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Corsair

Simon flew leisurely through the air over the warm waves of the Isles of Tal’tulu. Vibrant jade islands with impossibly white beaches were erratically dotting the azure water. The fresh ocean breeze was refreshing as he watched the sea below for signs of a sail. Finally, he sighted three crimson sheets cruising across the waves, the white v-shapes of their wakes trailing after the vessels. Simon leaned toward the ships, and as he descended, he noticed a fourth vessel ahead of them.

No, not a ship. The triangular-shaped olive head of a massive swimming sea beast burst from the water and crashed back down as it surged through the waves. Mist and foam spewed from its head each time it surfaced. Two sleek crimson sailing ships were gaining on the creature’s flanks while the third stayed close behind. 

From above, Simon could see the ships herding the beast directly toward a crescent-shaped cove on one of the islands. They were trying to surround it and cut it off. By the time Simon was close enough, the ships had done just that. Smaller boats had been launched, and men and women were closing in, hurling harpoons and firing arrows into the thick skin of the creature.

Simon heard it cry out in pain. It was a dreadful noise of fear and hurt and a frantic need for life. He stopped mid-air, his heart wrenching for the poor thing. It struggled, dove, and thrashed, but the dozens of piercing rope-tied projectiles were pulling back, and he could see the creature’s exhaustion beginning to win out.

Suddenly, a shrill horn blasted and echoed through the cove as four black sails rounded the bend of the far side of the crescent-shaped island. A black and dark yellow flag flew from the main mast of the new ships. Swords crossed before a black bird with its wings spread wide, but the bird’s face was a skull wearing the oddest triangular hat with a human skull and crossbones upon it. All this on a nearly golden background.

The crimson-sailed ships went into a panic. The boat let go of its lines on the beast and immediately fled back to the larger vessels, some even choosing to head for shore instead of being caught. The closest of the red ships was not so lucky. Seeing it had no time to flee, it turned to face the oncoming vessels. Unfortunately, it turned into the wind, and it was sluggish in the water. 

The black ships closed. Two were nearly upon the hunter’s boat, aiming to come up along each side of the stranded vessel. One of the black ships had a cobra figurehead, its fangs exposed viciously.

Dunnian. Simon vanished into thin air as he came very close, close enough to see the people franticly scurrying along the decks and up the mast of the vessels.

Massive harpoons thrummed and shot out for the bow of the crimson ship, one at each of the corsairs. One struck the railing, and the man was carried along with the projectile. The other glanced harmlessly off the curved bow of the other black-sailed ship.

Hundreds of meagrely clad pirates with rattling jewelry of beads, feathers, bones, and gold, men and women alike, jeered and hurled grapples across to fasten the vessels together. The men’s shirtless dark muscles and chests glistened with sea spray and sweat. Most were clad only in short linen trousers but had beads and bone wrapping around their wrists, ankles, and necks. Simon could tell the woman wore more beads and adornments than actual clothing. Only their breasts and waists are covered in colorful, extravagant, but minuscule garments. All carried a multitude of weapons on their hips.

More of the pirates began to swing across on ropes, their swords and axes flashing as they landed on the deck of the crimson ship, and blood began to spray. Most of the pirates were of Tal’tulu descent, but there was also the odd Xamadian. All of the crimson shipped crew were of the latter. 

Are these hunting ships all from Xamid? Simon pondered as he watched the crimson ship quickly overwhelmed by ferocious shouting corsairs. They cut down their foes in a deadly, brutal manner. 

A small group of the hunters had gathered near the stern deck and were valiantly fighting to their deaths. Somehow, they held the pirates at bay as they tried to climb up the steps to the higher level.

Then, there was a cheer from the corsairs as a man with the same oddly shaped hat displayed upon the flag swung across from the cobra-headed ship. The Tal’tulu man had so much gold, silver, beads, gems, and other trinkets decorating his hat and body that Simon wondered how he could move about. He also noted, with great attention, that the man’s dark chest and chiseled abdomen were molded nicely into a ‘V’ at his waist, and he glistened with sea spray. There was a wicked-looking cutlass in one hand, and another clutched between his teeth as he soared over the heads of the sailors below. The man landed on the stern deck among the hunters, and his swords ripped into them as he lay about himself. Blood splashed as he spun and hacked and kicked. Beheading one man and gutting another. 

