchronized.” He clapped his hands again and turned toward the cases. “No more questions. First the pirate room, then a monster fight.”
 
   He wants me to dance like his pet monkey. “Fine. I’ll fight monsters with you. But if I win, I don’t want to pick our next activity. I want Eliandra.”
 
   He snorted. “Then we’re at an impasse. I want her too. She’s part of a matching set.”
 
   “She killed my friend. I’m firm on this.”
 
   Dracon glanced over his shoulder at me. “Take my word on this: punishing them will bring only transient pleasure. There isn’t enough inside them for moral agency. But if it makes you feel better to beat on a highly realistic mannequin, very well. She’s yours. Provided your monster wins, of course.”
 
   I kept my face neutral, forcing down the adrenal jolt to my pulse caused by dangerous thinking. “All right. Let’s play.”
 
   ***
 
   Crowning the Sky Keep’s highest peak was Dracon’s coliseum, its pillars cracked and discolored from centuries of disrepair. Volcanic heat seeped from vents ringing the sandy arena floor. It was eerily empty, not a soul in the seats. I wondered if Dracon’s keep had always been so lonely.
 
   I drew my monster from inside the imperial box, Dracon hovering at the periphery to monitor every line I put to paper. I despised having him there. I was used to Dak standing in that spot. It was yet another thing Dracon had profaned in my short time under his thumb.
 
   Sentry dragons circled the keep. I realized the Akarri were likely still docked, waiting on Eliandra. How long until they realized she wouldn’t come back? Would they just leave? Or would they try to fight their way in? God, I hope not.
 
   I illustrated, casting an occasional glance at those volcanic vents. We were right above the Burning Vault.
 
   “An insect.” Dracon appraised my monster. “Interesting approach.”
 
   The ten-legged creature had a segmented body and brutal mandibles.
 
   “More armor plates,” Dracon said.
 
   I bristled, hand trembling against the power of the collar. I added the plates, forced to erase whole swaths of texture I’d penciled in, rubbing the page raw in places.
 
   “Maybe fire breath,” he added.
 
   I ignored the command, since it wasn’t a direct order. He was using me, same as he did everything else in his palace. Ronin said his powers had weakened—perhaps that was why he wanted me. Instead of fire, I switched to colored pencils and added a blue-hued aura to the mandibles.
 
   “An electric bite? Now that’s more like it!” Dracon cheered. “Perhaps you’ll win this round after all.”
 
   Not electric, no. I added minuscule copies of the insect, the baby versions skittering underfoot and clinging to its body. I kept it just sparse enough to look like flavor, but in reality, it was central to my monster’s concept. I’d always used comic images to get my point across, but now I constructed an elaborate ecological story for the insect in my head. Like a glacier, only a portion of my creation broke the surface.
 
   I set pencils down when I’d finished. “What now?”
 
   “Let me show you mine.” He whistled. A metal platform in the arena floor opened and a lift clinked upward bearing seven orcs that circled an enormous glass case, chipping away at it with picks.
 
   Under the glass was a tree creature whose crown of branches shadowed an old man’s solemn face seemingly carved into the trunk. The orcs drove their picks into the glass that held it, pocking the glass with holes and hairline fractures that spread wider with each ringing strike. When the cracks had covered almost half the case, the tree opened its yellow-glowing eyes.
 
   “Best hurry your creature to the arena before mine gets a head start,” Dracon sang.
 
   I blew on my hand and flattened it to paper, distance pulling directly into the arena. My body lurched at the effort of summoning something so large.
 
   Silver lines whirled through the air just forward of the tree creature, who shattered the glass, casting it off with a roar of challenge. My creature didn’t so much manifest as it pounced from the silver lines, ramming face-first into the living oak.
 
   “Oh, you summon them like she did,” Dracon muttered.
 
   I realized distance pulling had been Cassandra’s trick. Somehow, he’d never learned it.
 
   My insect had its mandibles locked around the tree monster’s trunk. Silently, though, I cheered Dracon’s creature on. C’mon. You have to hurt it for this to work. The mandibles pulsed their blue glow, and the tree’s leaves wilted.
 
   “Not an electric attack,” Dracon murmured. “What does that bite do?”
 
   “Drain him of magic.”
 
   “Hm.” He shifted uncomfortably.
 
   Finally, the tree clubbed its fist into my centipede’s carapace with a crack like a giant snow-crab leg breaking open.
 
   “See? Should have armored it better. That monster’s one of my oldest and strongest.”
 
   So he made it when he was new to Rune. I saw it then. The tree’s old-man face stared not at the insect killing it, but at us. It stared at Dracon, confused and sad. It didn’t know why Dracon was making it fight.
 
   “What did you call the tree?” I asked quietly.
 
   Dracon squinted, as if recalling. “Obadai, I think.”
 
   He gave it a name. Obadai cried out, clobbering the centipede again and again. Terror filled his carved-wood face. My fingers gripped the table and I leaned in, praying—it was all I could do. I needed Obadai to kick my monster’s ass.
 
   Finally, the tree got a hold of one mandible and ripped it off. Gripping it like a dagger, Obadai drove it between the centipede’s segments at the root of its head. Levering it, he decapitated the beast in an explosion of orange blood.
 
   “Ha! Opposable thumbs,” Dracon said. “So handy. Looks like Eliandra will go to me. But I promise to keep her in relatively good condition for next week’s bout.”
 
   “It’s not over.”
 
   The centipede’s body skittered around for a moment, collapsed, and went still. Then it split along the abdomen and an undulating curtain spilled from its belly. We were too far away to discern what I already knew: that the rippling, moving drapery was a swarm of its young.
 
   “What—what is that?” Dracon sounded nervous.
 
   I grinned, triumphant. “It was a momma.”
 
   He chuckled. “Obadai is in trouble.”
 
