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Chapter 1


The election by combat happened because the night before, King Shricky, the precocious Padeshah Azhi— Snake Emperor— and conqueror of the sun-licked planets, had a splendid dream of what must have been thousands of years into another time. He rode in a steel carriage drawn either by sorcery or by ghost horses, in the front seat on the right side, apparently the most prestigious spot. On his left, squinting with concentration, was none other than Duke Marcy, still proudly flaunting his noble collar, but a much sleeker version, a slick black short-sleeved shirt.

“What a fascinating era this is, where the duke directly drives the carriage of the king,” Shricky said. He pointed at the wheel-shaped contraption that Marcy was manipulating with his hands. “And this device serves as the reins? We used to… anufy… heretics on wooden rings that looked exactly like this. We nailed their wrists and feet to grand rings, you see, and left them to starve and burn and die in the heat. It was wonderful.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Marcy said. “‘Anufy?’ Like an anus instead of a cross?”

“A ring! We ringed the infidels in the perfect, round truth they should have known all along. In their final thoughts, their delirious death throes, they realize tragically late the full extent of their sins, that they should have been seeking tits, and the straightness of their cock is only a necessary evil, a compromised compass needle to get to the tits.”

“You don’t stick your cock in tits, fool,” Marcy said, struggling to keep his eyes on the road. “Well, I guess you can, but it’s sort of the soup next to the meat.”

“And look at these quaint land roads. As flat and shimmering as the stomachs of the dancing girls. Oh,” Shricky said, dramatically laying the back of his hand across his brow, “this is a beautiful world, but it doesn’t mean anything if there aren’t any dancing concubines. Take me to the brothel!”

“I think any hour I spend with you on the road should count as an hour and a half, your majesty,” Marcy said. “It’s quite difficult to remember all the rules of this realm with you jabbering on.”

“Ah, you will qualify faster for promotion in the carriagemen’s guild; we mutually benefit from our association! And good sir, you have the granite-block countenance and crisp, dark curls of my duke, but you speak with irreverence. I will allow it, as this is my dream and I am a guest in this future. What is your name, good sir?”

“My name is Marcy.”

“Ah, so too that is the name of my good Duke, the epitome of knightliness and masculinity. He has a most noble bearing and awe-inspiring attitude. And what do you know my name to be?”

“Your name is Shricky. It’s also the name of a cartoon bird.”

“Good sir! You speak barbarian babble. What on earth is a ‘cartoon’? And why have you stopped?”

“See that red sign over there with eight sides?” Marcy said, leaning and pointing. It says ‘stop.’ And if you don’t stop and slowly count to three, the small-penised pig men will light their blue and red torches and chase you down screaming and bash your brains out with black truncheons.”

“Oh, the smooth roads come at a cost… the cost of tyranny and oppression. Will anyone stand against the pig-men? Wait, you didn’t tell me what a cartoon was.”

“It’s a cute drawing for kids that moves.”

“Moving… pictures? This is a world that has paid the price for selling out its soul for the temptations of sorcery. Anally violated by the piceous cudgels of the swinefolk… but at least the creches are alight with moving pictures. What is this Shricky bird?”

“It’s a cartoon version of a real bird that captures insects and impales them on thorns. It’s from the Culinpon video games. It evolves into Rushrike at level eighteen and then into Imparike at level thirty-six. It’s quite strong for an early-game Culinpon, and—”

“Oh, how delightful! What a monstrous method of execution. Anufixion is old hat— it’s just got to go. What would you think if the one idea I took back to my empire from this dream was impalement?”

“At least then it would seem that you had figured out how a cock works,” Marcy said. “Wow, these election signs are absolutely everywhere. So bad for the environment. What happens to them afterward?” Marcy was driving in circles around the house-lined streets, getting more comfortable with each pass, and thus had more of a mind to notice things like all the small square signs studding everyone’s gardens like a hedgehog’s spines.

“Meghna Sahu? Supna Firodia? Nag Kahar? Who are these foreign invaders?”

“Uh…” Marcy said, squinting more. “Sahu is running for the school board. Firodia for city council. Kahar for… city council.”

“Running?”

“In elections. Where everyone votes.”

“Democracy? In this backwater kingdom overrun by swinefolk? Haha! And their banners… all the imagination has gone out of this age’s heraldry. Red, white, and blue? That’s it?”

“It’s strange,” Marcy said. “I only recently learned that candidates for those offices don’t have their party affiliations listed on the ballot. Not on their websites, either. They just generically talk about how innovative and great they will be for the town. Although I think Nag Kahar’s signs are purple to subtly suggest that he is, in fact, an independent.”

“Meghna Sahu. Supna Firodia. Meghna Sahu. Supna Firodia. Don’t those names sound like they’re… from something?”

“They’re just Indian names. Just some Hendis. Although I will say that I have not encountered those specific names before. We’re used to, like, Gupta and shit.”

“I cannot understand your gobbledygook about ‘websites’ and ‘Indian!’ But tell me, without me hinting you, if you can figure out where I think Meghna Sahu and Supna Firodia and Nag Kahar sound like they’re from.”

“I know what you think they’re from, and they don’t sound like it, really.”

“They’re going to have a laser sword duel. I will make it happen. They have a terrible rivalry. They have a grudge against each other.”

“Lasers? I thought you were doing a whole thing from the past. Now it seems like you are in the future.”

“No, no! It was a long time ago. You know that, Duke.”

“And where does Nag Kahar fit into all this?”

“We shall see… we shall see. But these are all names of subjugated warrior monks of my kingdom. My empire. On the planet Kavehine.”