The screams echoed into the sea air, and the corsairs surged up to the aid of their captain. 

“Captain Kai!” the pirates bellowed in unison.

The next thing Simon knew, all but one of the hunters lay dead on the deck. He stayed silent and watched, hovering nearby.

The last man was a dark-bearded Xamidian. Stern and grizzled. He held a finely ornamented rapier at the ready. 

“You’re the last defiler. Surrender or die,” Captain Kai said with a cold tenacity.

“Cursed fucking corsairs.” The Xamaidian man glared back at Kai. “We’re trying to run a Skrull-damned business! Why do you have a death wish upon us?”

“Our brethren, the erin okun.” Captain Kai waved a cutlass toward the beast lying still in the waters. Blood drifted through the waves around it, washing the dead creature slowly toward the shore. “Their numbers dwindle, and you are the source of this.” 

“Fucks to that thing and fucks to you! Fucking pirate bast—”

The man’s words were cut off as one of Captain Kai’s cutlasses flashed with impossible speed as it carved through the man’s throat. He gaped for a moment, dropping his own sword and clutching at his neck as blood gushed from him and between his fingers before he finally fell to the deck of his ship.

“Throw the bodies overboard. Loot what you will!” Kai shouted at his crew. “Rudie, have a skeleton crew bring this ship back to Keeya’s Refuge and get her outfitted to return to active duty with a full crew.”

“Aye, Captain,” a woman said with a nod and hurried off, shouting his orders.

Captain Kai strode to the railing at the stern and looked out at the dead beast floating in its own blood.

Simon hovered closer.

He heard Kai speaking in a near whisper, “I’m sorry, arakunrin. I didn’t make it in time.”

“The poor beast, no living creature need be put to such a gruesome death,” Simon agreed aloud.

Captain Kai’s cutlasses appeared in his hands as he spun about. His eyes scanned about for the source of the voice. “Who’s there? Show yourself!”

“Uhm,” Simon said hesitantly. “Only if you promise not to cut me down.” 

Kai squinted suspiciously, slowly circling toward where Simon’s voice came from.

Simon moved as Kai did, hovering slightly above deck, sure to keep his distance from the lethal pirate. “I come in peace. I’m not one of these hunters. I’ve come from much further away. From Aurulan. Please, Sir Kai—”

“Captain Kai,” he corrected. “Fine. I won’t be killing you today. Now show yourself, sorcerer,” he sighed resignedly and sheathed one of his blades on his hip.

Simon let the invisibility spell fade; he held up his hands in a motion of I mean you no harm.

“By Chike’s shaft! You are a bloody sorcerer!” Kai blurted, then was upon Simon as swiftly as the words came from his mouth.

Simon reacted too slowly, trying to fly up as quickly as possible. He felt Kai’s firm grip on his ankle as he ascended. Then, he sank back down to the deck under the captain’s weight. Something thudded into Simon’s stomach, and the air rushed from his lungs. Then, the weight was atop him, and his face was forced down into a puddle of blood on the hardwood of the deck.

“Ha! A simple prey is a sorcerer, it seems,” Kai laughed from where he kneeled on Simon’s back, his hand pushing his head down.

Skrull’s balls, he’s quick. Well, isn’t this a predicament? Strangung. Simon pushed away from the deck with all the might he could muster with the strength-enhancing spell. He surged up, flinging the surprised pirate off him. Simon turned to see him nearly tumble over the rail. He reached out and grabbed Kai’s flailing arm before he could fall, and he pulled him against his chest.

There was a silent moment where neither Simon nor the entrancing pirate captain moved a muscle. He smelt of the sea, the tang of salt spray, and a cool mist on his sunkissed cheeks as they brushed against Simon’s own. Then the moment was gone, Simon felt Kai’s muscles tense as he jerked away, pushing Simon back.

“What’s the meaning of this?” Kai spat, his face flushed. “You’re trying to seduce me, you damned devil man?!” 

“No.” Simon shook his head, still befuddled by their brief but intriguing embrace. “No. Of course not! I’m a married man! I didn’t want you to fall.”