   “Actually, the young will ignore him.” I turned to Dracon, beaming. “Note the serpentine body and digging tools on its face. It’s a burrowing monster. The babies will instinctually dig where they expect their mother to have buried their first meal.” Already they wriggled through the sand, tunneling through dirt and stone, some skittering through the volcanic vents—all headed at once for the Burning Vault.
 
   Dracon wheeled on me. “My things are in there, you idiot!”
 
   “Gosh. I sure hope their anti-magic bites don’t disrupt your Sky Keep’s power source.”
 
   He lifted a ringed finger. “Then I’ll make you draw a proper countermeasure!”
 
   I hadn’t thought this far ahead, but I did have one choice left. Break my thumbs. If I couldn’t hold a pencil, his fortress would crash. I’d probably die either way, but hell, maybe he would too. I was just getting up the gumption to drop my full weight back on both outstretched thumbs when the sky above us cracked open.
 
   Something enormous burst into existence, like a Star Destroyer popping out of hyperspace over our heads. It was the size of the Washington Monument and flying straight for us, built in the same icy style as the Citadel of Light. It gleamed in the sun with a pink sheen on its flanks. The entire world filled with a booming voice projected from the craft.
 
   “HEY ISAAC, GUESS WHO FOUND THE CAPITAL SHIPS?”
 
   “Dak!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven: Do and/or Die
 
    
 
    
 
   “HOLD ON, ISAAC, I THINK THIS SHOOTS ICE GOLEMS. GOING TO EXPRESS DELIVER YOU SOME MINIONS.”
 
   The sharpened spire at the tip of Dak’s ice destroyer fired a beam of crystal light that frost-burned my retinas. It struck the Sky Keep’s coliseum wall and from a hundred feet away, the air immediately cooled fifteen degrees. Instead of summoning ice golems, though, it glazed the wall in sheets, the sharp drop in temperature causing fissures to burst open in the stone.
 
   “OH SHIT, NO. MAYBE IT’S THIS BUTTON.”
 
   A frosty mist formed beneath the front end of Dak’s cap ship, manifesting a rod of ice the size of a telephone pole. It fired as though from a railgun, slamming into the coliseum’s frozen wall. The whole imperial box shook and I stumbled out, hightailing down the stairs to the arena as the building collapsed behind me.
 
   Dracon whizzed past me for the roof hatch, cursing in that rich baritone: “Shit! Oh shit, fuck!” The warlord’s cloak flapped behind him like a flag of surrender.
 
   Dak was grumbling: “…should be more clearly labeled. No, that did not turn the mic off, it was the volume control.”
 
   “Give me the helm.” Ronin’s voice, annoyed.
 
   He brought her? And they’re both alive!
 
   Music belted over the speaker: “Let it go! Let it go! I am one with the wind and sky!”
 
   “Shut up, iSword! You’re supposed to be on shuffle. Isaac! Your stupid iSword has a personality, and it’s getting on my nerves.” Muffled: “It’s not that button, I already tried that one. Fine! Hand me the ghost stone. I’m deploying.”
 
   Through the mirrored flanks of the ice destroyer, I saw dark shapes flake off the Sky Keep’s crags. They spread their wings, caught updrafts, and a vast, leathery cloud of dragons swirled through the air and broke into three separate streams that each attacked the vessel en masse and from a different angle.
 
   Smaller beams of blue light fired from the destroyer’s every facet, raking through the cloud of dragons. Eruptions of fire from the flying reptiles raked across ice, filling the air with clouds of vapor. One dragon tried to land, executing an indelicate sprawl and skidding across the slippery surface like it had hit a grease patch. It shot over the side, fell through a blue beam that froze it solid, and shattered against another dragon.
 
   I stood all of a sudden in shade. Glancing at the shadows pooling at my feet, I craned my neck upward and saw… branches. “Uh-oh.” I turned and managed a weak hello wave at Obadai.
 
   “Master demands your company.” His enormous hand closed around my torso with the caution of an old man holding fine china.
 
   Dak popped into existence beside the knockoff Ent, spitting my ghost stone onto the ground. He lifted his steampunk chainsaw and ripped the cord. Choking black smoke puttered from the roaring engine and he sank screaming metal teeth into Obadai’s wrist.
 
   Sawdust sprayed over Dak’s shoulder and I pried myself from the severed hand.
 
   “What foul sorcery is this?” Obadai backed away, clutching his stump. He gaped in horror at the chainsaw, which he must have interpreted as a weapon specifically designed to murder his people. I mean, it basically was. “That metal demon screams with glee as it devours me.”
 
   I flicked my hand and the rainbow gun appeared. I dialed to the yellow stone: telekinesis. 
 
   Obadai rallied. “But the Master gets what he asks for!” he bellowed, clutching his remaining fist and raising it high.
 
   I fired, covering the tree monster in a yellow halo. Tilting the muzzle, I lifted him into the air. The rainbow gun had a pistol grip that accepted mental commands when touched. Push, I told it, firing Obadai in a long arc over the coliseum wall. The tree sailed into the distance, disappearing from view.
 
   I sort of hoped he’d survive the fall.
 
   “Okay, I’m warming to the gun,” Dak said.
 
   “You’re alive!” I threw my arms around his middle. “What the hell happened? I watched you die.”
 
   “Wasn’t too fun on my end, either.”
 
   “Your neck snapped!”
 
   “About that. Think I got translated from a high-level character sheet. I always keep a max-level sheet on hand so I have a build plan for my characters. My orcs usually stop regenerating when they’re dead, but there’s a racial feat toward the end of character progression…”
 
   I punched his upper arm, since I had trouble reaching his shoulder. “Power gamer.”
 
   “To be fair, I had to succeed at a pretty risky constitution roll to come back from the dead.”
 
   I gave him my finest scolding stare, the one reserved only for my best friend.
 
   “Well, not so risky with my constitution. But hey, let’s get rid of that collar.” He hefted the chainsaw, gunning the engine. “Hold super still. Maybe close your eyes.”
 
   “No!” I picked up the ghost stone and tossed it to him.
 