“A pervert’s paradise of brown-skinned people?”

“Yes, exactly.”

“The word for coffee is ‘ghahveh’, not ‘kaveh.’ Kaveh was a heroic blacksmith.”

“But nobody wants to figure out how to spell or say all that. Do you think Meghna and Supna are hot? Is Nag hot?”

“I think Nag is a man’s name.”

“Do you think Meghna Sahu or Supna Firodia has bigger boobs? Which one has nicer boobs? Those aren’t necessarily the same thing, you know.”

“I do know, but I will anufy you if you don’t shut up!”

“Duke! Such insolence! It is I who shall—“

Then Padeshah Azhi Shricky woke up in his bed, a palace unto itself, sweating, trembling, emitting. Oh, what a splendid idea it was, even though it seemed inspired by some of those psychedelic drugs the degenerates used in the slums. He would have to start rounding up and executing those people, or at least give them the chance to live if they said something insightful or funny. No, insightful and funny. It would have to be both. Whatever! For now, the Snake Emperor had a different project to work on. Life on the planet Kavehine had gotten dull post-conquest… the snake’s gums, at the point where the fangs burst out, itched to see laser-lit death and violence.


Chapter 2


So it was arranged that Meghna Sahu and Supna Firodia would have to duel for the amusement of the court of Padeshah Azhi Shricky.

“The winner will be granted not only her life, but even better, she shall be the foremost concubine of Shricky, Padeshah Azhi, leader of the Snake Empire, and future ruler of the galaxy, starting with only the warmest, most skin-licking planets.”

The audience took all that in, and so did King Shricky, breathing in the special spiced air conditioning of the imperial court’s opulent amphitheater.

Shricky, His Erotic Majesty, the Snake Emperor himself in the center of it all, a blond elf, striking a lithe, flashy figure in the imperial garb, resembling a sacred golden flower that grew exactly once out of the desert of the brown-skinned people’s deserts once every ten thousand years. He was a short king, tall in charisma, holding his own laser sword like a scepter, its hilt as gold as his robe, its blade as sapphire as his eyes, its weight as light as his body.

On his right, Marcy, the Duke of the Grand Collar, in shimmering black. Marcy had been the only one of the pre-existing rulers on Kavehine to appreciate the value of Shricky’s vision for the planet and the galaxy, and had been agreeable to the terms of the Emperor’s takeover, which had not necessarily needed to be hostile…. but occasionally had been. Marcy had helped with that, significantly ratcheting up the speed with which Shricky seized the brown planet, throbbing with riches, in his death grip. Marcy thus was a loyal ally and rewarded with great riches and a cushy noble sinecure.

Rounding out the imperial tableau was Nag Kahar, the leader of the palatial garrison and King Shricky’s primary personal bodyguard. Nag had a face like a big blocky fuel cell and a mustache like the clouds on the surface of the gas giant Kaveh IV, three planets away from Kavehine, or Kaveh I. It was on the space stations orbiting Kaveh IV that Nag Kahar had honed his singular craft in the laser sword, having been recognized as so prodigious a talent by his fellow natives of Kavehine that the military had decided to stop worrying about his lack of other martial abilities and simply pay him to be their most studied research subject about everything regarding effective use of the laser sword. Shricky promised him an endless stream of fresh duelists against whom to test his mettle and his violet laser swords— and kept the promise.

The crowd: orange robes, blue robes, green robes, white robes… nothing but robes, and the round mushroom-like turbans, always matching the robes, that made everyone in attendance look like pieces on a primitive game board. They demanded death and would get it in spades.

The duelists: Meghna Sahu and Supna Firodia. To be shown mercy, they would need to show none.

Meghna Sahu was lightning in a bottle shaped like a woman. Girlish, with full cheeks and broad lips that looked like they could block a laser sword. (They couldn’t, but the daydream was believable for a flicker.) The lips over the teeth revealed a deep knowledge of secrets. Thin eyebrows for a native of Kavehine, and one of the few on whom silver looked better than gold, in the form of long, rattling earrings that dangled like wind chimes and sequined straps on her yellow battle dress, an odd match to her red laser sword. Her lower eyelids made her look just a little sleepy, but darting brown eyes made up for it; her nipples darted along to follow them, so actively jiggling were her breasts, which Shricky watched carefully, as of course the torso was the part a swordfighter needed to keep their eyes on, as it was the best indicator, more than the weapon, legs or arms, of what the duelist was actually going to do. All of this under dark, wavy hair and an average-sized but muscular frame.

Supna Firodia looked like she had been born at sixty years old and was aging backward, a queen untethered to time, every facial feature made of polished rock, big breasts made of warm, round-bubbling lava. A wider mouth with thinner lips than Meghna’s (but whose weren’t?); a bright smile, exuding bravado. The corners of her eyes crinkled with wisdom. A long, tall nose, slightly crooked, having been broken in combat— exactly once, then never allowed to happen again, much like the seven-inch scar on her right arm, the only one like it anywhere on her. Long, straight, black hair. Three inches taller than Meghna Sahu, Supna Firodia was so stone-solid she could have been mistaken for old enough to be Shricky’s mother, which Shricky did not hate and could not afford to hate given that he looked so boyish. Her blade was dazzling cyan— full blue and full green mated and fused together.

Thus the tableau was completed; Shricky’s artist, Jamie the Jester, was across the arena immortalizing the scene frantically using some of that yogurt paint from some backwater or other in another system, which was very neat because the microbial cultures in it helped the picture paint itself.
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