“I’m the King of a fucking pirate fleet. You think I can’t swim?”

“I never said that.”

“You thought it.”

“Sir—”

“Captain! Have you gone, daft man? You will address me as captain when you’re on my ship.”

“Of course, Captain,” Simon corrected himself. “Please, let me tell my tale.”

Captain Kai tilted his head curiously, then shook it. “Not now, can’t you see I’m a little Skrull-damned busy?”

Simon opened his mouth to retort.

Kai’s finger covered his lips. It was calloused and rough and tasted of brine. “Shush now, devil man. Move to my ship, The Mamba’s Mouth, and see me in my quarters at nightfall. Until then, either pitch in or make yourself scarce.” With that, Kai moved off in a stimulating display of graceful movement, grabbing a line and swinging back to the black-sailed ship from where he had come.

Simon still stood with his mouth open. Unable to speak, he looked on after the captain, entirely enchanted.

––––––––
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SIMON DID HIS BEST to stay out of the way of the bustling pirates. He watched as they put out boats into the waters and surrounded the corpse of the erin okun in the Tal’tulu dialect, or Sea Elephant in Auru. He watched as they surrounded it, holding torches, they chanted and sang. An elevating prayer rose up as dusk began to fall. Simon saw Captain Kai leading the procession. Piquing his curiosity, he again became invisible and flew close to observe them.

“We return you to the Chike, the Warrior of the Sea.”

The corsairs sang, waving their torches as they did so:

Chike, Chike, the warrior of the sea

He fights for freedom, he fights for peace

He wields his trident, he raises his shield

He strikes the tyrants, he makes them yield

Chike, Chike, the warrior of the sea

He stands for justice, he stands for truth

He leads the rebels, he inspires the youth

He challenges the oppressors, he breaks their chains

He liberates the captives, he ends their pains

Chike, Chike, the warrior of the sea

We honor his memory, we honor his name

We sing his praises, we sing his fame

We follow his example, we follow his way

We carry his spirit, we carry his flame

After the song ended, there was a moment of silence before Captain Kai spoke again. “We will not let your body go to waste, arakunrin.” He nodded, and the pirates began harvesting the creature for meat, bones, fat, and oil. Long into the night, they toiled.

Simon was dosing off on a bench before the captain’s quarters on The Mamba’s Mouth when a kick to his foot jolted him awake.

“Devil man? I’m surprised you didn’t fly back to wherever you came from,” Kai said, a half smile on his lips.

Simon stood, brushing himself off. “Ahem, of course not. I desperately need to speak with you.”

Kai opened the door and gestured to him. “After you.”

He smiled and hurried into the room.

The door slammed shut behind him, and he turned just in time for Kai to push into him, a knife in his hand pressed against Simon’s throat as his lips locked against Simon’s. There was a sweetness to Kai’s alluring lips, like honey. Simon tried to pull back in his surprise, but his legs butted into a low bed, and he teetered back.

Kai’s other hand grasped between Simon’s legs as he toppled him over onto the soft bedding. Then Kai was atop him. The knife sliced the threads of the fastened buttons of his shirt with swift precision. Kai straddled Simon and removed his vest-like top in one fluid motion. The captain’s sculpted body glistened in the dim light of a lantern, the shadows playing on his muscular lines. “Chikes shaft,” Kai groaned. “I’ve been thinking about you ever since you embraced me so. I desperately need you too...devil man.”

“I—wait—” 

Kai tossed the knife aside as their lips met once more. Vigorously. 

What about Saudett? I vowed to never do this again. But gods, this man...and it’s been months. We had an agreement. I’m allowed to do this. Simon tried to summon resistance to his limbs with little effort before he found himself relishing in the passion. 

Kai swiftly pulled off both of their trousers. 

Simon returned the fervent caress as Kai took him in. What’s one last time?

Then, Kai was groaning and oscillating his hips intensely upon him. 

By Hettra’s holy tits, it’s been a long time. He’s absolutely stunning and zealous...and...fuck.

Kai trembled atop him, arching toward him.

“Gods...oh no. Skrull’s balls, I’m sorry,” Simon stammered. “That was too quick.” 

Kai lifted a leg, hopped off Simon, and stood beside the bed. He then gently took Simon’s head and guided it to his substantially exposed member. 