   “Right, better idea.” Dak dropped the chainsaw, bit his thumb and swiped blood on the collar, since it was the only way objects could be taken along for the ride. He and the collar both popped out of existence, and when they reappeared, he tossed the metal loop aside. “Ta-da.”
 
   I took the stone and wiped drool off, pocketing it. “So what the hell is going on?”
 
   Above us, dragons swarmed the ice destroyer, but it was cutting them to ribbons with its multitude of smaller freeze beams. “After I healed, the Citadel of Light disappeared,” Dak said. “Vanished into some pocket dimension. But I guess the dreamer had the Citadel docked in front of that thing, which she designed to take down Dracon. It even has some kind of hyperdrive that works like a teleport. Once I found Ronin and we figured out the Sky Keep’s coordinates, we came right for you. I found Ronin at the edge of the lake, and she’s a teensy bit pissed by the way.”
 
   “I bet.”
 
   “She’s putting it in park, which on that ship means ‘kill all dragons’ mode. Oh, speak of the devil.”
 
    A winged shadow made me tense, until I realized it was Ronin’s glider cloak. She thumped gently to the arena floor beside us, the flared wings snapping limp and the fabric tightening over svelte armor plates. It might have been the coolest thing I’d ever seen had it not reminded me of a contracting scrotum.
 
   I vowed never to say as much to Ronin.
 
   “Kind of makes you think of a ball sac, doesn’t it?” Dak asked.
 
   “What? Of course not.” I glanced at the samurai. “It’s actually—”
 
   “Where is she?” Ronin never broke stride, her words razor sharp and demon mask affixed.
 
   “Somewhere inside with her brainwashed mom,” I said.
 
   Ronin drew her sword and leaped through a heat vent.
 
   “Someone,” Dak said, “is about to get a very big spanking.”
 
   Above us, a stray ice beam lanced through a dragon, freezing it solid. The gleaming ice statue toppled end over end, hurtling straight at us. For an instant, I tried to track its trajectory and figure out which way to run—but inspiration hit just in time. I nailed the enormous, iron hatch Dracon had disappeared through with my telekinetic ray, ripped it off its hinges and swung it in line with the dragon.
 
   I flung the hatch like a car-sized throwing star. It sheared the frozen dragon in two, leaving a puff of frozen red mist in the air. The two halves slammed into the arena floor just short of us. A tinkling rain of glassy red shards followed.
 
   “Can I have one of those?” Dak asked, eyeing my weapon greedily.
 
   “Only if you call it a rainbow gun.”
 
   He made a vexed sound.
 
   “Oh, before I forget. Luck shield.” I spun the drum to violet, shooting myself in the hand. The glowing orb splattered my palm, seeping into the skin. My muscles tingled in response. I fired a second round into Dak, after which the stone turned dark. Apparently, that was it for the luck stone’s charge.
 
   “What’s a luck shield?” Dak asked, watching the light melt into his hand.
 
   “Think action movies.” We both turned and leaped through the portal I’d torn the hatch from.
 
   Having neglected the fact that Dracon had used a ladder, we promptly dropped twenty feet to the hard ground. I hurled myself inexplicably into a forward roll, coming to my feet with naught but a scraped cheek. Dak did the same, putting a tear in his shirt that showed off his hunter-green bicep.
 
   We glanced at one another. “That is the most stylish tear in an article of clothing I’ve ever seen,” I said.
 
   “That scrape on your cheek actually makes you look dangerous.”
 
   “I think we’re invincible when we roll or dive.”
 
   “Like in an action movie. I get it now.”
 
   We stood in the Burning Vault’s topmost terrace and orcs poured from every doorway on every level with axes and swords. The horde fell upon my insect swarm, stomping them underfoot in an effort to stem their downward trek to the magma core. It was like watching seagulls attack the migration of baby sea turtles waddling all together toward the ocean. Many died; many more struggled onward.
 
   “What are those things they’re crushing?” Dak asked.
 
   “Anti-magic bugs. Don’t let them eat your stuff.”
 
   He cracked his neck, and we took stock of the dozen orcs on our level, absorbed in bug-squishing. The theme from The Good, the Bad and the Ugly blared from iSword. Dracon’s orcs finally noticed us.
 
   “Say something in orcish,” I whispered.
 
   Dak shouted something in orcish, voice booming through the huge chamber and drawing every nearby and malignant orcish stare to his elaborate series of illustrative hand gestures meant to convey things like positioning and vigorous motion.
 
   All the orcs howled and one spat on the floor, drawing two hatchets.
 
   “I meant something nice.”
 
   “I said some very nice things about their mothers.”
 
   The orcs charged with a bellow, and I rotated the drum to my red stone, squeezing the trigger. The butt kicked into my shoulder. A beam of pencil-thin red light scorched from the barrel and I raked it across the whole pack. Contact with the laser snuffed out their collective war cry. It sliced through torsos and limbs, strewing their sparking pieces across the floor. The wounded ones snarled, clutching their orange-glowing stumps.
 
   Only three orcs made it through my laser beam unscathed, and they met Dak, who drew sword and shield in one smooth motion that ended in him chopping and bashing his way through. A parting shot from Not-Captain-America’s-Shield sent one flying to a terrace four levels down.
 
   “Why are there still no railings?” Dak shouted.
 
   “They do take effort to draw.”
 
   He pointed at me with his sword. “For someone who desperately needed a railing last night, that is no excuse.”
 
   The snarling din of the orcish horde rose through the chamber. I surveyed the room, spotting an orc-free patch. Predictably, it was around Ronin, who seemed to project an aura of dead bad guys wherever she went.
 
   I realized she was on the same terrace as Eliandra, each cutting through the orcs toward the other. Eliandra’s mother pursued her daughter, except she had a retinue of four orcs helping her push through the ones Eliandra hadn’t slain.
 
   “Check it out.” Dak steered my chin. Dracon stood on a floating stone platform in the chamber’s center, descending toward the magma core. “What the hell is he doing?”
 
   “The magma is the Sky Keep’s power source. He needs to preserve it somehow. Either way, this is our shot at stopping him.” I leveled my rainbow gun and my heartbeat slowed—the world did, too. My eyes homed in on Dracon with uncanny precision as I lifted the gun. The action-hero spell, I realized. I’d always been an okay shot while squirrel hunting, but this was another level.
 
   I fired. The beam lanced through a football field of space and cut Dracon’s legs neatly off, dropping him to the platform.
 
   “Nice shot!” Dak hollered.
 
   But new, pale legs slithered from Dracon’s knees, regenerating in moments.
 
   “See that?” Dak motioned. “That’s real power gaming. I’m not that ridiculous.”
 
   Dracon’s platform descended until it hovered over the magma core and shot a beam of white light into the molten rock. A glowing altar rose from the platform, throbbing in time with the beam. “I’m not sure what he’s doing, but it can’t be good,” I said. “If we don’t end him now, who knows what might happen?”
 
   “Not ‘we.’ You get into a fight and he’ll one-shot you. He’s got two thousand years of sword practice and you’re squishy. Send me down.”
 
   “I’m not putting you head to head with that psychopath!”
 
   “I’m a high-level sword-and-board. I’ll keep him busy. You get Ronin. The sooner you help her, the sooner she joins me. We double-team Dracon and he hasn’t got a prayer.”
 
   He was right. I rotated the drum to my orange teleportation stone. “I’ll make you a shortcut.” Since teleportation in my world only worked through fixed points, my gun fired interconnecting wormholes. I fired the entrance portal into the wall behind us and the exit portal into the platform far below.
 
   Dak stared with brazen covetousness. “I’m borrowing that later.” 
 
   “Borrowing what?” I grinned.
 
   He rolled his eyes. “Your rainbow gun.” He jumped through the gate, popping up behind Dracon like an eight-foot, well-armed jack-in-the-box. Dracon spun and their blades crossed.
 
   I became uncomfortably aware that I was alone on the terrace and more orcs were spilling from the corridors. Three stumbled on the burning remains of their friends and glanced from them to my big laser. Their expressions were not quite as intimidated as I’d have liked.
 
   Below, Eliandra and Ronin had nearly slaughtered their way to one another. I fired a fresh gate to the wall behind Ronin and leaped through.
 
   Shaking off the vertigo, I shut both gates down and got my bearings. A crossbow bolt nicked my ear and I reflexively cupped the wound, unsure which terrace it had flown from. “Just a graze,” I realized. I love you, action-hero magic.
 
   Dialing back to laser mode, I jogged through Ronin’s murder path until I’d caught up, firing once at a crew of bold orcs trying to come up behind us. They fell like wheat, the air filling with screams and firefly sparks from their burning wounds.
 
   Eliandra blew an orc off the terrace with her staff of office. On seeing Ronin, she flicked the humming axe blade from the end. The women rushed one another, weapons colliding, Ronin blocking the axe with her crossguard and coming in close. “You betrayed us,” Ronin growled through her demon mask.
 
   “Going to punish me?” Eliandra teased.
 
   Ronin gave no answer, but roared and kicked Eliandra into the wall. Her blade flashed. It seemed like a slower-than-usual strike, though—I saw it happen, and with Ronin I rarely could.
 
   Eliandra deflected the sword into the wall beside her, where it sank too deep to pull out. She cracked the haft of her axe across Ronin’s face, breaking the grinning demon mask clean in two. “You’re sloppy. If you’re going to kill me, bloody well do it!”
 
   The two mask halves hit the floor and Ronin wasn’t scowling or even angry. The hurt in her eyes went straight down to the soul. “Did you ever believe that I could?”
 
   I fired another beam into the orcs behind us, pivoted, and cut down a cluster at Eliandra’s back. With the women having their moment, I was the only one paying the evil army some attention. “Faster, ladies…”
 
   My next shot decapitated one of Koriana’s orcs. She leaped over its corpse and extended fingertips at Ronin. “The legendary Ronin—a woman? Won’t Dracon be pleased to hear!” She spoke a word of power. Lightning crackled from her fingertips and she Palpatined the samurai into the wall. Smoke poured from Ronin’s torso, and she writhed in an apparent effort to regain control of her stunned limbs.
 
   “No!” Eliandra pivoted, snapping the axe head back into a staff so that she merely clubbed her mother with a scepter. The blow knocked Koriana staggering and blood fountained from her crushed nose.
 
   I loaded the telekinetic stone and locked on Ronin’s sword, still trapped in the wall. Yanking it clear, I released the trigger and Ronin snatched it from the air. Koriana gagged on her word of power but fired another branch of lighting.
 
   Ronin caught it on her sword, which absorbed the electric onslaught, then discharged the bolt straight over my shoulder so close it stood my fine hairs on end. Swinging around, I spotted a looming orc behind me, axe raised and prepared to split my head open. Koriana’s redirected lightning had left a smoking crater in its throat, and the creature collapsed, dead.
 
   In the next instant, three things happened at once:
 
   Ronin tried to slit Koriana’s throat.
 
   Eliandra’s staff rang as she caught Ronin’s chop just short of her mother’s carotid.
 
   Koriana clapped her hands together and sent a thunderous shockwave straight at Ronin’s midsection.
 
   The shockwave would have struck home if Eliandra hadn’t shouldered Ronin out of its way with all her might. Instead, Koriana’s blast struck her own daughter and tossed the Queen into the wall like a rag doll.
 
   I yelled something—nothing pithy or smart, just a strangled cry of rage—and nailed Koriana with my telekinetic ray. She flew back into a cluster of orcs she hadn’t come with, tangled into the knot of them. Eliandra had already struggled to her feet. When she saw what I’d done to her biological mother, she leveled her staff at me and I expected her to blow me apart.
 