It was Simon’s turn to moan and groan as he brought Kai to completion.

Kai gasped with pleasure, then released Simon’s head and flopped beside him on a pillow, pulling the covers up to his chin. “Thank you, devil man. It has been a long day, and that was an enjoyable quick finish to it in full. Sleep well, sorcerer.” He closed his eyes and did not say another word.

Simon lay still, shame rising as a single thought overcame his mind. Saudett.
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Engulf

Hata Vasara took hold of the massive chunk of stone that had fallen from the walls of Keep Crystalia during the battle. It had crushed a homestead in the city below the keep, Aerion. The home of the Himin-dvergar. She gripped the rock and lifted it with all her mental might. Lifting her hands, the stone began to rise from the wreckage. The amber gem in the breastplate of her armor flared warmly as she walked, still holding the boulder skyward. She walked through the city, past other burnt-out homes from the less recent blue firebombing, toward the edge of the floating island city. Once there, she hurled the massive stone over the side and watched as it turned into nothing more than a speck, falling through the clouds and into the oceanic world below.

Teras’s thunder, we have much work to do. Aerion needed to rebuild. Keep Crystalia required repairs to many of its defensive capabilities. Especially the many magically infused arbalests that had been lost to the forces of Hear-fan Skaad. The people needed to heal and regroup. The Children of Skaad are still out there preparing for their next attack. Hata wanted to scratch at the itching burns still wrapped and healing with the malachite flakes beneath her armor. The burns had been all across her arms, torso, and legs from her battle with the humanoid man who used a terrible corrosive dark magic. He nearly killed me. Lucky for me, Raine was there to save me.

My Raine. The Queen of the Himin-dvergar. A strong and straightforward ruler. A lonely ruler. Once Hata had spent time with her, she found Raine to be a solitary but striking and caring woman. I wonder what she is doing right now? As the image of Raine’s soft, dark, freckled, naked body lying in bed came to her, a voice called out.

“Sky-lass!”

Hata looked to see Rorik Windbeard waving at her as he approached from the direction of Keep Crystalia. The feisty rotor-wing pilot hurried over to her, bandana pulled down from his stubbly chin as he panted with exertion. “We need you on the walls. The queen wants to send out a detachment of rotor-wings to see what the bastards are up to. She wants you to come with, just in case something like that man appears again.”

“Alright, let’s go!” Hata exclaimed eagerly. She was itching to get back into the fight. To rid the world of the Ryk Lân of the evil forces of Skaad. “We don’t want to keep her waiting.”

“Luminar’s light, sky-lass, give me a minute to catch my breath.”

“Here.” Hata scanned the surroundings for another piece of rubble and found a broken collapsed wall. She found a sizeable flat piece and stood atop it. She beckoned to Rorik to join her on the surface of the fallen wall.

He took her hand and did not let go as they levitated into the air and flew up toward the massive walls of Keep Crystailia. The magnificent massive walls were scarred from the battle. Mainly where Hata had fought with the hooded man and his violet fire. As they soared upward, Hata looked toward where the enemy had come from. The direction of the Wayfarers Gate. The islands in that direction were shrouded in dark navy clouds. The thick smoke nearly covered the horizon. They are still out there planning their next move. Hata brought the slab of stone to rest on the bulwark of the keep.

“Thank the bright beard that’s over,” Rorik sighed as he knelt and patted the ground. “I missed you, dear friend.”

“You’re a rotor-wing pilot!” Hata snorted in amusement. “How can you be afraid of a little hovering through the air?”

“That’s completely different, Sky-lassie,” Rorik retorted. “When I’m in the cockpit, I have absolute control.”

Hata stifled a chuckle. “I still don’t get it, Rorik Windbeard.”

Rorik shrugged and motioned for her to follow. “Come on, they’re waiting on us.”

Hata followed the Himin-dvergar man across the battlements. She soon spied ahead a few dozen of the rotor-wing aircraft readying to depart. As they approached, blue and red steam hissed from vents, and the magically powered engines rumbled to life as propellers began to spin into motion atop the two-man vessels.