   Instead, she shot another orc behind me. Ronin, meanwhile, rolled to my side, caught a third orc’s axe, and hacked its head off for good measure.
 
   “Pay attention!” they both shouted at once.
 
   The orcs I’d tossed Koriana into didn’t seem to be on any particular side and had mistaken her for food. One had her by the hair and got sprayed in the eyes by the sorceress’s magical green slime. It melted his face down to the screaming skull. Another drew back his machete, but Eliandra arrived in time to drive an axe through his brain.
 
   “Okay, I’m really unclear on the teams here,” I said.
 
   Koriana wrenched free from the horde and advanced on us, speaking a stream of arcane words that chilled the air and summoned writhing shadows from her heart and into either hand. The surviving orcs retreated at the sight.
 
   With a flicker of steel, Ronin held her sword point against the woman’s throat before she could cast.
 
   Eliandra stepped to Ronin’s side, one hand staying her arm, eyes flinty hard. “She’s my mother. You won’t take her from me.”
 
   “The Fugue’s taken her from you already,” Ronin said bitterly. “All this blood and treachery for a shell of a woman.”
 
   “Shell?” Koriana challenged. “I’ll enjoy serving you up to my master.”
 
   Keeping better track of the orcs now, I fired three more times to hold them back. Alas, my beam sputtered out. The red stone had gone dark.
 
   “You knew she was Dracon’s thrall, didn’t you?” Eliandra accused. “You knew and never told me.”
 
   “I tried to warn you when you collared me.” Ronin didn’t look away from Koriana. “I went to save her six months after I took you in. Found her like this. It’s too deep; Dracon’s work, too thorough. Her only chance would be to destroy Dracon and hope it ends the Fugue for all elves.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?” Eliandra’s voice was uninflected.
 
   “Killing Dracon was supposed to be my job. Didn’t want you taking it on. Raising armies and running empires is dirty business. When you insisted on it anyway, I… didn’t want you to know. I thought it would destroy you.”
 
   “It has,” Eliandra whispered.
 
   “You’re stronger than this,” Ronin said. “You can come back from it. I know you.” She looked her daughter in the eye. “I love you.”
 
   Koriana laughed. “Then you’d better defend her from these.” The shadows in her hands erupted in the form of thick, dark snakes striking at both women. Ronin’s blade flashed in defense of Eliandra, slicing that snake in two. The other shadow latched onto Ronin’s torso, winding around and around until it had pinned her arms to her sides and legs together.
 
   Ronin gritted her teeth in frustration, teetered, and collapsed to her knees in the bindings.
 
   With three guttural words, Koriana’s lips produced an oily slime. She spat it onto her thumb and marked Ronin’s forehead with an unfamiliar rune. She pressed her palm flat to the rune, and Ronin lurched. Energy seemed to course from her body and charge up Koriana’s arm, arching the sorceress’s spine as she siphoned the life force from her host. Inky veins bulged from Ronin’s face and the samurai sagged.
 
   I squeezed my trigger, but the rainbow gun clicked uselessly. Still stuck on the exhausted red stone, I realized. Koriana’s other hand made a nuisance gesture at me, and shadow serpents snapped around me too. I collapsed against a wall with my arms pinned to my sides, gun pressed to my thigh. Crap. Action-hero spells don’t protect too well against capture-y attacks. Cinema logic had been my undoing.
 
   “I, too, love someone and know what it means to defend them.” Koriana’s every word burned with a sanctimonious fury. “You’ve sniped at Dracon too long. Poisoned my daughter’s mind with your lies. Now you pay.” The energy pulsed from Ronin into her.
 
   “Please,” Eliandra begged. “Let her go.”
 
   Koriana, still absorbing Ronin’s life force, glanced sidelong at the Queen. “We can be together, darling.”
 
   “No you can’t!” I shouted. “Not with Dracon. Not with that sociopath.”
 
   “Silence.” Koriana flicked her free hand my way and the shadows choked me. I worked the rainbow gun partly free and managed to rotate the drum, but couldn’t figure out which stone it was on. That might end up sucking.
 
   “He’s right,” Eliandra said. “I despise Dracon and always will.”
 
   This terrified me, because it wasn’t the resounding “No” I had hoped for.
 
   “He’ll accept you as a daughter,” Koriana coaxed. “Give him time.”
 
   Eliandra shut her eyes. “You win. It rends me to do this. I know I’ll regret it every day of my life. But you win, Mother.”
 
   Koriana smiled tenderly. “Thank you.”
 
   Tears streamed down Eliandra’s face. “I wasn’t talking to you. I don’t even know you.” Her axe chopped Koriana’s hand off at the wrist.
 
   Koriana recoiled, clutching her gory stump to her chest. “Betrayer!” She leveled a devil-horns motion on her daughter with her remaining hand and Eliandra stared down the barrel of it, crying silently and waiting.
 
   No! Straining, I tilted the barrel of the rainbow gun up and fired, blindly relying on the luck spell.
 
   A gateway thumped on the ceiling, directly over Koriana.
 
   I can work with that. I readjusted my aim as best I could. Time slowed. The magic pumped through me. My second shot landed a gate firm on Eliandra’s torso.
 
   A wave of dark ribbons unspooled from Koriana’s two fingers, disappeared into the portal on her daughter’s chest, and popped out of the portal above. She rained the spell down on her own head. A crackling halo surrounded her, and in a flash of light, her flesh was gone.
 
   Only a smoking, green-glowing skeleton remained. The individual bones fell like Jenga blocks to the floor. The magical coils on Ronin and me dissolved and I struggled to my feet.
 
   Eliandra gaped, first at the wormhole attached to her chest, then the pile of bones that had, a moment ago, been her mother.
 
   I summoned both portals back into the teleportation stone. Ronin lay unconscious from the siphoning.
 
   Eliandra and I stared at one another a moment when I realized the chamber had grown dark around us. A glance at the room’s center showed me why: the magma core had cooled into sizzling black rock, extinguishing the ambient orange light in the room, such that everything was lit only by the white crystal lights in each glass casement on the terraces. Those lights were dimming too, no doubt because the magma powering everything had been drained of nearly all its energy. That was the purpose of Dracon’s altar, I realized: it had stolen the heat and magic from the Burning Vault so that Dracon could flee and reconstruct it elsewhere.
 
   And overtop that cooling lump of stone was the altar itself, where Dak traded sword blows with Dracon. At every clash of their magical weapons, sizzling blue sparks erupted, the glowing motes dropping to the floor and highlighting the shifting footwork of two master swordsmen. Dak used his size advantage to press Dracon with lightning strokes that came with such unrelenting rhythm that even when Dracon parried, he lost ground—and, on occasion, an ear, a finger, or even an arm. He regenerated new flesh just fast enough to stay on his feet.
 
   When Dracon returned a blow, it only ever missed by a hair, and I knew the luck spell protecting my friend was starting to wane.
 
   “I need to help Dak,” I told Eliandra. “Can you keep an eye on Ronin?”
 
   She was still staring at her mother’s bones. “Let me fight Dracon.”
 
   I hesitated. She’d tried to kill Dak only last night.
 
   She met my gaze. “I need to kill something.” The intensity in her voice alarmed me. “Let me kill the man who did this.”
 
   After a moment’s hesitation, I shot a gate into the pedestal near Dracon’s altar and another into the wall beside us. “Go.”
 
   Eliandra leaped through, popping out near Dracon. Her axe brightened the scene and swooped in gorgeously efficient arcs, combining with Dak’s offensive to put Dracon on the ropes.
 
   I snapped the portals back into my stone. The remaining orcs on my terrace rallied. I knelt by Ronin and rotated the drum to my unused blue stone: freeze ray. Through my hand, the pistol grip read my intent: Spike wall. The rainbow gun sprayed a clear stream of fluid, and ice crystals sprouted into a full-fledged wall with gleaming-sharp icicles jutting from the side facing the orcs.
 
   Frosty mist billowed off the barrier as the orcs starting chipping away at it with axes. At my flank, one would scale from a lower terrace now and then and I would freeze him. Others tried to get at my other side, and soon the floor nearby was littered with frozen orc statues. I dragged Ronin behind one, using it as cover against arrows, but worried about how long my wall would last—or my remaining stones hold their charge.
 
   Dracon cackled far below and I risked a glance. He fought Dak and Eliandra back and snatched whatever artifact from the altar he’d poured the Sky Keep’s power into—a ring, I realized, when he slipped it onto a finger. The terrace beneath my feet shuddered. Rubble vibrated on every surface. The magma core was solid, lukewarm rock and the whole mountain was crumbling.
 
   Dak and Eliandra attacked in tandem, an axe swing low and Dak’s blade high. Dracon blocked the axe, took a deep wound to his side, and leaped clear. Midair, enormous dragon wings sprouted from his spine. They flapped and he rose, laughing still.
 
   He turned his wild pug eyes on me.
 
   Oh shit.
 
   He flew straight for me, ascending with a crown of horns sprouting from his head. “Now you’ll see why I’m the dragon lord!” Flames erupted from his throat.
 
   Big damn wall! From my crouching position, I shot, icing a barrier between me and Dracon’s fire breath.
 
   A white-hot spot appeared on the ice, growing rapidly, and I narrowly dragged Ronin out of the way. The wall was reduced to a steam cloud in moments and Dracon alighted softly on the terrace directly in front of me.
 
   I raised my gun and he kicked it from my hands, leveling a sword point at my neck. “You filthy vandal. I’ll have to start over from scratch thanks to you. I’d relish killing you slowly, had I the time.”
 
   He drew back for a thrust, but the motion was exquisitely slow, the action-hero spell giving me a precious instant to think. The idea struck when I saw a swiftly regenerating wound in his side.
 
   I slipped the ghost stone from my pocket, pushing it between my lips just as the sword touched my chest. Its touch stung, but I was a ghost before it could pass deeper than the skin and into my aorta.
 
   Standing, I passed to the side so the sword wasn’t in me and spat the stone into my hand—popping into existence long enough to wipe blood from my chest and clap my palm to Dracon’s wounded side. I mouthed the stone again.
 
   We both ghosted. Dracon stared at me in the washed-out world of spook-land, confused. He was disoriented, but I’d used the stone before. Able to control my body better than he, I grabbed him, turned us both around, and thrust him into the stone wall.
 
   He gripped my shoulder, fighting for control. The heat of an obsidian ring—the one with the Sky Keep’s molten power in it—seared my skin even while ghosted. It was no use, though. Regenerate this! I released his side and wormed from his grip, breaking contact.
 
   He materialized inside the wall.
 
   I floated back a pace and spat the stone into my palm, air pressure solidifying in my gut. I surveyed my handiwork. All I could see of Dracon was part of a foot and his opening, closing, opening right hand, fingers clutching futilely at the air. The rest of him was fused with solid rock.
 
   I fired another portal for Dak and Eliandra, who stepped through and stared; iSword played the opening riff to “Another One Bites the Dust,” but Dak told it to shut up. We all just stared.
 
   My loud fart broke the silence next.
 
   “Ew,” Dak said.
 
   “Sorry. It’s the ghost stone. Makes me gassy.”
 
   “Not you. This.” He motioned at what remained visible of Dracon.
 
   The flexing, grasping hand lost strength by the second. Dracon was still dying, I realized. Blood ran from the edges of the wrist where it fused with the stone, dripping down the wall.
 
   When the hand finally went limp, I felt Dak bump me with his arm. “You okay?”
 
   “I’m waiting to feel something. Triumph, disgust—regret, maybe.” I shook my head. “There’s nothing, though. I feel just… regular.”
 
   “Maybe all that comes later.”
 
   Eliandra groaned. “Must you gab about your every little emotion?”
 
   Dak pointed at her. “I have some emotions you’re going to hear about, Your Highness.”
 