Raine Stormfall stood with arms crossed, tapping a foot impatiently before her own rotor-wing. Her brilliant gemstone armor glimmered in the sunlight. As she saw Hata approaching, a smile flashed across her features before she pointed to Rorik and then at another rotor-wing. 

Rorik hurried off to join his partner, Bryn Sparkheart, in their aircraft as the contraptions began to take flight.

Raine embraced Hata as they met, looking up into her eyes.

Hata couldn’t help herself, and she leaned down for a kiss.

Raine returned it, and they lost themselves momentarily before Raine righted herself. “Come, let’s see what these Skaad bastards are scheming,” Raine called over the loud thumping. She turned and hopped into the cockpit of a flying machine directly behind her.

Hata climbed up and took the seat behind her. It was cramped and uncomfortable for Hata’s long legs. Her armor didn’t help the situation. Raine had said they were rebuilding the fleet and would have a larger cockpit commissioned for Hata’s size as she was much taller than the average Himin-dvergar height, between four and five feet tall.

The rotor-wing thrummed to life and lifted into the air. The other crafts were hovering, awaiting their queen to lead the way. They ascended at an angle, and the small fleet fell behind Raine’s rotor-wing. They soared over a dozen islands, some interconnected with the massive chain bridges that the forces of Skaad had used to move their ground troops across the sky-island world. Then, a solid wall of dark navy clouds appeared. Violet lightning flashed through the shadows of the smoke. It was unnaturally spherical, encompassing an enormous mass of the horizon.

A rotor-wing came up alongside them, and two Himin-dvergar turned their heads to await the queen’s orders. 

Raine motioned for them to scout ahead. 

The craft moved forward alone. As the rotor-wing came within reach of the spherical navy cloud, the lightning flashed violently, and the smoke suddenly stretched out like fingers and engulfed the scout. Violet energy arched through the smoke, and something exploded with a muted sound. The tendrils receded. 

The rotor-wing and its crew were gone.

No. Grief gripped Hata for those poor people. Teras aid us, what has Hear-fan Skaad conjured up?

Hata watched from behind as Raine’s head shook back and forth in disbelief and guilt. Then the queen motioned again, and the small fleet of rotor-wings turned about and retreated back to Keep Crystalia.

––––––––
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“WHAT CAN WE DO AGAINST such a thing?” Someone called from the back of the throne room. 

“It’s concealing the Wayfarers Gate.”

“Nay, it’s protecting it. It has engulfed the damned thing.”

“Can the Sunstone do nothing?”

Hata straightened from where she stood at the bottom of the steps leading up to the throne where Raine Stormfall sat, chin propped on a gauntleted fist as she leaned on the arm of the throne. Raine was staring straight ahead, lost in thought. The crowd of Himin-dvergar nobles muttered among one another or shouted out their concerns brashly.

Someone repeated the question, “Sunstone?! Can you do something about this?”

Hata took a deep breath and prepared herself to answer.

“We cannot send the Sunstone to her death!” Raine barked, slamming her fist into the arm of the stone throne. “She would befall the same fate as any of us who would enter the dark magic that Hear-fan Skaad has created.”

“Then what would you have us do?” a voice came from within the throng.

“Two things,” Raine said flatly. “First, we must rebuild our defenses and prepare for another attack tenfold that of the last. We will rally the other cities of the Himin-dvergar and gather our forces here. The great cities of Skyforge and Zephyrion. We need the full might of our peoples at our back.”

Murmurs rippled through the crowd, some of agreement, others of unease.

Raine’s voice became solemn. “Secondly, we must seek the aid of magic that can contend with the darkness of Skaad.”

“The Crystal Elves,” Hata heard someone whisper close to her.

“The Crystal Elves,” Raine repeated more loudly. “We will send a delegation to seek their aid. They have cultivated the magic of the isle without harvesting it from the earth as we do. They have their beasts to contest with the shadow.”

More whispers of disquiet. “The Crystal Elves have banished us from traveling in their lands. They say we harm the world itself by mining the gemstones.”

“They’re damned arrogant bastards!”

“Fecking elves.”

“They hate us. It’s a blessing we are not at war with them.”

“Enough!” Raine’s voice boomed over the concourse. “I have spoken. See it done.”