   “You’re alive. My mo—Koriana is dead. What’s to discuss?” Eliandra snorted bitterly and touched Dracon’s dead hand. “Cooling off. At least her killer’s dead, too.”
 
   I glanced at my feet. Technically, the shot that ended her had come from me.
 
   “Stop it,” Eliandra growled at me. “Dracon ended her in every meaningful way a long time ago. Had the woman from my childhood seen what she’d become, she’d have thanked us for burying her remains.”
 
   “We still need an exit plan before this place falls apart or the bad guys remember us,” Dak said. Throughout the chamber thousands of orcs were crushing insects, obeying their final order—most unaware that their master’s career as overlord had, so to speak, hit a wall.
 
   I glanced at the Queen and she was already sprinting away. “She has the right idea.”
 
   “Wait,” Dak said. “Dracon had that magic ring with all the Keep’s power on his finger. It’s gone.”
 
   I gaped. “Eliandra!”
 
   She disappeared down a side corridor. Dak scooped up Ronin’s unconscious body and we pursued. When we turned the corner, Eliandra grinned back at us while fitting Dracon’s ring on her thumb. “Gentlemen. I’m retiring as Queen. Farewell.” She snapped a chain with her axe and a stone door on pulleys crashed down, cutting us off from her and the nearest exit.
 
   Leaving us behind with thousands of orcs.
 
   “Am I going to be surprised every time she screws us?” I asked.
 
   Dak bit his lower lip. “I might have to marry her, though.”
 
   An explosion ripped through the Burning Vault and a piece of roof broke free. Descending through the gaping hole was the Nell, firing from five lightning cannons at once. Thunder ripped through the air. An anchor rod lodged in a terrace full of orcs; a seed-shaped bomb skated down the anchor chain and detonated, raining rubble and powdered stone everywhere.
 
   “Cavalry’s here—and just in time.” Dak grinned back at me. “Your luck spell is my new favorite thing.”
 
   Orcs flooded our terrace afresh, spilling from corridors and scaling from levels below or dropping from those above. The Nell was descending straight for us and opening its long side-hatch, so I chambered my telekinetic stone and fired at Dak. Gently, I told the stone through the pistol grip, lifting my friend to the ramp.
 
   The orcs charged me and I leaped off the terrace, narrowly scraping by the outstretched fingers of the soldier at the very front. Rocket jump! I told the stone, shooting a telekinetic beam at the ground while bracing the rainbow gun in both hands.
 
   It launched me into the air. I overshot the ramp by twelve feet and landed in Dak’s waiting hands with a thump. He set me on the ground.
 
   “Get out of here now!” I shouted at Tammagan, who stood with Elsie at the ramp to cover our entrance.
 
   “Not without the Queen, you traitor!” She twanged an arrow into an orc far below. “Dakrith. How are you still alive?”
 
   “Because the Queen’s the traitor!” Dak bellowed. “She laid a mind-control whammy on Isaac and kicked me off a fucking building. She’s already found another way out. Now get us out of here before the orcs remember they’ve all got crossbows!”
 
   Too late. The Nell’s entrance had been loud and we had an army’s attention. Black shafts rained from terraces above, most deflecting harmlessly off crystal panes. But others flew at the open hatch, and Tammagan instinctually stepped in front of Ronin’s unconscious body to protect her. I watched in horror, trapped in action-hero slowdown, as a black bolt whizzed straight for Tammagan’s bare midriff.
 
   A ripple of magic made the air pop. Swirling silver lines covered every Akarri on deck, as though something big had just been summoned.
 
   The arrow tinked harmlessly off the darkened carapace of Tammagan’s new armor—the armor I’d drawn.
 
   I’d left the drawing in the Citadel. Even with the Citadel and world seed hidden, my picture was still tacked in place. With Dracon dead, I was Rune’s only remaining dreamer.
 
   My revision had taken effect.
 
   Tammagan gaped at her armor, which resonated with a skin-flush energy field that gave her face and hair a scarlet halo. “What the devil did you put me in this time, wizard?”
 
   Arrows boinked harmlessly off Elsie’s chest, her energy field flaring pink wherever they struck. “Don’t worry, Captain—you can still wear the bikini armor for me anytime you like.”
 
   Dragging Ronin to cover, I shouted, “Check the small of your back!”
 
   Elsie found a small handheld device. It unfurled from a compact capsule into a full-length bolt-casting rifle. Squealing with delight, Elsie fired tiny steel bolts at the orcs, nailing two before the hatch had fully closed.
 
   “What do you think?” I asked Dak.
 
   He shrugged. “A little sci-fi, but not too shabby.”
 
   “Jealous?”
 
   He gave me the puppy-dog eyes. “Insanely.”
 
   The Nell rose from the chamber floor and through the hole it had ripped in the ceiling. Propellers spinning at full bore, we broke for open sky.
 
   The last remnants of the battle played out all around us. The ice destroyer had cracked in two, its pieces strewn across the desolate Broken Valley. The dragons made for the horizon. “Why are they bugging out?” I asked. There were char marks on some of the crystal panes from dragon fire, but I saw no casualties—the dragons had been busy with the destroyer, it seemed.
 
   “Dracon’s magic controlled them,” Tammagan said. “Did you kill him?”
 
   “Pretty thoroughly, I think.”
 
   Beneath us, the Sky Keep crashed into the ground. A cloud rose from its impact point and swept the valley in every direction. Our ascent kept us far ahead of it.
 
   Tammagan braced hands to hips. “Time for you to explain. What happened to our Queen? And why is this woman dressed in Ronin’s armor?”
 
   Elsie darted over and threw her arms around me. “Isn’t it obvious? Grawflefox isn’t evil at all. And Ronin’s been a woman all along.” She kissed my cheek. “Thanks for the new armor, by the way.”
 
   “Still not sure I like it,” Tammagan groused, rolling her shoulder. “Though I suppose it moves all right.”
 