With that, the nobles of the Himin-dvergar began to disperse. Soon, only a handful of guards stood at attention as Hata looked up to where her partner sat.

Raine’s eyes met hers, and she smiled tiredly and beckoned to Hata.

Hata quickly strode up the steps and took Raine’s hand, pulling her to her feet. Looking deeply into Raine’s beautiful chestnut eyes. Hata leaned close and whispered, “I want to kiss you.”

Raine’s gaze moved to the guardsmen, then back to Hata. “You know how I feel about publicly displaying our affection, Hata.”

“The nobles are gone. It’s just the guards.”

“It doesn’t matter who it is, Hata,” Raine’s voice was grave.

“Alright,” Hata sighed in defeat. “Come, it’s getting late. Let’s get you out of that armor.” Hata led Raine toward the back stairs that lead up to the queen’s quarters. The queen let herself be pulled. Her heavy armor clanged as she plodded after Hata tiredly.

Hata waved a few hand servants away as they entered the queen’s living quarters. My living quarters. Using magic, Hata quickly removed her own armor, let it float through the air, and fastened it to an armor stand in the corner of the dressing room.

Then, she unfastened the thick leather and steel clasps holding Raine’s gem-infused armor together. She liked to do this manually, without using her powers, when it was Raine’s body in question. The gauntlets revealed Raine’s steady tan hands, and the vambraces fell to the floor. The pauldrons clanked to the stone floor, and Hata let her lips touch Raine’s neck. There was still a heavy gambeson covering the woman’s arms and chest beneath.

Raine sucked in a sigh of relief and pleasure. 

Hata’s hands worked at the back clasps of the breastplate. Once undone, Hata moved in front of her queen, grasped the bottom edge of the heavy plate, and carried it a few paces away. She turned back, and the quilted gambeson covering Raine still looked nearly as heavy as the armor. A hole was sewn out in the center of the quilted pad between Raine’s breast. The magic gemstone that aided the armor’s wearer needed to be in contact with skin. Hata eyed Raine’s cleavage a moment too long before she pulled the gambeson up over Raine’s head. 

Raine’s arms fell to Hata’s shoulders as the padded tunic came off. 

Hata let the tunic fall behind her as their lips met, wrapping her arms around Raine’s waist and pulling them together fervently. Hata began undoing the tasset around Raine’s waist, their lips still locked together.

Raine pulled her lips away and put a finger to Hata’s mouth. “My love, by the bright beard, we both need a bath first.”

Hata paused momentarily before saying, “I don’t care. You are stunning; you are mine, and I want you as you come.”

Raine’s cheeks flushed as she blinked, then nodded slowly.

Hata finished undressing her lover and pushed her back onto the massive bed in their sleeping chamber. Then, starting from Raine’s lips, Hata made her way down, inching, kissing. Like someone had shown her so long ago, until pleasure engulfed them both.
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Constricted

Saudett tightened her wings around her, trying to keep warm in the cold darkness of her prison cell. How long has it been since he threw me in here? Days? Weeks? Years? She hadn’t seen Hear-fan Skaad since he killed Nyxal and imprisoned Saudett as a traitor to his cause. Deep underground in the Skaad Lân, in a prison cell cut into the earth with not so much as a bucket to defecate into. Occasionally, one of those deformed, stunted creatures would come about and slop a pile of muck into her cell for her to eat. It was a soupy, chunky mixture of blackened ground meat and who knew what else. She had no choice but to eat it if she wanted to live. 

There were neverending moans and cries that echoed in the dark, day in and day out. As Saudett had been forcefully carried to her cell, she had glimpsed many other creatures, some she had never seen the like of before. Some humanoid. Some not. Many had been wrapped in bandages with extra appendages surgically grafted to their bodies. Saudett shuddered at the thought, even though she had willingly let the Lord of Shadow do the same to her. To give me these wings.

She constricted the dark leathery wings closer as she sat back against the wall. What will I do when Hear-fan Skaad finally comes for me? The last thing he had said...

You killed my son. You will bear me another.

She couldn’t stop trembling as she clenched her hands together in fists beneath her cloak of wings. I saved Hata’s life. It was worth it. Saudett consoled herself, but still, her hands shook uncontrollably. Any minute now, that bastard will appear and have his way with me. Raped until I come with babe once again. I can’t...She had already lost one child, Simon’s child. The man who loved her the most. What would he think of her now? I killed our child. I fell in with the enemy. Her breath shortened as hysteria began to spiral her thoughts out of control.

Footfalls padded slowly in the cavernous room that made up the prison, nearly stifled by the constant wails of other prisoners. Saudett flinched, withdrawing further into the corner and covering herself. She peaked through a crack in her wings, watching as a shadow came into view outside the bars of her cage. It was tall, well-muscled...with tufts of fur.

Darkclaw Marah pressed their face against the bars and sniffed. “We have your scent, lady Saudett.”

“Marah!” Saudett gasped in surprise and ran to the thick steel bars, reaching for the Volkinn. 

Darkclaw Marah’s long, taunt, fur-covered arms stretched through and embraced Saudett.

Saudett pressed into Marah’s warm chest. They smelt of the woods, fresh air, and the leaves rustling in the wind. They smelt of blood. The fur around their mouth was stained crimson and black. But, they looked incredibly healthier than the last time Saudett had seen them. When living in the underground complex Hear-fan Skaad called home, Marah had not been thriving, taking little food and spending their days cooped up in Saudett’s chamber. Hear-fan had brought Saudett and Darkclaw Marah to the Wald Lân, a world of vast woodland, rivers, and lakes. An untouched sanctuary. Marah’s fur shined with vibrance, and their body was stern against Saudett.

“We are sorry, lady Saudett,” Marah rumbled. “We were hunting in the Wald Lân and lost our sense of self. We do not know how long it has been. Finally, one day, as we were on the hunt, we came upon the Gate and remembered all.”

“Hettra’s mercy!” Saudett exhaled overwhelmingly. “It doesn’t matter. You’re here now. Can you get me out of here?”

“We will try.”

“Thank you...thank you. Please help me. That man could come for me soon.”

Darkclaw Marah’s head turned quickly as they let out a low growl, then dashed into the darkness.

The scraping stride of one of the stunted creatures soon approached, accompanied by the squeak of rusted metal as it pulled an iron wagon filled with the blackened muck that passed for food. As it gripped a shovel and began to heave a muck pile into the cage, Darkclaw Marah’s clawed fingers grasped the creature’s head from behind and, in one quick, brutal motion, snapped its neck with an audible sucking pop.

The creature fell limp to the floor, the shovel clanging against the bars as it fell.

Darkclaw Marah’s ears pricked and turned, listening for a moment. “Hells,” Marah hissed. “Something is coming to investigate. Wait for us, Lady Saudett.” With that, Darkclaw Marah picked up the dead creature’s body and vanished again into the shadows.

After a moment, two more stunted creatures came waddling into view, followed by one of the molten rock-like skinned ones. These were rare; Saudett had only once seen one and killed it in the Valley of Hasiera as it sought out Hata. It was humanoid, yet its face was featureless other than the glowing amber-red eye sockets. What Lân do these things originate from? Saudett pondered.

The fire-like eyes stared at her through the bars, then gazed around the hallway. 

One of the hunched creatures rapped the bars with a stick of rusted black metal. “Where is the Child assigned to feedings?” it croaked.

Saudett did not answer.

“Filthy human,” the other one hissed. “Tell us what you did to our brethren!”

“Silence, fools,” the rock-molten humanoid rumbled, its voice grating to the ears. “Listen.”

A barely audible bang echoed down the hall, followed by a faint scream from far away. 

The molten creature’s eyes flared with crimson light, and it touched the two small, hunched Children, and all three of them began to sink into the ground. Then they were gone, and the prison was silent for a moment.

Something donned on Saudett about how the creatures had sunk into the earthen floor. That’s how they hid in the Burning Sea and moved through the ground during the sunlit hours. That’s how they ambushed us in the Moreas Lân. These strange rock-like creatures have the power and can use it on others.

Her stomach groaned as she sat waiting. She waited for the sounds of fighting. The wails of her prison mates soon returned, drowning out all else. What felt like an eternity passed as she waited for Marah to return or be killed or at least thrown into another cell. Saudett waited and waited. Waited to be violated. Fear gripped her once more, and her hands resumed to shake. Trying to keep her mind off the dark thoughts, she crept forward and crouched over the small pile of gruel that had managed to make it into her cage before Darkclaw Marah had slain the creature.