   Elsie turned on her. “You know, you’re never hotter than when you survive another battle unscathed.” She pounced into Tammagan’s arms, the older woman’s hands clapping reflexively around Elsie’s butt to hold her up. Elsie went to kiss her and their energy fields hummed to life, stopping her mouth a centimeter short. She glanced back at me. “Design flaw detected.”
 
   I smirked. “Tap the stone and tell it ‘shields off.’ ”
 
   Elsie gave Tammagan a smoldering look. “Also, I need to know how to take the armor off right the hell now.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve: Totally Not an Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   When Ronin woke, she explained everything to Tammagan—and I mean everything. With Dracon gone, there were no more secrets. It was out: I was a dreamer, I’d created all the changes in Rune since the Cataclysm, and with my revisions to the Akarri armor, their old traditions were dead. They could all enjoy their new armor without being hanged for it.
 
   Dak and I stayed out of everyone’s way and played some cards on the weather deck with Elsie and Kyra. Quinny showed up now and then, and she and Dak settled into a competitive relationship, trading jabs and losing at cards to each other without ever bringing up their torrid night of boning.
 
   Our first day headed back toward civilization, Tammagan sat at the table with us and cleared her throat. “I want you to join our crew.”
 
   I heard a record-scratch in my head. “Wait—you want us on your crew?”
 
   “With no Queen to guard or give orders, I’ve dissolved the Akarri,” Tammagan said. “We’re taking the Nell on a journey to find Eliandra, and—if we can—convince her to retake the throne. Most of us are staying on, though a few will leave at the first port town. You can do either. Help us, or walk your own path.”
 
   It was tempting—flying around on a sky ship full of attractive women, having adventures. I glanced at Dak, though, and we both knew it wouldn’t work. “We’ve got our own business,” I said.
 
   Tammagan frowned. “I’m sorry to hear that. For all our disagreements, Magister Grawflefox, your presence will be missed. May I ask where you’re going?”
 
   “We need to find the Citadel of Light.”
 
   “Isaac tried using his gate stone to get back to our own dimension last night,” Dak explained. “Somehow, Dracon’s seals on the exit portals are still active. The Citadel’s the only thing that’ll get us home. If we want to go back, we have to figure out where Cassandra hid it.”
 
   “If you ever need our assistance, please don’t hesitate to ask. The two of you have helped save our kingdom—perhaps our world. And,” Tammagan added to me, “you’ve given good counsel on all matters related to Elsie.”
 
   “How’s she taking the news that you won’t be her commanding officer anymore?” I asked.
 
   “Constantly trying to renegotiate her fee as a mercenary.” From Tammagan’s sour expression, I could guess how that was going.
 
   Dak and I had no interest in waiting a week to disembark in the nearest city, so I set to drawing a skiff. We’d head back to where I’d lost Leo and then on to Amyss, where we hoped to find more information about pocket dimensions and—perhaps—what Cassandra had done before meeting up with Ronin.
 
   I did finally make some time to pick Ronin’s brain. She told me everything she could about the Citadel and Cassandra, though I sensed they were painful memories. Her stories gave me a few possible leads.
 
   After sorting it out, I stood to leave her bunk. She set her hand on my wrist. “Once I find my daughter, if you like, I’ll help you on your quest. If you would have me.”
 
   I tamped down a sudden torrent of emotion. “I’d have you as an ally.”
 
   Ronin stood, which always surprised me because she was shorter in person than in my head. “I truly wish I hadn’t hurt you. Do you think it will ever mend?”
 
   “I don’t hate you.” Yet I was still angry. And while I had spent most of my anger on Dracon, I could feel it returning bit by bit. And no matter how much I wanted to kiss her, that anger would strangle anything that might exist between us. “But I can’t have you as anything more than an ally.”
 
   Somehow, I found the strength to turn around and walk out of her bunk without looking back. It was the hardest thing I’d ever done.
 
   Dak took one look at my face above deck and patted my back. “It’s okay, man. Your princess is in another castle.”
 
   I summoned the skiff an hour later. I’d been working on a sailing vessel, too, but wanted to save that for after someone taught Dak and me how to sail. For now, the skiff would get us to Leo’s crash site and then Amyss. It was built like a flying motorcycle with ornamental wings, and I realized too late we’d be riding double.
 
   “You’re certain this will get you all the way there?” Tammagan asked skeptically.
 
   “It’ll get us there.” The sky-cycle faced the Nell’s exit hatch and I threw one leg over, activating it. It goosed up a few inches and hovered over the weather deck. I tapped the console. “I’ve even got magical GPS. We’ll be fine, Mom, honest.”
 
   Ronin didn’t come above deck for the farewell. Much as that hurt, I was kind of glad. Elsie packed us a backpack full of provisions and made me swear I’d keep in touch; she told us where we could drop them mail in Amyss and ordered us to purchase our own mailboxes.
 
   Dak boarded behind me and we took off together, nudging the sky-cycle through the hatch. Wind hit us full-on and we both donned aviator goggles. “Off into the sunset?” I shouted over the wind.
 
   “Yup.” He sighed. “I was expecting more. Some loot, maybe a parade. Triumphant cut scene at the very least. Neither of us even got the girl.”
 
   “No, but the flying sky-scooter is pretty cool. Plus, a fresh start.”
 
   He chuckled. “Like having a big white sheet of paper to draw on?”
 
   “It’s a magical world, Dak, ol’ buddy.” I cranked the accelerator and the wind fingered through my hair. “Let’s go exploring.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The End
 
    
 
   Dear reader, we’ve reached the end of this series—for now. Feel free to try my other novels as I roll them out. As an indie author, the three best ways to encourage more of my work are to buy my stuff, encourage other people to buy my stuff, or to send me kind words.
 
    
 
   Dollars are appreciated, but probably nothing is more treasured than earnest words about my books. You can leave a review or reach me @CenterFringe or through www.caseymatthews.org.
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