Saudett kneeled over the pile, wings wrapped around her; she spooned the vile nourishment into her mouth using her fingers.

A howl reverberated down the corridor.
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DARKCLAW MARAH KILLED another hunched creature as they came upon it in the dark, slamming the feeble thing against steel cell bars with a bang. 

The sound vibrated down the corridor, and the thing shrieked in fear. 

Marah cursed inwardly as they tore out the flailing creature’s throat with a savage bite. The black blood tasted of rust and rot. Marah let the thing fall, crouched low, and listened. More will come. We must move. 

Marah continued to stalk through dark corridors. The scents of death and decay hung in the musty air. We will circle back toward Lady Saudett.

Suddenly, there was a faint earthy scent growing in the air—

Rock-like hands shot out of the ground and grasped Marah by the ankles. 

Marah began to sink. They clawed at the earth, trying to pull themselves free. They managed to push up against the pull, but suddenly, two hunched abominations were there, striking Marah with black iron bars. Marah let go of their struggle against the force pulling them downward to shield themselves from the blunt weapons. Their legs submerged. Their chest submerged. Marah let out a howl of frustration just before their head sunk into the earth...darkness surrounded them.

Somehow, they could breathe. Marah twisted and turned but could only see darkness. 

A flash of red light appeared momentarily, and then something slammed into their head, and true darkness took them.

Darkclaw Marah awoke sometime later, strapped to a table with iron manacles. They could not move their head or limbs.

The stunted creatures moved about the chamber, fiddling with various cutting tools. 

Frustrations burned through the fur on their neck as they let out a howl of utter failure as a creature began to cut into their flesh.
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Chapter Four
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Son

Ien-fan Skaad stepped through the Wayfarers Gate and into the Ryk Lân. He had been recalled from his post in the Fjoer Lân. He clenched all four fists as he strolled across the iron-planked bridge to the next island; the islands were surrounded by a massive wall of thick navy smoke. Bolts of lightning arched and flashed through the roiling shield. Is Father keeping this magic active? That must be taking a toll on him. 

A disgusting Child groaned as Ien-fan walked by it to the next, more substantial island. Why had Father insisted on naming all his followers his Children? Of Hear-fan Skaad’s blood children, Ien-fan was the first. Twade was long dead. Now, Trije-fan had been killed. Ien-fan hadn’t heard the details of his death and imagined it was one of the reasons his father had summoned him here. I’ve lost both my younger brothers now...when will it all end? They had been conquering Lân’s for nearly a century, starting with Father’s home, the Hiel Lân. The Hiel Lân would have been the most problematic in a full-out war. They were far too advanced and powerful in aspects of magic incantations. Father had wanted to take them by surprise and snuff out their existence in one fell blow, and he had done that.

They had planned and gathered their forces for decades to crush the Iban-mael. The memory of that day came back to Ien...
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IEN-FAN SKAAD CHARGED through the Wayfarers Gate into the Hiel Lân. 

A man dressed in armor standing beside the portal turned in surprise. 

Ien-fan’s axe came down on the man’s shoulder and sunk deep. Blood sprayed as his other axe came in low and hacked in at an angle. Then, he pointed with his lower two hands and released a duo scua bael cnytells at point-blank range into the man’s body. The violet-black fire drilled through the soldier as his eyes clouded and death took him.

The horde of Children poured out of the Wayfarers Gate and into the city streets. Townsfolk who looked just like Ien-fan fled, their four arms flailing as they screamed in terror and fell to the claws and teeth of the Children of Skaad. 

Are these not my people? The same people who exiled Father to that wasteland. Ien-fan stood and studied the sprawling city around him as the Children did their work. Massive structures of glass and metal towered around him. Scua afléotan, Ien-fan encanted and began to rise into the air. The city stretched as far as the eye could see. An enormous central citadel engulfed his vision at the center of it. His father had said that the Hiel Lân was actually relatively small, a habitable moon, as he put it. Yet the entirety of this world was populated. We must leave none alive. 

An explosion of violet light ignited nearby, and smoke billowed in the air at
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